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About Knight Traveler, Part 1






One vow, given freely, could tilt the balance between good and evil… 

Centuries ago, Sir Gawain pledged to serve King Arthur against all threats, including a powerful, evil sorceress. Sword in hand, his purpose clear, he fulfilled his duty - chasing that darkness into 21st century New York City, a world beyond imagination. In New York City, legacy weighs heavy on Tara O’Malley. In addition to keeping the family pub running, she is the sworn protector of the medieval dagger that’s been handed down since Avalon’s retreat into the mist.When the dagger is stolen, the seal on family secrets breaks open and Tara finds herself caught in a deadly web controlled by dark forces. Her survival rests on the broad shoulders of a golden stranger who seems to have stepped right out of a Renaissance fair. Running out of time, Gawain and Tara must overcome doubts, curses, and myths to ensure peace and goodness prevail.


*

In Regan Black’s books you'll meet strong, courageous heroes (from the past and present) and the bold, daring women they’ll protect at all costs!

Click HERE to subscribe to Regan’s newsletter.



 









Heart of Time, Prequel Novella











One






King Arthur watched quietly as three of his trusted knights approached the gamekeeper’s hut. The door was flung wide, a fire blazing in the grate, yet his hand rested on Excalibur’s hilt. It was no longer safe to travel unarmed.

His private guard had taken up positions in the surrounding trees, ready to launch an offensive or a rescue at the designated signal from him. That he’d taken such measures would offend his friends, but he would not risk his life or any of theirs, should one of them prove turned by the enemy.

For nearly a year Arthur had heard the whispers, felt the warnings at the wispy edges of his dreams and in the heart of his worst nightmares. Creatures who craved darkness and dealt in evil, always a threat to his personal quest for peace, were gaining a foothold in the west. To what end he could not see and Merlin, his most-trusted advisor, remained coy as always about the future.

He felt it now, another tendril of that ill wind grazing his cheek, despite the clear bright autumn sky and the heat of the fire at his back.

Three pairs of boots crunched on the path, growing louder as the men approached. Arthur studied the wilderness crowding the path, but he found no sign of the animals typically near each man. He knew they were out there, the hound, the bear, and the hawk, as steadfast, watchful, and stealthy as his own guard.

When the knights saw him, all three faces lit with friendly and curious smiles. Arthur hoped what he had to say, the task he had to assign wouldn’t extinguish the light in his dearest friends.

“Is there good hunting this season, my king?” Sir Gawain asked, his long stride putting him a half step ahead of the others in the party.

“I fear there may well be,” Arthur replied under his breath. “Let us hope so,” he said in a carrying voice, stepping forward and grasping each man’s arm in greeting as they entered the hut.

The small space seemed to shrink exponentially as the others joined him. Sir Kay ducked under the lintel and, as the last inside, latched the door at Arthur’s request.

“Tis a far cry from the Round Table,” Kay noted, his sharp gaze raking the room.

“Indeed,” Gawain agreed quietly.

“What is it you cannot speak of within Camelot, my lord?” Sir Bors inquired.

Naturally, Arthur’s finest men would strike unerringly at the heart of the matter. Of all his knights, these three had been with him longest and were best versed in the way his mind worked. Knowing the hut’s small, raw table would do them no good, Arthur had put it out of the way, on top of the rush-filled mattress in the alcove that served as a bedchamber. During the past days, he’d secreted four sturdy chairs to the hut and now he urged the men to take their ease.

On a long, thoughtful breath, he debated the wisdom of this conversation one last time. He’d searched for options and found none, yet the thought of doing nothing, of merely waiting and watching, turned his blood to ice and choked his heart.

“You are my brothers. Friends,” he began, feeling his way through a topic he wasn’t even sure he understood. “At this change of seasons as the trees and earth go dormant and prepare for winter, I would make an unfair request of each of you.”

To a man, they held their peace, all of them sensing this was no ordinary discussion of a quick hunting trip or a risky quest. He admired them more for their patience and silence.

“I must have your vow before I share all the details of my appeal and I apologize. There will be no dispute between us should you refuse. You may leave at once.” He waited, though none of the knights twitched so much as a finger. “Should you stay, I ask that you keep all that we discuss a secret between those gathered here.”

Gawain was already scowling hard enough to match Kay’s normally fierce expression. Only Bors seemed unconcerned with Arthur’s vagaries. With only a glance, the three of them seemed to come to a silent accord. “We accept whatever request you have for us, my king,” Gawain answered aloud as Kay and Bors nodded.

“What has Mordred done now?” Kay asked. “It’s high time we find him and put an end to his tricks and dissent.”

Bors nodded slowly, his pale gaze locked with Arthur’s. “That is the hunting you speak of, my lord?”

“Dispense with rank in this place,” Arthur snapped, impatient with formalities that would do them no good in this endeavor. “We must face the trouble I sense head on, as equals, or be smothered by the encroaching dark.”

“Speak clearly, my k-friend,” Gawain amended quickly. His voice, deep and quiet, ran like a cool river through the charged moment, settling all of them.

Arthur sighed and lowered himself to the edge of his chair. “The world as we know it, as we have worked and dreamed it to be is in terrible trouble.”

Gawain scowled. “Morgana.”

“Yes,” Arthur admitted. “I know Morgana is at the heart of it. She is scheming once more and seems to have new allies, though they are not known to me,” he added. “What I fear is that without drastic measure, without this extreme vow from each of you, she will succeed.”

“Never.” Kay’s deep voice boomed around the hut, rattling the door. “We will find her and stop her.” He looked to his fellow knights, receiving nods of agreement.

“May your surety hold fast, my friend,” Arthur said, relaxing for a moment in a fragile belief. The doubts and fears of men often faltered when faced with Kay’s sheer force of will.

But they didn’t yet know what he required of them.

He met each man’s determined gaze. “We have always been honest in our dealings. You three have trusted me with your secrets, as I have trusted you with mine.”

Gawain sat forward, eyes intent and clear. “You need magic to defeat her.”

Bors gave a low whistle. “Plain speaking, indeed. What has Merlin to say?”

“Not enough,” Arthur groused, rubbing at that persistent prickling at the back of his neck. “Men, I know not what you’ve told each other, only what you’ve told me and what is evident to any attentive observer. You are each strong of faith and will. You all have clarity of thought and boundless courage. And each of you maintains a unique bond with an unlikely friend.” Arthur’s gaze took in each man’s solemn expression, they knew he referred to their animal companions. “The secrets you’ve shared will go with me to my grave, have no doubt. What I ask of you is to promise me you won’t let the grave defeat you in the task I am about to reveal.”

Bors pursed his lips, but no sound came forth. Kay’s big body went absolutely still. Gawain’s gaze snapped to the fire.

Arthur knew Gawain sensed the power hidden behind the flames, the danger and hope each man present would need to balance in order to stop Morgana.

“This is no border skirmish or campaign,” Arthur continued. “Not even a clear-set quest. The threat she poses is worse. She would weave herself into our daily lives, corrupt the hearts of those around us. She would choke out the good we have wrought as a weed chokes a healthy garden. Each day she draws more followers flocking to her cause.”

“Evil often appears lovely in the beginning,” Bors said, his voice sad. “People are too eager to believe and quickly led astray.”

“A truth we know too well,” Arthur agreed. “My dreams are too consistent to ignore, yet Merlin cannot guide me to the time or place of a confrontation. What I recall are more than dream nonsense. I know it and he agrees. Merlin has confessed that our battle may well take place beyond this time we know and hold dear.”

Gawain’s gaze remained locked on the fire. “How are we to make such a vow? How shall we persist in our hunt for Morgana beyond the grave, as you say?”

“My best interpretation is that Morgana is planting seeds she hopes to harvest in this time and seeds she hopes to harvest in times yet to come.”

“Heirs to her destruction, eh?” Kay’s disapproving grumble rolled through the hut like thunder. In the distance a bear called. He glanced to his left, meeting Bors’s gaze and both men turned to Gawain. “What do you see in the fire, man?”

“Our king’s last resort,” Gawain said. His hound gave a lonely howl, seemingly just outside the door. “A fire nymph is waiting.”

“Indeed,” Arthur whispered. “You will join me and together we will do all in our power to root out Morgana’s plots. No matter the personal sacrifice, we shall vow to put an end to her schemes before they can begin in earnest. We will begin our preparation here, now, then we shall spend three days in Avalon, strengthening our hearts and minds and honing our unique skills. We shall brace ourselves for victory in what - if my dreams can be trusted - are quite foreign places.

“Is there one path, Arthur?” Gawain asked, looking away from the fire at last. “A point of weakness we might exploit right away?”

“Possibly. The Lady of the Lake may know more by the time we arrive. While I hope and believe we will prevail, Morgana’s empty promises of power, riches and the like have enticed too many already.”

“You fear if we sever the head of the snake too soon, others who may be worse will take the lead,” said Bors.

“Yes,” Arthur replied. That was his greatest consternation. “New leaders pose a greater danger because they are unknown to us. Merlin agrees Morgana is training her followers to hide themselves from him and others who would interfere with her plans. When I volunteered to do this alone, he insisted it would be folly. He mounted a tremendous resistance and there were visions of certain failure, in fact.”

“Your visions or Merlin’s?” Gawain asked.

“Both.”

“I see.”

Arthur bore Gawain’s scrutiny, wondering what the man’s uncanny vision noted that others could not. “What word shall you give? Are you still willing to join me, my friends?”

“Aye,” Kay said without hesitation.

“Aye,” Gawain and Bors said on the heels of Kay’s agreement.

“What is life without risk and adventure?” Bors asked. “And the promise of more of the same after this body fails me is too intriguing to ignore.”

“My gratitude, friends,” Arthur said. Pushing to his feet, he embraced each man as they stood, hoping he was not cursing them all to a terrible, violent eternity. These men deserved far better in whatever afterlife awaited them. “Then let us proceed with the first step,” Arthur said, reaching back for a flask. “Merlin warns me it’s bitter, but it takes the sting out of the fire nymph’s touch.”

He removed the cork and touched the flask to his lips, trying not to taste the liquid as it poured down his throat. He handed the flask to Gawain, who drank, winced, and passed it to Kay.

“Pray tell, what does she intend to touch?” Kay demanded with more curiosity than concern as he dragged the back of his hand over his mouth.

“Your heart,” Gawain replied before Arthur could explain.

Arthur had always admired Gawain’s intuition and vision. Long before the magic that solidified the bond with his hound, the knight was ever quick and accurate at sizing up a situation. Be it a battlefield choked with enemies, or the unspoken fear plaguing a friend.

Bors hissed at the tasted of the bitter liquid. “Why the heart?” he asked, pushing the stopper back into the empty flask.

“As Merlin explained it to me, the fire nymph’s touch will serve as a defense, shielding your heart against false witness or influence,” Arthur explained. “Her touch shall increase our constancy of purpose.”

“Will her shield make us immune to Morgana’s influence?” Gawain asked.

“I hesitate to make such a certain promise, being fully aware of Morgana’s dark power. But I believe in taking every precaution.”

The fire flickered and leaped. Arthur pushed back the screen and a form emerged. Small and golden, the nymph seemed dwarfed by the knights surrounding her. Red and yellow flames clothed her, rippling over her slender body and limbs, her eyes blue as the blaze at the wick of a lit candle.

“My intention is to protect,” she declared. Her warm, crackling voice raised chills along Arthur’s skin. “Beware my intention may be altered by the intent of he who seeks my protection.”

Arthur stepped between the knights and the fire spirit. “Be certain, my friends. I am asking you to step into the breach, to go into the unknown to defend and shelter those Morgana would exploit. I cannot see how it ends, only that I need men of great valor, strength, and courage to rise to this task despite the unknowns.”

Gawain dropped to one knee. “I am able and willing, my lord.”

Kay and Bors followed his action with equal and swift conviction.

As Arthur looked down on the bowed heads of his friends, he prayed what they learned in Avalon over the next days would equip them for the conflict cloaked in the shadows of the present and the future.

He had conquered impossible odds with these men before, quested over hostile territory in pursuit of justice and peace. His heart full to bursting with thankfulness for the unflinching devotion of these men, he begged them to rise.

“You have given me hope, my friends. In response, I give you my eternal gratitude. Let us embrace this measure of protection together.”

With a nod, he faced the fire nymph and instructed her to proceed.

The creature closed her eyes and brought her hands together over her heart. It seemed as if an age had passed before she extended her arms toward him and the knights. In her cupped hands Arthur saw a strange, glowing ember. It did not flicker as the fire nymph flickered, it pulsed as steadily as a heart.

“Champions of goodness, be safe,” she began, her voice quiet. “Champions of peace, be strong. Champions of light, be constant.”

She blew softly on that ember in her palms and it rose, spinning faster until it was a blinding white flash. Arthur refused to flinch or look away, knew his knights were equally steady. Merlin claimed this step was essential, though he wouldn’t reveal why.

With words beyond Arthur’s understanding, the orb fractured, spearing out toward each of them. At first he felt a gentle pressure over his heart, then the pulse began, out of time with his own heartbeat. The fire nymph’s touch forced its will on his heart and the spear of pain threatened to push him to his knees. When the pulsing finally eased to a comforting warmth blanketing his heart, he hid his absolute relief.

He would thank Merlin for the liquid at the earliest opportunity. If a dose from the flask eased the adjustment, he never hoped to repeat this precaution without it. As the fire nymph stumbled back toward the fire from which she’d appeared, he wondered if his friends were concealing similar responses to her touch.













Two






Arthur watched his friends for any regret or adverse reactions as they left the gamekeeper’s hut and rode for Avalon. His personal guard accompanied them, keeping well back, if not entirely out of sight. The same could not be said for the animals that traveled with his trio of friends. All three animals had been waiting quite close to the hut for their human companions to reappear and all rushed their respective companions to offer a personal greeting while the horses were brought forward and the scouts reported.

Arthur frequently sighted the hound loping alongside Gawain’s horse. Kay’s bear came and went, likely wreaking havoc with the outlying guard’s attempts to be discreet. The hawk wheeled above them, occasionally diving to swoop around Bors before soaring once more.

Conversation was muted and feeling rather introspective, Arthur credited the quietness to each man’s experience with the fire nymph. His mind kept wandering over the flask, the fire, and what awaited them in Avalon. He recognized the feel of powerful magic surrounding him, coursing through him. Whatever spell Merlin was weaving, Arthur had to believe they could triumph over Morgana’s evil intrigues.

They reached the edge of the misty shield of Avalon by the end of the day, much sooner than Arthur expected, and he credited that too to the combined magic they carried. A wispy fog teased his horse’s hooves and as he looked ahead, the wooded path faded to a gentle gray blur.

He reined in his horse and signaled his guard to halt. If Excalibur wasn’t enough protection within the shelter of Avalon, the world was already lost and their efforts would be for naught.

“By foot and boat from here then?” Kay asked.

“Yes,” Arthur replied. “Just the four of us and your companions, I was told.”

Bors held up an arm and gave a sharp whistle.

Arthur and the others watched in awe as the hawk circled overhead before gliding down to land on the knight’s forearm.

“Please don’t tell me you expect the lot of us to ride in a boat with Kay’s bear,” Gawain said as his hound strolled over to his side. He laid his hand gently on the sleek head. “We’ll have challenge enough rowing Kay across.”

“You had best say that with a smile,” Kay shot back. The tallest and broadest of them, he was nearly of a size with the bear that followed him everywhere. “If necessary, the two of us will wade across.” His bear lumbered out from the trees, ever cautious as he approached.

Arthur heard one of the guards close by murmuring a prayer.

“The Lady of the Lake has always made her expected guests welcome. Let us proceed and the way will appear.” Under his hand, Excalibur’s hilt trembled lightly. He’d mentioned the phenomenon to Merlin shortly after he’d pulled it from the stone and been assured he was of sound mind. Magic, Merlin had explained, was as essential to the world as the sun and moon and all the seasons.

Arthur looked back fondly to those early days, when his education and his awareness had expanded beyond all he’d known before. He supposed his connection to the sword was similar to that between the knights and their animals. At the moment, Excalibur warned of no danger as they approached the dense fog protecting Avalon. No, it was more of an eager homecoming, the same sensation he had whenever he laid eyes on Camelot after being away.

He walked into the haze, the knights flanking him and the mysterious fog swallowing the sounds of their steps.

As intended, the mists surrounding Avalon had deterred many a traveler, but Arthur had no fear of being lost. With Excalibur serving as a pathfinder, he knew they would all get through. But he felt something different as well, an oddity deep inside his chest that would not let him stray with or without the sword. Undoubtedly a residual effect of the fiery touch, he realized, rubbing at the deep ache in his breastbone.

The mists gave way abruptly, revealing a glorious sunset setting the still water of the deep lake aglow.

“What now?” Gawain asked joining Arthur in the gentle light. “I see no boat.”

“We wait,” Arthur said. “In my experience a way will be provided.”

Gawain didn’t reply. None of them did. They all knew bits and pieces of Arthur’s previous visits to the mystical island. Even the animals with them were silent, though the bear and the hound snuffled at the water’s edge.

They waited with a remarkable patience born of a lifetime of training and experience with both fierce, violent conflicts and delicate diplomatic negotiations. Patience was a prime reason Arthur invited these men to this quest. He needed men who would not falter under duress or a lack of action. Stars twinkled overhead, this night precious and distinct because they were poised at the edge of the unknown. Inside the veil, no longer part of the world they knew, neither were they fully arrived at Avalon. To his relief, that strange tendril of dread had been severed when they crossed through the misty shield.

“Won’t you tell us more of your dreams while we wait?” Bors asked.

Arthur had expected the question. He owed them this much. Kay and Gawain found fuel for a small fire as the evening turned to night, chasing the chill from the air over the lake.

Arthur looked to the flames, to the faces of his friends and searched for the starting point. “I’ve little experience with prophetic dreams,” he admitted. “When these dreams started, I assumed the images were merely a twisting of my concerns in this world.”

“How did you come to decide they were not?” Gawain stretched out his long legs and his hound relaxed against them.

It seemed to Arthur as if dog and man were watching him and listening with equal comprehension. “How do you envision the future?” Arthur asked Gawain. “How do you believe your great grandchildren and their great grandchildren will change our world?”

“You assume he can woo a woman to the marriage bed to beget heirs at all,” Kay joked with a hearty, deep laugh. “Our Gawain is too gallant to scatter his seed over any willing tavern wench.”

“We can’t all be you, Kay,” Gawain muttered.

“And praise for it,” Bors added. “To your question, if I may?”

Arthur smothered a grin.

“I know the world we strive to create and I’ve seen many new things along our travels,” Bors continued. “Thinking of changes we’ve wrought here, a few ripples in the pond, it is daunting to think how far those ripples might carry.”

“Precisely.” Arthur sat forward. “Our skilled men and women become more talented each passing year. We gain experience and are better for it. What I have seen in dreams there are no words for.” He shook his head. “But beneath the strange images, I have sensed a dark purpose all too easily attributed to Morgana and her followers. She has found a way to travel, not merely beyond our borders, but beyond our lifetime.

“Camelot will crumble,” he barreled on despite the collective outrage, “and Avalon shall fall into mythical memory. The wars ahead, the weapons and defenses are astounding…” He paused, caught his breath. “On those foundations people beyond number shall build more than castles and villages as we know them.”

“And Morgana?” Gawain stroked his hound’s ear, yet both remained attentive. “She causes these wars?”

“Evil forces are never far from the human ear. We all know this. She sows seeds of discontent yes, and she assembles a force working toward a bigger, significant goal, one I cannot see. We are a small beginning, my friends. I am hoping our small, clever force can surprise her and prevent her from waging a war the population of the future cannot combat.”

“There is no magic in the future of your dreams?” Bors asked.

“There is a disturbing current I do not understand in the images of my dreams. I sense the evil there, much as we have sensed Morgana’s touch in certain quests and battles.”

Kay snorted and behind him, his bear did the same. “The bitch grows too confident, too powerful here.”

“I believe she is using something in the days far ahead of us to her advantage.” He rubbed at the hairs rising once more at the back of his neck as he recalled the awful darkness of his dreams.

“Then we must put an end to her here and now,” Gawain said.

Arthur smiled as the other knights agreed with Gawain. “I pray it will be as you say.” At his side, Excalibur trembled and a moment later, Arthur heard movement on the water. Or rather within the water. He thought to light a torch, only to see the luminous form of the fire nymph rise from the flames of their fire.

“The way is clear,” she said in her strange voice. “The Lady of the Lake awaits.”

The glow from the nymph had dimmed from the presence she’d exhibited in the gamekeeper’s hut. Or merely it was a matter of the night being so complete. Regardless, she gave off enough light for them to see a path of wet, mossy stones parting the surface of the lake.

Arthur led the way, a pace or two behind the nymph. Gawain and his hound were next, followed by Kay and his bear. Bors and his hawk brought up the rear of their odd band of travelers.

When they reached the shores of Avalon, the fire nymph bid them well and flickered up into the night sky with a pop and hiss of a wayward spark.

“What now?” Kay asked as his bear grumbled. “More waiting?”

“Ah, Sir Kay,” an amused feminine voice floated through the night. “Impatient as ever.” The Lady of the Lake stepped forward, her elegant robes shimmering gently in a shaft of moonlight. She waved her hand and the clearing lit as if she beckoned the moon as a lantern.

“Does my magic trouble you, Sir Bors?” she asked, giving the knight a long look.

“Not at all, my lady.”

“I pray that will change. The task Arthur has set upon each of you is dire. The dark magics you will inevitably face are dangerous. This way.” She turned in a sweep of blue robes and silvery light, leading them swiftly toward the center of the island and closer to the heart of Avalon.

Arthur had assumed Merlin would meet them and see them through the preparations he felt they needed, with the Lady’s permission of course. It was a blessing to be greeted so warmly by the Lady herself. The more wisdom and power they brought to this challenging endeavor, the greater the chance of success.

No one said a word, none of their animals so much as whimpered as the small troop traipsed through a thin stand of saplings to a clearing Arthur had never seen before. He wasn’t so arrogant that he believed all of Avalon’s secrets had been shown to him, but he thought he’d walked every inch of the isle in his previous visits.

Twas little surprise the Lady of the Lake would have hidden treasures.

“Enjoy the hospitality of Avalon.” The Lady stretched out an arm and in unison, lanterns illuminated four shelters at the edge of the clearing. Four slender women with sleek, dark hair and garbed in the soft gray of Avalon’s novices walked by the men to join their Lady.

“Sleep well,” the Lady said. “Someone will fetch you come morning.” She shooed the girls ahead of her, keeping them well out of reach of the visiting knights. Apparently Kay’s reputation had found its way through the veil of mists.

“On behalf of all of us, our gratitude,” Arthur said, smothering a laugh. He couldn’t imagine any of the novices falling to Kay’s bold and blatant advances, though more than a few might be enticed by the magic that united him with the wild bear ever in his shadow.

Arthur listened to the night sounds as he and his friends and their creatures settled for the night. His own thoughts in turmoil, sleep eluded him.

The three men sharing this unexpected camp tonight were the best he knew and he worried once more that he’d abused their trust by inviting them to what might be an impossible quest. No matter that things were progressing well. The men had agreed despite the myriad questions they must have. They’d endured the fiery touch and, along with their animals, they’d reached Avalon in record time.

Merlin had insisted Arthur and his team be in Avalon for the autumnal equinox to lend power to a special ritual of preparation. Would tomorrow go as well as today, or would the events prove too much for one of his brave friends?

He listened to the gentle breeze sifting through the young trees and prayed, as hard as ever, they would prevail.













Three






Arthur and his knights woke before dawn out of habit and were soon greeted by the rich scents of food piled high on platters delivered by the same four novices who’d assisted their Lady last night.

The Lady of the Lake was making it clear she did not want Arthur or his men mingling about in the central areas at the heart of the island. Arthur appreciated her intention. The separation gave him and the others fewer distractions from their singular goal.

Morale was high, bolstered by the hearty meal. Arthur asked if any of them suffered any ill effects of yesterday’s experiences. Gawain mentioned a troubling dream in the night, though he couldn’t articulate any details. The others had no complaints. It gave Arthur hope to have them all holding strong.

With impeccable timing, the Lady joined them as they finished. “Good morning, men. Are you ready to proceed? Merlin has asked me to perform a special rite, if you’ll follow me.”

“Any need for a balm to ease the task?” Kay asked.

The Lady shot him a saucy wink. “I’ve taken suitable precautions, Sir Kay. You needn’t fear I’ll be injured,” she said, purposely misunderstanding his concern.

The knight guffawed and near the water his bear snorted, apparently humored if such a reaction was possible.

“Do bring your companions,” she said, guiding them away from the clearing. “And Excalibur, too,” she said to Arthur. “They are essential to you, and as such, they are essential to achieving our goal.”

On an island anchored by magic, having three knights with such devoted, mystical companions strolling through an orchard in the morning seemed almost normal. She led them to what might have been a hilltop fire pit on a campaign, except the center was fresh and too clean. No remnants of charred wood, no soot stains on the soft gray stones set into thick, deep green grass.

The Lady instructed the men to stand with their beasts at the compass points of the circle, with Arthur and Excalibur at the north. She walked one full circuit around them, then stepped over the stones and entered the circle. At the center, she revealed a small flask and poured a clear liquid over the central stone. Runes appeared, though Arthur couldn’t decipher them from his position. Most likely making sense of the markings would be impossible up close. They were treading into magics beyond his comprehension.

She raised her hands to the sky, her face tipped up and the circlet on her head gleaming in the morning light. She spoke foreign words that made Arthur’s heart quake in his chest, then brought her hands to her sides with a snap. Light seemed to flow from her fingers, over her deep blue robes, striking the runes exposed by the water.

“We are here,” she began, turning as she spoke to include each man, “to ensure you seven are kept safe, here while you learn, and when you return to the world. There is power, deeply rooted in each of you, all from different sources. Your closest companions are merely a subtle outward sign of that great power. Know that your secrets are yours alone to tell when and where you wish. We will keep your secrets protected and sheltered here. Avalon is a partner, with a vested interest in the success of your quest.”

Yes, everyone had an agenda, something Arthur had learned early in life. Kay murmured something that likely reflected Arthur’s thoughts and the Lady laughed lightly.

“The spell I cast upon you today is to bind man and beast through this life and the next lives you may be asked to give for the cause. Rest easy, my champions, no harm shall come to the creatures you depend on or the creatures that depend upon you.”

Silence answered her.

“Bors,” the Lady smiled at the knight, “step forward with your hawk.”

Bors came forward her obediently.

The runes at her feet glowed brightly in a strange sequence while she crooned softly to the man and even softer to the bird on his arm.

Her voice soothed Arthur as effectively as a lullaby. He struggled to keep his eyes open, to focus on what was happening at the center of the circle for he didn’t want to miss anything.

Light danced on the morning air, darting in flashes from the Lady and winding around Bors and his hawk. The world itself seemed to sigh when she finished and both the knight and companion carried a gentle, inward glow as they resumed their station on the compass.

She repeated the process with Kay and his bear, Gawain and his hound. Both beasts, like the hawk, were gentled, calm and quiet under her touch.

Calling Arthur forth, he felt the sword at his side tremble in the scabbard. Even standing toe to toe with the Lady, he could not interpret the spell she wove around him. The light was far gentler than the fire nymph’s touch, but he could sense the power in both spells working within him. Ragged glimpses of his dreams flickered across his vision, blurring the Lady’s face as she finished the spell. He didn’t fight it, letting the words and images flow around and through him.

When she finished, in that pervasive stillness, he didn’t see the smile he expected, the smile she’d bestowed on each of his knights in turn. No, as she studied him, her brow furrowed.

Following her instruction, he returned to his place on the compass. After pouring more liquid from the flask onto the runes in the center stone once more, she exited the circle. The center stone was blank.

Questions filled his mind and surely the minds of his friends, but to a man they remained silent, waiting for the Lady to speak first.

“Your courage and dedication are appreciated, my friends,” she stated.

Three priestesses walked into the clearing, flanking their Lady. “My dear knights,” she continued, “I have done all I can for you.” The Lady embraced Gawain, Kay, and Bors in turn. “These priestesses, experts in both our enemy and the mysteries of time, will guide you from here. Peace and victory be upon each of you.”

When the knights were well gone, the Lady turned to Arthur. “You chose well,” she said. “They are fine champions with a curiosity and tenacity necessary to the task ahead.”

“Thank you.” Poor words for sending three of his closest friends into unspeakable danger.

“Relax, Arthur.” She sounded as if she addressed the skittish hawk. “You’ve done nothing to coerce them.”

“I am their king,” he pointed out. “They swore an oath to me and to uphold the ideals of Camelot.”

“We both know that is not how you presented this to them.” She linked her arm through his, Excalibur between them. “By choice they honor you as well as the goodness in their hearts. They will struggle of course, as we all do. You and Merlin and I have done all we can to empower their success and safeguard the unknowing world.”

They walked over well-trod paths he recognized, with willow trees at the water’s edge and fruit trees toward the inland side. Every visit to Avalon confirmed his suspicion that the island and the Lady at its heart shifted and changed to the purpose at hand. She wielded powerful magic that comforted and terrified Arthur. “What is it you ask of me?” he prompted, wondering at her uncharacteristic hesitation.

The Lady sighed. “You know me well, Arthur.”

“Almost as well as you know me.”

“The priestesses guiding your knights will prepare them - as best we can - for any eventuality. We do not know when or where Morgana will gain enough power to act upon her dark purposes.”

“Morgana’s following cannot go unchecked,” Arthur stated the obvious. He had spent months searching for a way to eliminate the greatest threat of their time - within their current time once he had a grasp on the terrible possibility that Morgana might do something as unnatural as lunge into the future. “There must be something more I can do here and now.”

“Be at ease, my friend.” The Lady smoothed her hand over his arm. “Should we conquer her here, all will be well. Should we fail here, your knights have given the world hope beyond us. Here.” She stopped at an outcropping of rock, another secret Avalon had kept from him in visits past. “Let us see if we can make sense of your dreams.”

He nodded, ducking a bit to follow her inside.

The shelter was too open to be a cave, though it was quite cool inside. He saw more runes and symbols he didn’t recognize on the walls as she guided him toward a tumble of rock where small rivulets of water trickled down the stones.

“In time this will be a pool rather than a puddle, but already it is a source of power,” she explained. “Let us see what the water shows you.”

“Another prophecy?” He wasn’t sure he could bear it.

“No, my friend.” She knelt by the gathered water, sat back on her heels. “A window, a glimpse of what may come.”

With one hand grasping his, she tugged him down to join her, with the other she poured some faint light from her palm to stir the water’s surface.

Camelot came into view and at the sight Arthur’s pulse settled as it always did when he returned from a journey. Clouds crowded in from the west, as they often did in his dreams. He decided to increase the watch and to explore his western border once his visit here had ended.

The image in the small puddle shifted, familiar at first and growing less so as he watched the knights he’d chosen head off on three different paths.

“There is hope, Arthur,” the Lady said as the water rippled and changed to those strange settings of his dreams.

He saw Gawain and the hound, surrounded by people in odd costumes, the scene hemmed in by buildings stretching toward the sky. Could the world grow without trees?

“The future,” said the Lady. “He will get through if necessary.”

Arthur would have to trust her conviction since the idea tested his comprehension. The other knights appeared, Kay and his bear in a snowy mountain range, Bors and his hawk near a body of water that was surely the edge of the world itself. Those were not places Arthur knew. The energy even in the images felt wrong. The idea of peering into a time yet to come left him swaying.

“Time is fluid and for our purpose it is irrelevant.” The lady spoke gently, her grasp a warm anchor. “Think of time as a river traveled by a special few. Your friends most likely will wade deep. You most likely will not.”

“I would choose differently.” For the entirety of his rise and reign he led from the front, as an example to those who followed. He would go if called, if needed. Surely the very soul of the earth and all the company of heaven knew he would travel anywhere, any time, to squelch Morgana’s evil.

“Shh.” The water changed again, showing a collection of more familiar objects. A dagger, a pendant, and a key, all in the current style, spun lazily as if they rested just under the water’s surface. Arthur knew they would not appear were they not important to the cause.

He memorized them, vowed to look for them as he ventured through the rest of his days. On the heels of that thought, the water went still, becoming nothing more impressive than a small puddle again. His pounding heart eased until all he heard was the trickle of the each droplet on the stones above. Standing, he closed his eyes and breathed deeply. “Will I see them again?”

The Lady of the Lake allowed him to help her to her feet. She shook her head. “Not as you know them now. In generations to come, it is unlikely, though I cannot say for sure. All I have learned tells me your time, Arthur, is here and now.”

Generations to come. The concept unsettled him. Destiny, struggle, and purpose in this life he understood had been daunting enough as he grew into a king. Thinking of time, of days and years, flowing as a river that could be traveled? The notion troubled him more. Who would he be, when and where, if the magic pulled him back from beyond the grave?

“You will always be you, Arthur,” the Lady answered as if he’d spoken the question aloud.

“And tomorrow you must return to those who need you most.”

“As you say.”

The Lady gave him the rest of the day, allowing him time to sort out the bewildering images and thoughts crowding his mind. He honored her only request that he stay close to the small encampment she’d designated for him and his men.

The afternoon turned to night and his friends did not return, seeing to their own obligations and preparations to be sure.

In the stillness of dawn, Arthur stood at the shoreline of Avalon. From here, where the mist was thin, he could watch the sunrise over both Avalon and his domain. Rarely did he feel his mortality as keenly as he did today. He knew his days were numbered, had always been, just as it was for every man. To his knowledge, only the three men he’d brought to Avalon might be able to cheat death.

“Morgana will not have the last word,” he told the sun peeking over the horizon.

“She may well have several words between now and then,” Merlin said.

Arthur had long ago given up on asking how the wizard snuck up on him. He didn’t bother turning to the deep voice laden with wisdom. Nor did he ask his friend why he hadn’t shown himself to the knights recruited to their cause. None of those questions would be answered.

“How does the day find you, Merlin?”

“Lighter than those before it,” the wizard replied with more candor than Arthur had heard in years. “You’ve done well and I thank you. The world may never give you proper credit for all that you have sacrificed and will yet sacrifice for its preservation.”

“Will we prevail?” Arthur winced as the words left his lips. That question too was doomed to go unanswered.

“Do you believe?”

Arthur believed in many things. He believed in a world of justice and peace. He believed in the inherent goodness of imperfect people and the perpetual threat of discontent and evil. He believed in powers he didn’t understand and great accomplishments he’d witnessed that could only be attributed to miraculous intervention.

While clear answers would be welcomed, he supposed he had enough proof and evidence to counter any vagaries of dreams or intuition.

“Yes, Merlin, I believe,” he said at last.

He waited for Merlin’s response while the sun, a golden orb setting the world aglow, pushed at the misty veil, seeking any weakness. In the ongoing silence, he knew his mentor and counselor was long gone. With his hand on Excalibur’s hilt, Arthur sighed. Once more Merlin had given him what he needed most, confirmation of his own heart and purpose.

The knights were dispatched and he should depart as well. Arthur walked along the shore until the mist was at his back and the glassy lake hidden once more. Feeling the difference in the very earth under his feet, he stretched his legs and ran through the trees, signaling the guard who’d been waiting patiently for his return.

It was time to reorganize and begin his hunt in earnest on the western horizon. If he could do even one thing to ease the way for his brave knights, he would live with that purpose beginning today.

He leaped into the saddle, casting a glance back toward the mists hiding Avalon. As for the future, he would leave that in the capable hands of Gawain, Kay, and Bors.
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Timeless Vision, Prologue






6 th century England

Gawain stared into the banked fire and rubbed a hand over his breast bone, thinking of a different fire and the spirit that had been lurking inside it. Tomorrow would be his greatest test, one he could not fail. A year ago he’d left Avalon for this sole purpose. Every day since, he’d been searching, making progress and inroads, only to discover another thread in need of clipping. He could see now how each day, nearly from his birth, had led him to this one point in time. He had one final night to refine his plan and prepare for the worst.

At his feet, his lean greyhound gave a heavy sigh and shifted to rest his long face across Gawain’s boot. Man and dog would go forth together, for good or ill. He stroked the soft ears, the muscled shoulder. A gift from his sister, this dear creature had become all the loyalty Gawain needed. It would be a shame if their lives were cut short too soon.

He sighed as heavily as the dog had done. The future was never certain and Gawain’s life held more mystery than most.

“To bring an end to the threat we have witnessed requires all that we are,” he said to the hound, pulling a thin dagger from his boot.

There was no peace, no middle ground, no negotiating with the evil simmering just under the earth’s surface. It waited to surge forth on a tide of greed and hatred, devouring every good and holy thing in the land.

Much as he resisted and resented the magical gifts from the twisted branch of his family tree, there was no other choice on this field of battle. “Peter!” he called for his squire.

The young man stood at his side an instant later. “Yes, sir.”

“I must ask a great favor of you,” Gawain began. “A commitment I do not ask lightly. Sit down.”

He settled on the other side of the fire and Gawain waited, watching the young man’s gaze drift from the hound to the blade until finally he made eye contact.

“When the sun rises tomorrow I will make my attack on the evil teeming in the cave in the valley. The odds are long and I would have some assurances from you.” He paused, and the squire, wisely, did not reply. “There is a spell I must cast. It requires a host, a blood bond to render it most effective. It cannot be my blood.” He glanced to the stars, wishing it were otherwise. If his blood bound the spell, should Morgana’s followers kill him tomorrow, they’d be able to undo his efforts immediately.

“Whatever you need, I will provide,” Peter stated with a steady regard.

“I’ll have your vow that you will not get a woman with child.” The squire’s eyes went wide. “For your own safety your family line must die with you. If you have children, our enemy will search relentlessly for a way to undo the binding spell I will cast should I fall in battle tomorrow.”

“You will not fall. You are the most prepared -”

“The odds are long,” Gawain repeated, cutting short the praise that made him uncomfortable. The burden, resting heavy on his shoulders, was enough without heaps of flattery piled on. “I won’t take a chance that this evil will gain more solid footing under my watch.” The task was to purge England of Morgana’s crafty machinations before she did the unthinkable. He hadn’t received word from the others for some time now, had no way of knowing how they fared.

“You have my vow,” the squire said.

“Should we not survive the battle or the spell, you will know what to do with our bodies.” He stroked the hound’s ears. “I have provided detailed instruction.” He handed the squire a parchment, waited for the young man to read his final orders. “Keep your vow and whatever happens on the morrow, good will prevail.”

The squire nodded.

“I thank you,” he said. “The world will thank you.” Gawain signaled for Peter to come closer. “Pet the dog,” he said quietly. As the squire complied, Gawain pulsed a bit of magic into the air until he felt his squire relaxing.

When Peter’s eyes glazed over, Gawain pricked the young man’s hand with the dagger, drawing a spot of blood. His voice low and intense, the air seemed to vibrate around him, pulse through him as he cast the spell. Carefully, he let the squire’s blood drip over the dagger, the final binding ingredient merging with his words and reinforcing his intention to quash the rise of Morgana’s destructive power.

With the spell complete, the pressure in Gawain’s chest eased. In that blessed moment of peace, he roused the squire and sent him away while he and the hound waited for the sun to rise.













One






21 st century 

His body sore and aching, Gawain opened his eyes to find his vision blurred and unsettling. It happened whenever his physical sight blended with the mystical bond that allowed him to see the world through his greyhound’s eyes as well. He’d long ago stopped cursing the roots of magic in his family that made the union possible, as the gift had saved his life on the battlefield more than once.

At the moment, his hound’s view was full of Gawain’s profile. The devotion warmed him, though it wasn’t helpful. Had they succeeded in putting an end to Morgana’s followers? He could tell by the cool air and near darkness they were in a cave. Suppressing a shudder at the thought, he blinked several times until he was seeing only with his natural eyes.

Looking about, he saw they were in what amounted to a stone tomb. Hearing water flowing nearby, he muttered a prayer of thanks to his squire for following directions. Slowly, Gawain stretched his stiff muscles and sat up, reaching over to pet the hound’s perked ears. At least one of them was alert. “How have we fared?”

The hound replied with a soft whine as he snuffled at Gawain’s beard, then his ears.

He soothed the dog while he regained his bearings. Images, memories, and plans tumbled through his mind while he struggled to put his thoughts in a logical order. Though his armor was gone, his sword and scabbard were at his side. Interesting. He scratched at the thick whiskers on his chin and cheeks, concerned by the excessive length of his beard.

The hopeful justification for his current state was that his last-resort spell had rendered them exhausted and they’d been mistaken for dead. Even as he considered the notion, it felt wrong. His empty stomach rumbled with raw hunger. How much time had passed since he’d been forced to cast the spell?

If all had gone well, if his sacrifice had worked, he shouldn’t have woken at all.

Concerned now with more than his beard, he stood quickly. The small cave twirled around him and he paused, giving his head a moment to stop reeling. The hound nudged him again, seeking encouragement or affirmation, he wasn’t certain.

He followed the sounds to a small pool fed by a narrow trickle of water flowing gently through a crack in the rocks. As much as he detested being underground, feeling trapped by the earth and power coursing through it, this place was different. Peaceful. The squire had done a fine job.

Everything was as it should be, except for his being awake.

Scooping up a handful of the water, he sniffed first, and then tasted a drop. Satisfied it was safe to drink, he and the hound quenched their thirst from the shallow pool.

Each passing moment brought new awareness of his surroundings and his personal condition. An urgency pressed him, a spike of heat behind his breastbone. He rubbed at it, remembering the magic, precautions, and warnings. A fire nymph had touched him on the day he’d agreed to this undertaking and since that day the spot seemed to heat when he was on the verge of a crucial decision.

When he’d cast the spell on Morgana, he’d wanted to claw the fever right out of his chest. Praise God his hands had been full with fighting her followers.

He sat back now, contemplating the dark sheen of water on the rock. In the quiet, beneath the heat, he felt an infilling of strength. A rare feat for him in this place. He preferred open air over cramped, underground spaces.

“Shall we see what’s brought us awake?” he asked his hound. The dog flopped down beside him in a silent show of support.

Gawain wasn’t precisely afraid, but he was concerned. His last act of magic had been to bind a foul sorceress, keeping her confined to the sixth century. Her power twisted by the world, he and his friends were tasked with holding the defensive line.

Memories of that last day filled his head. The chaos of the fight, the darkness swelling up from the earth as roots and stones pressed in on him from all sides. Without the squire’s vow, the spell would have failed. He and his hound would have fallen in battle, their blood and souls fodder for that ravenous evil power.

So what need did the world have for him now? He sensed only peace and harmony in this place. Beside him, his hound was equally content.

“Merlin?” The name reverberated in the chamber until only the soft song of the water remained. Well, the magician wasn’t known for answering, was he? Whatever or whomever had roused him, he’d given his oath to serve.

He stilled his mind, preparing to call forth his magical vision. Peering into the water as the hound rested at his side, he spoke the first words of power he’d learned and opened his senses. He bid the images to flow across the surface of the pool.

Familiar vistas of trees and lakes, meadows and mountains, gave way to villages that grew into vast cities. Castles and fortresses rose and fell. The views bled one into the next, shifting and changing before he could question anything. The hound at his side and the recollection of the gentle voice of his sister anchored him. He realized, with no small concern, he was watching centuries fly by, life and death, generations of families and rulers passing within a blink. It was a blessing, a relief when the landscape slowed, but the view he faced was so foreign to him, he trembled head to toe.

The terrible possibility King Arthur had warned about, enlisted his help to avoid, had come to pass. He’d been warned during his training back in Avalon, back in his own time, when he understood the world. Although the priestess then had shown him a preview, he couldn’t quite understand the drastic changes in the world he’d known and loved.

In the image on the water, towers were packed one nearly on top of the next. Some reflected light from strange, gleaming surfaces. Others - made of stone - were more familiar in structure if not design. People, so small in comparison to those structures, hurried to and fro across paved paths. Their attire was as strange to him as their carriages. He spied a horse with a man wearing a uniform or sorts. Not armor, but boots at least, with an insignia on his shoulder. Did the mark give him authority? What kind of strength did this one man have that he could effectively oversee the sheer number of people moving about? Was he on the side of good or evil?

Gawain gawked at the strange images and symbols flashing and changing. The people didn’t seem bothered, or even aware of the phenomenon surrounding them. He swiped at the sweat beading on his forehead, a product of the magic as well as what it revealed. He’d known fear. Any knight or warrior who denied such a thing was the worst kind of liar. Gawain had long ago vowed to remain honest in all things.

“This will be our greatest challenge,” he said. He laid his hand on the hound’s shoulder for comfort.

He returned his focus to the images beyond the pool. His clothes and sword would be vastly different. Entering this world would require a bit of glamour magic until he could find suitable garments.

First he needed to identify his target. Some remnant of Morgana’s power in this world had called him awake and the city was too vast and too populated to enter without clear direction. “Seek with me,” he said to the hound.

When the dog’s attention was focused on the pool, Gawain whispered the words that would illuminate the trail of power. Movement at the edge of the image caught the hound’s eye and Gawain’s gaze followed.

A tall woman with deep auburn hair lingered on a corner, ignoring a tower of baffling images changing in flashes over her head. Gawain, out of practice, got distracted by the images, but the hound stayed on course. He was grateful for his partner’s sharp focus.

“She is tied to the summoning.” He studied the woman, curious that she did not reek of the dark sorcery as he expected. This woman was neither Morgana nor one of the followers. He shook his head and concentrated more intensely.

The inexplicable stumped him. How could an innocent be connected to his quest? He would doubt his instinct if not for the hound’s single-mindedness. He didn’t notice anyone with a darker intent or connection among all of the people milling about her. Gawain sighed. He supposed none of the circumstances would make sense until he understood where the binding spell had failed. She was involved, his magic and the hound’s instinct were aligned on that fact.

Then he saw a face he recognized, though it seemed as impossible as the city he gazed upon. Peter. His squire was dressed for the times and strode right up to the woman waiting on the corner. The woman’s proud posture weakened at his arrival. What the devil? He’d trained his squire to be genteel and gracious, not imposing to the fairer sex.

“We must go.” Gawain strapped his broadsword to his back while the hound yawned and stretched. With one hand on the hound’s head and his intention clear in his mind, Gawain took a deep breath and stepped into the strange world reflected in the water.

It was a sensation he would not forget, despite his rare use of this powerful magic of moving from one point to another. The transition from the quiet cave to the crowded, noisy streets shocked him. He shivered and the hound leaned against his leg, lending what warmth he could.

The silent vision had been pleasant in comparison to this reality. The sounds battered his eardrums and the myriad smells assaulted his senses. There was nothing familiar to him in this world, nothing beyond people who walked on two legs and the single horseman. No thickets or trees, no grass or soft earth. The sky was blotted from view by the crowding towers and the only view of the sun came from glaring reflections of light bouncing off of the strange structures.

He’d chosen his entry point away from the official on the horse and moved swiftly toward the woman and his squire. It was difficult to ignore the people in such strange clothing and their contraptions clogged the wider, black path between lines of towers. If he dwelled on all that was foreign, he would be overwhelmed before he could resume his quest. Changes be damned. He would adapt because nothing was more imperative than purging the evil had broken the laws of time.

He felt people watching him. Mouths gaped, women startled, and all eyes went wide as he stalked forward. Belatedly, he recalled that he was not dressed for the current year. Swallowing his discomfort, he applied the strongest glamour he could muster to blend in.

As he started once more for the woman and the squire who owed him an explanation, another uniformed horseman with a dark blue uniform approached him. The horse moved between the strange, loud carriages without showing any sign of distress. Gawain would count courageous horses as one favorable thing in this new place.

“Mister, you need a leash for that dog,” the man said.

Gawain glanced up, wishing he still had the horse he’d signed over to the squire. He let his gaze wander over the excellent animal. “Your horse is in superb condition.”

“Thanks. You still need a leash. City ordinance.”

“Of course.” Gawain extended his illusion and mimed putting a lead on his hound. “He is so well behaved I’d forgotten.”

“Never seen a greyhound quite that color,” the uniformed officer said.

Gawain smiled. It pleased him that animals here were valued and cared for despite the vast changes to the world. “Blue greyhounds are rare,” he said. “He was a gift from the king and we have been together many years.”

“The king?”

“King Arthur,” Gawain replied, his concerns with this world growing by the second. Was there no one in charge of this seething mass of humanity?

The officer laughed. “Great job staying in character, man,” he said as his horse shifted sideways. “You and your dog take care.”

The uniformed sentry and horse moved along, leaving Gawain to his pursuit. He’d thought his illusion more effective as he closed the distance, until the squire spotted him, eyes going wide in his face.

Gawain expected fear or humility on the young man’s expression, but seeing excitement and awe instead, he grew more perturbed. “What has happened to you, Peter? Why am I here?”

“My God.” The squire rubbed at his eyes. “Sir...” Peter clamped his lips together as he rushed forward. “Holy shit.” He cleared his throat, shook his head. “I can’t believe it’s really you.”

Gawain tried to reconcile the words and voice with the young man he’d known. Clearly he’d been here long enough to assimilate with the current era, yet he hadn’t aged. It was impossible to anticipate all the effects of a complex binding spell, and Gawain couldn’t dispute the evidence before him. He closed his eyes and breathed deep of the air choked with the scents of too many people and strange machines.

There was cause and effect in all things from planting and harvest to battle tactics. Magic was not exempt. It seemed he’d missed a critical element despite his training and precautions. “Explain your presence, and mine,” Gawain snapped. “Why are we in this strange place, Peter? This is not what I asked of you.”

“M-my presence?” He stammered. “I l-live here.”

“For how long?”

“All my life. Twenty-seven years,” he added.

The woman shied away and the squire caught her hand, pulling her close to his side. Were they lovers? His squire had given a vow and Gawain’s temper grew at the obvious affront. Peter whispered something at her ear that caused her to gawk, eyes wide.

Gawain cataloged her features quickly. Her almond shaped green eyes were as sharp and deep as emeralds and framed with thick lashes and auburn eyebrows that winged in the manner of fey creatures. He vaguely remembered meeting a lass with those eyes, but he couldn’t pinpoint when.

Uneasy, Gawain glared at the sight of his squire’s hand joined with the woman’s. Had he been awakened because the man had broken his vow and rendered the spell useless? He turned the full force of his attention to Peter. “You gave me your vow,” he said through gritted teeth.

“What? Oh, no.” The man laughed nervously. “Right. That wasn’t me. I didn’t make that vow. I’m not Peter.”

At his side the hound’s lip curled. The growl was barely audible, but it matched Gawain’s increasing frustration. No one other than the man who’d given the vow should know of it. Clearly, his squire had betrayed him. His palm itched, eager for the hilt of his sword as he stepped forward. “Who has turned you? And when?” How much advantage had Morgana gained on Gawain’s quest?

“No one.” The squire leaned back, raising his hands. “Times changed, sir, moved forward. My name is Nick O’Malley. Allow me to introduce Tara O’Malley.”

His squire had been an O’Malley and had vowed to be the end of that particular family line. What in all of heaven or hell had happened to derail his simple instruction and put the world in peril?  Far from appeased, Gawain offered Nick’s woman a cursory bow. Chivalry could not be discarded on the grounds of his distress. “Pardon me. I am Gaw-”

“Wayne,” the man with his squire’s face interrupted. “Use Wayne while you’re here.” The man’s smile was tight, forced, as his eyes darted among the people passing by. “And we are happy to see you. We need your help.”

Nick’s caution, while troubling, assured Gawain he had woken in dire times, yet managed to arrive in the right place. There was a familiar comfort in being needed. He stretched the limits of his power, diverting magic from his glamour to prod the people closest to them, seeking the source of the threat that had brought him here.

“Stop,” Nick commanded in a low tone. “Your disguise is slipping. We can’t afford to draw the wrong kind of attention.”

The woman gawked at him, a bewildered worry in her eyes. Gawain immediately refocused his magic on his appearance. When the pair calmed, his gaze again wandered over the startling environment and population. There were too many changes to catalog. Few were likely relevant to his purpose here anyway. “Send away the woman so you can explain yourself.”

“I can explain, but she must stay with us,” the squire replied. “Alone, she’s in danger.”

“Bull. The woman,” she bit out each syllable, “can take care of herself.”

Gawain saw neither a bull nor any other imminent danger. “Explain yourselves,” he demanded. If Morgana targeted Nick’s woman they needed to act immediately. Gawain looked her over from head to toe, ignoring her indignant gasp at his extended perusal. “Have we met before, Tara?”

“No.” Her nostrils flared and her full mouth thinned to an angry line.

Gawain sensed something more lurking beneath her temper and indignation, but Nick swiftly interrupted the questions parading through his mind.

“I’ll explain everything and it will make sense soon enough. I hope,” Nick said. “We can’t discuss it out here on the street.”

Gawain set his feet, wanting answers now. Here. People barely acknowledged the three of them as they hurried about their business in every direction. “No one appears concerned with us.” He couldn’t decide if that was a boon or an insult. In Arthur’s realm, he would be recognized and welcomed, his return celebrated. Nothing here resembled Camelot or the lands Gawain had known. What king had developed this immense city? He reeled in his troubling thoughts. “What year is it? Who is the king?”

“That can wait.” Nick rolled his eyes. “It’s irrelevant anyway. Follow me.” His hand clasped tight on the woman’s arm, he turned his back and walked away.

“Halt!” This was Gawain’s quest. He’d given his word to his king, regardless of time or unfamiliar terrain. Nick could not be allowed to forget who was in charge. Gawain knew he needed guidance through the rules of this world, yet he would not traipse about uninformed, led by a man he didn’t know well enough to trust.

The younger version of his squire turned, urging Gawain to approach. “It’s the twenty-first century, sir,” he explained in a voice no more than a coarse whisper. “Your squire, Peter, was my grandfather many times over. In every generation one of us is chosen, trained, and prepared for the eventuality of your return. I am a modern day squire, if you will.” His gaze turned to steel, an expression his ancestor had not mastered in Gawain’s time. “That is all I will say about it out here. Lingering in public isn’t smart.”

Nick’s statement and obvious concerns only raised more questions. Gawain reached for the hound, the contact settling both of them. “This is impossible.” The buildings, the sheer number of people and developments he could not put into words threatened to overwhelm him.

“Apparently not so much,” the woman grumbled, crossing her arms. “He managed to keep all those pesky details from everyone. Even family.”

“Especially family,” Nick corrected with a wry twist of his mouth. “We need to get off the street.”

“I see,” Gawain said. The response wasn’t a complete lie, though it was close. Not even his hound had picked up a trace of Morgana’s presence. Could he believe this O’Malley’s tale? Would this man prove more faithful than his ancestor? “Why did you bring your woman into this?”

***
“For the love of God, drop the act. I’m not his woman.” Tara wanted to give her temper free rein, wanted to shout and possibly throw a well-aimed punch or two. Anything to get this pair of men to understand she wasn’t helpless, inept, or stupid. Furious with the entire impossible, messy turn her life had taken, she jerked her arm out of Nick’s grasp. “I’m his cousin.”

“Show some respect, Tara,” Nick grumbled under his breath.

She ignored the stranger and went toe to toe with Nick, wishing she’d worn heels to put her closer to eye level with him. “Respect? I can’t believe you hired an actor to make fun of me. This is a disaster. I’ll fess up to Mom and Dad and see what they have to say.”

Nick caught her, stopping her escape again. “They’ll only tell you to listen to me. He’s real,” Nick whispered. “Magic, spells, and time-traveling are real. This knight and his greyhound are our best bet at this point.”

She rolled her eyes, the dismissive gesture failing when her gaze tangled with the strange man. This Gawain-Wayne person put on a good show with his peculiar accent and archaic manners she had to assume were appropriate in the sixth century. His handsome face made her skin prickle with an inexplicable awareness. They’d never met - she wouldn’t have forgotten him - but he was familiar. His eyes were the perfect blue of a bright October sky, framed by the strong bones of his face. His golden brown hair was pulled back and a thick, overgrown beard softened the edges of a square jawline.

It was as if he’d stepped out of a classic painting, minus the armor, horse, and lance. She must be associating him with her youthful fascination with the history and stories of the era Nick said he’d come from.

He couldn’t be real, not the way Nick implied. Time travel wasn’t possible. No more possible than her awkward sense of acquaintance. Uncomfortable, she aimed all her discomfort and irritation at her cousin. “A police report is our best bet,” she countered. “Alerting museums and pawn shops isn’t a bad idea either.” This stunt sure as hell wouldn’t get the dagger back.

“No,” Nick insisted. “That’s a recipe for disaster. I know a place we can talk, safely.”

She bristled at his lofty tone. Older than her by only two weeks, he had no right to toss around all this judgment. Twenty-four hours ago she’d been minding the family pub in Brooklyn Heights. Her life had been normal and going along well enough. Then the dagger had up and disappeared from her locked office between shifts. Not once in the history of the O’Malley family had the dagger gone missing. It wasn’t a matter of misplacing it. The narrow, seven-inch blade with a simple hilt topped with a dull, uncut ruby wasn’t a particularly beautiful piece yet it was a revered family heirloom connecting each generation to the one previous.

She remembered the electric mix of fear and excitement when the dagger had officially become her responsibility. Her earliest memories involved watching her father use the dagger for opening mail at the pub as had his father before him. When it was her turn, he’d sat in that tiny office and handed over the dagger along with a far more serious version of the family fairytale.

Her mother, Siobhan, had been at his side, her hand on his shoulder while he’d revealed a new and solemn chapter to the story she’d learned as a child. The truth, as he’d put it, was an ongoing war of light versus dark, gallant knights and treacherous sorcery, and an unquenchable determination to see that good prevailed. By accepting the dagger, she’d been charged with keeping the potent relic safe. Her mother, eyes misty, quietly added that Tara should contact Nick if anything strange happened to her or the dagger.

The exchange had rattled her, haunted her day and night. For weeks she jumped at shadows, paranoid she’d be the first O’Malley to fail the family. Siobhan, seeing straight to the heart of the matter as was her habit, reminded her that the O’Malley dagger had been safely passed from each firstborn to the next since the sixth century. Tara merely had to maintain the status quo.

Whoops. First girl in the line and she screwed it up, though she’d believed she had everything under control. As months passed without any trouble she’d relaxed, focusing more on the honor and joy of her new business challenges, and releasing the stressful burden of safeguarding the heirloom with a murky, mystical history.

Like most of her siblings and cousins, she’d taken the tale of the grand O’Malley family origins with a grain of salt as she’d grown up. The idyllic notion of an ancestor in service to Gawain the Gallant of King Arthur’s Round Table striving against dark forces to create a peaceful, just world offered an excellent way of illustrating valuable life lessons. Precautions and dire warnings aside, she’d never believed she’d come face to face with a knight from the past.

Yet, if Nick wasn’t playing games, Gawain the Gallant was standing right here, glowering at the city she loved and braced for a battle she couldn’t fathom. She glanced again at her cousin. Nick couldn’t seriously believe this was the original Gawain the Gallant. There had to be another explanation.

Amid twenty-first century progress, the world was advanced and complex and no amount of exceptional storytelling could convince her that an antique dagger, in the wrong hands, could release some great and terrible evil. A quick scan of daily headlines proved that sort of trouble already oozed from every nook and cranny of the world. The O’Malley dagger couldn’t possibly have any influence over those tragedies, big or small.

Still, it was a terrible embarrassment to be the first O’Malley to lose the dagger. Yesterday, the dagger and the supporting tale seemed like a grand fairy tale perpetrated by her elders to ensure the O’Malley ruby stayed in the family, some sort of insurance against the family fortune. She knew firsthand it was hard work and diligence that kept the very modern, very successful businesses going strong.

Now, faced with this rough-edged, antiquated man with the dreamy blue eyes and handsome greyhound at his side, she wondered what else Nick knew that she didn’t. He’d accepted the man’s shocking appearance, the accent, and the name readily enough.

Gawain the Gallant. Seriously?

She shook her head to clear the persistent cobwebs. The fanciful little girl deep inside her heart wanted to believe it, but this man couldn’t possibly be the same Gawain who’d campaigned with King Arthur. She had to think of him as Wayne, a 21st century actor dedicated to earning his pay. Despite her Irish heritage, she couldn’t wrap her brain around the concept of a visitor from 1500 years ago. If all of it were true, if she accepted a time-traveling knight, she had to accept other aspects of the tale. The terrifying elements she’d rather not consider.

To her, the stranger was a walking nightmare. He frightened her, stalking across the street and demanding information they didn’t have, his lean, attentive dog at his side. She’d tried to believe it was chance, some random stranger suffering a delusion, but that was even more improbable than the reality her cousin had just begun to explain.

“There is no time to waste. I need answers immediately,” Wayne said. “How was the dagger stolen?”

Nick winced at the demand and Tara leaped to his defense. “Are your ears full of cotton?” She was tall among the women of her family, yet Wayne’s dominating form made her feel petite. “Nick said he’d explain when we have some privacy.”

“That is enough out of you,” Wayne shot back. “This isn’t your business.”

“Quiet. Both of you,” Nick intervened, stepping between them. “You’re drawing attention.”

“In Times Square?” She waved a hand. “Who would notice us over the Naked Cowboy,” she flicked a hand that direction, “or anyone else?”

She clamped her mouth shut at Nick’s sharp glare. She probably shouldn’t piss off the one family member she’d confided in. “Fine. We can take the subway back to the pub.”

“He won’t be happy on the subway,” Nick countered. “And the pub isn’t safe. The thief was there.”

“Well, we can’t walk across the East River either,” Tara said. “Unless that’s another trick you’ve tucked up your sleeve.”

“Do you not have horses?” Wayne asked.

Tara laughed. “We don’t have horses in the city.”

“Trouble,” Nick interjected. He held up his hand, palm facing Wayne. “Can you, umm...” He gestured for Wayne to mirror his movement.

The bigger man frowned as he pressed his palm to Nick’s in the slowest high five ever recorded. “What’s that about?” Tara asked. “What are you doing?” Neither man answered her.

Wayne faced one way, his dog the other and she watched the man’s blue eyes travel from passersby to billboards and back again. She couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary, except the man in front of her.

“My arrival has not gone unnoticed.” Wayne sounded proud of himself.

Nick nodded. “Take a cab.” He pressed a key and a card into Tara’s hand. “Take Wayne and the dog to this address and stay with them. Everything he needs is there. You’ll all be safe. I’ll meet you as soon as I can and we can make a plan.”

Her cousin had been muttering off and on about the danger to her since she’d admitted the theft to him late last night. “I can’t just go into hiding. You know I have to get back to the pub.”

“The pub will wait,” Nick said in the tone her uncle, his father, had used to halt many a family argument.

“Is that so?” She cocked her hip and folded her arms over her chest. “I’ll let you explain that to Ma.”

The color leached from his face. “You’re not safe until we recover the dagger. Aunt Siobhan would agree with me if you told her, so go ahead.”

Her earlier threat had been all bluster and they both knew it. She had no intention of admitting this fiasco to anyone else in the family or otherwise. “Fine.” She drilled a finger into his chest. “I’ll babysit your new - old - friend. But you owe me answers.” She gave him her back as she hailed a cab.

“You’ll have them.” Nick’s eyes, normally full of laughter, were grim and serious. “He’ll keep you safe,” he said at her ear when the cab stopped at the curb.

Wayne was big and intimidating, but she had her doubts about his ability to fend off a modern-day attack. “I can take care of myself.”

“What is this carriage?” Wayne asked.

“It’s called a taxi,” she said, opening the door. “In you go.”

“I beg your pardon?” He frowned at the vehicle. She shot Nick a dark look. “Oh, this will be great.” Reaching out, she thought better of her intention to touch the man, instead, snapping her fingers for his dog. “Come on, sweetie. This way,” she crooned as she ducked into the back seat.

“You slide in across the bench,” Nick explained to Wayne. “Like a wagon or carriage.”

Wayne’s broad chest rose and fell on a deep inhale and exhale. He closed his eyes briefly, his fingertips resting lightly on his dog’s head. The dog jumped in willingly and after another moment, Wayne followed.

His presence filled the car, and more than that, his tension. “It’s safe,” she said, in a lame attempt to put him at ease.

He gave her a skeptical glance, his powerful hand splayed over the dog’s shoulder, before he turned his attention to whatever invisible dangers he sensed creeping through Times Square.

She gave the address Nick had provided to the driver and prayed they made it across the bridge without any more outrageous questions.













Two






The cab stopped in front of a stately brownstone only a few blocks from the pub. Her family was big, with branches of O’Malleys all over New York City as well as the northeast, but this house was completely new to her. She decided it was the least of the day’s surprises, considering the things Nick had alluded to both before and after Wayne had shown up in Times Square.

She paid the fare and climbed out of the cab on the street side, rounding the trunk to open the door for Wayne, studiously ignoring the driver’s sexist mutterings about modern women.

“What is a feminist?” Wayne pronounced the word carefully as the taxi drove away.

She noticed he still kept one hand on the dog. For comfort, she guessed, since the greyhound was so well trained. “Progress,” she said. Playing along with Nick’s opinion about this... situation, she rolled a hand in his direction. “I assume women were different in your time.”

“They were.” His blue eyes found hers, held hers. “The code of chivalry demands I assist you regardless of the era.”

She had to give the man credit for embracing his role. “If Nick isn’t teasing me about all this impending doom, it sounds like you’ll have the chance.”

Wayne nodded, stretching his arm out to indicate she should precede him to the house. Simple common courtesy, she told herself as she pushed open the gate and aimed for the stairs. This was one of the more affluent streets in Brooklyn Heights and she marveled that anyone in her family had kept such a treasure hidden. Nick’s cop salary never could have covered this at current market value.

“Why do the women now wear men’s clothing rather than proper dresses?”

She laughed, thinking of the many dresses in her closet at home. Odds were good the burly stranger wouldn’t find many of those so proper either while he played this character. “It makes my work easier.”

“What is your work?”

Wayne and his dog flanked her on the wide top step. She felt sheltered and protected and resisted the sensation. “I run the O’Malley family pub.” And she wanted to get back to business as usual.

“What happened to your husband?”

“I don’t have one of those.” She pushed the key into the lock with a little more force than necessary, only to have it stick. There was no reason to get irritated. Whatever Nick might’ve told him, this guy didn’t know her and couldn’t possibly understand how often her family nagged her to marry and procreate. She wanted children and figured a husband - eventually - would make that easier. She just didn’t want to deal with any of it right now.

The lock didn’t budge, despite her twisting and wriggling of the key. She pulled it out, turned it over and tried again. “Damn you, Nick,” she murmured.

“Wait,” Wayne said from behind her. “Step back a moment.” He ran his fingertips lightly over a squared cross pattern at the top of the door. “I know this symbol. A protective ward is in place. Allow me.”

She watched, impressed by his dedication to the role when he closed his eyes and pressed his palm over the symbol. A bright light shone under his hand for several seconds. His shoulders slumped a little. “Try the key now.”

The lock cooperated with a soft clack. “Nice trick,” she admitted. Where had Nick found this guy and why bother? Her cousin had to know how bad she felt about losing the dagger. There wasn’t any need for theatrics.

As she opened the door a light overhead flashed on, illuminating the small entryway. When Wayne and the dog joined her inside, she nudged them forward so she could lock the front door again. Wayne held his hand to the door once more and this time the light under his palm glowed in a soothing, deep blue.

“What’s your dog’s name?” she asked, distracting herself.

Wayne shrugged a shoulder, his eyes squinting up at the overhead fixture. “He’s never needed a name.”

“How is he so well behaved if you never taught him his name?”

“My hound is best described as a familiar. Through magic we share a bond that serves us both.”

There was that word again. Magic. She gave him points for staying in character. She was Irish, genetically wired to believe in the unexplainable, the unseen. Unfortunately for her, this man and his familiar face were perfectly visible. Whoever Wayne really was, she couldn’t let her misplaced infatuation become a distraction. “Okay. That works for the two of you.” She tugged off her coat and hung it on the hall tree. “What should I call him?”

“You should have no need to call him anything.” Wayne’s eyebrows furrowed into a quizzical frown. “He is mine.”

“It’s tradition to name a pet.”

“He is not a pet,” Wayne said, exchanging a long look with the dog.

Tara nipped at her budding impatience. She should let it go. Maybe the dog was more partner than pet, but that only made a missing name more troublesome. Where was Nick anyway? The dagger had been stolen on her watch and she intended to be included in its safe recovery. “People will see him as such. How about we call him Blue?”

Wayne shook his head. “It is bad enough that my name must be different in this era. The dog does not need a name.”

“Hmm. Sterling, maybe.” Tara crouched down, showing the dog the back of her fingers. “Would you like to be a Sterling? Fluffy sure doesn’t suit you.” Time to call Nick’s bluff and poke a few holes in Wayne’s medieval knight routine. “How are you feeling after sleeping so long, sweetie? I bet you’re hungry.”

Wayne’s stomach growled as if she’d been speaking to it rather than the dog. “We both are,” he stated.

“Well, if Nick hired you and rented a house for this charade, I’m sure it’s stocked too.” She looked from the dog to Wayne. “Can I pet him?”

Whatever answer he’d been ready to give, his mouth snapped closed as the dog pushed his head under her palm. “So it would seem.”

“Aw, thanks, Blue. It’s nice to meet you too.”

Wayne cleared his throat. “Sterling is better description for a creature of his import.”

She counted that as a small, important victory. “Then Sterling it is.” She stood, stroking the soft ears the greyhound kept pushing under her hand for more affection. “Let’s see what we have for both of you.”

She took note of the clean, basic furnishings of couch, chairs, and television in bland, neutral colors as she moved through the front room to the kitchen. It was a functional space although it lacked any real style. How had Nick pulled this off?

“Are we alone?” Wayne asked, trailing her through the kitchen door.

“Looks that way.”

“Good.”

At his relieved sigh, she turned from her inspection of the pantry. The bag of dog food fell from her hand and words failed her. A moment ago he’d been in dark jeans and a sweatshirt. Now he wore a loose tunic and breeches with soft boots that laced to his knee. He shrugged out of the scabbard and set a massive broadsword on the countertop. Impossibly, he appeared taller and broader than he’d been in the modern clothes. His hair, pushed back from his face, fell loose to his shoulders and his beard had grown longer.

With an effort, she closed her gaping mouth and swallowed. He looked like a portrait come to life. More than that, he bore an uncanny resemblance to the golden knight she’d dreamed of as a child after hearing the stories of Peter O’Malley and the dagger entrusted to him by Gawain the Gallant.

“You... you are Gawain.” Words failed her as she recalled the entirety of the family history her father had revealed when handing her full responsibility for the pub and the dagger.

“Yes, Tara.”

When he said her name a shiver danced up her spine, setting her scalp tingling. “Wh-what did you do?” She stubbornly prayed for a logical, 21st century explanation for what her eyes and heart were telling her. There was no way he could’ve grown his beard or changed clothes in the instant her back had been turned. No way would this character outfit have gone unnoticed under the other clothing, especially not those boots.

Those burnished blond eyebrows, several shades darker than his hair, knit together over those bright blue eyes. “Does my clothing offend?” He ran a hand over his beard. “I will shave at the first opportunity.”

Offend? “No.” She thought she might be drooling. “I’m just...” Surprised was an understatement. “How did you...?” It seemed she couldn’t complete a question with all of them piling up.

He had one hand on the big hilt of the sword on the counter, another on the dog’s head again. “The use of magic was necessary to blend in with the people on the street,” he explained defensively. “It was merely a light glamour and I assure you it required nothing of dark magic. If we are alone, I would rather conserve my energy.”

That made sense, if sense could be a result of impossible, magical explanations. “By all means be comfortable.” What else could she say? “Nick said this place would have everything you need in this time.” She shook her head. “Can’t believe I just said that.” She pressed her lips together, struggling to regain her balance in a world that seemed to have tipped sideways. Wayne had gone from hoax to legit in the span of a few seconds. “You really are from the past,” she whispered, belief washing through her with every heartbeat. “Gawain the Gallant of Arthur’s Round Table.”

“I am.” He shifted, sketching another quick bow. “Though my presence here should never have been necessary.” The scowl returned in force as he examined the kitchen. “My squire, your ancestor, promised he would not procreate.”

Her mouth fell open again, this time with offense. Wayne spoke as though her ancestor had wronged him, despite the evidence of all the precautions the O’Malleys had established in case of an emergency. “That was a terrible thing you asked of him.”

“You were not there,” Wayne countered. “You do not understand the ramifications of his failure, in my time or now in yours.”

She folded her arms over her chest, refusing to be treated as though she was featherbrained. “Dealing with an arrogant knight out of time is becoming a big ramification for me.” She searched through cabinets until she found bowls for the dog. Filling one with food and another with fresh water, she made a point of serving the dog over the man, giving Sterling heaps of attention and affection.

The dog soaked it up, alternately sending her adoring gazes and gobbling up the food. “If the magic wears you out, I guess we’re stuck here until Nick says otherwise. What do you want to eat?” she asked, worried the pantry might not have enough to support a man of Wayne’s size.

“Whatever the cook has prepared will be fine.”

She kept her gaze level, though it was a trial not to roll her eyes. He couldn’t know how many customs had changed. “We’re alone, remember? No squires or servants. I’m the cook, unless you’d rather do the honors.” He shook his head. “Of course not.” She opened the pantry and considered her options, feeling Wayne’s gaze on her back.  Why had Nick left her alone with him? “Go find normal clothes while I figure it out.”

He turned in a circle, his brows beetling in the frown that was becoming familiar to her. “Where might those be?”

She couldn’t quite resist the pinch of sympathy she felt for him. Based on her family’s version of events, when he’d cast the spell he thought it would be final. In his place, she’d be freaking out. Hell, having him in her place, her time, had her freaking out.

She cleared her throat. “Forget normal clothing. I’ll fix something and then we’ll discover what other secrets Nick’s been hiding here.” The tension in his face eased, making him still more attractive. She wasn’t sure her hormones could take it. “Have a seat,” she suggested, pointing to the table.

To her surprise, he pulled out a chair and, after checking the workmanship, sat down. The surprises continued when she opened the refrigerator to find fresh eggs and milk, butter, cheese, and a produce drawer full of fresh fruit and vegetables. “Either Nick uses this place or he entertains wayward knights more often than he should.”

“There are others.”

She straightened, studying his features. It hadn’t been a question. “Pardon me, did you say others?”

Wayne nodded. “In my time many among Arthur’s acquaintance were capable of various magics, though I have no idea who was fully trained and who dabbled.”

For the first time since he’d crossed the street with all that raging confidence, he seemed sad and uncertain. Sterling, who’d stretched out across the floor after his meal, immediately rose and dropped his head onto Wayne’s thigh. The contact seemed necessary to them both. She forced herself to concentrate on food prep rather than the unified and serene image they made.

When it came to cooking, breakfast was her strong suit and she was relieved to find sausage and bacon in the freezer. Wayne definitely made a habit of hearty meals. No other way to keep up that physique, although it was curious he’d remained so fit during centuries of sleeping.

Beauty rest, indeed, she thought with a quiet chuckle.

“The situation amuses you?”

“Not precisely.” She set bacon sizzling in one pan and whisked up half a dozen eggs in a bowl. “You’re lucky I’m Irish.”

“I never had much luck with Irish.”

“Yet you took an Irishman as your squire,” she said, carefully placing thick strips of bacon in the skillet.

“And our conversation proves my point.” He sighed, the creaking chair adding emphasis as he shifted his weight. “Tell me how you came to possess the dagger.”

She gave some thought as to how to explain so he’d understand her ancestor had done the right thing, despite the broken vow. “I can’t recall a time when I didn’t know the dagger would be mine one day. It’s been handed down to the firstborn since the first O’Malley, your squire, was charged with keeping it safe. I’m actually the firstborn girl in all those generations. Does it help to know if I marry and have children, I’ll pass the dagger to a child with a surname other than O’Malley?”

“Peter was supposed to be the last of that O’Malley bloodline.” He coughed into his hand. “Tell me of your ancestors.”

As she worked on the meal, she shared her knowledge of the family tree. Her parents and grandparents had stressed the importance of knowing her roots, now she understood the insistence of learning her family purpose and history. Until today, she’d considered all of it akin to fairy tales, from the dagger to the secret O’Malley cure for hangovers. “I was told our family began with Peter O’Malley, squire to Sir Gawain, and that our family fortune began with the gift of a dagger as a thanks for good service.”

Wayne snorted. “A half-truth at best. I gave him the dagger for his vow that he would die without issue and be buried with it. Had he kept his promise there would be no need for me to clean up the mess created by you and your superfluous cousins.”

Her mother’s reminder that there were two sides to every story echoed in her mind. Though the accusation irked her, Tara was used to people who prodded and provoked. She ran a successful bar, it went with the territory among customers and suppliers. Lifting crisp bacon out of the pan, she set it aside to drain. She stirred the grease, lowered the heat and poured the eggs into the pan.

“As my grandparents tell the story, Peter was shocked during his journey home, dagger in hand, to find he’d already procreated, as you put it. Mabh was nearly to term and as the family legend goes ‘blessed him with a healthy boy’.” She glanced over her shoulder to see Wayne tracing the grain in the wood table top. “He’d given his vow to you in good faith,” she added.

Wayne grunted in disgust.

She spun around, her spatula punctuating her words. “What would you rather he do, leave the woman to bear his child alone? Kill her?”

He had the grace to look horrified at those suggestions. “Of course not.”

She turned back to stir the eggs in the pan. “Then be grateful he had the foresight to prepare his progeny - all of my superfluous cousins - for your possible return.”

Scooping the scrambled, herbed eggs onto a plate, she added several slices of bacon and placed the dish firmly in front of Wayne. “For the record, I’m well within my rights to dump this in your lap.”

He arched one golden eyebrow as if daring her to do just that. She resisted. Barely. Being childish wouldn’t help anything. When she returned to the table with her own plate, they ate in a tense silence, the dog resting like a sphinx on the floor between them. She studied Wayne surreptitiously, marveling that his presence was possible, even as he annoyed her. “What did you intend with your squire and the dagger?”

“It was to be buried with Peter. As the last of his line, the blood I used in the spell should have kept bound a terrible witch whose followers were gaining in strength and number.”

“What happened?”

“It would seem one child followed by many more.”

She bit back the sharp retort dancing on the tip of her tongue. Patience had never been her longest suit. “I meant what happened when you cast the spell?” She pointed at him, circling a finger. “To you.”

“The hound -”

“Sterling,” she corrected with a smile for the dog in question.

“We fought the witch and her closest guards and devotees. When it became clear we could not win by force and strategy, I employed magic, casting the binding spell as a last resort.”

She waited for him to elaborate. He didn’t. “Whatever you did agrees with you,” she said, clearing away the plates. “Why did Nick want you to go by a different name?”

“Names have power and I am not prepared for the enemy to know I am here. The wards around this place -”

“Wards?”

“Magic that protects and -”

“I know the term,” she interrupted. “If we can put them on a house, why didn’t you or, or anyone else put one on the dagger?”

“By my intention such a ward was not necessary.” His voice carried a sharp edge. “I must believe Peter smartly avoided tampering with the magic I imbedded in the blade.”

She didn’t know enough about magic to argue the point. “What can I do?”

“Not a thing,” Wayne said, crunching the last slice of his bacon. “We must track it down of course. If, as you say, generations of good-intended O’Malleys have kept the dagger out of evil’s sight I have hope it will be difficult for the thief to use it.”

“So the thief stole the dagger to break a centuries-old spell? To what end?”

“I suppose that depends on who stole it,” he said in a superior tone. “I would not be here if I was not needed. Knowing the dagger has survived and been protected by your family, knowing  preparations were maintained for my return, it seems likely in the way of powers finding balance, that one or more persons from the cult I sought to destroy have also survived.”

Tara finished her meal in silence and weighed his logic as she cleared the table and handled the dishes. She didn’t know of any cults in New York City, none at all near the family pub, though she knew people could get into all kinds of trouble that went unspoken. No one in the pub’s employ knew the dagger existed since few had access to the office. In fact, though her family made a production out of ancestral legend, she now knew only the oldest learned the whole truth of Peter O’Malley.

And according to the knight Peter once served, even he hadn’t told his sons everything.

“I need to visit the place where you kept the dagger.”

“Nick asked us to wait here.” She looked him up and down. “Besides, you can’t traipse about the city in those clothes. If casting a glamour spell wears you down, we need an alternative. Let’s see if this place is as helpful as Nick claims.” She started up the back steps, pleased to hear him and his dog following her without comment or question.

Knowing the typical layout of a brownstone, it was easy to find the master bedroom. When she pushed open the door, she reveled in a moment of pure awe. A massive four-poster bed was centered on the wall opposite the door, complete with a canopy draped in dark, rich silks. A plush, oversized dog bed took up a corner near the hearth. The other furnishings - a tall wardrobe, a high-boy dresser, and two wing chairs near the fireplace - were all crafted of heavy wood in a dark finish that seemed to glow from the inside out.

“Holy cow,” she murmured.

Behind her Wayne sucked in a breath. “My room...” he whispered. The dog slid between them, arrowing for the thick dog bed. “How...” Wayne’s voice trailed off yet again.

She stepped aside, letting him enter the room for a closer inspection. He was equally pleased and baffled as to how it had been accomplished. That made two of them.

“It is in perfect condition.” He rubbed a hand gently along the intricate vine carving climbing the nearest tall post of the bed and then dropped his forehead to the wood. His knuckles turned white as his grip tightened on the scabbard of the broadsword in his other hand.

Roses bloomed across the footboard, feeding the vines on the posts. “This is your furniture?”

“It is mine, my room, to the last detail.”

She gave a low whistle. “I’m starting to understand the enduring O’Malley reputation for loyalty,” Tara said. “Although we obviously do a superb job of keeping secrets too.” Nick’s branch of the family tree had made all of this possible, there was no other explanation. It certainly underscored why she was to go to her cousin in case of an emergency with the dagger. “Would you like some time alone?”

“Yes. Please,” he added his voice tight with emotion.

Tara stepped back and closed the door behind her. Crossing centuries had barely fazed him yet clapping eyes on his belongings sent him reeling. Filled with a sudden rush of sympathy, she leaned back against the wall, reluctant to go far in case he needed her.













Three






Gawain turned a slow circle, rocked by the familiarity of it all. He set the broadsword across the gleaming width of the polished dresser, as he’d always done at home. The rich silks and velvets on the bed beckoned him to sink in and rest. The colors as deep as ever. How had Peter managed this? It was just as he’d left it, so much that he thought he might see the sweeping green meadows of home if he looked out the window. However frustrated he might be with his squire’s broken vow, the man had seemingly done all he could to rectify that twist of fate.

He felt the hound’s steady gaze on him as he moved about the room, lovingly touching the things he hadn’t valued enough in his own time. When he’d left for his campaign it had quickly become clear he’d never see this room again. Yet here it was. Here he was.

What did it mean to have the pieces of the life and man he’d been sitting here in a time he could scarcely imagine? He had so many questions and too few of them related to the problem that had roused him.

Opening drawers, he found more of his belongings, things time apparently could not improve, all surrounded by what must be modern conveniences. The small knife he’d used to trim his beard was in its place, but the basin was gone. Where it had been was a note to check a nearby door. He did, finding a large bathing room with more notes and guidance.

Once he’d washed and trimmed his beard, thanks to many miraculous advances, he dressed in his old clothing and returned to the bedroom. His hound slept soundly in the familiar bed near the hearth. Gawain was tempted to fall into bed and nap as well. Only the irrational fear that he would wake again in the cave kept him on his feet and exploring the belongings O’Malley had preserved.

He found tools of his magic he’d taken on his quest to defeat Morgana. The mirror his sister had gifted him, along with a shallow bowl and packets of dried herbs for scrying. He smiled at the sight of a colorful river stone he’d found along the Avalon shore and carried since, along with a small figurine carved by Arthur when they’d been foster brothers.

Opening the wardrobe he saw stacks of various fine fabrics that turned out to be shirts in white, gray, and black. A note had been secured to the inner door panel. Though faded slightly, he realized it was a sketch of him, his every measurement listed in the appropriate place. The squire had been thorough indeed. Not only in procuring his belongings, but in safeguarding them from time itself.

He looked from the chairs to the bed and simply sank to the floor near his dog. He leaned back against the wall and let the shock roll through him while he stroked the velvet-soft ears. “Who knows what we’ll face,” he said aloud, his gaze on the ceiling. It troubled him that someone had seized the dagger that could free Morgana. “We should investigate where and how the dagger was stolen.”

Knowing the next step didn’t make it easier. He couldn’t quite summon the strength to move. The dog flopped over and leaned heavily against his thigh. Between the warm room and the warmer hound, Gawain felt himself drifting, his thoughts scattered between his century and this one. Dozing, the dreams in his twilight state were fractured mosaics of how things had been and how he thought they would have changed.

He did not know how long he remained there, only that his body jerked awake at the sound of Tara’s voice on the other side of his door.

“Wayne?” She rapped against the wood and called again.

“Enter,” he said, pushing to his feet.

The door opened and as her gaze raked over the furnishings and him, her sharp eyes were shadowed by a frown. He feared she saw more than he wanted her to see.

“I got a call and need to get to the pub,” she said. “It’s only a few blocks away. You can wait here for Nick and get some more rest.”

“No. It is not safe for you to be alone.” He cut her off when she started to protest. “I will change clothes at once and accompany you.”

He pulled his linen shirt over his head, tossing it to the bed as he’d done countless times in his own home. At the wardrobe, he opened the doors and took out one shirt in each of the fabrics presented. He didn’t want to admit the weakness, but he needed to blend in without using magic. Whoever had stolen the dagger and roused him from his sleep had the power to track him if he used enough magic. He and Nick had recognized that in the city square.

Holding out the options for her opinion, he turned around. “Which is best suited to your pub?”

Seeing her rosy lips parted in shock or dismay, he was immediately contrite for treating her as a squire. His body bore the scars of hard training and challenging battles. It wasn’t a sight suited for females. “My apologies for offending you again.”

“No, don’t apologize.” She shook her head, her steps hesitant as she crossed the room. “I’m distracted, not offended.” She relieved him of the white shirt with short sleeves and then waved him out of the way. Poking at the items available, she muttered about her cousin and his taste. “It’s functional and current. I should be happy with that much.”

“You are not?”

“Not really. As a woman, I’m entitled to having a higher standard for menswear.”

“Will any of this meet your standard?”

“For now.” Her smile turned as sharp as her emerald eyes and he felt something akin to desire stir deep inside him. He was happy to leave that buried. “Here.” She handed him a stack of clothing and explained in what order to dress.

“I am not dim.”

She flared her hands wide. “Didn’t say you were, just wanted to, umm, prevent any questions. I’ll wait in the hallway.”

The hound released a long sigh and though Gawain’s back was turned, with their mystically linked vision he watched Tara leave. It was an enticing view, a view he had no business noticing.

He’d been awoken for a singular purpose and while Tara was tied to it, he could not allow her - exceptional arse or no - to divert him.

He pulled on the trousers and shirts in the order she’d explained. The fabrics were soft against his skin. He tested his range of movement, impressed by the give and stretch of the clothing. Maybe this wouldn’t be so terrible after all. He owed his squire’s unexpected descendants his gratitude. Even the boots were a perfect fit. Peter and those who’d come later had clearly gone above and beyond to cover every contingency.

Except for the dagger itself. Why had the most crucial piece of this puzzle not been locked up tight in a strongbox, warded against thieves?

He looked to the hound, shaking his head about them both taking new names in this time. The hound had been a gift from his sister, a brave attempt to make up for the affection and compassion denied him as a youngster. He wondered if the enemy knew of the magic that bound him to the dog. Word of their teamwork in battle and their effectiveness against sorcery had spread quickly in Arthur’s time. Though many suspected his unusual talent, none dared accuse him directly of using magic or dark sorcery to his advantage in battle.

As if the words were not synonymous.

Smoothing his hands down the smooth fabric of the shirt, he pushed the echoes of his mother’s insults out of his head. He was what he was and his mystical gifts were as much an inherent part of him as his skin or his heart or even the color of his eyes. So said his sister, anyway, who had done all she could to protect him and prepare him.

He grabbed up the jacket and shrugged into the supple leather, then looped the scabbard and sword over his shoulder. A whisper of glamour would hide it from onlookers. Surprisingly, the current clothing reinforced his mental efforts to think and behave as Wayne, a modern man despite his original, aging quest.  “Let’s get moving,” he said to the dog. Sterling rose and shook himself from nose to tail. “We need to cut this short before it gets out of control.”

He walked out of the room and stopped short at the sight of Tara. Her gaze raked him up and down, her lips curving into a smile that had his breath stalling in his lungs. It was the sort of expression that infused a man with exaggerated strength and foolish pride.

His body responded in an instant, reminding him just how long he’d been without a woman. While preparing for what he’d thought would be the final battle in his own century, he had stubbornly resisted the temptation of the sort of feminine appreciation Tara aimed at him now.

He wanted to turn from it, to distract her with their dire situation. Instead, he found the sparkle in her eyes far too compelling. “Have I done it wrong after all?”

***
Wrong? “No.” Tara cleared her throat. There was nothing at all wrong about the man filling the bedroom doorway. She made a mental note to apologize to Nick. The clothing she’d dismissed as little more than functional had become an outstanding statement on Wayne’s big, sculpted body.

She was curious about the scars she’d seen on his broad back moments ago and more curious about the stories behind them. She bit back all of her questions, reminding herself about the fate of the curious cat.

“Are you well?”

“Hmm?” She could stare at him all day and immediately felt warmth flood her cheeks. “I’m fine. You, ah, you wear this century well, Wayne.”

“Thank you. I’ll have to take your word.” He didn’t quite hide the satisfied smirk at her compliment. “I am ready to accompany you to the pub.”

“You really should wait here for Nick.” She wasn’t sure, but Wayne might present a greater threat by way of an irresistible temptation. “It’s only a few blocks. I won’t be long.” She raised a dark device of some sort and then tucked it into her pocket. “One of my cooks called in sick and I need to sort a few things for the night shift.” She told herself Wayne wasn’t ready to deal with the big, wide world, yet the truth had more to do with his big, wide shoulders. She moved toward the front stairs, hoping a little distance would ease this urge to take advantage of the massive bed behind him.

“Tara, you should not be alone.”

“This city is overflowing with people,” she said. “I won’t be alone.” Sterling joined her as she started down the stairs.

“You and your predecessors kept the dagger at the pub, correct?”

His voice drifted over her like a warm fuzzy blanket as they descended the stairs. “Yes.”

“There is no time to waste,” he said. “I need to examine the area immediately. Notify your cousin that he should meet us there.”

Whatever his reasons, she was happy to get moving. She had to get the personnel straightened out and the prep work back on track. Keeping the pub operating smoothly was her job now that her parents were retired. “That works for me.” She pulled out her cell phone, fully aware Wayne watched her every move as she sent Nick a text message. “Why doesn’t this sort of thing freak you out?”

“I beg your pardon?”

It was rude to push, but her curiosity got the better of her. “The taxi bothered you but the phone,” she waved it again, “this new way to communicate doesn’t. Why is that?”

He pointed at her phone. “That phone,” he handled the word cautiously, “is much smaller than the taxi.”

Tara reached for her coat. “Is that a joke?”

His eyebrows arched. “It’s a fact. I did not expect the world to remain as I knew it, though much of the progress is daunting.”

“You’re handling it well.” Better than she would in his place.

“Everywhere I look there are changes,” Wayne said. “My training prepared me so I would not be overwhelmed and rendered incapable of fulfilling my quest.”

“What kind of training prepares a 6th century knight for the 21st century?”

“I cannot explain it.” He shook his head. “Words are not sufficient.” His gaze drifted beyond her. “The things I was shown, the visions the priestesses assured me were of the future, confounded me at first.”

“You trained in Avalon?” she guessed. The mystical island was the most famous place with priestesses she knew of in his time. “I thought only women were trained there. Well, and King Arthur -”

“How are you familiar with the sacred island? It is supposed to be protected, sheltered.”

“Relax. It’s not a tourist attraction,” she said. “It only exists in this century through legends and stories.” She waved a hand toward him. “Knights, wizards, Camelot. Everything about the King Arthur myths fascinated me as a kid. Avalon was real,” she mused, filled with a new rush of curiosity.

“Avalon is real,” he echoed. A smile played at the corner of his mouth. “If we survive and succeed here, maybe I will seek the sanctuary of the island again.”

The idea of him striding off in search of some mythical place bothered her. Silly, but true. Maybe she could convince him to take her with him. If they survived. It was a sobering thought. “So they didn’t show you cars when you were training? The taxi was a type of car,” she clarified.

“They did,” he said. “I have never enjoyed small spaces, though it took many years to understand why. The sky and open air support my particular abilities,” he said.

“Then count your blessings we don’t need to take the subway.” She zipped up her coat, gesturing for him to mimic the move.

He didn’t. “Subway?”

“An underground train.” She followed a hunch and opened the coat closet, finding a collar and leash for Sterling. “Come here sweetie.” The dog shied away for a moment, then allowed her to slip the collar over his head.

He shook, making the tags rattle, then rubbed his neck against her thigh as if that would remove it.

“What is that for?”

She clipped the leash to the collar and handed it to him. “Collar and leash,” she explained. “Less magic required.” When he shrugged acceptance, she pointed to the door. “Do you need to do anything with the wards when we leave?”

He nodded and she watched as the light came and went under his palm, again in differing glows for inside and out. At the gate, he and Sterling paused, heads moving side to side as they searched the street.

“What’s the problem?” she asked, reaching for the latch.

His hand covered hers. “We cannot travel by underground train. It’s too dangerous.”

The urgency radiated through his touch, warming her more than the glove she wore. “We are going to walk,” she repeated slowly. “Let’s go.”

He didn’t budge. “I need your word, Tara. You must not go underground until the dagger is recovered.”

She pulled free of his grasp and shoved her hands into her pockets. “Why?”

“I cannot sense the threats against you as effectively when I am underground.”

“Fine. No subways.” She understood he was only brushing the tip of the iceberg with that answer and though tempted to push him, decided ignorance might be best. Magic, impending threats and good versus evil weren’t comforting thoughts. For a split-second she nearly ran back for the safety of the brownstone. “Come on,” she said, resolutely reaching for the gate again. She couldn’t leave her staff in the lurch any more than Wayne could fight the powers that had dragged him out of his century. “At this rate, Nick might get to the pub before we do.”

The temperature dropped as they walked through the neighborhood at dusk. Lights glimmered behind window as people settled in for the evening. Beside Wayne, Sterling kept tossing his head, unimpressed with the collar and leash.

Of all the factors in this equation, the connection between dog and man intrigued her most. “How is it that you both survived all these years?” She waved a hand between the man and the dog, uncertain how best to phrase her questions. They were fit and healthy and nothing about them indicated they’d been asleep for more than 1500 years.

“Magic,” Wayne replied. “The hound was a gift from my sister.” He spoke softly, as if the memory might fade if he raised his voice. “Just before my first campaign she brought him to me, helped me develop and solidify the bond. She was careful to provide me with a loyal animal that would grow with me.”

“Through everything?”

“So it seems.” He rubbed the dog’s head absently while his gaze took in everything around them. “A fact for which I am ever grateful.”

“So you’re both immortal?”

“Immortal? Hardly.” Wayne laughed. “We are unique, that’s true. And we were blessed specifically to attend to this task. He is as essential to the recovery of your dagger as I am.”

She reached down and patted the dog’s shoulder. “That makes me feel better.”

“Why?”

Tara found herself unsure how to articulate her point to a knight centuries removed from his original time. “Many hands, or paws in his case, make light work. My mom says that all the time. Generally, people are stronger and more productive with a partner to shoulder the load.” Feeling Wayne’s scrutiny, she clamped her mouth shut and cut off the rambling answer.

“Do you have a partner?” he asked after another moment.

“No.” Her cat had died last year and though her apartment felt empty, she wasn’t ready to find a new companion to fill the void. “The pub is family owned and though the firstborn gets all the joys and trials of keeping it afloat, we also have the benefit of family wisdom and willing hands.” The wind kicked up, nipping at her nose and ears. It felt as if winter wanted to come all at once. She hunched a little deeper into her coat to keep the chill away. “Just around the corner,” she said.

“That is your family pub?” Wayne stopped short when the sign came into view.

“Yes.” She walked on up the block and waited for him to join her at the door. His scowl was fierce as he peered in the front window. Pulling open the front door, she held it for him. “Welcome to the 21st century edition of The Oak and Owl Tavern. We call it O’Malley’s now.”

His jaw clenched and his fist tightened on Sterling’s leash. “You might as well have sent the witch a bloody invitation.”

***
Wayne glowered at the modern rendition of a tavern he and his squire had frequented on their quest. He used a little glamour to hide his displeasure behind a friendlier expression. He immediately recalled the woman Peter had taken a shine to on one of their visits, the owner’s daughter, in fact. As an explanation, it served though couldn’t shake the irritation. If only he’d known the truth he might have taken a different tack or added a different element to his binding spell. He sighed. It was far too late to change that history now.

Taking his cues from the contemporary men at ease in the bar, he tried not to gawk at the changes. The shining glass behind the bar and the gleaming brass rails along the front were new, as were the bottles in every shape lined up for a customer’s perusal. The long oak bar top, dark with age, glowed with polish and care. He thought that might be original, or partly so anyway. Whatever had happened, Wayne could not fault Peter for taking care of the details in the face of his broken vow.

Unfortunately, if they didn’t recover the dagger, no amount of care, no preservation of material good would matter.

“This way,” Tara said, snapping her fingers for Sterling’s attention.

The dog sidled up beside her and Wayne trailed them, wondering who was leading who by the leash. She guided them through a room crowded with tall tables and low booths, greeting many of her patrons along the way.

When and why had women decided to wear men’s clothing? Or garments that left far too little to the imagination? He hadn’t yet decided if the new societal standard pleased him. He’d quickly realized Tara was a prime example of her peers. Her blue pants were similar to his, though the fabric enveloped her legs and rear in a snug fit that left little to the imagination. Her shirt was modest compared to others he’d seen, but it showcased the appealing curves of her bosom and narrow waist.

The urge to touch the fabric and the body underneath was a persistent, inappropriate distraction, and it was taking a significant effort to resist. He forced his attention to the high cheekbones and long limbs, attributes she shared with her long-dead ancestor. It didn’t help. He’d simply been too long without a release. Perhaps her cousin could help him find a woman willing to ease the tension that had been building since he’d been summoned.

“The office is back here.” She pushed up a section of the bar and passed through.

As he followed, he noticed a worn design under the dark wood panel. Sterling halted, his nose raised toward the faded carving.

“It’s a Celtic tree of life,” Tara said.

“I recognize it.” He and his hound lingered in the small space with a reverent appreciation. He reached out, stopping short of touching the special symbol. Power emanated from the wood, carrying him on an ocean of memories back to his time.

“According to family legend, this is from the original tavern.” She retraced her steps, crowding the space with the soft scent of her hair. “Is it some kind of ward?”

He appreciated her curiosity and the thoughtful concern in her voice. Nodding, his throat clogged with emotion, he searched for an explanation that wouldn’t terrify her. “Not in the way of those at the house,” he murmured, concentrating on the symbol. “It would not have been hidden in my time. It would’ve been displayed as a comfort to travelers.”

At least that was how it would be presented in a tavern run by a normal family with no fear of evil pursuit. Peter had had the carving blessed and used it as an alarm of sorts. Wayne didn’t want to be impressed with his squire’s resourcefulness, or how he’d passed those resources on through so many generations. Despite every obvious effort, the dagger had been stolen by someone with evil intentions. The carving had snagged and held the dark energy.

“This is the original,” he said, crossing through and lowering the panel back into place.

“I shouldn’t be surprised you can tell.”

“No you shouldn’t,” he agreed, looking around at the patrons. It was possible one of them was a bad seed. Of the men looking this way, their eyes tracked Tara, instead of him or the dog. He couldn’t blame them. Opening his senses, he did a quick search for anyone with power and found no sign of magic in the people present.

It was small comfort. “The office,” he stated brusquely. Better to get this handled so he could put an end to the cult and get back to the era and life he was supposed to be living.

She shrugged out of her coat and folded it over her hands. “I’ll unlock it for you.” She turned behind the bar into a square hallway and unlocked another solid oak door. “I need to check in with the kitchen staff and then I’ll be right in.”

He was tempted to argue or send the dog with her. As a compromise, he waited in the kitchen doorway, taking stock of how the people in her employ responded to her. Satisfied her staff posed no threat, he and his hound moved into the office.

The space was far too tight for his comfort. Overly warm, he slipped the sword and scabbard over his shoulder and shrugged out of the leather jacket. He unclipped the leash and rolled it up, setting it near the sword, leaving the collar in place despite the hound’s irritated look.

Tara entered a few minutes later and closed the door. “They’re on track in the kitchen and I have someone coming in to pinch hit.”

Wayne didn’t ask for clarification. She seemed satisfied with her business, so he focused on the more serious problem. “Where did you keep the dagger?” His gaze roamed over the walls, expecting to find a place where it had been displayed.

Tara sank into the desk chair and pulled out the shallow center drawer. “I kept the dagger here, out of sight, exactly the way my dad and grandpa did it. We all used it as a letter opener.”

“I suppose there are worse purposes.” Mentally, he gave a quick prayer for patience. “What security measures were employed?”

“Only the locked door.” She leaned back in the chair, her arms folded over her chest. “No one besides the owner ever has access to the office.”

“When did you notice the dagger was missing?”

“Yesterday morning. I came in early to sort through bills before the lunch shift and it was gone.” She made a sound of impatience. “Nick should be here. I told him all of this.”

Wayne nodded, ignoring her, letting his magic slip out and around the room in small wisps. The hound had sniffed the perimeter while they waited, giving close attention to the shallow drawer and the doorknobs. “Where does that door lead?” he asked as Sterling snuffled at the edge of it again.

“Storage and stairs. Up is the apartment and down is storage.”

“Who knew of the dagger’s history or location?”

“Family knows the basic story of the relic gifted from knight to squire. We all know it’s passed from firstborn to firstborn. I didn’t learn there was a serious, dangerous side to the family story until I inherited the bar.”

Blood of the O’Malley heir would break the spell and free the devious sorceress. “Family.” Wayne bit back an oath. “How many people know the dagger was here?”

She scowled, ticking off the names on her long fingers. “Nick, I guess. Definitely Mom and Dad. Maybe my two brothers. Pub policy has always been no one except immediate family in the office.”

“Because of the dagger?”

“I guess so.” She ran her fingertips along the open edge of the drawer. “I always thought it was because we were messy about the paperwork and the place is so small.”

That was a fair assumption. His squire had done well, instilling the significance and importance of safeguarding the artifact he’d handed down, without compromising all of the blade’s secrets. Wayne appreciated the balanced system Peter had created, of his direct lineage possessing the artifact, while another branch on the family tree had clearly been entrusted with more specific information about the spell. Maybe he should have waited for her cousin at the house.

No, examining this space was imperative to recovering the dagger. Waiting only gave the enemy a head start. If Tara was right and no one beyond her family had seen the dagger in generations, then one of two things had happened. Either the sorceress who needed it to break the spell had found a way to trace it, or someone in Tara’s family had fallen in with or been turned to the cult’s service.

Neither scenario gave him much hope for the O’Malley family or the world at large. “You should wait outside.”

Her lips were pressed into a flat line as she shook her head. “No.”

“No?” he echoed, stunned by her denial.

She sat up straight, the chair creaking with the sudden movement. “I want to know what happened here just as much as you do.”

He wasn’t as certain of that. She didn’t know what would be required or the dangers involved. He’d given his life to keep evil at bay and until a few hours ago she believed she’d been robbed of a family heirloom.

“Don’t look at me that way,” she said. “You think I’m not as invested in this.” Her green eyes turned sharp and cold as she held his gaze. “You’re wrong. The dagger was stolen on my watch. You have no idea what an embarrassment that is or how violated I feel. Someone invaded my space and stole something invaluable.” She tucked a wayward strand of curling red hair behind her ear. “According to you, that someone has who knows what sort of bad intention. Do whatever you came here to do, but I’m staying.”

He nodded, not trusting himself to speak. The more time he spent in this cramped room, the more he wanted to finish the task. Quickly. He’d thought himself above any distraction - until he met her. He needed to find a lead and then escape her enticing scent, stunning body, and challenging attitude.

She was unlike any other women he’d known. While logically he understood people would have to change along with their world, her candor continued to shock him. Women of his time rarely spoke as boldly and never dressed as provocatively. He struggled against the urge to drape his jacket over her shoulders to hide her figure. He fought the automatic demands for her silence. He’d been a forward thinking man in his time, but even he had not foreseen this kind of result.

“Stay if you insist.” He pointed to the corner. “Stand there and remain still. Movement could distract me at a critical point.”

“Hang on.” Her brow furrowed with worry as she moved into position. “Are you putting yourself in danger?”

“Magic always has a price and involves some risk. You will be safe.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Wayne exchanged a look with his hound. He found no sympathy in the large, dark eyes. “None of us will be in any serious danger with the spell I will use.”

“Okay.” She relaxed, leaning her shoulders back against the wall.

That issue settled, Wayne reached into the small pack the squire had left for him. He withdrew his familiar scrying mirror and murmured the words that would focus his vision on the mystical plane.

The mirror was more prop than tool, protecting the secrets of his magic from Tara while he searched for the residual traces of the thief. He wanted to trust her. The dog’s immediate approval alone would be enough of an endorsement in his time. Here in this century there were too many variables he didn’t fully understand yet.

He angled the mirror’s reflection toward the desk drawer where the dagger had been stored as he studied all of the faint images floating through the small office. It was quickly obvious Tara had spoken the truth. The primary energy here was entirely of the squire’s descendants.

Sliding the mirror back into his pocket, he noticed the fading ward on the door leading out to the pub. A similar ward on the opposite door was frayed with an oily darkness that resembled black lace. He sucked in a breath, recognizing the pattern as one of Morgana’s.

He swallowed down the instinctive fear. Focusing on that darkness, he found traces of the only person not of the squire’s blood that had been in the office. He extended his vision to his hound, reaching out with a hand to reinforce his connection.

Beside him, Sterling growled as they retraced the activity of the previous day. A man of limited magic had entered the office from the storeroom door, aided by tools both practical and magical. Wayne and Sterling watched the echoing images as the thief held up something small and round and followed it unerringly to the dagger.

“May I show you?” Wayne turned to Tara, her beauty blurred by the magic swirling through the room.

“What do you mean?”

“If I touch you, you may be able to see what I am seeing. I want to know if you recognize the thief.”

Those auburn eyebrows winged upward before knitting together in another frown. “What should I do?”

He held out his free hand. “Just take my hand and look with me.”

“All right.” She set her palm in his.

The sizzling jolt of her energy nearly pushed him out of the vision. For a moment he was overwhelmed with her vibrancy and his vision zeroed in on her movements within this space. He waited until he regained control, showing her how the thief had invaded her space.

Her soft, furious curse let him know she was seeing it all quite clearly.

“What is he holding?” Wayne asked.

“It looks like a compass... wait.” She leaned unerringly toward the filmy image. He moved with her. “It’s an old pocket watch. How would that help him?”

Wayne filed away his questions about the devices she mentioned. “Do you recognize him?”

“No. I’ve never seen him. I searched the security camera feed while I waited for Nick to call me back, but this guy didn’t show up. No one did. How did he stop the cameras?”

“I don’t know.” He didn’t even know what a camera was, though he guessed it was a visual tool of some sort. Her every statement raised more questions about modern developments as well as the theft. For now, he’d work with the details he understood. “What are those tools he applied to the door?”

“Old-school lock pick set,” she replied. “The bastard. The camera should’ve caught him.”

Wayne chuckled at her crude outburst, feeling marginally better now that he was certain the thief wasn’t someone from her family. He watched the shadowy residue of the thief hide the dagger in his coat. If he’d had doubts about why he’d woken from his bespelled sleep, they were gone now. The thief had clearly employed magic to accomplish his task.

Wayne prodded at the shadow image of the thief, seeking any identifying marks, and found none. He readied to dissolve the images and break the spell when he felt a power prickling at the edges of his own, like burrs caught in the weave of soft wool blanket.

The hound growled again. Wayne released Tara’s hand but it was too late. They were caught. A powerful talent was working against his magic, following it back to the source. To him.

Tara cried out, instinctively curling away from the invisible attack and covering her face with her hands. He sheltered her body with his, casting a protective spell. It wasn’t as simple as shutting down his own scrying spell, not with Tara and Sterling caught in the crossfire.

Pushing back at the invasive magic, he barely stemmed the threatening tide. His choices were limited by not knowing his opponent. The hound growled again and Wayne followed the hound’s vision. A tiny water droplet gleamed on the glass of a picture near the main office door, vibrating with potent energy.

He focused all of his effort on that small spot, an archer aiming an arrow at the center of the target. As he fought, he found the invading magic more foreign than familiar. It seemed the wicked sorceress had changed her tactics. Behind him the dog whined and Tara groaned in pain. As owner of the dagger, she was tied too closely to come out of this unscathed. Whatever the source of this dark spell, he would have to track it down another way, once Tara was safe.

He called on a rudimentary spell he’d learned early, a variation on glamour that should confuse the opposing force, filling the office with a crush of people. Almost immediately the tension in the air eased. Wayne crossed the office in one stride and scraped the bit of offending magic from the glass, crushing it beneath the heavy sole of his boot.

Tara was curled into a tight ball, her back to the wall. Her breath hissed through her clenched teeth in pained gasps.

“Are you well?” He dropped to a knee beside her. Although it was reasonable that his skills were rusty after centuries of sleep, this kind of error was unconscionable. His mistake only proved his mother had been right labeling him as a reckless threat. The shrill, fearful voice from his distant past ricocheted through his mind before he could shut it out.

“Where are you hurt?” Needing an answer, he gave her shoulder a little shake. His hound nosed at her face and hair, whining encouragingly.

Tara tensed even more, resisting their help.

Wayne gentled his voice, kept his hands off her and signaled his hound to back off. “You must talk to me, Tara. Tell me what ails you.”

“Fi - fire. My eyes.” She sucked in another breath. “Everywhere.” She pressed her fists to her eyes. “I’m burning.”

“There is no fire, lass.” He held a grudging admiration toward the one who’d wielded such dark magic so effectively. “You’re not burning. Your eyes are unharmed.”

He cupped his palm and held it above her exposed temple, pulsing a gentle healing light over her. Slowly, one heartbeat, one breath at a time, he stretched that healing force out until it covered her like fine netting.

Gradually, her hands relaxed and inch by inch her body eased until her breath calmed and she rested on her back. Her eyes remained closed, and at last he could confirm that no part of her was burned or otherwise damaged.

His hound nestled beside her, adding a comforting touch, and Wayne’s physical and magical senses returned to normal. In all his time with magic, despite his mother’s dire warnings, he had never brought harm to an innocent. This would be the worst time and place for such an error.

Wayne sagged in relief, though he kept that healing light draped over her. He wanted to beg her forgiveness, though he knew she’d recover fully within minutes. When would he be free of this persistent weakness? The memory of his mother’s eyes filled with fear, hate, and blame for a talent he didn’t understand forever haunted him. Nothing he’d done had earned her favor or affection.

His sister and the Avalon priestesses had shown him what was possible. Those revelations amid encouragement and confidence had soothed the worst of those emotional wounds. And yet...

Yet nothing. His relationship with his mother was a lost cause. His quest was not. He rubbed his temples and deliberately focused on what they’d just learned. His bleak past could not be changed and his king had given him an opportunity to use his gifts to protect others. Recovering the dagger and keeping Morgana trapped would be satisfaction enough.

It had to be.
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Tara’s eyes stung, her skin prickled with alternating sensations. Hot and cold. Fear and comfort. She wasn’t sure which were real and which were illusions. She’d seen a white-hot, blinding flash of fire and doubled over with the pain of it. Expecting smoke, she’d dropped to the ground, immediately plagued with a sense of failure, knowing the pub would burn to the ground.

Wayne claimed she was fine and she told herself any minute now she’d believe it.

“Open your eyes, Tara. It is over.”

She heard him, of course she did, but fear held her in a ruthless grip. “What if -” She didn’t want to catch her reflection in a mirror and prove him a liar.

“We were attacked by an illusion. A strong one, to be sure,” he said gently. “I am looking at you, lass. You are as lovely as ever.”

What a thoughtful thing to say. She wanted to believe him. She could feel him doing something near her head, the shadows and light shifting over her closed eyelids. Was he covering her injuries with a spell?

“Breathe now. Open your eyes.”

She felt Sterling’s wet nose near her hand and she placed her palm on his soft head. It was heartening to have him beside her. “I’m being a wimp, aren’t I?”

“I wouldn’t know, having never heard of such a creature.”

His admission made her laugh. Wimpy or not, lying here sure as hell wouldn’t get her dagger back. On a deep breath, she cautiously opened her eyes. The ceiling looked the same. At least it didn’t show any signs of smoke or fire damage.

Gingerly, she sat up. Wayne smiled. The dog bumped her hand. “I’m fine. The office is fine.”

“As I said.” Amusement danced in Wayne’s blue eyes. “Take your time.”

“Shouldn’t we be racing off to find the thief?” His whole body seemed weary, from the tight lines bracketing his mouth, to the slump of his shoulders. How had this incident drained him more than his late arrival to the 21st century?

“Once your cousin arrives, I will seek out the enemy on my own.”

“No way. You did that once and it backfired. We’re in this together.”

He started to say something and changed his mind, dropping his gaze to his empty hands. His hair fell over his face, blocking her view.

“Talk to me,” she said. She needed some help putting everything context. “I’m as tied to this dagger as you are.”

“More so,” he admitted, lacing his fingers. “To my ongoing regret. I’m not exactly sure I can explain it.”

“Try, please.” she pressed. “Just don’t try to avoid the answer.”

He tilted his head just far enough to glare at her with one eye and half a scowl. “Very well.” He pointed to the framed picture of her parents on their honeymoon in Ireland. “The thief left a spyglass of sorts behind. It allowed whoever sent the thief to watch and intervene if someone with magic unraveled the theft, as we just did.”

“Spyglass?” She didn’t like the idea of being watched. “Like a bug?”

“Not at all.” His brow furrowed. “Though I crushed it.”

“Pardon me. A bug is a modern term for a listening device, but you’re saying this was a visual thing, yes?”

“Yes. At first glance it was as innocuous as a droplet of water. Only very powerful sorcery could exploit and attack us through such a small portal.”

Sorcery, portals, and magic were as foreign to her as her slang and idioms were to him. She couldn’t in good conscience allow him to search out this magic in the modern world alone. While Sterling was a great partner, the dog couldn’t serve as the translator Wayne obviously needed.

“Were you able to learn anything about the thief?”

“He wore the magic like a cloak, but he was not the one with the power.”

She wasn’t sure how that detail made her feel. “Can you tell me what you did to, umm, reveal the theft?”

“Explanations would do you no good.” He rolled to his feet in one fluid motion.

“I’m not an idiot,” she said, hurrying to stand as well. The room swayed just a little. She recovered quickly as Sterling braced against her leg.

He grinned down at her. “Of course you are not the idiot. You’re a tavern keeper and quite good at it.”

She caught herself before she explained yet another progression of the vernacular. “What now?”

“Now you shall keep to your business and I will take care of mine.” He picked up his leather jacket and broadsword.

He was suddenly damned eager to cut her out of the search. It made her that much more determined to stick close. “You need a translator.” And she needed a chance to become the hero rather than the goat in her family. With every passing hour since she discovered the dagger had been stolen, she felt increasingly hollow, as if she was dissolving from the inside out. She wasn’t about to confess that squishy sense of failure to this brave and strong knight or he’d find a way to leave her behind for good.

“I understand the language.”

“You only think you do. We’ll catch the thief faster if we stick together.” She could see he wasn’t buying it. “I can help, Wayne.”

“The hound is the only partner I need.”

“Really?” She wanted to drill her finger into that hard chest of his. “You think you’ll be just fine out there without any money, using your magic to blend in whenever you need to?” She snorted. “No way. I have brothers and I know that’s male pride talking, not a valid strategy.”

“It is not pride.”

Tara planted her hands on her hips just to keep them off him. “Whatever’s pushing you is messing with your logic.”

“Goodness.” He rolled his shoulders back, his presence crowding the small space. “I am not here for pride or my glory. I act with honor in all things for the cause of goodness and peace.”

Okay. As a motto, delivered with such earnest conviction, he made it sound like a good one.

“This thief is an instrument of darkness. Of evil,” he continued, staring at her as though he could will her to understand. “Without powerful magic he would not have countered the wards or found the dagger so quickly.” He stepped closer to her, towered over her. “Dominant, dark magic gave him that tool to observe your reactions.”

She shivered. “You can find him.”

“It may take some time, but yes, I will find him.”

Though they hadn’t been acquainted long, she knew he meant to find the person wielding that dark magic, the person who’d learned about the dagger and hired the thief. “Nick and I can help you. We know this city, this time, in ways you don’t. Think of the house and your belongings. Nick obviously has things in place to support your search.”

“And I’m grateful,” Wayne said. He scooped his hair back from his face, his jaw set. “The advances here may be of little help. I am likely searching for a force not of this time.”

That was a sobering thought. She would be as uncomfortable in King Arthur’s era as Wayne was here and would like to think she’d accept help graciously. Studying his stoic features, she could tell there was more he wasn’t saying. Having lived and worked with men her whole life, she suspected it had something to do with a woman. “Do you know who is behind this?”

“The magic has familiar markers,” he replied. “That is all I can say for certain.”
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“He is on his way, my lady.” the guard reported.

“Thank you, Darius.” The woman perfected her posture in the chair, her shoulders back and her spine rigid. Her power subdued for this meeting, she toyed with the fragile handle of an elegant antique china cup and resisted the urge to gloat.

For centuries her family worked in shadow and darkness by the weak light of soft candles. They’d toiled in chilly caves and hidden in barren deserts forever pursued by those who called themselves righteous. While their numbers ebbed and flowed over decades and generations, many of them had mastered the spells and skills to steer clear of those determined to contain and destroy their plans.

Now, thanks to her devotion to the cause, they were stronger, smarter, and well-prepared. The world was full of doubters and distractions, all too ready to blame a magical error on aliens or a rogue government agency. Through clever schemes and careful planning they had the stability and security of a fortress. A safe zone she had established. Their numbers were growing once more and those who proved talented had the space and mentors to explore the full scope of their abilities. Soon, with Gawain’s dagger in her possession, nothing would stop them.

She was more than ready to break out of her shell, out of hiding, in a glorious triumph. She and Darius and her closest advisors were as eager as bulls to spring free of the gate and stampede all those foolish enough to stand in their path.

She gazed with respectful affection at the artistic tapestry on the far wall. Many times she spoke to that tapestry, a beautiful depiction of her idol at the peak of her power. Gawain the Gallant had nearly destroyed it before the true vision had been realized in its completion. All her life she’d reveled in the whispers of her uncanny resemblance to the great witch. She’d used the rumors to her advantage as she’d navigated her way to the top of their order. The likeness between her and her idol went deeper than eye color and flowing dark hair, deeper than bone structure, straight to the root of the magic within each of them.

“We will finish this,” she murmured to the tapestry. “Soon I will transform this world. They will all worship your name. They will love you and fear you as they should have done ages ago. They will flock to your altar and honor your power as I do.”

Feeling her magic rising with thoughts of that glorious day, she turned from the tapestry to the table and quieted her mind. She must meet her thief as he would expect to see her, as a gracious leader. A single rumor, ill-timed, could unravel the plans they’d been weaving for centuries.

The sentry rapped at the door and she opened it with a swift thought. A man with a bit too much swagger walked in, Darius in his wake.

When the door was closed behind the men, she invited her thief to sit with her at the table. He impressed her when he waited for her to be seated first.

“You have the item I requested?” she asked, her voice pure kindness.

“Yes, ma’am.” He withdrew a slim, flat roll of black fabric and placed it gently on the table. “Everything went just like you said.” He nudged the roll closer to her. “Take a look.”

She did not take the gift he offered. Already she could sense the age, the heavy magic involved. There was no doubt in her mind but this was the dagger, the capstone for the spell she had in mind. He had not attempted to deliver a forgery or to double cross her. Although it was another point in his favor, she wasn’t yet sure she could afford to spare his life.

The power under that fabric whispered to her, as engaging as a siren song. It required more effort than she expected to keep her eagerness at bay. “You were not seen coming or going?”

“Not once.”

“And you placed that device as I requested, yes?”

“Yes, ma’am, I did. On my way out, just like you said.”

She knew this of course, for she’d been spying on the mortal’s office, eager to catch a glimpse of the O’Malley clan’s collapse. Unfortunately, the impertinent barkeep had discovered the theft almost too quickly. Yet after a brief, fruitless search, nothing more had happened.

Maybe they’d drifted too far from their roots, though it would be such a disappointment if she were cheated of the fight she’d anticipated. Her mind wandered over the best ways to use the vessel if the family were indeed oblivious to the scope of their loss.

Satisfied her every instruction and precaution had been followed, she reached for the dagger. Easing back the edges of the fabric, she admired the dull gleam of the blade on the black field.

In less than a week the ritual would be complete and she would stand - a glittering weapon at the center of a world rendered powerless, all of humanity groveling at her feet.

Reining in her excitement, she touched only the fabric, bringing the dagger closer for a better inspection. Oh, yes, it was the original. She admired the small fortune here on her table. Museums would pay for the honor of displaying it. Private collectors would pay more still to keep it hidden. The rough ruby in the hilt, once removed, cut, and sold, would propel her to the top echelons of wealthy society.

If only such a false status mattered to her.

The things this world prized were as fleeting as snowfall in late spring. She would show people what to value. She alone would teach them that wealth was rooted in power instead of their paltry gold and silver.

“It’s real, right?” The thief cleared his throat. “Pardon me.” He lowered his eyes.

“It is real. You have done well for us all.” She looked beyond her thief to Darius, waiting silently at the door. With a nearly imperceptible nod, she marked her thief for death. Clever and quick, the man had been too close and she’d allowed him to see too much of her inner sanctuary.

She raised a finger, belaying the death order. The man had also been close to the O’Malley woman. “I would like you to stay,” she said to the thief. “I’ll arrange a room, if you’ll agree.”

Darius arched a dark brow, all sorts of questions and speculation in the subtle motion. They both knew she didn’t need to explain herself or her methods to him. “There may be another job for you.”

“With what you paid me, I can take some time.”

“Wonderful.” She smiled warmly, though it was merely illusion. Coming to her feet, she reached out and clasped his hand between hers. With a shift of her finger, she pricked him with one of her rings. As he bled, she soothed the wound, leaving him no knowledge of his more personal donation.

Darius escorted him out of the room, handed him off to another guard and returned to her side. She smiled as they watched the thief’s blood skitter across the dagger’s blade like quicksilver.

“Look, Darius,” she said. “It begins.”

“Which is only more reason to kill him.”

“A new believer is never unwelcome,” she chided gently. “And a man talented enough to add our charms and magical tools to his repertoire could prove quite valuable.”

“You aren’t certain the dagger will be enough.”

She was uncomfortably reminded of how well Darius could read her. “I am certain.” She matched his direct gaze. “Just as I am certain there are other items of power we should control before they are turned against us.”

“Once we rise, no one will dare.”

She smiled, remembering the feel of his hot body moving over hers. They were a study in contrasts, his skin ebony, hers pale as cream. His height and breadth personified strength, while her smaller stature gave an impression of weakness. Their similarities solidified their union and underscored what mattered most. They both craved power of complimenting measures. They were devoted to their cause and determined to see her in her rightful place as the head of not only the order, but the world. More importantly, they’d sworn allegiance to the witch who’d come before them and they would pursue that ultimate goal with no regard to time or cost.

“We could perform the ritual tonight,” Darius said, his dark eyes going bright with power.

She smiled, content in the knowledge that only she was privy to this physical manifestation of the talents he kept hidden. “We’ve waited a long time and rushing now would be -”

“My -”

“Hush!” She placed a finger to her lips, signaling silence. “Someone seeks us,” she said for his ears alone.

He scowled, his gaze following hers to the dagger’s hilt. The ruby glowed weakly, then winked out. She relaxed for a moment, then realized the full force of what it meant.

Someone was scrying for the dagger through the small lens her thief had left behind. How interesting. “Hurry!” She crossed the room to the side table, peering into the silver bowl she’d dedicated to watching the O’Malley office, and let the quietly probing magic come nearer.

This was no stroke of luck, no hack who’d stumbled on a curiosity, she realized. Strong and cunning, whoever was unraveling her spell so swiftly needed a lesson in the limits of power. And her intolerance.

“My, my.” She hadn’t met a magic with such intriguing roots before. This was an old power. “Come along,” she urged, holding back her retaliation, wanting to put a face with the mystical energy signature. “Reveal yourself to me.”

The power aimed at her shifted, slithering much as the thief’s blood had done on the blade of the dagger, turning more aggressive. No longer following a nearly invisible trail, now the magician on the other end sought to burn her connection.

“Not so fast,” she whispered in a low hiss.

She sought out the images before she gently prodded the opposing force. When the magician hesitated she leaped into the gap, pumping power through the lens. She could not see clearly, not even in that cramped room. She swore at the vague shadows of two people. One must be the O’Malley girl. Who was the other? What did they think they knew?

She gave her dark gift free rein, overloading the lens with searing heat, teaching them a lesson. The water in the bowl trembled with her power and she knew they felt it on the other end. Then the connection was abruptly severed and she gazed powerlessly into a cracked scrying bowl as water dripped to the floor.

“What did you see?” Darius asked.

“Shadows. Nothing specific.” And she should have. She’d felt the hesitation, her spell should have given her a clear view of her opposition. “The room was somehow veiled from me in the last moments.”

Darius’ silence revealed the depth of his concern. Oh, he’d never utter any judgment or blame, he was too smart for that, but neither of them knew anyone powerful enough to match her as this new magician had done. Her temper flared and her fingers shook with the strain of holding back an outright tantrum.

“The O’Malleys have a new ally,” she said through clenched teeth.

“I will go.”

She should send him, she knew it was best. Tempting as it was, this was not the time for her to go in person and show this new player what he was up against. She needed information. “They will be weakened for a time. Send the thief, in a glamour you cast,” she began, thinking it through. She paced the length of the room, her eyes on the dagger. “Send our best trickster with him.”

“And they should do what, precisely?”

“Gather information. Give them a charm to identify our new enemy. I want to know all we can about the person daring to interfere.”

“Shall I send a security team to bring them in?”

She shook her head, unwilling to give this situation more weight than it deserved. “I don’t want them any closer than they are.” Not yet anyway. “Cloaked in your glamour there should be no need for a direct confrontation. The thief and the trickster will go to that dingy bar and have a pint. When they return I will read what they witnessed.”

“It will be as you say.” Darius walked out in the lethal silence that was his trademark.

Leaving her alone with the dagger, just where she longed to be.
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For the past two hours, Tara had been fabricating ways to keep Wayne at the bar, buying time for Nick to show up. Her cousin would have to talk some sense into Wayne. She’d reviewed the specials with the bartender and double-checked all was well with the kitchen staff as the evening shift swung into gear.

Through it all, she had the massive shadow of a Knight of the Round Table hovering over her shoulder. A man in his prime beyond any doubt, but a man caught in the wrong century. Rather than get irritated with his looming presence, she counted her blessings that he hadn’t yet stalked off into the city in search of whatever dark power had stolen her dagger. Fortunately, the dog seemed to be on her side, making himself a popular new attraction with her regular customers who filled barstools at the working end of the long bar.

“Things are controlled,” Wayne said, leaning across the bar top. “I will walk you home now.”

“Sure. Just one m—”

“You’re stalling.”

She stopped moving. A rack of clean glassware in her hands, her eyes shot to the door for the umpteenth time, hoping the next man through it would be Nick. “Maybe a little,” she admitted. Wayne didn’t understand the work, though he recognized the routine of it steadied her. She had a legacy to maintain with the bar. Bad enough she’d lost the dagger, she wouldn’t give anyone reason to claim she failed the business too.

He’d mostly kept his peace, tolerating introductions among her staff with minimal responses. When people commented about Sterling, she explained him as a therapy dog. If this took more than a few days, they would need to take official precautions, but for the moment she knew her staff and regulars would let the anomaly slide.

“We must not stay here any longer,” he said, relieving her of a heavy rack of pint glasses.

“I had that,” she complained. She’d been working in this bar in one capacity or another since she was twelve. She didn’t need anyone to do her heavy lifting.

“You’re a woman,” he said, adding the tray to the stack under the bar as if he did this every night.

“Women are allowed to lift glassware.”

He looked offended. “You should not do such things. Allow me to help so we can leave. You are in danger, Tara.”

She jerked her chin up, and aimed him toward the office. “Let’s take a moment,” she said. The office wasn’t her favorite place after that bizarre experience, but it was the only area that guaranteed privacy on a busy night.

When she pushed the door open, Sterling pranced through the doorway as though nothing untoward had happened. Wayne grumbled and followed the dog. She closed the door and leaned back against it. “This is my family’s legacy. I’ve been trusted with in and I’m in charge. You have your quest and responsibilities. I have mine. I can’t just walk away on a whim.”

“We must,” he argued. “The witch who cast that scrying spell will try again. Once you are safe I will track her down.”

Witch. She knew a woman was involved. “Why?”

His chest swelled on a sharp inhale. He crossed his arms and stared her down.

He presented a delicious eyeful, but his intimidation tactics wouldn’t work on her. “You owe me that much. The dagger’s been here for generations with no trouble. Why now?”

His lips remained closed. “Great.” She gripped the doorknob, managing to keep her voice even. “I’m going back to work. I’ll be safe enough here. You can take my phone.” She pulled the device out of her pocket and forced him to take it. “Touch the green symbol when you see Nick’s face.”

“I’ve watched others do this tonight.”

“Good.” She turned to leave, determined that losing this skirmish wouldn’t keep her out of the real battle ahead.

“Wait.”

She felt the air change, growing warmer as he stepped up behind her.

“I am afraid for you, Tara.” His voice curled around her. “You are in danger when the witch realizes the full nature and intention of that dagger. Staying here could put you and everyone within your tavern at risk. We must leave.”

“Are you kidding me?”

He shook his head.

“We’ve survived many a bar fight, I assure you,” she said. “There’s this thing called insurance to cover damages now.”

“I’ve been in many a bar fight,” Wayne admitted with a rueful quirk of his lips. “This will be different. Nothing will stand against her, she is too curious.”

“About the bar?”

“About me.” He sucked in another deep breath. “As the one who blocked her view and crushed the device the thief left behind.”

She studied him, then the greyhound at his side. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“Everything I say or don’t say is for your protection.”

“Bull. Protect me while I’m working, then. If this witch you’re worried about shows up, my staff will have you around to help us deal with her.”

“She doesn’t care about hurting your staff,” he stated as if that somehow made his case.

“Good,” she said. “I won’t ditch my crew or my business just to avoid a treasure-hunting witch.”

“You misunderstand.”

“Could that have anything to do with how little you’re sharing?”

His mouth snapped shut and his nostrils flared. “I am giving you facts as they become known. I am here because the original vow was broken. The witch is not seeking treasure. When she comes, she will be vastly interested in any O’Malley progeny. You in particular.” He stepped closer, not quite touching Tara, though she wasn’t sure how it was possible in the cramped space. “She will want to know who I am, why I’m helping you. Because she does not care about others, she will not hesitate to maim or kill any person who stands up to her. If you won’t leave this place for your own good, leave for theirs.”

The intensity washed over her, sending tremors through her bloodstream. The room seemed to close in or maybe her vision was failing after all the unexpected, inexplicable stresses. She swayed and found herself caught, steadied by his big hands on her shoulders.

“You’re unwell.” He scooped her into his arms. “We are leaving at once.”

“No, I’m fine,” she protested, ignoring how nice it was to be held. “Put me down.” She couldn’t let her staff see her like this. “Please.”

He set her in the chair with extraordinary care and knelt in front of her. “I will tell you everything,” he lowered his voice. “As soon as you are behind protective wards I trust.”

She didn’t believe him. The man in front of her intended to keep as many secrets as possible. Though his reasons were probably honorable, it was her family honor on the line. “I studied you when I was a kid,” she said, regretting the admission immediately.

“How?” He leaned away, his blue gaze wary. “Why? I was no one. What do you think you know?”

“Not nearly enough,” she replied, her eyes on his. She could stare into those blue eyes for days. “King Ar -”

He covered her mouth with his hand. “Not here, I implore you.”

She nodded, startled into cooperating. He removed his hand a thousand times more slowly than he’d applied it. Being face to face with a living, breathing version of the knight she’d crushed on as a girl made her breath hitch. The colliding sensations of legend and reality made her ache for something she dare not dwell on right now. They were adults with a far more serious agenda than attraction if this witch was as deadly as he implied. It shocked her to find herself almost as irritated with her long-dead ancestor as Wayne had been when he arrived in Times Square. Although if Peter had kept his vow Tara would never have met the real Gawain. She dropped her head to her hands as the room took another spin.

“Two facts matter,” Wayne said. “You were born into this mess and I was born to resolve it.” Wayne’s hands rested on the arms of the chair, caging her. “Will you trust me to fulfill my quest?”

She felt her chin bobbing in agreement once more. “Will you please trust us to help you?” She wanted to be in on the recovery of the dagger, and if leaving the bar to a temporary manager drew this witch away from innocent people, that was better all around.

Relief washed over her when he nodded affirmatively.

“I’m running a business,” she said, getting her mind back on point. “It’s not about personal pride or money,” she said, seeing the argument sparking in his gaze. “It’s about the people who rely on their jobs here. I can’t close the doors and send them home without pay. A few of them wouldn’t survive that.”

“None of them will survive if that witch shows up wielding the dagger.”

She swallowed, seeing the carnage far too easily. “We’ll leave, I promise. I’ll make a call and get things covered.” She shifted to stand and he held his ground, crowding her. “What now?”

“It would be best if none of your family were here.”

“Yeah, I assumed as much. Can I have my phone?” When Wayne returned it, she sent a text message to Nick, letting him know the plan and urging him to hurry up whatever he was doing. Then she twisted around, reaching for the desk phone. Through the generations, her family had made connections with other businesses around town. They had trustworthy friends who could fill in for her for a few days.

Wayne’s impatience was palpable as she made the arrangements. Sterling, however, stood at her side, resting his chin on her thigh. Stroking his ears calmed her as she discussed options and gave instructions. When she was done, she bent low and gave the hound a kiss between the eyes.

Wayne snorted, but she interpreted a happy smile on Sterling’s sweet face. His eyes were friendly, where the man’s were not. “Let me just straighten up in here.” She was suddenly reluctant to leave the office and it had nothing to do with business.

“Enough stalling,” Wayne snapped. “You said no one else comes in here.”

“The temporary manager will need access while I’m gone.”

Exasperated, his shoulders fell. “How long will that take?”

“How long will I need to be away from here?” she countered.

“As long as it takes to recover the dagger,” he answered. “Until I learn more about the witch, I dare not set a timeline.”

She appreciated his honesty on that point. She’d thought - hoped - the issue would be resolved quickly. Their debilitating encounter with magic gave her a far different impression. “Can you teach me to defend myself against spells like that one?” She tipped her head toward the picture where the bug had been planted.

“Possibly.” He shoved his fisted hands into his pockets. She was learning that signaled his uncertainty. “It is a good idea. As rightful owner of the dagger, you are the person she will target if things do not go as she plans.”

His grim admission skittered like ice down her spine. “You know her plans?” She caught the quick hesitation, the way his gaze slid away from hers. He was hiding big secrets behind the flimsy cover of not having all the facts.

“I can only guess at her plans.”

“Do you know where to start searching for her or the dagger?”

“You said you would trust me.” His mouth thinned in obvious irritation. “I will track down the witch and the dagger. I have tools to assist me.”

“So use those tools,” she encouraged.

“Not here.” He shook his head. “It would be foolish to do that again.”

This conversation wasn’t getting them anywhere. They were both too stubborn and, she believed, too shaken by the earlier attack. She stood, planting her hands on her hips, and went toe to toe with him. “When you do find the dagger, you’re not planning on keeping me away from the dangerous, manly undertaking of recovering it are you?”

***
Wayne sensed the trap. Though he didn’t understand the full vocabulary of this time the undercurrent and the fire in her eyes made her meaning clear enough. “It would be best if you allowed Nick and me to recover the dagger. Wait.” He held up his finger as she tried to interrupt him. “I respect why you want to be involved. It isn’t wise, but I respect it.”

“Respect.” She pursed her lips as she studied him. “It’s a start.”

It seemed his reply had diffused her anger. He hoped the current calm would last, though he did not expect this to be their last confrontation over his tactics. None of the choices ahead of him were pleasant, he could only hope to mitigate the inevitable fallout.

He’d warned her as best he could at this stage. She’d felt the backlash firsthand when the witch blocked his investigative probing. It troubled him that he couldn’t find sufficient words to convince her to hide and wait it out. Though he had his suspicions about the witch behind the attack, speculation would surely backfire. All that was clear to him was that his first efforts in the 6th century had not been enough. He’d promised to trust Tara and Nick, but he could not be sure trust would be enough in this century.

“I’m ready,” she said, squeezing past him to open the office door. She extended an arm for him to exit ahead of her.

He and the hound waited for her to proceed. “Ladies first.”

She laughed, her green eyes sparkling with amusement for the first time in many hours. “I think you’ve noticed I’m not like the ladies you’re used to.”

“True enough.” He couldn’t fathom why she found it funny. Or why he found it so appealing.

“You prefer the company of women who know their place, don’t you?”

Another trap. He didn’t want to be her enemy, despite her verbal barbs. They couldn’t afford to be at odds while the witch possessed the dagger. “I am not familiar enough with your customs here to answer.”

She laughed again and the sound rolled over him like the hot, delectable caress of the fresh water in the shower at the house. His imagination leaped into action, filling his mind with images Tara would undoubtedly find offensive. This was neither the time nor place for such diversions. As one of Arthur’s knights, as a student of skilled sorcerers, Wayne had developed a high standard of discipline and self-control.

For a moment, he wondered if time and fate had conspired to put Tara in his path. The dagger, by her own admission, had been in the care of men until her generation. It could not matter. His squire had had offspring and such a development guaranteed Wayne would be called forward to prevent the horrendous consequences.

“Come on, Sterling,” Tara said. “Let me get you and your man dinner and a pint.”

He watched the woman lead his dog through the store room to the kitchen doorway. “You have to wait here,” she said. “Stay.”

Sterling halted obediently, his ears perked in curious anticipation. Wayne’s stomach rumbled in a human equivalent of the hound’s interest. While the hound’s attachment to Tara should recommend her, Wayne found it irksome as well. In all their years, the dog had shown no previous disloyalty or affection for another person. Connected as they were, Wayne knew it wasn’t precisely disloyalty the hound was exhibiting. As much as he wanted to believe the new behavior was solely about their survival in this strange time and place, he sensed the hound’s actions stemmed from a deeper source. A source he was loathe to examine just now.

Tara returned with a bowl in each hand and Sterling scrambled to his feet. But she didn’t serve the dog, instead she turned to him.

“Is this okay?” she asked. “It’s plain poached chicken and rice, with a fresh egg on top.”

He nodded, moved by her respect and gracious offer for his companion. “Thank you.”

She set the bowls down and dusted off her hands, smiling again as the hound gobbled up the offering. “You saw the specials, what sounds good to you?”

He wanted to remind her they should leave, but his mouth watered as he remembered the hot roast beef sandwich. The savory scents were heavy in the air of the bustling kitchen. “The beef and bread, please.”

“And what kind of ale?” she asked with a wink.

The exhaustive beverage choices had baffled him. “You decide for me.”

Her auburn eyebrows rose. “Challenge accepted. Will he be okay to wait back here while we eat at the bar?”

Wayne nodded, quickly communicating his intention to the hound. The tables and booths were full now, and still more people were crowding the spaces in between. Though he’d heard the sounds building through the office walls, it was overwhelming to be in the midst of it.

This couldn’t be normal, the constant, simmering background noise of this time. He longed for the quiet of his era. He wanted to cover his ears and get far away. Gritting his teeth, he followed her into the din.

In the corner a group of musicians had begun to play, the instruments strange and louder than any he’d known. “What is it they are doing?”

She set a foaming pint glass in front of him, a smile tugging at her lush mouth. “You don’t care for the entertainment?”

“What is it called?”

“Music.” She patted his hand. “Rock and roll.”

He felt the rhythm of the song pounding through the floor. For a moment he was overcome with the onslaught of sensations he couldn’t put into any context. Not just the assault on his ears, but the mingled scents of people, the clothing that left little to a man’s - or a woman’s - imagination. He berated himself for agreeing to stay for food.

“They aren’t as bad as you think,” she assured him with a wink.

He sipped the cold ale, marveling at the smooth, rich taste. “A bard used to pride himself on being understood,” he muttered.

She’d heard him. He could see it in the way her mouth quirked and her eyes twinkled. Her elbows propped on the bar top, she leaned closer, eye to eye at last. “Here we go again with the contradictions. You walked through the sensory overload of Times Square this morning and didn’t bat an eye.”

“I was focused on you.”

His simple statement was not well received. He could tell by the furrow between her brows and the way her full lips parted on a gasp. He reconsidered his words and couldn’t find the problem. He’d come through that portal to her and her cousin who resembled Peter so closely. Still, Tara had been a beacon amid all those strange sights and sounds. He’d come awake for a singular purpose and he needed to remember that now. He shouldn’t notice things like the creamy skin under her freckles. He sure as hell shouldn’t be giving any thought to wondering how her lips tasted.

“Order up, Tara,” a man shouted, setting two plates at the pass-through.

She jerked as if someone had pulled her up by a string. With a lingering look, she turned to pick up the plates.

His mouth watered as she slid one plate in front of him. The savory scents of roasted beef, onions, and pepper rising with the steam. She’d given him knife and fork, but he gripped the thick slabs of bread in both hands and lifted it to his mouth. Heaven. Even better than the meal she’d prepared for him earlier. He took another bite, relishing every taste. Wedges of golden potatoes, fried crisp, were piled high on the other half of his plate. He bit into one and scorched his mouth, but it was worth it for the blend of seasonings and flavors.

“Enjoying yourself?” she asked, arching one auburn eyebrow.

“Immensely.” He’d rarely gone hungry during his life and never after joining with Arthur. There had been delectable feasts, none of them quite like this.

“What foods do you miss most?”

“All of them. I’ve been sleeping for generations,” he reminded her. Her green gaze slid over his shoulders, telegraphing her thoughts. “I cannot adequately explain how my body remained healthy.”

“No need to try,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll just appreciate the view.” Her smile warmed him more than the food. “You wouldn’t have been any good to anyone if you’d woken from the spell weak and emaciated.”

He appreciated her acceptance of details he couldn’t explain. She was unique among women, and not simply because she had the running of the family business. He suspected she would be unique in any era. “Food here is different,” he said when he’d downed half of his meal. “Plentiful. No one must go hungry.”

“Sadly,” she began, “you’d be wrong.” The sparkle faded from her lovely green eyes as she turned her gaze to the back door. “We have more homeless and hungry than ever before in the city.”

He thought of Arthur’s core values, all the principles they had tried to instill, and wondered where the king’s idyllic dreams and intentions had been diverted. Then again, Wayne knew firsthand many people lacked the generosity of spirit and character that set Arthur apart. Even in his own time, integrity had regularly been crushed by greed and lust. Maybe this world was not so different from his.

He didn’t have time to ponder it further as Sterling stood suddenly, his lip curled. A warning growl sounded, in his head rather than in his ears. Wayne immediately transitioned, using the hound’s eyes to see what he could not.

Someone lurked outside the service door at the rear of the kitchen. The hound could not get a clear view, though he’d scented trouble.

“Lovely,” Tara muttered.

“What is it?” Wayne asked, pulling his vision back to her.

She gave a subtle tip of her head toward the front door. “Those two have trouble written all over them.”

And his hound felt the same about the movement at the back door. Wayne didn’t believe it was a coincidence. Presuming this was the witch, she’d moved even faster than he’d expected. He subtly examined the men Tara didn’t care for, unable to spot what concerned her. “Do you know them?” he asked.

She shook her head and went back to her meal. “I know the type.”

A dull ache began in his head and he blamed it on bouncing between his natural vision and his connection with his hound.

“Wayne?” Tara gave his shoulder a firm shake. “Are you all right?”

He blinked several times to bring her lovely face into focus. “You’re pretty.” The words were as thick as wool in his mouth.

“Wayne.” Her voice was urgent as she stroked a thumb over his brow. “You’re scaring me. Snap out of it.”

“No.” He could watch her for hours, years really. She embodied the perfection of the feminine form, despite her language and odd clothing. He couldn’t complain, the view served him well, did it not? He looked at the men nearest him, felt their eyes on Tara. The sweet sensation of desire turned possessive and jealous. No other men should look at her. No one but him.

“Get to the kitchen,” he ordered her. Her eyes narrowed and she snapped her fingers in front of his nose. He saw her lips moving but he could not make out the words. He knew only that she would not obey him. “Enough!” He pushed back from the bar, startled that his knees were less than reliable. He’d address that problem once he gave Tara a lesson in respect. And modesty. Reaching across the bar top, he snagged her by the elbow. In his head he heard the hound growl.

“Come with me.” This discussion would go over better in private. Where he alone could gaze at her beauty and discover the taste of her generous mouth.

“Sterling!” she cried out, wrenching her arm free of his grasp.

That would never do. How dare she call his hound? The visual connection evaporated, though he hardly cared about the activity in the kitchen right now. He was consumed with getting her back to the office where he could have a word. A word and a kiss, to be more specific. “Tara, -”

The hound slammed into his knees, knocking him down. A woman screamed and a great crash sounded near his head. He gawked, confused, as glass from a shattered beer mug sparkled through the air and across the floor in slow motion.

The hound barked sharply at his ear. In a rush of heat and sound like a steaming kettle, Wayne’s mind cleared. He turned in time to see Sterling sink his teeth into the arm of the man who’d stolen the dagger. The magic was evident now that Wayne was no longer under its muddling influence.

The men who’d put Tara on edge were not the source. They reeked of magic outside themselves. A magic he recognized from the attack in the office. The damned sorceress had sent them in search of the magician who’d broken her crafty spying device. He swore bitterly and waded into the fray.

Wayne had to go through more than a few exuberant customers eager to trade punches with anyone nearby. He knocked them back one by one until he stood with his hound, the two of them against the wiry thief.

Wayne struck a blow to the thief’s jaw, felling him in an instant. “To Tara!” Sterling released at his command, racing around the bar to stand between her and the man who’d burst in from the kitchen.

The thief’s companion dispensed with a customer and rounded on Wayne, a knife gleaming menacingly under the lights of the tavern. “Come with me and no one gets hurt.”

Now the customers scattered, pressing against the walls or fleeing the bar as they were able. “You are the only one destined for pain, my friend,” Wayne replied. He leaped back from the first wild swing of the blade, looking for his opening. As they sized each other up, he noted every detail from the dull color of the man’s hair to the strange tattoo on his wrist.

Wayne heard the rumbling snarls from the other side of the bar and knew Sterling defended Tara. Holding his opponent at bay, he wondered how much magic could he risk in front of so many uninformed citizens? Did it even matter? He could not risk staying here in the pub. They had to escape cleanly without being followed. He picked up a chair and tossed it at the man’s head, whispering words to keep it in the air a bit longer than natural. When the man raised his arms to protect himself, Wayne ducked low and plowed a fist into his belly.

The man gasped for air and dropped the knife as the heavy chair came down on his head. Wayne cast another quick spell, making the chair too heavy to move before he turned toward Tara.

She was throwing glassware at the last man, who advanced on her with a cleaver while the hound lunged and retreated, dividing the assailant’s attention. Wayne stalked closer, unnoticed until it was too late. Picking up a dark jug, he dropped it like a hammer on the last man’s head. He toppled like a tree in front of Tara and Sterling.

“This way.” Wayne reached for her hand, to help her over the fallen man. Together with Sterling, they bolted around the corner. He blew the lock off the office rather than wait for her to fumble with the key. They weren’t leaving anything significant behind anyway. He grabbed his jacket and sword, handing her her coat and bag. They left through the kitchen door, dashing down the alley to the main street, Sterling loping along at his side. The short route was littered with scattered threads of magic, some matching the man who’d been intent on Tara, others that lined up with the witch who’d hired the thief.

“What now?” Tara asked, trying to catch her breath.

They walked down the street away from the pub. By some tacit agreement, they didn’t walk toward the house. “We need to hide.” Rattled, he didn’t waste his energy on any glamour. The witch surely knew their faces now.

“The safe house is the best bet,” she murmured.

Wayne wasn’t convinced, though he didn’t have an alternative. Every person was a threat, a stranger able and willing to attack them. He was relying solely on Sterling for warning. “How do you tell friend from foe here?”

“You learn as you grow up.”

“I am grown,” he snapped. He halted when she gripped his arm to prevent him from barreling through the crowd of people waiting to cross a busy street.

It was all he could do to breathe. He understood her meaning but he did not have the luxury now of time to understand the inherent threats of this time and place. There were too many people sharing the same air, air clogged with choking fumes and unfamiliar scents. Going after the witch alone might be unwise, even if it put her and her cousin in danger.

“How does anything live here?” he asked, his voice rasping.

Sterling leaned against his thigh. Tara curled her hand over his arm. They gave him shelter and comfort he was too pathetic to deny. Their gestures shamed him nearly as much as they helped.

He felt weak as a boy, his broadsword weighing heavy on his back, dragging at his shoulder. He’d taken on too much - then and now - attempting to interrupt the witch’s plan. He didn’t have the knowledge or power to defeat her. The buildings towered over him, closed in. He longed for the quiet of a horse and forest. His only thought was to get back to his time, to get away. Away from the people, the noise, the girl at his side.

It was all too much... too much to bear. The people around them moved forward, but his legs refused to cooperate. The burden of life and magic, history and hopelessness, pressed in on him until his knees gave out. He couldn’t breathe. The hound barked. The woman spoke and all he heard was gibberish. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered now that she had control. He was no match against the plans of a powerful witch. Useless and small, he saw with perfect clarity the utter failure of his quest.

The hound bit his hand, clamping down with enough pressure to bring Wayne back from the brink. He looked down into Sterling’s dark eyes. Shaking his head, he battled against the overwhelming messages of disaster intended to weaken him.

“Where are you hiding, Morgana,” he muttered, searching for the witch who’d been aiming her delusions at him.

“Taxi!” Tara’s shout cleared away the rest of the mystical haze and as the sounds and myriad sensations of the city rushed at him from all sides, he felt his strength returning.

“Show yourself!” he roared. The people nearby shied away at his outburst. Desperate, heedless of the consequences, he cast an illumination spell.

He spotted her standing brazenly near the corner of a building across the street, her glossy hair shining under the glow of a streetlight. She appeared damned healthy after being locked away for centuries, away from any contact to the human or magic realms. “There.” He elbowed Tara, urging her to confirm what he saw, but the woman fled, the tails of a dark cloak swirling as she ducked out of his sight.

As he moved to follow the blasted witch Tara pulled him toward the open door of the yellow vehicle stopped at the curb. Soon he was confined, wedged between the woman and his hound. “Did you see her?”

Tara didn’t answer him, her attention was on the driver shouting at her through the clear divider between the seats. Tara gave him an address Wayne didn’t recognize.

“We can’t leave,” he protested, twisting around in the seat. Morgana must be found, captured, and stopped. Forever this time. “We must follow her!”

“Not tonight.”

“I saw her,” he argued as the taxi took them further from his goal.

“Me too.” Tara shuddered. “I think we all did,” she added, looking past him to the dog.

“Then we must -”

“Get you to a hospital,” she retorted. “Somewhere safe.”

“No.” He couldn’t let that witch gain a foothold in this world. “We must go back and find her.”

“Not tonight.” She raised her hand quickly to his face and instead of the slap he expected, she gently swiped the spot between his nose and lip. She held her thumb to the light, showing him the result. “You’re bleeding.”

“Impossible. The man at the bar—”

“Barely touched you.” She opened her bag and pulled out a wispy square of paper. “I know. Use this to put pressure on it.”

She pressed the soft paper to his skin, then moved one of his hands up to take over the task. He blotted and dabbed, shocked by the blood he saw. “This is from the wi—”

“Woman?” Tara said over him, with a sideways look at the driver. “Yes. She sucker punched you.”

He wasn’t clear about that phrase, but supposed her twisting of the conversation was for the driver’s benefit. How had Morgana taken him unawares? His temper simmered, fueled by the embarrassment of being manipulated so easily. The witch had made him bleed.

He was better than this. Or he had been at one time. Whether it was a lingering effect of the witch’s attack, or simply the brutal truth slamming home, Wayne worried he would not be able to fulfill his quest and conquer Morgana.













Seven






Tara knew the tissue was relatively useless against the rapidly flowing nosebleed, but it had to suffice until they reached the hospital. She wanted Wayne checked out immediately.

Something had gone terribly wrong tonight. He’d been weird at the bar until Sterling intervened and started the fight. On the street, one moment he’d been bigger-than-life strong, the next he was collapsing. He’d crumpled in slow motion, as if someone was letting air out of a Wayne-shaped balloon.

The woman across the street wearing that smug expression didn’t piss Tara off as it should have done. It terrified her. Wayne was bleeding for no good reason and she had to hope modern medicine could help.

She hadn’t missed his mention of Morgana. Could it be possible the notorious, twisted witch was here in the 21st century? One glance at Wayne and his dog and she realized the silliness of her question. However they’d leaped through time, it was definitely possible. Not only that, whoever stole her dagger and attacked them had a distinct advantage right now.

“I’m texting Nick,” she said, pulling out her cell phone. Her cousin knew far more than he’d let on and she wanted answers. “The bar too. I hate that we ran out on that fight.”

“Fight?” the cabbie asked. His eyes narrowed in assessment as he studied her through the rearview mirror’s reflection. “No criminals.” He pulled to the curb. “The dog is bad enough. You get out. I don’t drive criminals.”

She was done with obstacles and challenges for tonight. “We’re not criminals,” she assured him. When he protested again, she leaned forward and sweetly requested his green card.

The cabbie wisely turned his attention to the street and turned the corner, taking the shortest route to the hospital.

“What’s a green card?” Wayne asked quietly.

“I’ll explain later.” She didn’t want to admit she wouldn’t follow through on the threat. “You’re leaking.” He frowned and she pointed to her nose. “Blood.”

“That should have stopped,” he muttered from behind the soaked tissue.

She agreed. Before she could assure him the doctors would help, a text message came through from Nick. No hospital.  Get to the house.

Tara rolled her eyes. “Change of plans,” she leaned forward and gave the cabbie the address for the brownstone.

“No.” The cabbie braked hard in front of the hospital. “One stop only.”

“Aw, come on,” she fired back. “I’ve got cash.”

He shook his head. “No criminals. Get out.”

“Do something,” she whispered at Wayne. “Can’t you change his mind?”

He closed his eyes for a moment and then shook his head. Aggravated, she pulled a twenty dollar bill and pressed it to the divider. “It’s been a bad night, mister,” she began, summoning a smile. “We’ll tip big, I promise.”

The cabbie hesitated, his eyes darting from her to Wayne and the dog and back again. “You won’t leave blood in my car.”

She raised her hand as if she was taking an oath. “I promise.”

When he nodded, she gave him the money. When he put the cab in gear, she sagged against the seatback. “Is it getting worse?” she asked, handing Wayne another tissue.

“Yes.” He sounded stuffy as he covered his nostrils with the tissue.

“You’ve tossed around spells,” she murmured the word, “right and left today. Why can’t you do something to stop the bleeding?”

“I do not know.”

His honesty didn’t make her feel any better. She shoved her hands deep into her coat pockets to chase away the chill. Staring out the window only sharpened the leading edge of her paranoia as every shadow turned into a potential threat.

Searching for a distraction, she pulled out her phone. “Look at this.” She showed Wayne the pictures she’d caught during the bar fight. “This tattoo was on the guy who came at me. Is it some symbol of Mor-our situation?”

“It was on the man with the knife as well.” The muscle in Wayne’s jaw jumped as he ground his teeth. Sterling shifted, flopping his head across Wayne’s thigh for attention.

She tucked her phone back in her pocket. “I’ll look into it.” Once they were behind protective wards and Wayne stopped bleeding. “Maybe Nick will have some idea.”

This morning her world had made sense, despite the theft of the family dagger. Tonight she wondered if anything would be sensible again. Everything she thought she knew and understood had flipped upside down with Wayne’s arrival and the repeated magical attacks. And she wasn’t foolish enough to believe it was over.

Neither of them spoke for the rest of the ride. When they exited the cab in front of the brownstone, Tara gave the driver a hefty tip and then eyed Sterling for any sign of trouble. It was a relief to see the dog calm and his ears at the mildly curious point. “Good boy,” she said, patting his head while Wayne did his thing with the mystical protections.

Inside they dispensed with coats, and she removed Sterling’s collar and leash. The dog made a beeline for the living room and curled up on the couch. It was so normal, she had to smile.

“To the kitchen,” she said to Wayne. They needed to take care of that nosebleed before anything else.

“It is subsiding,” Wayne protested.

“Not fast enough.” She replaced the bloody tissues with a folded dishtowel. “Take a seat,” she said, nudging him toward the counter stool. He slipped the sword and scabbard over his head and laid it within reach behind him. She placed his thumb on the pressure point between his lip and nose. “Press here. Hard,” she directed.

“Not how it’s normally done,” he muttered.

“Pardon me. Was your way working?” He’d tipped his head back and pinched the bridge of his nose as well as his nostrils during the cab ride, with no success. “Is it...” The question had to be asked, no matter how weird. “... is it a spell or something?”

His gaze slid past her to the hound, then to the doors leading away from the kitchen. She wasn’t going to let him off the hook.

“I was there,” she said, “You were fine during the fight, but before that and then on the street you weren’t yourself.” It was the safest description.

His sky blue eyes, clear now, met hers with a sizzling intensity as something hot flared between them like an electrical current. Was he angry that she’d noticed his trouble? Maybe he was embarrassed the witch had fooled him twice in the span of a few hours.

“Was it really Morgana out there?” Surely he couldn’t blame himself if they’d been outmaneuvered by the most powerful witch of his time.

“Forgive me.” His gaze drifted to a spot somewhere past her ear. “I was reckless tonight. I won’t put you in danger that way again.”

Why dodge the question? She tipped his battered face toward the light for a better look. “You didn’t look entirely reckless to me.” From her perspective in the bar, he’d looked magnificent when he’d leaped into the fight. She didn’t tell him that. She shouldn’t admit the observation to herself.

He remained quiet, staring at her as he pressed his thumb to his face.

She decided not to push him for answers or explanations. Not yet. Retrieving the first aid kit she’d found under the kitchen sink earlier, she soaked several paper towels and prepared to clean him up.

It was her turn to care for him. He’d shielded her and helped her recover from that magical attack in the office. Now his knuckles were scraped and he had a deep cut over his brow that arrowed into his hairline. He’d taken a fist to the cheekbone and the wound was splitting thanks to the swelling underneath. All because he stepped up to protect her.

“Let me see,” she said, gently moving his hands away from his face. His fingertips brushed hers, sending a flash like a sparkler zipping along her nerves. She felt foolish that it required a concerted effort to return her attention on his injuries rather than linger on that alluring awareness. To her immense relief the nosebleed was done. “The bleeding’s stopped.” She used one of the damp paper towels to wipe away the dried blood.

She took a step back in a brief attempt to reclaim her sanity, to catch a breath that wasn’t full of his masculine scent. Only an idiot would start crushing on a knight from the past. The emotions, hormones and attraction would only complicate an already difficult situation.

Difficult? Ha! Try impossible. She needed to cling to her logic and analysis, the tools that made her a successful businesswoman. That started with asking smart questions about what she’d observed and felt since he’d walked out of the past and into her present.

“Tara.”

“Tip your head back,” she instructed, using a fresh paper towel to clean the wounds on his forehead and cheekbone. Despite her focus, her brain registered every marvelous sensation of his thick hair under her hand and the rough brush of his whiskers against her knuckles. “You have a bit of glass in here.” She released him for a moment to fish the tweezers out of the first aid kit.

“I can take care of it.”

“Hold still.” If she let him take over, she didn’t have an excuse to stay close. “I’ve got it.” He did as she asked and soon the wound was clean. “That should heal without much of a scar.”

“I’m used to scars, Tara.”

Yes, she remembered the maze of them on his torso. She shot him a sideways look under her lashes. “Well, good for you. I’m not used to men acquiring them on my account.” Cracking the instant ice pack, she laid it on his cheek. “Hold this on your cheek for a few minutes. It will reduce the swelling.”

He stared at the object as if it was magic. “It’s cold.”

“It’s a science thing. On your cheek.” She lifted his hand into place, then turned away. How silly that she couldn’t look directly at him without wanting to melt. After dumping the used paper towels into the trash can, she washed his blood off her hands and debated how to get the answers she wanted about Wayne, this house, the men who’d torn up her bar, and the woman on the street he’d called Morgana.

“Tara.”

She didn’t need any magic to know he was behind her, that he’d stepped in close. Her body seemed keenly tuned to his every move and mood. The air around them was so charged with anticipation it surprised her not to see sparks when he placed his hand on her shoulder.

“Thank you,” he said, the words feather-soft at her ear.

She nodded, speech momentarily beyond her abilities. He didn’t back off. Instead of irritation, she felt another flash of that eager, girlish desire. Kiss me, she thought, knowing it would be a mistake and still wanting it more than a kid wanted Christmas.

Those big hands of his turned her gently to face him. She leaned against the sink, her hands clinging to the countertop, unable to retreat any further from his broad chest. Her gaze locked on the second button of the shirt she’d chosen for him just a few hours ago. If she looked up into his amazing blue eyes, she knew she’d do something stupid.

“Tara,” he whispered, as if he couldn’t quite get used to the sound of her name.

She was suddenly certain she’d never tire of him saying it.

His fingertips brushed the shell of her ear, then forward along her jaw until he tipped up her face with a gentle nudge under her chin. Knowing what was coming, she tossed logic and sense aside just before his lips met hers.

The contact, tender and sweet, lit a fire of longing in her belly. She gripped his shoulders for balance, though she trusted him to never let her fall. His hand slid up into her hair as he changed the angle. She marveled at each small, tempting touch, a gentle exploration that finally exploded in a rush of pleasure when her lips parted and his tongue boldly stroked across hers. He tasted of the stout ale and peppery sandwich, but the scent of him, wild and virile, had her wanting far more than this delightful kiss.

On a ragged breath, he broke the delicious contact, leaving her all too willing to beg. Somehow she bit back the words even as her mind filled with an image of him, over her, inside her. Her fingers slowly released the hard grip she had on his shoulders, smoothing the rumpled fabric of his shirt. She shivered. The man had powers all right, and she wasn’t referring to his connection to the dog or magical talent that defied a scientific explanation.

“Sure you’re not immortal?” she teased. The kiss had made her daring.

“Hardly.” His lips twitched in a smirk. “I’m just like you.”

“Hardly.” No man she knew made her feel this way, made her want to forget everything that wasn’t him. “I’ve done the first aid,” she said, forcing her gaze to his injuries. “Did the spell have any lingering effects beyond the nosebleed?”

“No.” He shook his head, some of that thick, golden hair falling in front of his face. “There is no poison or detrimental material in me.”

“You’re sure?” She smoothed the hair back behind his ear, enjoying the way he soaked up her attention and affection. Something else lurked in the depths of his blue eyes, a concern for her that tempered his desire. “It scared me to see you under that influence.”

His gaze searched her face, drifted lower, before he stepped away. “I may not be immortal, but my gifts and experience mean I am not easy to kill. The witch hunting us knows this. Again I offer an apology for underestimating her strength and swift response.”

Tara wanted to hug him, to simply hang on until they both felt better. It bugged her. She wasn’t the needy or clingy type. “You’re gifted all right,” she murmured, packing away the first aid kit. He was gifted in ways that drew her closer, like a moth to a flame. She’d rather not dwell on his experiences in the 6th century. “Nothing that happened tonight was your fault.”

“I beg to differ.” Wayne returned to his seat at the counter. “Will you tell me about Peter’s family?”

“Why?” Could he need the topic change to ease the lingering sensual ache as much as she did? When Nick got back she would have a buffer and a reason to maintain a little more of a safe distance around Wayne.

“Your cousin is not here and I am certain we should not be alone.”

“We can manage without a chaperone,” she replied. Although the sexy smile on his face had her heart racing all over again. “Peter and Mabh had two sons and a daughter. My father is directly related to the oldest son. Nick’s line is rooted in the second son.”

“As I suspected,” he said, his eyes serious. “And the daughter’s descendants?”

She shrugged. “They might be the superfluous cousins.” His soft laughter smoothed away the last tension she carried from the fight. And the kiss.

“This house would imply your cousin is normally far more reliable than his actions have shown today.”

“Nick can be annoying, especially to a cousin, but he is absolutely reliable. I’m sure whatever has kept him away has been for the purpose of helping us. You.” She picked up her phone to check for messages and discovered Nick had responded while she’d been locking lips with Wayne. “He’s on his way.”

“Good.” Wayne pushed a hand through his hair and sighed heavily.

“If you’re tired, you can go upstairs.” She didn’t dare mention the bed because that only conjured more images she didn’t want to resist.

“Weary is not the same as tired,” he admitted.

“True.” She had to find something to get her mind off that kiss. The cause was futile while he was sitting right there, within reach. If only she had the guts to go to him. She pulled up the saved photos on the phone again. “What about that tattoo on the guy in the bar?” she asked.

“It was not familiar.” He pressed the ice pack to his cheek for a few more seconds, then turned it over and over in his hands, studying it.

“It works better if you keep it on the sore spot,” she said, smothering a smile. The developments that tripped him up and the advances he accepted with ease baffled her.

Unzipping the bag she’d brought from the office, she withdrew her tablet. She turned it on and discovered she needed a password to connect with the internet. Knowing Nick, she made a couple of guesses, factored in the purpose of the place, and came up with the right one on her third attempt.

Taking a seat at the kitchen table, she opened a search window. She’d be more comfortable in the front room, but the idea of her, Wayne, and Sterling hanging out as though they were family would distract her. She brought up the picture stored on her phone. “I know I’ve seen this tattoo before.”

Instantly, she had Wayne’s full attention. “Where?”

“At the bar, probably. I’m searching for it now.”

“You said the men who attacked us were strangers to you?”

“Yes. Well, I recognized the thief from that replay you created, of course.”

Wayne crossed to the table and braced his hands on the back of the chair across from hers. “If the mark is for those who serve Morgana, why choose an unmarked man to steal the dagger?”

Tara figured it was a rhetorical question and she was busy scrolling through the plethora of images filling her screen. There had to be some meaning to what appeared at first glance to be a variation on a compact tribal pattern. “It’s a horse, right?” She hit the phone screen to enlarge and adjust the image. “Stylized and filled in, but a horse. It can’t be that common.”

Wayne came around the table and bent low over her shoulder saying nothing about the technology that had to be as mysterious to him as his magic was to her.

“There.” He aimed his finger near the screen. “That is the mark. Sterling saw this as well,” he explained.

“Okay.” The man and dog worked too efficiently for her to discount that. “That bond you told me about?” She tilted her head to watch him while he answered.

Wayne nodded. “I see what he sees when it is necessary. It has saved us many times over.”

“Okay,” she repeated. She opened a new window, searching for any mention of crimes committed by men with this horse tattoo.

Behind her, he stood up and shuffled his feet. She could practically hear the gears turning in his head. “Does my knowledge and use of magic bother you?”

It was a question she’d expected. While he was talented, she noticed the way he kept apologizing for it. “No more than any of this bothers me. I want my property back. Especially if some witch plans to use it for something terrible.”

“She does,” Wayne murmured absently.

“Here we go,” she said, finding a string of news articles from upstate New York. “Look at this,” she said. Wayne leaned forward, squinting at the screen. “A small group created big trouble in the area a few years ago. Police noted several of the people they arrested bore this mark.”

“It makes no sense to me.”

“Which part, the crazy people or their horse infatuation?”

“The wording,” he snapped, pacing away from her. “If that is what they are.”

“You can’t read?”

He spun on his heel, his expression severe. “I can read,” he insisted, through clenched teeth. “I cannot read that.”

“Oh,” she said quietly. “The delivery has changed as much as the language. More really.” She’d been thoughtless. “You’re doing such a great job accepting and fitting in…” her voice trailed off as his eyes went wide and he marched up to the table. “What?”

“The horse.” He waved a finger at the screen. “Our first clue. A black horse can signify anything from impending death or honor to the goddess of seasons. Can you provide more images?”

She brought up as many as possible and clicked between them. “Does that help?”

“Yes.” He rubbed one hand over his closed fist. “This is her coven.”

“Police called it a cult.”

Wayne snorted. “By any name it is terrible that she has gained the power of so many followers. How did this happen? I trapped her, bound her. She should not be free in this world.”

So maybe Morgana’s presence wasn’t as possible as she’d thought. “You sound like you know her well.”

The back door opened, and they both jerked around, braced for another fight. Sterling joined them, his toenails clacking on the floor tiles.

“Stand down.” Nick raised his hands in surrender. “It’s just me. Sorry it took so long,” he said, dropping a backpack and duffel bag to the floor before loosening his scarf. “Your mom packed for you.”

“Where the hell have you been?” Tara demanded, leaping out of the chair. She wanted to punch him for leaving them alone and give him a big hug now that she knew he was safe. She opted for the hug.

***
With one hand on his hound’s head, Wayne watched the warm greeting. An odd jealousy pulsed through him, wishing she might throw herself at him that way. Or that he might have one more opportunity to embrace the sister who’d first trained him. He missed his family and the friends who’d become equally close. With a mental shake of his head, he gave Morgana due credit for stirring up the hornet’s nest of emotions past and present.

Emotional bonds were a hindrance in his quest and created vulnerabilities Morgana would not hesitate to exploit. Only logic, common sense and sheer power would stop the witch.

Nick eyed Wayne over Tara’s shoulder. “What did you do to her?” he asked. “Affection and Tara rarely go together.”

Was that true? He hadn’t felt any lack of affection when she’d kissed him.

“Oh, shut up.” Tara gave Nick a shove and stepped back to stand beside Wayne. “We were attacked in the bar,” she declared, folding her arms over her chest. “Where were you?”

“About that.” Nick’s eyebrows arched and his gaze moved between them as he rocked back on his heels. “I told you to stay here.”

“I insisted on investigating the office where the dagger had last been,” Wayne said even as Tara explained the call from her staff. Again, Nick eyed them far too carefully for Wayne’s comfort.

“We were attacked outside as well, as we made our escape,” he said. There was no sense denying it any longer. “By a powerful witch. I believe Morgana has been freed.”

“That’s impossible.” Concern stamped on Nick’s face as his eyes raked Tara head to toe. “No way. Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. “One of the guys who jumped us in the bar was the thief,” Tara continued. “The other two had a tattoo from a cult recently busted upstate. Do you want a drink?”

“I’m not sure it will help.” Nick slipped out of his scarf and coat, draping them on the back of a chair. He took a seat at the table and urged Wayne and Tara to join him. “Walk me through it from the beginning.”

Wayne let Tara handle the storytelling, his mind sifting through the fine points of his experiences since he arrived. He’d been thinking about Tara’s ancestry, at least when he wasn’t thinking about that kiss. She and Nick knew different details about their family origins and treasure. Obviously desperate to prevent the enemy from undoing the binding spell, Peter had divided the family secrets between his sons and the sons they bore.

Wayne offered up a silent prayer of belated thanks for the squire’s ingenious decisions. It could not have been easy to explain the true inheritance of the dagger and full consequences of the spell in a way that unified brothers, not even in those first generations. In his time, brothers were more often pitted against each other, fighting for attention, honor, and family wealth. The O’Malleys must have been an odd breed to have overcome society pressure and natural human tendencies.

With so many safeguards and precautions, Nick was right, it could not have been Morgana he’d seen on the street. Who else could weave a spell that not only clouded his mind, but drained his strength enough to make him bleed? And who other than Morgana would recognize him so quickly?

“Wayne!” Nick rapped his knuckles on the table to get his attention. “Help me understand why they’d come back to the bar when they have the dagger.”

“I’m sure they were looking for me, for the magician who traced the device left behind by the thief.”

“You put Tara in danger.” His quiet voice did nothing to dispel the surge of temper. “That’s the opposite of everything I was trained to do in this scenario.”

Sterling came to attention, but Wayne gestured for the dog to relax. He’d created this problem through reckless overconfidence and deserved the set down. “How much do you know of the original spell?”

“Not enough, I’m guessing.” On a heavy sigh, Nick got up and went to the cold box Tara called a fridge and pulled out a bottle. After popping the cap and taking a long drink, he knelt down and gave Sterling’s head a rub. Standing, he tipped his head toward Tara. “I’ve spent the day doing research and it’s clear to me some things were deliberately omitted over time. The spell must be bound with O’Malley blood or you wouldn’t have been so aggravated to discover we existed.”

“You are correct.” He folded his hands on the table, refusing to think of Tara as the lamb Morgana would eagerly slaughter for her freedom.

“So it can’t be Morgana out there calling the shots if no O’Malleys were injured,” Nick said. “My dad and grandpa have helped me track everyone down. From what I can tell, the only blood that spilled today was yours.”

Wayne acknowledged the observation. “Could we speak privately?”

“No.” Nick and Tara spoke in unison, down to the matching determination.

“You’re not shutting me out,” Tara added.

“We’re not putting you in danger again either.” There was no mistaking the authority in Nick’s voice. “I’ve heard about this cult with the black horse tattoos. It’s my job,” he said when Tara muttered an insult. “The founder claims to be a descendant of Morgan Le Fey.”

“An acceptable explanation,” Wayne mused. “I suppose such a popular myth would draw in unwitting recruits from every generation.”

“It’s a fair ploy,” Nick agreed. “But why steal the dagger now?”

Still rattled from the way the witch had cowed him and the way Tara’s kiss lingered in his system, Wayne decided he needed a drink himself. Maybe the bottled brew would give him some relief. He’d been no monk in the past and he recognized lust when it had him by the throat. Something about the woman called him to claim her as his own. How much of that was the witch’s trickery? Mimicking Nick, he drank deep before returning to the problem.

“Morgan Le Fey or Morgana, by any name she remains influential,” he continued. “Her inherent power, rooted in nature, does not truly die. She had no surviving offspring when I trapped her. The witch we saw resembled her enough that I was fooled.” The admission bruised his pride, much as the stray punch had bruised his cheek. “She must want the dagger as a trophy to establish her influence. It’s unlikely she believes she can release Morgana.” He looked to Nick. “I wanted to follow her and I believe that’s what she wanted me to do.”

“He collapsed and started bleeding, so I insisted on the hospital until you told us to come here instead,” Tara interjected.

“He stopped bleeding once you arrived, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“I knew it.” Nick gave them a self-satisfied grin. “We’ve worked hard on this place from the first stone to the latest remodel.”

“I know we’re both grateful,” Tara said. “But what do we do about the witch? That stunt or spell or whatever she did gave her a distinct advantage over our gallant knight. Sterling and I were all that was holding him up,” she finished, avoiding his gaze.

Unhappy with the image she painted, Wayne looked to Sterling and forced himself to examine the scene from his hound’s perspective. “The witch was strong and her power was similar to Morgana’s,” he agreed. “Beyond the confines of the spell I cast, her aura was not familiar to either the hound or me. She must be your contemporary.”

“Auras?” Tara’s green eyes went wide. “The dog sees auras?”

“It’s the best word I know to use to describe the mystical energy around someone so powerful,” Wayne said.

“How can you be sure? Wouldn’t an aura change over the course of centuries?” Nick asked.

“Not at the core,” Wayne replied. “Magic leaves behind traces unique to the person using it.”

“At least that narrows the search a little,” Nick said. “Give me a description and I’ll get started. We need to find this woman and fast.”













Eight






Collette poured a deep red wine into a glass and let it breathe. Let herself breathe. Despite Darius’ concerns, she had been smart to follow and watch from the shadows as her team tested the man helping the O’Malley woman.

Turning a happy circle, she reveled in the shock and joy to have Gawain the Gallant here in the 21st century. Gawain was here, in the flesh. Not a reincarnation, not a mirage or trick of some talented sorcerer.

There was no mistaking him. Or better put, there was no mistaking the mystical energy pulsing off his splendid form. She’d returned to her chambers and confirmed it with Morgana’s personal notes. She didn’t know how he’d managed to survive. She didn’t care. The sinful potential simmering under his excellent body and golden face called to her to turn him to her cause. All of the risks had been worth it, to have caught a glimpse of the legendary man who’d nearly destroyed everything centuries ago.

Unlike Morgana, Collette didn’t hold his drastic actions against him. Of course, she had the benefit of time and perspective. At the time, the gallant knight thought he was doing the right and noble thing by siphoning the power and binding Morgana. He’d been brainwashed by his precious King Arthur to believe her ancestor had an evil agenda.

Gawain’s trouble was the same as Arthur’s, with that annoying, persistent faith and belief in the unimaginative values of loyalty and equality. Normal people weren’t capable of maintaining such a standard. Morgana had understood some people were stronger and better than others. The vast majority of people were sheep, willing to follow whoever promised security and peace with the least amount of effort.

She raised the glass to her lips and sipped the wine, soothing her rapid pulse. Gawain had dispatched the men she’d sent far too easily. While she’d assumed it would be three against one, the old knight had allies. His ever-present dog of course, but the O’Malley woman had proven more capable than she’d anticipated.

“I need the O’Malley family tree,” she said to the empty room. She would make a full study of them, as she’d studied every other piece in this vast puzzle. She would learn what they’d done to pull Gawain through time so quickly after she’d stolen the dagger. Then they would be flushed out and captured, every last one of them used to further the greater good. Her greater good.

At the knock at the door, she invited Darius inside. “Tell me everything.” She gestured for him to sit with her on the couch.

“The men are recovering quickly. They’ve said little so far, Collette.”

Her concern stretched only as far as when she might interrogate them. She hadn’t dared to go inside that tawdry pub until she knew what they were facing. “What spells were used against them?”

“None.”

She echoed the response into her wine. How odd that Gawain would not even attempt to fight with his strongest weapons. Unless his magic was no longer his strength. “I wonder what they saw?”

“When we arrived, he was drinking,” Darius said. “I used that, made it more potent, to blur his senses.”

“Well done.” She wanted to dance in victory and settled for a soft kiss against his ebony lips. “I want to see it all for myself,” she declared. Hopping from the couch, she motioned for Darius to lead the way.

She was nearly effervescent since returning from her jaunt to Brooklyn. Her mind drifted back to that moment on the street. She had pushed the great Gawain to his knees. It gave her a delicious thrill of anticipation of what was to come.

Once she separated him from the woman and the dog, she had no doubt he would surrender to her. She knew how to manipulate men. Not even Gawain’s renowned goodness could withstand her sly assault. To have his skills on her side would change everything. Together they would be unstoppable.

At the common room door she waited, watching the people milling about. Her followers, this core group of people, were only the beginning. Loyal to her above all, they applied themselves to their mutual goals with all their strength. Some had magic talents, but most had basic skills they happily devoted to the ideas she presented to them. Each person here worked tirelessly to transform the world in her image.

“This way, my lady.” She walked with Darius to a table where the two held bags of ice to bruises and minor cuts.

Seeing her, they started to rise. She urged them to relax with a radiant smile. “What were your orders?” she asked in an even tone.

The men looked at each other, then her. Her thief let the other man speak first. “To identify and observe the magician who helped the woman. The fight was unintentional.”

“I see.” If they hadn’t appeared so contrite, they would’ve felt the immediate sting of her temper. She prodded them a bit with her thoughts, but couldn’t get a clear read from either man. “Tell me how he bested you.”

“Straight up power,” the wiry thief said. “And the dog didn’t help matters. He sensed trouble, I’m sure of it. Dogs are the worst.”

She nodded, keeping her features placid as the leader described how they’d lost the element of surprise and been out-maneuvered.

Again, she was glad she’d followed them. “Come with me.” This next step was best handled privately. She rose from the table and they trailed after her like ducklings, Darius bringing up the rear as they left the common room.

In her private conference room where she’d planned this evening’s mission just a few hours earlier, she asked the men to be seated. With a thought, the doors locked and with the twitch of her finger, she dimmed the lights. “Be at ease, friends.”

Despite her outward calm, she trembled inside. With excitement. All her planning was coming to fruition. The solstice was nearly here and she sensed this would finally be the year when all the pieces were in place.

“Make them comfortable,” she said to Darius. “I’ll be back momentarily.”

“Yes, my lady.”

She’d wanted the dagger since she’d found the obscure sketches and brief references created by the few fortunate souls who’d survived Gawain’s dreadful attack. The dagger had been a critical element in the spell he’d woven to imprison Morgana in the 6th century. She’d found the story of the O’Malley family little more than charming as she tracked the dagger through generations, across an ocean, to the dull little pub in Brooklyn. There had been no signs that they understood the dagger’s true value.

And yet Gawain had arrived, an apparent champion of the O’Malley clan.

She knew from the first moment the small blade packed serious power and she refused to let anyone else touch it. Not even Darius. Though she wanted to know exactly what had happened in the pub, this was the perfect time for a test run.

Collette left through the secret door at the rear of her rooms and took each step a little quicker than the last, eager to see how the dagger boosted her power. She navigated the secret route confidently, as Darius had long ago posted loyal scouts all around Manhattan. She couldn’t have just anyone traipsing through the warrens and tunnels they had explored, searching along leylines for the ideal anchor point.

Several of their scouts had reported an inexplicable flex in power this morning and she smiled, realizing now that must have been a reaction to Gawain’s arrival.

She paused at the door of her private sanctuary, holding her breath as she crossed the threshold. As it had from the moment she and Darius had identified this chamber decades ago, the power sizzled through her blood. Pure bliss.

Plucking up a fat candle from the edge of the altar stone, she carried it closer to the center of the room and breathed deeply. The dagger trembled in her grasp as she stepped into her circle.

She murmured the words to light the candle wick and lurched back as the candle ignited, shooting a flame a foot high. Her laughter bounced through the stone chamber. This was the enhancement, the x-factor, she needed.

When the time was right, when Gawain willingly brought all of his power to this space, this dagger along with her carefully wrought spell would be exactly what she needed to achieve her utmost dreams.

She intended to usher in a new era of power and respect for their growing cult. She would lead them as Morgana had done, influencing the future of this city. Already Collette imagined the joy of her growing influence. Influence that would spread far and wide until people from all corners of the world bowed to her.

She deserved nothing less.

Extinguishing the candle, she replaced it on the altar and hurried back upstairs.

“Are they ready?”

“Yes, my lady.”

She pressed her fingertips to the thief’s temple. “Tell me everything.”

The man’s eyes rolled back in his head and his words were garbled. The dagger had given her command too much weight. Reluctantly setting the dagger on the table, she tried again. The man’s memories of the evening played out as if she were in his skin. Every sight and smell, every word exchanged. She even felt the weight of the blows during the fighting.

Her heart pounded in her ears, sweat gathered at her back, between her breasts. As she composed herself, pulling out of the man’s memories, she noticed blood dripping from the thief’s nose onto the blade of the dagger.

Runes appeared where none had been visible before. The dark discovery coursed through her. She sat down hard in the nearest chair and dragged the blood along the blade to reveal more symbols. She called for paper and pen and Darius delivered immediately. “Copy these,” she ordered as she kept the thief bleeding so the runes remained visible.

“What does it mean?” Darius asked when she was satisfied they had completed the notes.

Collette didn’t have any idea. The symbols were foreign to her. She was the absolute expert on Morgan Le Fey’s rise to power and her ultimate plans for the cult she led. No one understood the political and magical ramifications surrounding that era more than Collette. “Find the knight and his dog,” she ordered quietly. Her fingertips caressed the ruby hilt. “He will be our interpreter.”

“Yes, my lady.”

Collette saw the questions in her faithful partner’s obsidian eyes and she treasured his ability to keep his concerns to himself.

“What of the men?”

She looked from one to the other. “They served us well. See that they are suitably rewarded.”

Darius nodded, understanding the death order hiding under her pleasant tone. Though neither man had divulged her secrets, she couldn’t allow them to live. It was a waste of good skills in the case of the thief, but it couldn’t be helped.

“I am not to be disturbed,” she added. Taking the dagger and his notes, she stalked back to her private chamber, her mind spinning. She needed time with the unique resources that kept her in control of the cult and her dark power.













Nine






Wayne woke slowly to find his hound at the foot of the bed, pressed close to his legs. Apparently, the dog was equally impressed with the thick mattress and luxurious bedding in this century. Catching a whiff of something savory, his stomach grumbled. He sat up and tossed the covers back, stretching his arms. Light of a new day glowed around the edges of the curtains covering the window. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d slept past dawn.

Yesterday’s events crashed over him in a blur from waking in the cave to adapting to the countless, unfathomable changes all around him. They’d worked late into the night and today they would track down those leads.

First off, he owed Miss O’Malley an apology for letting his base instincts run away with him while she’d been tending to the minor scrapes of the fight. He couldn’t think of her as Tara without wanting to kiss her again and that couldn’t be allowed. Some things didn’t change no matter the date on the calendar and he had been raised to treat a woman with the utmost respect and care.

His mother’s voice echoed in his head, scolding him for his failure to control the gifts he didn’t understand.

Failure. He found that one word more troubling than all the changes in the world combined. He had failed his family, failed his king, and if he didn’t pull himself together, he’d fail his ultimate quest.

Absently, he rubbed at his chest, at the place where the fire nymph had scorched his soul. He wanted to go back to that fateful day in the gamekeeper’s hut and tell Arthur to choose another man. He should have done the honorable thing and urged Arthur to choose a man more reliable than Gawain the Gallant. What a misnomer. Who was he, that Arthur asked him to cast the spell to stop Morgana?

His hound nudged his head under his hand. “You’re right,” Wayne agreed. “We were chosen for more than our reputation at court or even in battle.” At the moment, he felt ill-suited to more than a few weak tricks and illusions.

The dog gave a soft whine and Wayne’s stomach grumbled again. He patted the hound’s shoulder. “Let’s see what the new day has in store.”

On the floor near the closed bedroom door he found a slip of paper. He recognized Tara’s writing from the paperwork in the pub office. Unfolding the note he read that she and her cousin had made progress researching several people who bore the tattoo. It left him wondering how long the O’Malleys had worked after he’d given in to exhaustion and come up to bed. As much as he wanted to catch the witch who’d put all this in motion, he couldn’t contribute from inside these safe walls.

He needed to get out into the city and see if he could pick up any trail from the place where he’d spotted her. He sighed. The idea of spending time away from Tara - Miss O’Malley - gave him peace of mind. That kiss proved he couldn’t be trusted around her.

After making full use of the engineering marvels in the bathroom, he dressed and headed down the back stairs to the kitchen.

Tara was at the table, her hands cupped around a thick mug. When she looked up, her green eyes locked on him. The small furrow between her brows lifted and disappeared as a smile wreathed her face.

For a moment Wayne went still, basking in that lovely expression until he realized it was aimed at the dog.

“Good morning, Sterling,” she cooed. The traitorous hound rushed forward for her affection. “Did you sleep well, sweetie?”

“Do you expect him to answer?” Wayne didn’t understand his hound’s immediate bond with the woman. The hound had never had much patience for anyone other than Wayne and his squire. Maybe it was her O’Malley bloodline that kept the dog so enamored. Wayne did understand why the woman distracted him. Her physical appeal was only part of it, though her mesmerizing body made him long for the more demure fashions worn by the women of his time.

“Of course he answers me,” she said. “Look at this face.”

Wayne cleared his throat and looked everywhere but directly at her, simply to preserve his sanity. She wore a dark gray sweater that hugged her full bosom and the snug trousers he’d heard her contemporaries refer to as jeans. The woman had a magic all her own. “I need to take him outside before we break our fast.”

“Breakfast,” she corrected him briskly. “Are you sure it’s safe? Nick warned me those cult thugs will still be looking for you.”

Because the witch didn’t yet know Tara was necessary if she wanted to bring forth Morgana. He had to believe it was safer out there for him than her, now that he was fully rested. “Your cousin is here?” Please let it be true. Wayne would surely be able to resist her with the aid of a worthy chaperone.

“Was,” she clarified. “He had to check in at the precinct, but he said he’ll be back shortly.”

“I see.” He sought an effective distraction from the pretty picture she made, to no avail. “I will manage to prevent our detection,” he said. “Magical or otherwise.” He wanted to get out of the house and check for any signs that they’d been found. The house was too close to the pub for his liking.

“How about we compromise?” She stood up and gathered her long auburn hair into a clip at the back of her head. “I’ll walk the dog while you eat.”

He didn’t avert his eyes before she bent over to pull a pan from the machine under the counter. Maybe the current fashions would be more acceptable to him, if he wasn’t so damned attracted to her. Oven, he reminded himself sharply. With no idea how long he might be in this world, he needed to acclimate to the current language and customs.

“Classic O’Malley recipe.” She removed what appeared to be a thin sheet of metal and the savory aromas he’d noticed on waking filled the kitchen. “It’s a breakfast spin on the typical shepherd’s pie.”

His mouth watered over the food and the woman was filling a plate for him. “You did this for me?” After he’d been such an oaf last night.

“For all of us.” She smiled. “Nick ate nearly half of it right out of the oven,” she said. She blessed the hound with another warm smile. “Let’s you and I take a walk and then you’ll have your breakfast too.”

The hound leaned into her leg, shamelessly begging for more attention. Wayne was more than a little disconcerted by how much he wanted to beg for her touch as well. “That isn’t smart,” he blurted. “The men from the bar might spot Sterling. I will go.” That earned her full attention and her gaze roamed from his head to his feet and back up again. Heat and desire coursed through him.

She shook her head and spoke to the dog again. “He has no idea does he?”

Wayne stepped forward, jealous that she shared some secret with his hound. “Idea of what?”

“Relax,” she said, patting his shoulder. “All I meant was no one would possibly overlook you.” This time when her lips curled, it was in a seductive grin. “Me, I’m just the average girl walking an above-average dog. Trust me, I know how to divert any nosy neighbors.”

And the hound, through their shared vision, would alert Wayne to any trouble. He conceded reluctantly. To argue further would only raise more questions and he wasn’t ready to tell her the whole truth. “You are far from average, Tara.”

She froze, a wary light in those green eyes. “You - you mean that.” Her expression, her whole body, softened toward him. “Thank you.”

Now was the time to apologize and it seemed he’d lost the power of speech.

She picked up a collar and leash and moved toward Sterling. The dog shied as the restraint slid over his head and his whimper turned into a piercing whine. The hound shook from ears to tail, trying to toss off the collar.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, turning to Wayne. “The fabric is soft and I didn’t make it tight at all.”

“He’s never liked collars.” Wayne stifled a laugh at the dog’s theatrics. “You won’t need it, he’s well-trained.”

“Poor baby, I understand,” she agreed, speaking softly to soothe the dog. “You’re perfect, I know, but it’s the law. A girl with a dog without a leash will be noticed, even on a quick walk.” She slanted a look at Wayne. “Unless you want to toss a spell over us or something.”

Or something. Wayne snapped his fingers and the hound calmed immediately. “I cannot extend a glamour that far.” Not without gaining the notice of the witch they wanted to avoid. “He will behave himself,” he added.

He tucked into the breakfast, hiding his amusement as Tara and the hound went out the back door. As he ate in silence, Wayne’s mind drifted back to Avalon. Those days on the island, training for this bizarre contingency, had marked the last time a woman had cooked for him.

He’d left the island and set out on his path, determined that coming forward through time wouldn’t be necessary. With the flavorful meal warming him inside and out, he examined the kitchen and the improvements time had wrought. Dare he express thanks for his earlier failure and this outrageous situation making this visit possible? He couldn’t decide if he should tell her everything. Would it help or hinder their efforts?

Training in Avalon had certainly made him more adaptable to the inscrutabilities of this time. Those days had also honed his control over the magic beating in his veins and fortified his mystical bond with his hound. While he’d seen things well beyond his comprehension on Avalon, he appreciated them intuitively now that he was here.

He tapped into the connection with his hound, checking on their progress as they walked through the neighborhood. His hound was delighted to stretch his legs, despite the required collar and leash. Through the hound’s vision he spotted no threat, nor picked up any sense of danger.

Having finished the first serving, Wayne went back for another. As he filled a glass with clean water to quench his thirst, he watched Tara and Sterling return. Beside her, his hound blended into this time and place, delighted to leave their earlier hardships in the distant past.

Had Wayne purposely botched the original spell so he would get a chance to live in this era?

Thankfully, Tara and Sterling came through the back door before he could dwell on the troubling question. It couldn’t be true. After all the pain Morgana had wrought in his family and, by extension the king’s court, he had wanted to put an end to her more than he wanted his next breath.

“You didn’t like it?” Tara asked as she removed the collar from the hound’s neck rather than unclip the lead.

“Like what?”

“The food.” She pointed to the counter behind him. “You’re at the sink, scowling. It was a logical conclusion.”

“No. I mean, yes.” Lord, with her rosy cheeks and that smile lingering in her eyes, he couldn’t think. “The food was delicious, thank you. My mind wandered elsewhere.”

She nodded as though she understood. “I understand. My mind wandered all night long.” At the cabinet, she scooped food into a bowl for the hound and placed it in front of him, dropping a bit of bacon on top.

“You’re spoiling him.” Both of them, though he wouldn’t admit such a thing.

“Feeding you is the least I can do considering how far you’ve both come to help us.”

“Again, I am stunned by your easy acceptance.”

Her lips twitched at one corner. “Same goes.”

He wanted to kiss her again when he should be finding a way to apologize for his first gaffe. “What do you mean?”

She reached for a short pitcher from yet another machine and poured dark liquid into her thick white mug. “For the most part, nothing trips you up. You’re adapting so easily when everything has changed from your time to mine. Coffee?” she asked, tilting her head to the machine.

He didn’t know what to expect, but he would try it, if only to prove his adaptability. “Please.”

She opened a cabinet and removed another mug for him. “How do you take it?”

“I don’t know, it’s a new experience,” he admitted. “How you take it will be fine.”

“All right, brave man, black it is.” She turned the cup, so he could take the handle. “Good luck.”

He raised the full mug to his face, inhaling the aroma first. “It smells delicious.”

She laughed. “Especially after a short night. Sip carefully, it’s hot.”

He’d gathered that by watching her and he mimicked her method of small sips. The rich, hot taste on his tongue was heavenly. “I like it. It’s better than ale.”

“Good. Let’s hope you like the caffeine kick too.”

He peered into the black liquid in his cup. “What kick?”

“One of the benefits of this beverage is typically a burst of energy or alertness.”

He gave the beverage another long look before meeting Tara’s gaze once more. “Did you not sleep well? The coffee and breakfast.” He said the new words tentatively, learning how they felt. “Your note mentioned research as well. It all indicates a sleepless night.”

She returned to her seat at the kitchen table. “Let’s just say I had a lot to process.”

“Of course. We faced a great deal yesterday.” She was holding back, though he couldn’t blame her for taking the same approach as him. Choosing a chair on the other side of the table made it more difficult for him to touch her. “I offered to explain further last night,” he reminded her.

“You were exhausted. Nick offered to explain more details from his side of the family after you went up to bed.”

“I see.” He would have wanted to hear that first hand. Guesses could only carry him so far. He needed reliable information to figure out how the witch and the cult were planning to use the dagger. “Tara—”

***
“Don’t worry about it.” Tara sipped her coffee, then set the mug down and pressed her fingers to her eyes. “I wasn’t in the mood to listen to him either. Then my mom called. I had to bring her up to speed - explain the bar fight, I mean.”

“She was unhappy?”

Tara kept peeking at him from beneath her lashes. The man wasn’t getting any less sexy this morning. She’d wanted to kiss him the moment he’d walked into the kitchen. Only his reticence and her common sense kept her affection focused on his dog.

“Well, she wasn’t thrilled to hear about the mess on the news.” She took another scalding sip of coffee. “Some day, when I can tell her everything, she’ll be delighted with the tale.” Tara shrugged. “It’s the Irish blood.”

Wayne didn’t reply.

“I think we both have a general idea of how the two branches of O’Malleys kept the dagger safe and prepared for your potential arrival.” She circled a finger to indicate the house. “Granted, it was stolen from me.” A point she hoped she could rectify sooner rather than later. She looked straight at him, her patience thin after a night of trekking through scattered records on Morgana’s current followers. “I’m ready to hear your part of the story.”

“You don’t want to wait for your cousin?”

She drummed her fingertips on the sides of her coffee cup. “I think the house is a prime example that Nick knows far more than he’s telling either one of us.” Wayne’s blue eyes turned stormy. “We can trust him,” she added quickly.

“If you’re sure of what he knows, why ask me?”

For a man so warm and golden, the way he could switch it off from one heartbeat to the next was more than a little disconcerting. “You are the beginning of this.”

“And I will be the end of it.”

She suppressed a shudder at that stark statement. “I’ve gone over everything.” Tears threatened again, as they had more than once last night. “The first I heard of the dagger it was more like a fairy tale. The first time I saw it, it captivated me, consumed my imagination. The bits and pieces aren’t adding up, Wayne. What are we missing? Why is this going down now?”

He didn’t reply. With his arms folded over his chest, his expression put up a wall designed to shut her out. That wouldn’t help either of them.

“You called that woman Morgana last night.”

“And we determined I was mistaken.”

“You knew Morgana.” She took a deep breath. “I think you knew her well.” What had they been to each other? Maybe it wasn’t her business and it shouldn’t matter, but her chest ached as she waited for his answer. She had to know.

“This is what kept you up all night?”

“Oh, I slept.” She bit out the words, irritated with him, herself, and her awful dreams. Sterling’s head was suddenly a gentle weight on her thigh. Stroking his soft ears comforted her and smoothed out the rough edges of her anxiety. “You’re a good boy,” she told him, gazing into his calm, soulful eyes. Anything to keep from looking at Wayne.

“You’ve had an important dream,” Wayne murmured from the opposite end of the table. “I’ve seen that look before.”

Aggravated, she closed her eyes tight. “You cheated, using Sterling that way.”

Wayne left his seat and came around the table in a blink, his hand warm on her chin as he tilted her face up so he could look at her directly. “Tell me, Tara.”

She couldn’t look away, didn’t really want to, he was so handsome. His touch sent flocks of butterflies winging through her belly and the part of her that was crushing on him wanted another kiss. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Dreams or not, we need to know what happened in your time.” Why wouldn’t he let go of her? “It dawned on me this - right around dawn - that we have a better chance of resolving this if we work it from both ends.” She hoped that sounded more logical than lust-struck. Or jealous. She couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that the modern version of Morgana might really be a descendant.

“Tell me,” he repeated.

Under different circumstances, she might be impressed with his focus. “You first,” she managed. Jerking her chin out of his hand, she scrambled out of the chair, nearly tripping over Sterling as she sought a safe distance. “How, when, where did you cast that spell on Morgana?”

He eyed her with a gaze sharper than his sword. “I tracked her followers from the time I left Avalon. Fulfilling my quest was my only priority.” Sterling moved to his side, though the two didn’t touch this time. “It took months. Finally, at the winter solstice, I had her trapped. I went to kill her and disband her followers.” With his shoulders back, hands in loose fists at his sides, and his gaze slightly above her head, he looked like a man delivering bad news to a military commander. “I took many precautions and made several contingency plans anticipating I might fail.”

“Yes. We covered the blood oath last night. What happened, Wayne?”

“The lair was underground. Sterling and I entered, dispatching many until we found her, isolated her, and cast the spell. That is all there is.”

“No.” That wasn’t all of it. “If that was all, you wouldn’t be here now.” And she wouldn’t have had those dreams again.

“As we have learned, the cult survived. Peter O’Malley survived and had children. The energy of the witch who left the spyglass in your office is the same witch who attacked me on the street.” Sterling bumped his leg and Wayne’s stiff posture relaxed a fraction. “We must assume they know who I am. We must persist in our search and track down the men she sent to test us.” His chest rose and fell on a hard breath and his eyes locked onto her. “If you have dreamed, you must tell me everything. As you said, we need to work this from both ends.”

She knew he was leaving something out. If only she could find the right question. “You followed her for how long?” Somewhere she’d heard a theory that hunters often bonded with particularly elusive prey. Had something like that happened between Wayne and Morgana. “Y-you woke when the dagger was st-stolen,” she stammered. “Why build that into your spell?”

“The dagger, in the wrong hands, can be used to raise Morgana.” His gaze narrowed, he stalked her across the kitchen with long strides. A mere inch of electrified air kept them apart.

If he touched her again she wouldn’t be able to resist him. “And?”

His head fell back as he stared at the ceiling. “She is my responsibility.” The sinews and structure of his throat stood out in stark relief against his skin. “More than a vow to my king.” He met her gaze, those eyes cold and hard. “Morgana is my aunt. My mother’s sister.” His nostrils flared as if he smelled something foul. “Much to their mutual dismay,” he finished with a grim finality.

Not a lover. Her immediate relief was shadowed by sympathy and a shiver of anxiety. She had to remind herself Wayne was here to help defeat his aunt. Again. Obviously Wayne wasn’t proud of that branch on his family tree. And who could blame him? Having seen a glimpse of his capabilities, she imagined those around him would have assumed he would follow in his aunt’s footsteps and use his talent for dark purposes. He’d told her about a sister who understood him, and Avalon would have turned him out if they didn’t trust him.

She struggled to find the words that would erase the shame and anguish from his handsome face? Momentarily speechless, Tara backed up, only to bump into Sterling.

Wayne caught her before she fell, his grip firm as he steadied her. “Now tell me your dream.”

She nodded. “There’s a woman with dark hair,” she began as goose bumps rose on her skin. “A stone altar, and blood dripping over the O’Malley dagger. I recognized the city as New York, although it’s cleaner. No trash, no crime. The people feel weak, but they all look nice.”

“Illusion.”

Tara nodded in agreement. “The woman is mayor, then not.”

“Speak clearly.”

“I’m trying. It was a dream.” She rubbed her thumb into her opposite palm. “She is not the mayor, but she still lives here and runs things. Maybe. It’s a dream,” she repeated. “It gets blurry in the transitions.” She swallowed, remembering a hot, lusty interlude with the man holding her. Keeping that to herself, she went on. “Dreams are weird, unpredictable. She uses her influence to her advantage or to eliminate those who oppose her ideas.”

“Illusion,” he murmured again. “A particular strength of Morgana’s. And mine,” he added on a whisper full of regret. “Influence and reach beyond imagining. If Arthur’s dreams were similar to yours it is no wonder he called us in.”

“Arthur? Us?” She echoed the words that struck her as most significant. “It seems you still have plenty left to share, Wayne.”

He gave her a long, hot look. “I could say the same to you. What haven’t you told me?”

She didn’t bother trying to squirm out of his grasp. The heat grounded her to this place, this man. Despite their mutual irritation at the moment, she enjoyed being close to him. He made her feel safe.

“Is that all?” he persisted.

About evil witches? Almost. “The altar I saw. It was in a circular, underground chamber. There were several arches and symbols on the floor. If that place is real, I’d recognize it again.”

“Of course she hides underground,” he murmured to himself.

“You think my dream is of something here and now?”

He nodded slowly. His fingers tensed, biting into her arm and she winced. At her side, Sterling growled a quiet warning. She looked down, wondering what the dog expected her to do when Wayne had all the power, only to discover the dog was snarling at Wayne.

“Easy.” She used the sweet voice the dog seemed to prefer. “He’s not hurting me.” She tried to touch Wayne to prove it, but her range of motion was limited by the way he held her. Sterling growled again, louder this time. Distracted, Wayne didn’t ease up. “I’m okay.” She pushed up on her toes and planted a kiss on Wayne’s lips. “See, we’re just talk -”

Her reassurances were lost as Wayne’s mouth covered hers. He released her arms and pulled her close. One big hand drifted to her hips as the other wrapped around her shoulders. She was surrounded in the most delectable way possible. With her breasts crushed to his broad chest, her nipples peaked, and she slid her hands up the hard planes of his back. The initial spark turned into a roaring blaze, tearing through her system.

This kiss spun out, making her dizzy as his talented lips and tongue obliterated any semblance of intelligent thought. Her hands moved of their own volition, exploring every nuance, through his shirt. At last, her fingers sinking into his thick, golden hair, she felt more than an unquenchable desire. She felt a sense of rightness, of belonging pulsing under the heavy dose of lust. Kissing him back with equal ardor, she experienced the spectacular impression of being ravished and cherished in equal measure.

Sterling barked a warning and she flattened her palms against Wayne’s chest, reluctantly retreating from the pleasure. His breath was ragged and his eyes a little dazed until they heard the key in the lock at the front door.

“Nick,” she whispered, frustrated with her cousin’s lousy timing. “We can’t get caught.”

Wayne scowled at her for a long moment, then tipped his head toward the dog. Sterling trotted out of the kitchen to greet her cousin, buying her precious seconds to get herself together. By the time Nick backed into the kitchen, his arms full of grocery bags, she and Wayne were looking civilized, seated at opposite sides of the table once more.

Wayne came to his rescue a moment before she could and she watched, a little miffed at how easily he pretended nothing had happened.

“You went grocery shopping?”

“I would have,” Nick replied, “But Aunt Siobhan dumped all this on me.”

“She knows something’s up.”

“Of course she does,” Nick agreed. “She’s the wife of the last generation’s firstborn.”

“Your father told her what he knew?” Wayne asked, obviously disturbed by the idea.

Tara arched an eyebrow. “You would expect a husband and wife to keep secrets like that from each other?”

“A few wouldn’t hurt,” he said, looking to Nick for man-to-man backup. “The more people who know, the more people are at risk.”

Nick shrugged as he continued to unload the groceries. “The way things are shaking out, maybe more people should’ve known from the start.”

When Wayne scowled again, Tara felt an irrational urge to soothe him. Were his kisses so wonderful that her loyalty had already shifted to him? Well, yes, and judging by her dreams her subconscious was absolutely on his side. The notion scared her. It was one thing to be attracted, another to be changed and tugged away from all the common sense that formed the foundation of her sense of self. When they were alone again, she intended to grill Wayne about what Arthur had dreamed. She wasn’t ready to have that conversation in front of Nick.

She forced her attention back to her cousin. “Have you learned anything else?”

He tugged off his gloves and stuffed them in his coat pockets. “I hauled some documents out of the family archives.” He made a production out of hanging his coat on the peg by the back door. She knew the moves O’Malley men made when they didn’t want to share bad news.

It shouldn’t shock her that they had archives she didn’t know about. “Something happened.” She peered past him, checking the window. “Were you followed?”

“I wouldn’t have led anyone here,” he shot back. “You guys were here all night, right?”

She didn’t care for his tone. “You were here with us.”

“I heard a call and went to check it out.” Nick aimed a glance at Wayne. “Two bodies washed up under the Brooklyn Bridge early this morning. One has a black horse tattoo, the other matches your description of the thief to a T.” He rested his hands on his belt, his feet planted. “Know anything about it?”

Wayne shook his head, never taking his eyes off Nick. “I am only here to stop the witch.”

The men were too still, the voices deadly calm. “Everyone relax.” Tara suddenly wanted something stronger than coffee, despite the early hour. “Nick knows you weren’t involved.” She eyed her cousin. “Don’t you?”

“I had to ask.”

“Asked and answered,” she said brightly. “Can we move on?”

“Sure.” Nick reached behind his back and her breath caught, but it wasn’t a gun or taser, or even handcuffs. He held up a large, yellowed envelope. “I brought maps of leylines, city development, that kind of thing.” Nick poured himself a cup of coffee and added a hefty spoonful of sugar.

“Did you bring anything to show us what is under the city?” Wayne refilled his coffee cup once Nick had moved well out of the way. “Tara dreamed that the witch has an underground chamber.”

“Yes, actually.” Nick arched that condescending eyebrow at her. “You didn’t mention your dream to me.”

“I was trying to forget it,” she said in her defense. “Wayne is taking it too seriously anyway.” They were both stuck on differing segments of her dream for wildly different reasons.

Nick put a hand on the envelope, preventing Wayne from taking a look. “Hang on a minute. We may need to take this upstairs.” He faced Tara again. “You had the dream?”

She nodded reluctantly.  “With more detail this time around.” Now that she understood what Nick did when he wasn’t being a cop, it came as no surprise that he’d remember the vivid dreams and nightmares she’d wrestled with in childhood.

“Tara had nightmares about being trapped underground,” he said to Wayne. “They started right after she saw the dagger for the first time. My aunt and uncle logged the details with my dad just in case something happened.”

Tara pursed her lips and stared into the dark pit of her coffee. She didn’t appreciate him blurting out all of her crazy kid stuff in front of Wayne. Why not break out the baby pictures or junior high yearbook? The absurdity of the reactions ping-ponging through her mind added to her mounting exasperation. “Something happened all right. A group delusion.” She was caught between the sexy madman from the past and the crazy branch of the family tree. Too bad for her she knew they were both perfectly sane.

“Any new details?” Nick asked eagerly.

“No,” Wayne answered before she could. “Tara and I have been talking.” He cleared his throat. “I believe her idea to work both sides of the timeline to find the dagger and the witch is essential to our success.”

“The first time around Wayne confronted Morgana at the winter solstice.”

“It might have been the critical mistake,” Wayne added.

She wondered when he would forgive himself. Personally, she was glad for whatever forces gave her a chance to meet him. To kiss him.

“The solstice is only three days away.” Nick set his coffee mug on the counter. “Let’s take this upstairs,” he ordered, leading the way. He walked into one of the bedrooms and she immediately sensed something was off. The room was smaller than it should’ve been. Nick pressed a corner of the bookcase near the closet and with an audible click, the bookcase swung out, revealing a hidden passage.

“Seriously?” She planted her hands on her hips. “I’m not going in there.”

“We can’t talk about this out here,” Nick said.

“The house is a safe zone. Your words,” she reminded him. Sterling leaned into her again. How did the dog always know just when she needed a boost of courage?

“I’m not taking any chances,” Nick explained. “If we’re found and come under attack, you need to know every available option. Come on.”

Even without the urging from the greyhound, her curiosity would’ve won out. Knowing her, Nick moved with certainty that her fascination with the myths and legends that had hovered in her dreams all her life would propel her forward. It only supported his cause that a legend from those very myths was walking up the hidden staircase behind her.

 













Ten






Wayne watched a soft glow illuminate the hidden space and when he stepped inside, he was relieved to see stairs leading both up and down. More relieved that Nick was leading them up. When they were all inside, Nick paused and did something that brought the bookcase closed behind them.

“Impressive,” Wayne admitted. He’d seen his fair share of secret passageways, but this was cleaner and warmer than most. “How did you find this place?”

“We didn’t find it, we built it to our particular needs,” Nick replied. “Don’t worry, it was a family job and the details were need-to-know.”

“Guess all those cousins weren’t so superfluous after all,” Tara quipped.

“I am thankful,” Wayne admitted. “Your ancestors honor me with their comprehensive efforts.”

He rubbed at his breastbone, still warm and sensitive from when he’d embraced her in the kitchen. He tried to tell himself the effect was solely about their conversation at the time, a signal of sorts from the fire nymph’s touch. Somewhere in the back of his mind a voice laughed at his determined ignorance.

The woman moved him, shifted something deep within him. He couldn’t keep kissing her, tempting as it was, without offering her some assurance of his good intentions. He couldn’t give those assurances without knowing if he would stay in this time when his task was done.

Everything hinged on two critical details. First, that they would triumph over Morgana’s plot and second, that Tara wanted him as much as he wanted her.

He was grateful when Nick showed them into a room with a peaked roof and plenty of light from the windows and the skylight. The view, the nearness to his element had him feeling better. “Again, my thanks,” he said, turning in a slow circle.

“This could be a painter’s studio,” Tara said, her wide eyes full of delight. “I envisioned the hideout at the end of that passage to be dark.”

Nick winked at Wayne. So his squire had shared all of his secrets. Best not to keep more from Tara if he hoped for the same candor in return. “My vision and power are fueled by good light and open sky. Morgana’s power is rooted to the earth,” he explained. “Putting this in the basement would have been a detriment and made me less effective.”

“Let’s get started,” Nick said before Tara could react. He gingerly drew the contents from the envelope. Several old papers were carefully unfolded and separated from their protective layers. “If the solstice is her target time, we have to work fast.”

He and Tara listened as Nick explained the various maps and documents. Perusing the maps of leylines and comparing those mystical energy currents to the pockets of dense city growth fascinated him. The page of instructions handed down from his original squire reiterated that his confidence in Peter had not been misplaced after all, despite his broken vow.

Standing beside her, Wayne knew of Tara’s every breath. He appreciated her astute questions and her fiery grit. The woman enthralled him, and uncertain how much time he might have with her, he intended to treasure every minute.

He watched her while she was engrossed with her cousin’s recitations. He’d met her only yesterday and already he was a changed man. Affected in ways he could not describe adequately. Not the least of which was this flutter of hope under his breastbone. Arthur had been wise to prepare him for the worst. For failure. Except this unimaginable world, this captivating woman felt like an undeserved reward.

No, he would not have been pleased at all if the squire had taken lethal action against the woman bearing his first son. Such an unjust tragedy would surely have loosed some other terror into the world.

“It’s all in the balances,” he murmured.

“What’s that? Where?” Tara frowned at the maps, searching for some symbol on the page to fit his interruption.

“Something I learned in Avalon.”

Her eyes glinted with the bright curiosity that charmed him. “Someday I want to hear all about that.”

He hoped the day would come when he could share that with her. “I studied there so I would be better prepared for any eventuality,” he said to Nick.

“I know.” Nick cracked his knuckles, his gaze on the maps. “Peter studied there too,” he said.

The revelation startled Wayne and, judging by her sharp gasp, it surprised Tara as well. “Did he tell you how he found the island?”

“That part of the story wasn’t shared with me,” Nick admitted. “Or with anyone from what I can tell. I’ve searched before.”

Wayne recalled his only visit with perfect clarity. “Chances are Peter never knew how he stumbled upon Avalon, only that access was granted to him when he needed it.” He wondered if the island still existed in any form. Tara said it was only legend now. Perhaps it had mystically drifted away amid changing beliefs and overflowing humanity. Should he fail here, would the Lady of the Lake have another option? He didn’t want to take that chance. Though two other knights had answered Arthur’s summons, he had no way of knowing how they fared.

Nick, sensing his discomfort, directed their attention back to the map showing the leylines crisscrossing the world. “Based on what the two of you described last night and the limited time, I think we should focus our search in Manhattan.”

“The witch attacked us here in Brooklyn,” Tara reminded him. “She was less than a block from the pub. We can’t afford to miss her.”

“There is a strong line running near the pub,” Wayne said, his finger tracing the faded mark over the outlines of water and land.

“Yes,” Nick agreed. “Stronger currents converge in a nexus on Manhattan.” He indicated the point with his finger. “See this line?” His finger hovered over the spot. “It tracks right back to Arthur’s kingdom.”

“Not just his kingdom, the valley where I confronted Morgana.” Wayne deliberated over the more modern maps, noting details of changed borders and new names for places he’d known. “It cannot be coincidence.”

He shifted the maps around to show Nick and Tara the cave where he’d bound Morgana. “Peter and I camped near here that last night.” He swallowed the surprising rush of emotion. “Sterling and I attacked at dawn, using the time when I am strongest. We fought all day before getting close enough to cast the binding spell.”

“Then what?” Nick asked.

“I do not know.” That was the last thing he remembered about that day. About his old life. “Either we made it out, or Peter came in and dragged us out.”

“When I went for the maps, I searched through the journals we have. There’s no documentation of those immediate hours afterward.”

“How can that be?” Tara flared her hands wide. “Those details could be important. You said you’ve been trained for generations for this scenario. We’ve both heard the family ‘legends’ since birth. Why are these key points missing?”

“For your protection,” Wayne answered. He straightened up and stepped back from the table, his head rapping lightly into an angled beam overhead. The bump made him more aware of how little he fit into this new world.

“The dagger I used in the spell was blood-bound to Peter.” Wayne had learned those sorts of precautions with magic at his sister’s knee. A strong foundation the priestesses in Avalon had built upon. “Speaking or documenting all of the details would have created more risk and increased the odds that any descendants or students of the cult would learn the truth.”

“Then all of the O’Malleys are in danger. That’s why you didn’t want any family at the pub.”

“No.” Wayne couldn’t look at Tara. “That was so the witch couldn’t use them against you.” He braced for her temper, but it was too late to hold back anything now. If the worst happened to him in the coming fight, she and her cousin would need the information to train the next generation how to stand against the looming evil. “If the young witch is dug in, if the cult is as strong in this century as it was in the past, only you are in grave danger, Tara. The dagger is blood-bound solely to the proper owner.”

Nick whistled. “You were a careful bastard weren’t you?”

“I tried to be,” Wayne said. “Yet the cult survives.”

“You’re sure the woman - the witch - you saw on the street last night is the leader?” Tara asked.

“As sure as I can be at this point,” he said. “The tattoos we saw, her skills with magic, and the way she disabled me on the street. Even your dream. If she is not the strongest, I fear the battle is already lost.”

Tara blew out a breath, the shadows under her eyes standing out against her fair skin. “A cult that believes in Morgan Le Fey hiding in plain sight in Manhattan,” Tara said. “Un-freakin-believable.”

“Not exactly plain sight,” Nick grumbled. “You know the city history as well as I do,” he said to Tara. “She could be right on the nexus, or have found a tunnel route to it.”

“She would be as close as possible,” Wayne said. “The power there would be intoxicating.” He glanced down at his hound, knowing the bond there was deeper than function or a lifetime of shared experience and training. The magic pulled them as effectively as magnetic forces, keeping them linked, fueling their need to stay linked. “A power source is a double-edged sword. It feeds, and nourishes even as it becomes a vulnerable spot.”

“All right. We can work with that,” Nick said. “My guess is you came through a portal on this leyline.” He tapped the modern map once more. “Factoring the quick response to your appearance, and investigation of the theft, I’m guessing she is holed up at the very center of the nexus and using it to her advantage.” He unfolded a colorful piece of paper and spread it flat on the table. “This is a tourist guide for Manhattan proper. Between the dead bodies and the archives, I went by the corner where you spotted her last night. The trail was subtle, but I followed it straight to Times Square before I lost it completely.”

Tara gawked at her cousin. “You can track magic?”

“A little,” Nick replied with a smirk. “What? You have your family responsibilities, I have mine.”

Wayne was more impressed than ever with all Peter had done in preparation. “To release Morgana, she will go underground, straight to the nexus. She will need every power boost available to break the spell.”

“Can she do it without my blood?”

“I am sure she’ll try. There are many powers greater than mine,” Wayne said. “Though my intentions were specific, it’s not impossible for her to circumvent them.”

Tara shook out her hair and pinned it back up again. Leaning forward, she pursed her lips as she studied the tourist map. “There are subways near the nexus. We can start our search there.”

“I can,” Nick and Wayne said in unison.

“You must stay out of sight,” Wayne added. “Behind the protective wards your cousin created here. If she knew your blood was essential, she wouldn’t have been focused on me. Should she learn the truth, that your blood will break the spell, we’ve lost the war before the battle begins.”

Tara’s foot tapped a staccato beat against the wood floor. “I’m not sitting in some proverbial ivory tower waiting for news of your triumph,” she said. “I’ll go with you or I’ll go in spite of you.”

“Easy there, killer,” Nick crooned. “I have a few ideas.” He gently moved the ancient documents aside and unrolled a new stack of oversized papers. “These are the building blueprints for a three block radius around the nexus.”

“Holy cow, Nick.” Her auburn eyebrows winged up in surprise. “That takes thorough to a new level.”

“Our best chance to catch her is to drop a net over the nexus quickly,” Nick said.

Wayne nodded. “We can divide the search area into three segments -”

“Thank you for not leaving me out.”

Wayne stopped and stared at her. How could she believe he’d take a chance with her life? “Three,” he repeated. “Nick, Sterling, and me.”

“Then four of us covers more territory faster.” She crossed her arms over her chest and he had to drag his eyes back to her face.

“You’ll stay here.” Couldn’t she see the sense in that? “If the witch captures you, we’re done for.”

She sniffed. “I will not be left out. Talk some sense into him, Nick. I can hold my own.”

“Again, I say, easy.” Nick’s sharp tone put an end to her bickering. “My plan wasn’t just a search, but a trap for the cult.”

“I like that.” Tara’s eyes glittered with anticipation. “When do we start?”

“You will not use her to bait your trap,” Wayne warned. He locked gazes with Nick across the table.

“Not a chance,” Nick agreed. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought since you showed up and I think I know where to start. If I’m wrong, we can regroup and redirect quickly enough.” He rubbed at the lines etched into his forehead. “Aunt Siobhan has agreed to help me out.”

“My mom did what?”

“She and I will visit various hotels posing as mother and son looking for a rehearsal dinner venue and an accommodations package for a wedding.”

“You really think the witch and her cult are hiding in a hotel?” Wayne asked. Though he had little understanding of this era, such a public place seemed far too easy to be detected.

Nick nodded. “It gives her the perfect cover. Employment and facilities for her followers, access to every resource, and a steady cash flow. There are several properties near the nexus that have been privately owned since the city was founded.”

“If you are so sure, why don’t we just march in there, take her out, and call it done?”

Silently, Wayne seconded Tara’s question.

“Because if we guess incorrectly, she has the advantage again,” Nick answered. “Much as Wayne did in the past, I want to eradicate her now instead of later.”

“We know my arrival was noticed. You were with me at that time. The witch or her followers may recognize you.”

“I’m not exactly helpless,” Nick said. “But thanks for the concern.”

Seeing the battle gleam in Nick’s eyes, Wayne believed him. Trusted him. The young man had certainly proved his resourcefulness time and again since Wayne had arrived. “What shall we do while you are out there?” he asked.

“I want the two of you to learn the name of the witch leading this cult, and find out if she’s your long-lost cousin or something.”

The request startled Wayne almost as much as Nick’s full knowledge of the rotted branch of his family tree. He’d been asleep, presumed dead by all concerned, for centuries. He had no idea how the cult had survived. “How am I to do that?”

“You knew the cult at its beginning. Don’t try and claim you didn’t know the primary players, the alliances, and who brought the coin. You trained on Avalon. I’m sure you have special gifts beyond the resources we have protected for just this contingency.”

Wayne closed his eyes against the hard challenge on Nick’s face. Sterling’s vision gave him a good view of the room and the shared glance between the O’Malley cousins. Was he really going to use his magic against another relative? It seemed no matter how far he traveled, his mother found a way to be right.

“You know her name is essential to finishing this. When your gifts and the printed records here run dry, Tara’s computer skills will be more than enough, I’m sure.”

Wayne looked to Tara. Her gaze slid to the full bookshelves lining the walls under the eaves. There was nothing to do but get started.

***
Tara gave Nick a goodbye hug, more than a little worried he was diving into stormy seas without a lifeline. “Please be careful,” she whispered at his ear. “And bring my mom back safely.” What that woman had done to Wayne from across a crowded street still sent chills down her spine. “She’s dangerous.”

“I know.” Nick gave her shoulders a squeeze. “You be careful here too, okay?”

The gravity in his voice startled her. At every turn, she realized her cousin’s branch of the family had carried the greater burden. Yes, she was the latest O’Malley charged with protecting an invaluable relic, but Nick’s side had protected so much more.

Insecurity and doubt tapped a merry dance through her head as Nick’s footsteps faded to silence in the secret stairway.

Behind her Wayne cleared his throat. “I do not know where to start,” he said in a voice rough with uncertainty.

She turned and tenderness swamped her. Shoulders slumped, one hand splayed over Sterling’s head, Wayne looked absolutely lost. Fragile, despite his build and obvious strength. The man had mysteriously traveled though time to complete a 1500-year old mission. Other than his strange accent, which was fading, and his outdated ideas about society, he’d stepped into her time without much of a hitch. He’d deconstructed a crime scene and shown a tremendous capacity for adaptation during his every encounter in her world.

Now, ordered to think back to his own time, he was stumped.

“Start wherever you like,” she suggested. “I’m going downstairs for my tablet.”

“Not alone.”

Her eyes wanted to roll and she bit back a sharp retort about her independence. “The house is safe.” She gave him a smile. “Sterling can be my escort. You look for something that feels familiar. I - we - will be back momentarily.”

At his nod, the greyhound moved to her side. It felt wrong to leave Wayne with that world-weary expression and worry tugging at his eyebrows, so she and the dog hustled back into the main part of the house. She considered making a pot of tea and decided against it. No reason to leave her poor knight alone any longer than necessary.

Her knight? A couple of sizzling kisses didn’t exactly give her exclusive rights to him, but thinking about her world without him now that they’d met made her shiver. Gawain the Gallant had been her ultimate fantasy date when she was an awkward teenager. Not just because of her fascination with medieval legends and vivid dreams. The stories of his quests, his feats of valor and his acts of kindness created an ideal the boys around her couldn’t possibly live up to.

The only person happy with her lack of a social life had been her overprotective father. Imagining her dad’s reaction if she brought Wayne home for Sunday dinner made her laugh out loud.

Then she sobered. Even if he agreed to such a ludicrous suggestion, she had no idea what would happen to him - or to her - when they were done with this. Better not think about that. They had enough trouble bearing down on them with this whole witch on a power trip thing. With Sterling on her heels, she quickly gathered her tablet, three bottles of water, a bag of pretzels, and a bowl for the dog. The sooner this was over, the sooner her other questions would be answered.

When she returned, Wayne was sitting at the table, hunched over an open book, a short stack of other books near his elbow. He didn’t spare her a glance, though he muttered a thank you for the water she offered him.

That’s when it hit her. He hadn’t thrown himself into the research the moment she’d left, he’d been watching her through that magic bond he had with the dog. “You’re a phony,” she accused lightly.

His head snapped up and his blue eyes swept over her. “That is not a compliment.”

She ignored the little shiver she got from those mesmerizing eyes. “Not really. But it’s not an insult either,” she said. “You’re sitting there pretending to work while you’re watching my every move through Sterling.”

With his hair tugged back, she could see embarrassment or shame staining the tips of his ears. “You must be protected at all costs,” he said. “Your life hangs in the balance thanks to a spell I cast.”

It was only the two of them and he hadn’t moved, yet the room seemed to shrink. Her body heated as if they were inches apart rather than the long length of the table. In her ears she heard an echo of her pounding heart. There was no possible way she could hear his heart from this distance. No way that didn’t involve a magical link of some kind. She cleared her throat and forced her gaze to a point where the view wasn’t full of a hunky knight from King Arthur’s Round Table.

“What was he like?” she asked.

“The hound?”

“No.” She bit her lip. His eyes tracked the move. “My mind’s jumping all over the place. Sorry.” She felt the blush rise in her cheeks and hoped repeating the question would distract him. “What was King Arthur like?”

Wayne’s eyes widened before his face relaxed into a wistful smile. “Dedicated. Understanding. Battle-tested. His views on peace, justice,” Wayne swallowed, “and equality made his enemies think he could be overthrown easily.”

“You were close?”

“We were friends long before my pledge to become a knight.” She could see Wayne’s heart and mind had traveled back to his time. His fingertips absently traced the edges of the book in his hands. The skin at the back of her neck reacted as if he’d touched her.

So much for the theory that a history lesson would relieve her inappropriate fixation with him. “Why did you agree to something as impossible as this?”

Sterling wandered over and laid his chin on Wayne’s thigh. How silly she was to envy that easy, personal contact and intimate bond. She’d never let herself that close to anyone. She’d been happier with the fantasies in her dreams.

“He needed me,” Wayne replied. “Few, even in that era, would understand or accept the assignment he proposed. It has come to pass just as he said. Rooting out Morgana requires far more than valor and heart.”

“It requires strong magic.”

Wayne nodded. “To say it plainly, yes.”

“There were more of you?”

“Arthur invited three of us to the first and only meeting. We all know he considered himself the fourth.”

“He led by example.”

“No. He denied himself that role for this quest.” Wayne closed the book and set it aside with an exasperated sigh. “I fear your cousin expects me to know more than I do.” He reached for the next book on the top of the stack.

She didn’t fight the change of subject. “He expects us to try our best.”

“While he is out there alone against her.”

“He’s not alone.”

“Because the O’Malleys are so numerous.” His smile erased any resentment from the comment.

She laughed. “You and I should both be more grateful for numerous O’Malleys. In this case I meant Nick has many friends who can help him find the cult. And my mom is rather formidable.” She raised a hand when he opened his mouth to argue. “Before you lecture me about privacy and discretion, remember Nick is a cop. His job is to uphold the law. He’ll find a way to get the information we need without putting anyone in danger.”

Wayne opened the book while he held her gaze. “Numbers won’t intimidate this woman. She is powerful.”

“So you’ve said.” Tara had seen it firsthand. She plugged in her tablet and took the chair at the opposite end of the table. “Let’s hope that makes her easy to find.”

“What will you do with your machine?”

“It’s called a tablet,” she informed him gently. “There are programs and websites that can help us trace family ancestry.”

“Backward or forward, matters little.” Wayne grunted, his face a mask of skepticism. “We don’t know who she is or who she came from.”

“We know she must be tied to one of the family-owned hotels,” Tara said, warming to the idea. “We know she has deep ties to the cult and ancient lore.” She massaged her fingers as she decided where to start her search. “She’s not some runaway who got lost in the system.”

“All right.” Wayne leaned back in the chair, his head tipped back.

“You keep reading and I’ll let you know if I stumble onto something.” It took a substantial effort to keep her mind on the search and her eyes on the results on her screen as they set to work. He made a far more interesting study than long lists of names and corporations.

On a heavy sigh, Wayne closed one book and reached for another. He read for hours, turning pages, pacing back and forth with books in hand. He read the last book of the stack in the chair and when he closed it, he folded his elbows on the table and rested his head on his forearms.

“Any progress?”

“Little.” He didn’t bother looking at her. “My eyes ache. It seems Peter preserved my original notes on the families we were sure supported Morgana and those we had doubts about. Generations of O’Malleys continued the effort.”

So why wasn’t he volunteering a name? “Then this should be easy. Give me a name and I’ll see if it corresponds to anything I’ve got here.”

That earned his full attention and his eyes sparked at the challenge. “Names can be changed through marriage or simply by deception. We can’t convict an entire family for one person falling to Morgana’s influence. We were careful not to do that in my time, a few of us anyway, and I believe this world is even more progressive.”

“You’d be surprised,” she said under her breath. “I understand we’re trying not to judge harshly, but we need to find her quickly,” she added at his arch glance. “I thought we were past the point where you kept secrets.”

He flattened his palm on the stack of books. “There were surely children born into the cult. I saw youngsters as I tracked them. None are identified by name or parentage in these notes.”

“Yet the witch who attacked you resembled her. Genes don’t lie.”

“Illusions do.”

“Okay.” She waited for an explanation. It didn’t come. She couldn’t imagine being asked to arrest or harm one of her relatives and he might be asked to do it twice. “Did your parents support your goal to be a knight?” For a moment she thought he would storm right out of the room at the change of topic.

“My parents are irrelevant, Tara.”

She’d struck yet another nerve. Backing off, she returned to her search of any name listed in the same articles as Morgana. She cross-referenced those names with the families tied to the biggest hotels in Manhattan. So far none of the dots connected. She peeked at her phone, troubled that Nick had yet to send an update.

“My apologies.” He stood up and came to her end of the table. Rather than take a chair, he leaned against the edge and stretched out his long legs, crossing them at the ankle.

“Like most boys, I was sent away to be fostered at an early age. That is how I became Arthur’s brother. He is my real family.”

“Brothers in arms,” she said quietly. God, he was beautifully made. She wanted to mold her hand to that strong thigh under the perfect fit of his jeans.

“Brothers in all the ways that matter,” he said. “Fostering with Arthur was my first experience with a happy home.”

“Well that’s good.” It sounded like the right thing to say, though she was having trouble focusing. He’d mentioned a sister, one who supported his magic and had given him Sterling, but she wouldn’t push him. He didn’t owe her any explanations and making him share wasn’t fair to either of them when he might not be around long.

She shook off another bout of melancholy at that thought and resumed her search. She tried to smile as she raised her eyes to meet his gaze. He’d bolt if he knew how she craved another kiss. Considering how times had changed, he might faint if she admitted she wanted so much more than kisses.

“Tell me what you found about the people involved with the cult,” she said, getting them back on track.

He listed names and she searched genealogies. After two more hours and no conclusive progress, she turned off her tablet and pressed her hands to her dry eyes. “It shouldn’t be this difficult.”

“Are you well, Tara?”

“Sure. I just need a break.” She stood up and rolled her tense shoulders. “Let’s go downstairs and eat. This whole mess is too strange. For both of us.”

“Agreed.”

The sexy man following her down a secret staircase, combined with their overwhelming task of finding the witch’s name, twisted her belly into knots. “It just hit me, how impossible all of it is,” she said when they reached the kitchen. “You being here... is that permanent?”

“I have no idea. The spell I cast was specific to containing Morgana. All of this is beyond my ken.”

“What do you think will happen?”

He sagged into a chair. “I must believe that we will stop her.”

“After that.” She surveyed the refrigerator for options to keep her eyes off him.

“As I said, I have no idea. Does it matter?”

Was that hope she heard in his voice? “No,” she said too quickly. Closing the fridge, she pulled the tie from her hair and massaged her scalp for a moment. What had gotten into her? Something about their search had made her inexplicably edgy. It was more than being cooped up with her fantasy and not being able to touch him.

“It’s taking too long. Nick should’ve called. We should have a name.”

“You wanted to stop and eat.”

“I know,” she snapped. “Sorry. It’s not your fault.” She pressed a hand to her belly. “It feels wrong in my gut.”

He stood up, the concern in his eyes calming her a little. “Intuition is important.” He laid his hands on her shoulders and gently turned her around. “What are you thinking?” He sank his thumbs into the knotted muscles of her neck and shoulders.

“So many things,” she said on a wistful sigh.

“Start with the first one.”

She started with the first thought pertaining to their search. “The spell you cast was designed to wake you in the event of Morgana’s return?”

“Yes.”

Her mind cycled through the information again and again. Nick was counting on them to find a lead. “Why would a woman like the witch who attacked us want to raise Morgana?”

His hands stilled for a moment. “Go on.”

“Morgana lusted after power, right?”

“Yes.”

“The witch in my dream does too.” Tara twisted around to face him, regretting it the minute his hands fell away. “What we’ve seen her do, we know she has serious skills.”

“What are you saying?”

“Women can be catty. When people get power they usually don’t want to share it. Would Morgana have invited a woman of equal or superior skill into the cult?”

His eyes went wide as he caught her meaning. “No.”

“But you’re here so Morgana is somehow a threat. I’m guessing one witch is trying to use the other.”

“Morgana was notorious for manipulation,” Wayne said. “We knew she had taken her own precautions against our attempts to subdue her.”

“And if today’s witch is the instigator wanting to tap her ancestor’s power?”

“She’s doomed to fail. I don’t believe Merlin himself could separate the powers from the person.”

Given a chance when this was over, she’d quiz him nonstop about the people he’d known who, until now, were mythical characters to her. “Following that logic, if the modern witch is somehow Morgana’s descendant would that give an advantage to either of them?”

“Let me think on it while we eat.”













Eleven






Wayne had barely tasted the meal, though his body was grateful for the fuel. His mind still reeled from Tara’s theory. As he walked the dog, he hoped the fresh air would clear his head. And if not that, he hoped for some sign of the witch or her subordinates.

He knew how to fight, with arms and spells, and he needed to release some of this pent up energy. His body longed for the lush redhead inside. As mistakes went it would be huge.

Returning to the house, he forced his mind back to their dilemma and traipsed back up the secret stairs to join Tara. “Any word from Nick?

She shook her head without looking at him. She was squinting at the tablet picture. Monitor, he corrected himself. He didn’t like how hard she pushed herself on his behalf. Granted, her life was on the line, but he knew this wasn’t a selfish effort. Tara was a fighter. She was tough and strong and determined.

And the prettiest woman he’d met. Her hair smelled of lemons and her skin was rose-petal soft. He wanted to take her in his arms and forget all of this existed. Except she wouldn’t let that happen. “Have you found something?”

She made a disgusted sound he took as ‘no’.

“I’ve been thinking. Morgana would have hidden any children. For both her safety and theirs.”

Tara faced him, her lips parted in shock. “Are you saying you would have killed her babies?”

Wayne heard the anguish in the whispered query. “I will not insult you with an excuse,” he confessed, wishing his answer could be different. “While I myself never did such a thing, I cannot say I would not have done. Morgana was barely human by the time I cast that binding spell. Anger and bitterness had twisted her into an evil creature bent on destruction and control.”

Wayne’s chest ached when she looked at him as though he was a stranger again. “I will not lie to you, Tara. About the past or the present.”

“Thank you.”

He wanted to take her in his arms and show her the man he always wanted to be, but this wasn’t the right time. There might never be a right time for him.

“This witch who sent the thief wields a power that does not match her age. I discounted it as illusion at first. There must be more to it. In those moments on the street, she cast a spell far too effective for a stranger. Being Morgana’s descendent, having access to my family history, would explain a great deal.”

Tara stood up and paced away from him. She turned on her heel, retraced her steps. “How do we start any kind of search? You said the records Peter kept didn’t account for kids.”

“He went to Avalon for some reason.” He picked up one of the oldest record books. “Any child known to be Morgana’s would be watched closely for signs of her darkness.” Just as his mother had watched him, expecting the worst in every circumstance.

She stopped, her lips slowly curving into a disarming smile. “God bless the foster system.”

As she hurried to her chair, he brought over the second book, pointing out the family names and foster children he thought were the right age. He liked her sharp mind and the way she persistently chose inquisitiveness over fear. She held a healthy respect for magic she didn’t quite understand, but she didn’t let it stop her. From the moment he’d met her, he’d been curious, attracted, and plagued by the slow burn beneath his breastbone.

It was half past ten and they’d completed exhaustive research on two family trees, when he realized they still had not heard from Nick. “I should have sent my hound along.”

Tara snorted. “Sterling makes an interesting spy, I’m sure.” She gazed fondly at the sleeping hound. “My mother and Nick will be fine.”

“You aren’t worried she’ll be recognized?”

“Not a bit. Even if the witch somehow figures it out, Mom was never the heir to the dagger,” Tara reminded him. “That came from my father.” Her auburn eyebrows snapped into a frown. “Do you think me being the first girl to inherit has something to do with this?”

“No.”

“You don’t have to say what you think I want to hear.”

“I have given the matter some thought,” he assured her. “This would have happened to one of you eventually. It’s a wonder it’s taken this long.”

“Well, I think it must be related,” she declared. “And being so close to the solstice is important.” She drank deeply from the bottle of water and licked her lips.

Wayne cleared his throat, seeking a better path for his wandering thoughts.

“What if that building she used is significant too?”

Tara clearly wasn’t as distracted as he was. He watched her fingers fly across the keyboard attached to her machine. Tablet. Every lithe movement enchanted him. It was a small dance, unusual and lovely as she adjusted this or that, peered at her monitor and then started again.

His ears buzzed and his palms itched to touch her again. He yearned to hold her close and take another taste from that wide, luscious mouth. He took in a slow breath and it stuttered in his chest.

“Here we go!” Her eyes sparkled when she faced him. “Well? Aren’t you going to ask?”

Ask what? Would she let him kiss her, let him uncover all the secrets of her exquisite body if he asked? “I beg your pardon?”

“Don’t you want to know about the building? This may be the name Nick needs.” She picked up her phone and tapped quickly on the small device.

“Of course.” He snapped his fingers for Sterling, needing the anchor the hound provided to maintain his composure. While he rubbed at the dog’s long neck, he prompted her to explain. “Please.”

“Nick said that building where we saw her sits on a leyline, remember? I’ve been on the neighborhood council for a while now. It just dawned on me that the building has been family-owned almost as long as we’ve owned the pub.” Her shoulders quaked. “The current owner is listed as Collette Fairchild. It’s creepy to think she might have been watching us all this time.”

“Do you think she is here, rather than in Manhattan?” If so, he and his hound could go right now and reclaim the dagger, putting an end to all of this.

“No, I wouldn’t second-guess Nick. He knows way more than I do.” Her fingers started moving again. “I’m taking a deeper look now. Give me a minute.” She jerked back from the screen. Gingerly she turned it his way. “What do you think?”

“That is her.” Wayne had heard and seen enough.

Tara resumed her work while he considered the best strategy. The building was a few blocks away. “We should look around this building while your cousin searches Manhattan.” He stood, eager to get moving. With any luck he would find a fight big enough to sap his energy and burn away his lust for Tara. He had no business crossing that line with her.

“We?” She jumped to her feet. “Great! We’ll put a leash on Sterling and take a walk. It’ll be perfect.”

“It isn’t safe for you to go with me.”

“What?” She folded her arms over her chest. “I’ll say this one last time, mister. I’m not sitting this out.”

“You’ve done excellent work. You have a name, a real lead for Nick and me to track down. If Collette is here or in Manhattan, we’ll roust her.”

“Sit down,” Tara said, pointing at the chair beside hers. She sat down and pointed to the monitor again. “If I’m not going you’re not going. Let me show you what I mean.”

He didn’t want to get closer to the warm scent of her skin or the tempting silky gloss of her hair. This was the most inappropriate time to have these needs and feelings clawing in his gut.

As if he understood, Sterling wedged between them while the images on the screen flashed by too quickly for him to comprehend. “I’ve been searching for criminals sporting the black horse tattoo. There are two lowlifes with the cult tattoo who’ve been arrested in Brooklyn. The home address is Collette’s building.”

“More reason to go now,” he said. “I can interrogate them about the witch.” Overlooking any source of information could prove disastrous.

“This is how searches are supposed to go,” she said. “The building was a store at one point, later converted to offices and apartments. Ownership never changed from the original family. A matriarchal family who emigrated a year after we did.”

“Following you,” he said murmured.

“Yup.” She swiped something and the picture changed again.

Wayne jerked back. “That woman looks remarkably like Morgana too.”

“I agree.” She sighed and laced her fingers in her lap, her knuckles going white. “You can’t go in there alone. The dagger is my responsibility.”

“You did not fail,” he said quietly, seeing the real problem lurking in her eyes. He knew failure firsthand. “As I said, any descendant of Morgana with terrible intentions would have tracked you down eventually.” He stroked the soft ears of his hound. “It is why I am here. The Brooklyn building gave her access to you and your family. We must hope Nick finds a hotel with direct access to a nexus of leylines in Manhattan.”

“If she knows so much, Wayne, why didn’t she take me at the same time?”

A vision filled his mind of the terrible things that could happen if the witch understood the full measure of the connection between O’Malley blood and the dagger. “We must be grateful they don’t know everything yet. It gives us a marginal advantage.”

“Doing us no good without access to either her or the place she plans to execute the spell to release Morgana. Her idol. Her grandmother many times over.”

His jaw clenched. “Your cousin will find her, thanks to you.” And he wanted to get out there and find any information about the cult.

On a muttered curse, Tara closed her tablet again. “Don’t ask me to let you go out there alone.”

He opened his mouth to deny her when her small phone rang.

“Nick,” she explained, taking the call immediately.

He watched her face, expecting dread or worry and seeing a sharp glint of excitement. He wondered if his eyes did that when he prepared for a fight he knew he could win. Impatient, he couldn’t decipher anything from her curt side of the conversation. “What did he find?” he demanded the moment she set the device on the table.

“He was already on the right track. He’s holed up across the street from the hotel where Collette Fairchild has a permanent suite. He’s convinced it’s her center of operations. My mom is out of the way and he’s invited us - all three of us - to spring a trap and find our way inside.”

Wayne was already out of his seat. “Let’s go.”

She was laughing as she called for a car and found her shoes, coat, and gloves. “Eager for action?”

“My patience has worn thin after 1500 years.”

“Good.” She held open the back door and let Sterling out first. She set the physical locks and Wayne handled the magical wards. It wouldn’t do to give away their hideout to Collette. He draped a vague glamour over the three of them as they waited near the gate for the taxi.

Moments later, the car arrived and he was able to relax and conserve his strength.

Traffic posed no problem at this hour. Tara laid her palm over his knee to stop his tapping heel. “Nerves,” he said by way of apology.

She smiled and leaned over, brushing his lips with a feather-light kiss. His tension drained away under her touch. Only his oldest sister had shown care for him despite the magic in his blood. He’d never dared expose his secrets to another woman of any class. His mother had taught him better than that.

“Tara,” he began, waiting for her full attention. “When we are done with this, we need to talk.”

Should this be his only time with such a remarkable, accepting woman, he wanted to make the most of it.

***
Tara left her hand on Wayne’s knee, grateful for the cover of darkness. She kept telling herself the contact was meant to comfort him. She hoped he couldn’t tell how his much his warmth and unfailing strength affected her.

A silly concern. He had some idea of her feeling since she kept kissing him. The memory of this morning had her fingers flexing into his thigh and she concentrated on easing back slowly to disguise the jolt of sexual need coursing through her.

“What changes do you like best?” She rolled her eyes at the dumb question.

“Bathrooms. I do miss the clear air of an open countryside,” he replied.

A very Wayne answer, she thought, without dwelling on why she felt like she knew him. The dreams probably. Those whimsical adventures in her sleep had been based on homegrown fairy tales. Somewhere along the line her grandpa must have told her what he looked like and she’d filled in the details as she’d grown up. He was so much better in person.

“Thank you for coming all this way to help us,” she whispered as the taxi crossed the Brooklyn Bridge into Manhattan.

“We have yet to succeed.”

“Like you, I believe.”

He stared at her, his gaze intent and his lips parted to speak until something changed his mind. “This passage over the river is remarkable.”

At the wistfulness in his voice, she studied the view, trying to see it as a tourist might. In his era the river would be a black swath reflecting the night sky rather than the man-made lights from the city. “I had dreams of kings and castles, knights and ladies, when I was little.” And long after, but she kept that to herself. “I used to love exploring the medieval gallery in any museum we visited.”

“Maybe you can take me, should we have the time.” He covered her hand with his and aimed a meaningful glance at the cabbie.

Let him listen, Tara thought. They weren’t saying anything too revealing or weird. “I think we’d both enjoy that.” If only she knew how long they’d have once the threat was neutralized. She couldn’t work up the courage to ask.

“Back to business,” she said as she paid the fare when they reached the hotel where Nick was waiting. She joined the men and the dog on the sidewalk and brought up the rear of their small parade as Nick led them into a side entrance. In the elevator he filled them in on his latest theory.

“It’s just what I thought. The hotel is basically a shelter for the cult.” He stopped talking when the elevator doors parted and led the way to the room he’d booked for his stake out in silence.

“Aunt Siobhan was amazing,” he said when they were in his room.

“I bet.” Tara grinned at him. Her mother loved theater. “She went over the top didn’t she?”

Nick chuckled. “Yeah, but it was great. She cracks me up.”

“What is your plan?” Wayne interjected. “Can we lure Collette out of her hotel?”

Nick shook his head. “Too risky. I’d rather trail one or two of them and see if we can make them talk.”

“Nick,” Tara scolded. “What are you thinking?”

“I didn’t say torture them, I said talk,” her cousin defended his idea. “Look.” He led them to a laptop set up on the desk. “I’m using the city camera overlooking the kitchen and service entrance. I’ve counted seven people with a black horse symbol that matches the tattoo on their coats or backpacks since I’ve been here. We’re in the right place.”

“That’s not discreet at all.”

“Have you seen anyone with the symbol leave?” Wayne asked.

“Not yet, but they have to go home sometime.”

Tara stifled her impatience. “So we grab a stranger on their way home in the middle of the night?”

Her cousin ignored her. “They’re all coming from one subway access.”

“Her lair, the heart of her power is underground,” Wayne said. “We can follow them from there.”

“Agreed. Except they’ll spot you in a hurry.”

“I can disguise myself.”

“This close to her stronghold, she’ll sense any use of magic,” Nick said. “You’ll have to use a physical disguise.”

“What about the dog and me?” Tara asked.

“Together you should be fine.”

“My hound cannot block his connection to me.”

“That’s a risk I’ll take. We have to if we want more information on the cult itself. This could be our best chance to get inside.”

Tara read Wayne’s expression clearly. He wanted to take action on the cult leader, not the general membership. Still, a solid lead on the woman or her habits could be invaluable. “Tell us what to do,” she said.

It was nearly midnight when they were disguised and stationed around the subway station where the cult traffic seemed to be concentrated. Even at this hour in Manhattan the subway station did enough business that no one noticed them lurking. The plan was to identify someone from the cult, get them out of sight, ask a few questions, and get back to the brownstone with no one the wiser.

It didn’t take long before Nick sent her a text alert about two cult members heading their way and she signaled Wayne through Sterling. She glanced up from her magazine just long enough to see Nick trailing two average-looking men down the steps. She and Sterling moved into their path, and the men instinctively shifted closer to Wayne’s hiding place near a service door.

“Careful, lady. Get him away from us.”

“Sorry. We’re practicing train skills.” She pointed to the service dog in training vest on Sterling. “He won’t hurt you.”

She rambled on a bit more about the fictitious program while Nick moved into a cut-off position. One of the men reached into his jacket and Tara caught sight of a gun grip. She hoped Sterling caught it too and that Wayne understood what it was.

“I said get that dog away from me,” one man said.

“Gary, relax.” The other man put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. He gave Tara a gap-toothed half-smile. “He’s a cat guy.”

“Good for him,” Tara muttered, giving them more space now that Nick was past them.

Gary straightened his jacket, hiding the gun again. “Sorry, lady. It’s been a long day.”

“I get it.” She barely moved, forcing them toward Wayne’s position to get the space they wanted. The two men from the cult ignored her, unaware they’d been cut off from any escape route other than jumping the tracks.

Wayne, dressed as a homeless man, shuffled up behind the pair and asked for money. They started to brush him off and Tara was sure everything would be fine, until Gary’s eyes went wide and the other man’s jaw dropped.

“Holy shit! Gary, grab him.”

Wayne leaped back out of reach and the pair followed. Nick moved in behind the men as the warning bells sounded for the incoming train. Panicking, Gary pulled the gun and aimed it at Wayne. “You’re coming with us!”

“Easy, men,” Wayne said, his hands flared wide.

Tara watched, terrified as the simple plan went to hell. People around her were staring and raising cell phones and Wayne was in trouble. Gun versus sword was a lousy match up.

Sterling must have agreed with her. He surged at the end of the leash, pulling it from Tara’s grasp. “Sterling! My dog!” She shouted, scrambling after him to keep up the ruse.

Nick inserted himself between the scuffle and the rest of the people waiting on the platform. “What’s the trouble here?”

“Mind your business,” the gap-toothed man said. “Go on!” The pair forced Wayne back from the platform into the alcove and the service door, exactly where Nick wanted them to be. Neither of them saw Sterling bearing down on them.

The dog slammed into the gap-toothed man, knocking him into Gary. Startled, Gary pulled the trigger and the gun fired. One gunshot, then two more blasted across the platform. The screams rising behind Tara were swallowed by the squeal of brakes on the approaching train.

Tara skidded to a stop, staring helplessly at the tangle of bodies - four men and a dog - fighting for control of the handgun. Gary scrambled free, gun in hand, and shoved her aside as he raced for the tracks, squeezing into the gap and out of sight as the train arrived.

She had no idea if he made it or where he thought to go as Nick grabbed her hand and dragged her into the service room. She leaned against the locked door, looking for any sign of gunshot wounds. Satisfied, neither Wayne nor Nick were injured, she stepped up to her cousin. “You blocked the transit cameras,” she murmured, “but there were a few cell phones recording.”

“We’ll have to deal with it,” Nick grumbled. As Wayne held the gap-toothed man at arm’s length, Nick used zip ties to cuff his wrists behind his back and then secure him to the chain link fencing protecting the service equipment. “Give me a name,” Nick demanded.

“Gawain. How’s that one?” He sneered in Wayne’s direction.

Nick shoved the man hard in the shoulder. “Give me your name.”

“I’m not alone. They’ll come for me any minute.”

“They won’t find you,” Wayne said, his voice settled into a deep, threatening baritone. “I can make sure of it.”

Beside him, Sterling growled.

Tara sensed the magic in the air as Wayne called his power to the forefront. The blue of his eyes glowed deeply as they had in her office. Here though, his jaw clenched in a struggle she blamed on their underground location. With no way to help him, she just said a prayer.

Their prisoner grinned. “That will only bring them faster. It’s like a beacon. Thank you.”

“Tell us about Collette,” Nick began.

The man paled and fought at his restraints. “Shut up,” he screeched. “You can’t know that name. You’re not worthy to speak it.”

Tara nudged her cousin out of the way, deciding they might make faster progress with a friendlier approach. “We don’t want to hurt you, or any of your friends. She took something from me. I just want it back.”

The room rumbled, ceiling, walls and floors, as if a giant had picked it up and given it a shake. “That’s her,” Gap-tooth cried with a wild smile. “You’re all dead.”

Tara knew better than to blame the quaking room on another incoming train. As confirmation she saw Wayne and Sterling were braced for battle.

The door rattled against the lock and an eerie light seeped in between the door and the frame.

“Behind me,” Wayne shouted, shrugging off his tattered disguise and drawing his sword.

“Told you,” Gap-tooth sneered as the lock broke.

Collette entered on a gust of power as if she’d rehearsed every step on a movie set. Her cloak swelled and fell in an invisible breeze and her palms glowed with that same strange light. She personified intimidation, a skill she must have inherited along with her sharp, fey features and wild black hair.

Tara resisted Nick’s attempt to drag out her of the way. She didn’t know what she could do, she only knew she wouldn’t let Wayne and Sterling handle this bitch alone. Not after she’d hurt him so badly after the fight in the pub.

She stepped forward, drawing the witch’s full attention. “Give me back my dagger.”

“Oh, but darling, I’m not finished with it yet.”

“You’re a thief,” Tara accused. “Worse, you’re a coward forcing others to steal for you.”

Collette’s eyes flashed, her lips moved voicelessly, and Wayne swung his sword in an arc, blocking whatever spell the witch aimed at Tara.

“Give up your quest,” Wayne said, advancing. “You will fail now that I’ve found you.”

“Have you found me, then? I think the reverse is far more accurate” Her gaze darted to the man thrashing to get free of his restraints. “What have you told them?”

“Nothing, my lady.”

“Good boy.” Her attention returned to Wayne. “It’s a shame I must destroy you before we have a chance to catch up.”

“You are Collette Fairchild,” Wayne declared in a low voice filled with power. He swung the broadsword in a circle over his head. “You are playing with a darkness you cannot fathom.”

“I fathom just fine, my gallant foe.” Collette raised a hand to toss another spell at Wayne. Sterling and Tara moved as one to brace him, protect him, and the witch’s blast shifted at the last second to a different target.

The gap-toothed man smiled blissfully as Collette’s spell killed him.

“His blood is on your hands, Miss O’Malley. Name calling is deadly in my world.”

Wayne lunged to attack as Collette retreated in a cloud of smoke. Sterling blocked him while Nick and Tara grabbed at his arms.

“Live to regroup,” Nick said quietly as the dust settled around them.

“What about the man with the gun?” she asked Nick.

“Likely dead as well,” Nick replied. “By suicide or cult leader, it hardly matters now. Let’s get out of here.”

Nick, Wayne and Sterling surrounded her as her cousin led them first to the hotel garage and then drove a long, circuitous route back to the brownstone. No one spoke, giving her too much time to relive and analyze the gap-toothed man’s death.

Why would Collette put that murder on her? Knowing it was a mind game didn’t alter the fact that it was working. Tara felt responsible. She’d crossed a line, baiting Collette that way.  Wayne had been managing without her help.

Damn it, the dagger was her responsibility and it was up to her to recover it. “Were we followed?” Her voice trembled as Nick parked the car at the curb. “She has that place a few blocks away.”

“Doesn’t matter,” her cousin replied softly. “She can’t get in. Go on.”

She tripped as she stepped out of the car, and her knees wobbled, giving out. “I’m cold.”

Wayne scooped her into his arms. “Inside, now.”

“Was she hit?”

“I think…”

“Can we…”

Tara’s head swam and the voices faded into a blissful darkness where the world wasn’t shaking and a demented witch wasn’t blaming her for murder.













Twelve






Wayne knew a terror he’d never experienced while he sought to bring Tara out of the darkness Collette had cast her into. For the better part of two days, he and Nick had argued and studied and stood vigil in turns. Both of them understood modern medicine would do no good, yet neither of them knew who else to consult. For two days straight, Sterling spent every possible minute at her bedside, his silver-blue head on her pillow next to her vibrant red hair.

Tomorrow was the winter solstice. He’d fought with Nick repeatedly over which man would strike at Collette and where and how it should be done. They only agreed they couldn’t let her raise Morgana. Wayne sensed wisps of his aunt’s power each time he stepped outside with the dog.

Would killing Collette tomorrow be enough to stop Morgana and save Tara?

If he’d replayed that terrible scene in his head once, he’d done it a thousand times since her collapse. And a thousand times more with Nick. They had picked apart every word, every action and reaction in that horrible room.

No matter what they tried, Tara slept like the dead, her heartbeat sluggish and her breath shallow.

“Any change?” Nick asked from the doorway, returning Sterling to the room after a short walk.

Wayne shook his head and scratched at the whiskers on his chin. He flung out a hand and the books on the floor skittered further from him. “I read it all again. Nothing explains this.”

“Have you tried kissing her?” Nick asked.

“What?” Wayne felt guilty enough for the kisses they’d shared and worse for reliving them when he should be searching for a cure. There had to be help in one of these dusty old books.

“It’s a fairy tale thing,” Nick said. “The prince kisses the maiden, she wakes up, and they live happily ever after.”

“I’m not a prince,” Wayne groused. “And tales of fairies rarely end well for humans.” He wouldn’t be fit for anyone’s happily ever after, even if he could be sure he’d stick with this century once all threats from Collette and Morgana were eliminated.

“Nevermind. I’m just desperate,” Nick admitted. “Collette had you in her sights and diverted the spell to kill her own man.”

“She would have killed him anyway.”

“I know.” Nick came in and leaned against the foot of the bed, reaching out to rub Tara’s foot under the covers. “I can’t figure out how Tara got hit with anything.”

“The bitch lost control. It’s the only explanation.” Wayne stared at Tara’s still form, wishing Nick away so he could try kissing more than her hand. Maybe that was the key.

Sterling bumped up against him, then hopped onto the bed, gingerly nestling his long back to Tara’s side. Once more, Wayne was jealous of his hound.

This was his fault for not keeping the O’Malley heir out of harm’s way. “I never should’ve let her near Collette.”

“To be fair, we didn’t expect the witch to show up in person.”

“Of course we did,” Wayne countered. “Neither of us said the words but we knew it was possible. I suspect Tara knew it was possible.”

Nick grunted. “There’s a solution,” he insisted. “I gave you my account,” he continued, “I know you’ve seen it with Sterling’s eyes. What about searching from Tara’s view?”

Wayne recoiled. “Such a thing is beyond me. Trying it might make matters worse.” His powers were rooted in vision and sight. His training had been limited to what he and his hound could achieve in battle. His studies had been intense and sporadic until he’d entered Avalon for the sole purpose of learning to defeat Morgana.

“Try. We’ve got nothing to lose.” Nick picked up a book and thrust it at Wayne’s free hand. “I’ve been prepped for this my whole life, Gawain. I’ve had the luxury of studying your past with the wisdom and advice of my elders and the advantage of hindsight. You were careful and specific with your binding spell.”

“What are you saying?”

Nick’s face reddened. “I know damn well you wouldn’t have woken up unless your blood was invested as well. She’s the current heir.”

“And here, Collette cannot use her. She’s safe.”

“Try, damn it!” Nick shouted.

Sterling’s head came up, his ears perked, but he didn’t make a noise.

“Stalling won’t save her if you get killed tomorrow.” Nick swiped at the tears on his cheeks. “You know, she’s had dreams of the past, of you and your time since she was little. My dad documented it all in there.” He tossed a more modern book onto the bed. “Read it if it helps, but by all that’s holy, Gawain, grow a pair already and do what you can before we lose her.”

Wayne shook his head.

“Shit.” Nick yanked Wayne to his feet and plowed a fist into his jaw. “That’s it, isn’t it? You don’t want her to wake up. You want her to die so the spell is broken at last.”

Wayne took another punch, knowing he deserved far worse for even thinking such a thing. He’d been sent into the world to save innocent lives, not sacrifice them as Collette or Morgana would. Nick was wrong. Wayne had no intention of letting Tara die to break the binding spell, he just didn’t know how to get around Collette’s stronger magic.

“Deny it! Tell me that’s not what’s happening.” Nick pounded on Wayne, his voice cracking with grief. “You’re better than this. Find the solution.”

Wayne let the next hard shove and a wave of guilt push him back into the chair. He picked up Tara’s hand and squeezed it hard. He had nothing but the prayers of his desperate, broken heart to offer her.

With another colorful oath, Nick grabbed the modern notebook and flipped it open. “If you’re going to be a bastard, you’re going to know just what kind of treasure you’re refusing to save.”

“I won’t take a chance that will make things worse.”

“Shut up.”

Wayne leaned forward, elbows on knees, head in his hands while Nick read from the journals his father had kept on Tara’s life. It was agony. Nick’s voice drew a picture of a young, clever girl with a rare combination of grit to balance her fanciful nature. She had started dreaming at an early age and not of vague images blossoming from bedtime stories. No, her dreams were specific and a bewildering, inexplicable account of his last years in his time.

He reached for her hand, the fine bones dwarfed by both of his, as he tried to make sense of it. Make use of it. How could a woman centuries removed from his time and world, have such an intimate connection?

Wayne stroked her silky red hair behind her ear as Nick read on. The man’s father had kept remarkably detailed notes. Wayne found himself smiling at her childhood antics, bursting with pride at her various accomplishments, and wishing he’d been here to shoulder the burdens as life started to weigh on her.

He kissed the back of her hand, the knuckles of each finger, once more wishing for her lips. Closing his eyes, he thought back to the service room, replayed it from his view, and then from Sterling’s.

Collette wasn’t yet as strong as Morgana, but she had a terrible, natural talent. What had she done? What had he missed?

As Nick droned on, Wayne knew he should try to connect with Tara through his powerful vision. He couldn’t give up without at least one gentle attempt. The fallout would be worth it if he uncovered the clue that would break Collette’s spell. “Shut up,” he said to Nick. “I need to concentrate.”

“Finally.” Nick snapped the book closed. “How can I help?”

“When we were at the pub office,” Wayne said, “she touched me while I was scrying the scene. It left her vulnerable, though she healed quickly.” And the same healing spell failed him repeatedly now.

“She touched you in the service room too,” Nick said. “When Collette aimed her death ray.”

“No. Sterling did that.”

“They both did.”

Wayne’s stomach bottomed out with abject fear. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I thought you knew,” Nick said. “She was touching you. What does it mean?”

Maybe nothing. Taken out of context, it could be a coincidence. Woven amid the journal and the other facts since his arrival in Times Square, it was significant indeed.

“There is a blood bond in the spell,” he confessed. “Mine and hers. It’s possible something deeper occurred that I could not have predicted. In her effort to protect me, touching me at that moment, she must have absorbed Collette’s attempt to injure me. No wonder the witch put the burden of death on Tara.” He seethed at that dreadful insult. “It’s a miracle, a testament to Tara’s strength that she’s lived this long.”

“Fix it. Heal her,” Nick pleaded.

“I will.” He’d do his best anyway. “There’s a better chance now that I know where to start.” He sighed. There was no way to know if his best effort would be enough. So far, his best had resulted in one failure after another. “An Avalon priestess would be a big help.”

“We’re fresh out,” Nick said. “You can do this.”

The man’s belief bolstered Wayne’s confidence. “It’s possible what I must do will be another beacon to Collette.”

“Let her try and get through me.”

Wayne thought way back to the day he’d asked for Peter’s vow, grounding himself there in that moment. Then he reached out and placed a hand over Tara’s eyes. The other he rested on Sterling’s shoulder. Hopefully the dog would be either buffer or bridge as needed.

Wayne began with the images from the journal Nick had read, searching for a connection within Tara’s earliest dreams. He felt the energy swell and pop, similar to releasing protective wards on the doors. With one small success, it was all he could do to take it slowly, seeking each place where her dreams had found him centuries after he’d lived those moments.

One after another, he worked his way closer to the present, feeling her breathing change as she came along with him on the strangest walk of his life. There, sharing her view of their fight with Collette, he saw the problem.

It was as if she’d been struck by lightning and here, as he gently cast a healing spell, he felt it working immediately. “I’ve got her,” he whispered to Nick.

“Thank God.”

Tara’s chest rose and fell on a deep breath, then another. Wayne focused on that, then her heartbeat as it gradually picked up a better pace.

Caught between him and his hound, her body shuddered. Her hands fisted in his shirt as her eyelids fluttered and opened. “Wayne?”

Her voice was weak, but she was back. “I’m here.”

“Are you okay?”

“Yes.” The one syllable scraped his throat as relief swamped him. At last, he’d done something right in his life. He heard Nick sniffle before the door closed. “And now you are too.”

“What happened?”

“Hush.” He eased away from her, soaking up the view of her beautiful face as the color seeped back into her skin. “Be well, my love. Rest now.” He pressed his lips lightly to her forehead.

“Don’t go.” She reached for him, her fingers clutching his sleeve. “I don’t want to be alone.”

“Sterling’s here.” He moved her other hand to the dog’s ear. “You’re not alone.”

“I-I want you.”

“All right.” He stretched out beside her, sliding his arm beneath her head. “Rest now.” No force on earth would part him from her. She burrowed into his chest and for the first time in this century, Wayne slept contentedly.













Thirteen






Tara dreamed of her golden-haired knight, the friend she’d known better than herself all her life. The sun rose high overhead as they walked through her dreams in a warm, perfect day. He took her hand, his palm swallowing hers as they set out across a meadow filled with yellow and purple flowers. His strides were so long, she had to skip through the long grass to keep up.

Until he scooped her up, held her close to his natural heat in those big, capable arms. No witches or caves, no darkness on the horizon could hurt them here. He smelled of sandalwood soap and sunshine. She wound her arms around his neck and peppered his scruffy jaw with kisses.

Somewhere outside her idyllic dream she heard a door open and felt the mattress shift. Sterling jumped down and padded away, then the door closed. She started to stretch, only to discover she wasn’t alone in the bed.

Blinking away the remnants of sleep, she found herself clinging like a burr to Wayne’s bare chest. Piece by piece she took stock. His arms were banded around her, and he’d wedged one strong thigh between her legs. His arousal pressed to her hip was unmistakable, though his breathing, steady and even, told her he was asleep. He wore his jeans, but her legs were bare under the oversized t-shirt she typically wore to bed.

She couldn’t recall changing clothes. Couldn’t remember quite how they’d wound up here. It didn’t matter, she wanted to enjoy this moment safely cocooned in the soft pre-dawn darkness before they had to start another day of witch hunting.

Nuzzling her cheek against the hard planes of his chest, she let her hands explore all that gorgeous skin. Her fingertips outlined the definition of his magnificent arms, skimmed over all the scars she could see, wishing she could have spared him every pain. In her childhood dreams she’d seen him fight more than once, though she’d never seen him wounded. She wasn’t sure she could have handled it as a child, or now.

She kissed his chest, relieved he hadn’t been hurt by Collette and more than a little embarrassed that she’d been too exhausted to do anything but collapse in bed - with Wayne. What a missed opportunity. Shifting, she propped herself on an elbow just so she could soak up the view of his chiseled features, relaxed in sleep. He was so beautiful, inside and out. There was a new bruise rising on his cheek and she kissed it. Then she indulged herself and kissed his poet’s mouth before this golden opportunity slipped away and he was gone from her life, out of reach forever.

Would she still have her dreams when this was over?

His lips responded under hers in slow motion, as if he didn’t want to scare her off. Didn’t he know by now she didn’t scare easy? She smiled against his mouth, and laughter bubbled out of her when he rolled her over, his big body pinning her to the mattress.

She knew with absolute certainty there was no better place in the world, in his time or hers, than right here and now.

“You’re awake.” His thumb traced the arch of her brow, the curve of her lower lip.

“You too.” She marveled at the tenderness in his sky-blue gaze. Pushing her hands into his hair she brought his mouth to hers and happily surrendered to his kiss, to the urgency he built with every stroke of his tongue, each nip of his teeth.

His shoulders were irresistible. She held on tight as his mouth went venturing over her jaw and down the column of her throat. Her nipples peaked through the soft cotton of her t-shirt and she gasped when he closed his hot mouth over her through the fabric.

When that big, calloused hand slid under her shirt, she arched, filling his palm with her breast. She wanted him, needed him, more with every touch and tease of his fingers. The pleasure pounded through her veins, the sheer intensity of it so beautiful it scared her.

He sat back on his heels, bringing her pliant body up to straddle his thighs. She raised her arms as he pushed her shirt up and away. She knew only bliss as his mouth closed over her, with no barriers this time, his teeth delicately grazing her nipple.

Without a word, he knew her. Knew what to give and where to take. The smallest pressure on his shoulder had her magnificent knight on his back, ready and willing to satisfy her curiosity.

She followed each rise and hollow of his sculpted torso with her hands, mouth and breasts. Dragging his jeans down those powerful legs, she couldn’t help pausing to admire the view as she slipped out of her panties.

Hard and proud, his breath caught and she felt it in her chest. It was the least of the impossible things that had happened in her life recently. She kissed her way up his splendid body until she thought the anticipation made her head spin.

She whispered his name between hard kisses, the entirety of her heart and all the hopes of her soul packed into that one word.

His body covered hers and for a moment she saw herself through his eyes, through the filter of passion and remarkable new love.

She opened for him, her arms winding around those broad shoulders, seeking an anchor in this storm of desire.

“Only you.” The rough edge of his voice landed on her skin as soft as spring rain as he thrust deep into her body, joining them.

Oh, yes. She wrapped her legs around his lean hips, taking all of him into her. Her heart pounded as they found that familiar, elemental rhythm unique to the two of them.

Yes. She was his. She always had been.

Always would be.

***
Wayne couldn’t fall back to sleep, though Tara dozed, satisfied and content, in the shelter of his arm. The moment was easily the most perfect of his life. He’d never put much stock in those who proposed the truest magic in the world was love, but the woman tucked into his embrace was the finest proof.

At last Wayne had done something absolutely right. Following the intuition and instinct of his magic had resulted in a resounding success. She was alive. More than that, she’d given him a new perspective on his life, present and past.

The way their bodies mated amazed him. He’d never known such complete, consuming acceptance. He’d never felt safe enough to take that chance, to leave himself open the way he’d done with Tara. It was as though she’d made love to his soul rather than merely his body.

She stirred and as her lips skimmed the scar left from the fire nymph’s touch he was tempted to forget that today was the solstice and they had an overwhelming task ahead of them.

“We need to talk,” he said, scooting up to lean against the headboard and bringing her along.

She pushed her hair behind her ear. “Don’t we have better things to do?”

No. He wanted to follow the sultry suggestion underscoring that question. He laced his fingers with hers, smoothing his thumb over the soft skin on the back of her hand. “You were out for two days,” he said. “Today is the solstice.”

Her lips parted but the words didn’t come. Leaning back, her eyes went wide, then narrowed to slits. “You’re not kidding.”

“No. Somehow,” he didn’t want to tell her exactly how, “Collette hit you. I carried you in and, umm, Nick handled the rest.”

Her cheeks turned rosy. “Nick changed my clothes.”

He nodded.

“And then he put you in my bed?”

Leave it to this woman to make him laugh on what could easily be the last day of his life. “No. Not even close. Two days, Tara. You’ve never seen two men read so much, so fast. We weren’t sure we’d get you back.”

He stopped and kissed her, needing the affirmation for both of them.

“When you did come around, you asked me to stay with you.”

“I’m sure I did.” That rosy color returned in a rush. Her palm came to rest lightly on his cheek as her green eyes held his gaze. “Thank you for saving my life.”

“I didn’t -”

“You did,” she cut him off, leaving no room to argue. “I’m sure of it.”

“You remember something about those days?”

“No.” Her soft smile was a benediction, scattering the disappointments that littered his past like fallen leaves in a forest. “I remember you. In dreams or in the flesh, in my heart I know you. You’re a hero, Wayne. My hero.”

She straddled his outstretched legs, the juncture of her thighs hot against his hard shaft. Her hands were gentle on his shoulders as she leaned in to kiss him again and again.

He lifted her hips and eased her body inch by precious inch over his aching erection. The solstice and the battle ahead could wait while he loved the one woman who loved him unconditionally.













Fourteen






Collette had locked herself in her private suite since returning from that dreadful encounter in the subway. This city was filthy. It would be one of the first things she changed when she had control of Morgana’s power.

She’d spent her days studying the journals of her predecessors and the dagger’s reaction to blood. Her blood did nothing, while samples Darius provided revealed various runes she’d yet to decipher completely. It made sense that O’Malley blood would make bigger changes yet. Time was short and there was no time to test her theory.

It couldn’t matter. She felt Morgana’s power surging up, seeking release, seeking to join her. She felt confident all would go as planned, with or without the stubborn little barmaid.

Collette’s strengths were enhanced by the dagger and her ultimate intentions were in order.

She’d purified herself and prepared her chamber so all would go as planned. She’d fine-tuned her spell, leaving no source untapped and no room for error.

Now it was merely a matter of waiting for what would surely be her finest moment. She was setting the countdown clock in her mind when she heard the uproar outside her private suite. Darius knocked on her door a moment later and she invited him in. He wouldn’t interrupt unless the trouble could directly impact her plans.

“I believe Gawain is lurking in Brooklyn, my lady,” he stated without preamble.

She always appreciated his direct nature. “Wallowing in failure at the pub?”

“No.” Darius frowned as he met her gaze. “The scouts report a surge of magic a few blocks away late yesterday. They narrowed it down to a neighborhood before the trail went cold.”

“Protective wards and shelters, I assume.”

“Yes, my lady. The scouts have not sighted him yet, but no one else could unleash a magic signature powerful enough to draw their attention.”

“And no one else in town has reason to hide their magic from me.”

Darius nodded and she knew they were thinking the same thing. Why would Gawain risk drawing her attention? Maybe she’d injured him after all and he had to heal himself before any attempt to confront her tonight.

“He will come for us today. Double the guard around my chamber.”

“Already done,” he said with a smile.

Collette thought about that encounter, the stubborn woman standing with her knight. “On second thought, have the scouts bring me the O’Malley bitch. She won’t be far from our gallant knight. I will create an invitation Gawain cannot resist.”

“You want him to be there?”

Her body heated at the potential. “Oh, yes, he should join us.” She checked her reflection in the mirror. “It will bring everything full circle to have one of Arthur’s knights on his knees, begging for my mercy.”













Fifteen






Tara leaned back against the kitchen counter, all too aware Wayne was elsewhere. The energy in the house felt different without him. Empty. Flat. The descriptors felt hokey, but she didn’t have a better way to express it, even in the privacy of her mind. Would her entire existence feel this way when he returned to his own time? She knew the answer by the abrupt twist of her stomach.

She was furious that Collette had stolen two precious days from them, even as she was relived the glorious lovemaking. It had been the best and worst morning of her life.

Sterling wandered into the kitchen and gazed up at her hopefully. That long-nosed face never failed to make her smile. “Are you hunting cookies?” He’d likely been left behind to guard her. Well, she couldn’t blame Wayne for that, not after he’d told her how they’d really ended up in bed together. She went to the cabinet and pulled out a beef-basted treat for the greyhound. “Enjoy. Probably doesn’t compare to the real thing you’re used to.”

The greyhound flopped onto the kitchen rug and chomped at the treat, unfazed by the changes.

Tara wished she could be so content amid the bizarre circumstances. There were too many questions racing through her mind and too few of them were related to Collette and her troop of devoted followers. No, her mind was on the knight who’d fought beside King Arthur, the man of many talents who’d traveled through centuries to prevent the return of a lethal sorceress on an unending power trip.

What was wrong with her? It would be more than a little embarrassing if anyone caught her mooning over the sexy man from the past.

“Daydreaming again?”

She jumped at the sound of Nick’s voice. “More like day terrors. He left.”

“I know. He thinks he snuck out to snoop around the building Collette owns. He’s determined to get to the ritual site tonight.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to snoop with the ‘hound’?” She put air quotes around the word and dropped her voice to mimic Wayne.

Nick laughed. “Sterling’s a sighthound, not a bloodhound. Besides, he’s on Tara detail.”

“I figured.” Tara’s voice held a wealth of affection for the dog, despite her irritation with his human. “He’s fighting some other demons too.”

Nick scowled. “The dog or the man?”

“The man,” she said. “It’s his past, a family thing. He won’t talk about it.”

Nick shook his head, his eyes full of pity. “You shouldn’t have slept with him.”

Tara’s stomach dropped. “Do you think I’ve jeopardized his quest?” The guilt would be with her forever if she ruined what Wayne had been striving for all this time.

“No. That’s not what I meant.” Nick walked over and draped an arm around her shoulders. For a moment, they stood like that, watching the dog sniff out every last crumb of the treat. “I know you, cousin. Your heart is smack in the middle of this now.”

She couldn’t deny it. “He’s hotter than the devil and twice as irresistible,” she said, willing Nick to accept the flippant answer.

“Not buying it.”

“Would you believe he aimed a love spell at me?”

“Gawain the Gallant?” Nick snorted. “No way.”

“You make him sound like he’s out of my league,” she said.

“Nah.” Nick gave her an encouraging squeeze. “You’re too good for him.”

“You’re family, you have to say that. None of this makes me feel better,” she pointed out.

“What would?” he asked.

A declaration of love from Wayne wouldn’t hurt. A promise of a future? Definitely. Both options were far too much to ask of him right now. She wanted to believe there would be time to talk about it once they stopped Collette. If only she had some idea what stopping Collette tonight would require of them.

“I suppose you won’t let me go for a walk.”

“No,” he replied. “He’ll be back soon.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because Sterling isn’t worried,” Nick replied.

“We’re taking our cues from the dog now?”

“A dog that’s traveled through time,” he added with a chuckle. “That makes it legit.”

“Oh, definitely.” She stood there another moment, simply enjoying the quiet comfort her cousin offered. He really was the cream of the O’Malley crop.

“I punched him,” Nick said. “When I thought you wouldn’t make it. He let me.” He wrapped her in a bone-crushing hug. “I wish I could tell you he won’t hurt you.”

She patted his back as tears blurred her vision. “Life doesn’t come with guarantees,” she managed after a moment. “And love is worth the hurt.” Two of the oldest O’Malley family wisdoms, trotted out in all kinds of circumstances. They’d probably originated with Peter himself when he’d learned he’d broken his vow before he had a chance to keep it. Something about that awareness popped a release valve in her chest and the tension she’d been harboring drifted away.

“Would you go look for him?” she asked Nick. “I don’t like the idea of him navigating New York alone.”

“If he wanted my company, he’d have invited me along rather than sneak out.”

“True.” She stepped away from him. “I guess I’ll practice my less than stellar patience skills.” Opening the cabinet under the kitchen sink, she pulled out cleaning supplies.

“You’re going to clean? Today?”

“If I don’t do something to pass the time I’ll explode. We know Collette won’t begin until well past sundown.”

Nick stepped back. “I won’t stop you.”

Naturally, he didn’t offer to help either. He had his own details and research to tend to. In all the documentation from his side of the family tree, he was determined to find something that would help Wayne overcome the wicked witch of Manhattan.

Tara started with the dishes, then moved on to counters and cabinets. Nothing had been neglected, before they moved in, but it kept her busy. Sterling watched her, seemingly baffled by her inability to relax. He managed to stay out of her way while keeping her in sight even when she brought out the mop. He took on a supervisor’s post on the couch as she dusted and vacuumed the front room. And when she walked all three floors emptying trash cans he trailed after her.

In the kitchen, she tied off the big trash bag and then pushed open the door to dump it in the garbage bin out back. The greyhound barked a split second before she heard a foot splash through a puddle from the earlier rain.

She bolted for the open door, shouting for Nick as a hand caught her shirt, yanked her back. She kicked and punched at her attacker and tried to scream again, only to have the sound trapped by a rough palm scraping against her mouth.

Sterling howled, leaping into the fray as she felt the sting of a needle in her neck. She tried to order him back into the house and out of danger, but the world was fading too quickly. Her vision went first, then a buzzing filled her ears as her legs failed her. Then she knew nothing at all.

***
Wayne had left Tara in bed and come out on this cloudy, dreary day to search Brooklyn for clues. He had to do something. Nick and Tara had put their all into this crisis and he’d been floundering about feeling incapable. In his own time, he would have had a plan and taken appropriate actions. Here, in an overpopulated century rife with technology that dulled the senses, he felt useless.

There were devices to replace everything he could offer. The priestess in Avalon had shown him a great deal, easing the shock of his transition to whatever future he encountered, but no amount of knowledge could ease the realization that he was an outdated relic of little value anymore.

Well, until an hour ago. At last he was making progress and feeling as though he could contribute more than the occasional history lesson. He’d known the magic he used to bring back Tara would draw Collette’s spies and he’d managed to slip away from Nick’s supervision long enough to get out of the brownstone and pick up a trail. With any luck, the man would lead him to Collette’s lair.

As a precaution, he’d left Sterling on guard at the house to keep Tara safe or to lead Nick out in case Wayne got into trouble.

He kept to the shadows as he followed Collette’s spy through the neighborhood. Surely the man would head back to Manhattan soon for tonight’s ritual. He couldn’t believe any of Collette’s followers would be allowed to stray far on such an important night.

The strength of Collette’s power was tied to the earth. He didn’t need Nick’s research to confirm that her ritual chamber would be in an underground fortress right on the nexus.

It surprised him when the spy didn’t aim for the subway or hail a taxi to go back to Manhattan. Collette couldn’t possibly allow the team watching the brownstone to live apart from the center of the cult for long. The man didn’t behave as if he knew Wayne was trailing him. The man’s blithe attitude tempted Wayne to attack and beat some answers out of him. Only the brutal memory of the failure in the subway kept him in check.

The spy picked up his pace as he turned the corner and squeezed through the back gate of a massive church in the gothic style looming over the street. Was Collette’s lair really this close?

Wayne felt goose bumps rise on his arms and lift the hair at the nape of his neck. He backed away, heeding his intuition. Suddenly his vision blurred and he was seeing through Sterling’s eyes. He ducked into the safety of an alley between two buildings, pressing his back to the cold, damp bricks while he sorted out the rush of images.

Sterling showed him his worst nightmare and he watched, helpless as two of Collette’s tattooed followers dragged Tara’s unconscious body down the narrow lane behind the house. Where was Nick? Wayne started to move back to the brownstone when a pale vehicle pulled into Sterling’s view. The men loaded Tara into the trunk. As the car pulled away, Sterling showed him every available detail. Assuming Nick hadn’t been killed, they would at least have something to go on.

Using his connection to the hound, he sent the dog back inside to check on Nick. Wayne waited, his eyes on the street and his ears open for the sound of an engine. If by some miracle the lair was on this side of the river, he could rescue Tara momentarily.

The car didn’t show up. The street remained quiet, except for the soft shower of rain spilling from the heavy clouds above. By nighttime, as the temperatures dropped, it would turn to snow. Loping back to join Nick and Sterling, Wayne cursed his stubborn reluctance to carry one of the cell phones Nick and Tara preferred. As Sterling’s howl carried through the streets, Wayne abandoned stealth for urgency and raced back to the brownstone, his sword snug against his back under his jacket.

The back door was still open when he arrived. He skidded to a stop at the threshold and used his mystical bond to reach out to Sterling. The dog barked and a few seconds later he heard the sound of paws and Nick’s footsteps hurrying down the stairs.

Wayne crossed the threshold, slammed the door behind him, and checked the magic covering the locks. “What happened?” he demanded when Nick reached the kitchen.

“I don’t know.” Nick looked around. “Where’s Tara?”

“Collette has her.”

“She can’t.” Nick stared at the dog as if Sterling would suddenly spout an explanation in perfect English. “It’s impossible,” he said, his face a mask of baffled denial. “No. She was right here cleaning. Collette can’t breach the doors.”

“I don’t know how or why, I only know they grabbed her outside.” Wayne snapped his fingers and his hound came to his side. “I was trailing one of the cult members to that big gothic church a block over from the pub. The car Sterling saw them dump her in never showed up there.”

“Collette wouldn’t take her there. It’s not even on a leyline,” Nick stated. “I’ve been looking at the old maps, going through the records and chasing down rumors of power surges.” He motioned for Wayne to follow as he left the kitchen. “I’m sure she’s sticking close to the nexus in Manhattan.”

“Under it, you mean.” Wayne withheld judgment until Nick could share his reasoning. “She might have a suite at the hotel, but we didn’t actually see the cult gathered as a whole.”

“You felt the power,” Nick reminded him when they were safely in the attic space. “Think of Camelot.”

“I try not to,” Wayne replied. Thinking of the past only made living here more challenging. Although sharing this time with Tara had distinct advantages. If Collette hurt her...

Nick shuffled the papers around. “Not Camelot as a specific memory, as a strategic installation. Was the round table in the outer bailey?”

“Of course not.” Wayne scoffed at the preposterous idea.

“That’s my point. Think of the hotel as the inner bailey, the operation shelters her most sacred space.”

“I’ll be damned.” Wayne had sensed the power near the hotel. “You’re right. She’ll have her team use the fastest, closest route to the nexus so she can keep her prize at the heart of her power source.” Knowing she’d have the dagger and the nexus to amplify her power made a rescue even more dangerous and stacked the odds against them.

“How do we break through to stop her?”

Wayne closed his eyes, furious that he’d been so prideful and distracted that he’d allowed the witch to capture Tara, the source of the one thing guaranteed to break the binding spell. His original squire had gone above and beyond, training the following generations so thoroughly for any contingency and here he shows up and wrecks it all.

Peter had realized far more than Wayne could imagine. The man who lived and loved knew better what was at stake. The imminent threat against his offspring had swung like the Sword of Damocles over their collective heads. Which child would be the sacrifice to break Morgana free? Which generation would let down their guard and put all of humanity at risk?

Knowing Tara as he did, loving her as he did, he felt the full weight of terror in his heart. Losing Tara would destroy him, he knew it. There would be no recovery if Collette succeeded in her bid for Morgana’s unimaginable dark power.

As Nick alternately studied the hotel blueprints and the old subway excavation maps, Wayne studied his friend. Friend. The word echoed through his mind, momentarily distracting him. He’d nearly overlooked the significance of having a new friend. A friend, as true as Arthur or any of the knights he’d known in his first life.

“We’ll find her,” Wayne said, hoping that speaking the words would make it believable.

“Of course we will,” Nick muttered. “We know exactly where she is.” He gripped the back of his neck. “Whether or not we find her alive is the issue.” He sucked in a breath and blew it out in a gust. “Collette has the dagger and Tara. It’s all but done.”

“Tara will survive. I won’t tolerate any other outcome,” Wayne stated. “Your cousin is for me. I will not allow the witch to have her.”

Nick’s eyes went wide in his face. “For you.” He swallowed, apparently the maps mattered less to him as well in the face of this news. “She isn’t a prize in the cereal box to cart around and show off to your pals.”

Wayne struggled with the modern reference, though he picked up on the general meaning. “She is a treasure and I love her. I meant no disrespect.”

“Fine,” Nick snapped. “You love her. How will that work? Will she go back with you or will you stay here with her?”

“I don’t know.” He had his suspicions and no answers that would satisfy a man as protective and invested as Nick. “First we rescue Tara.” Once she was out of danger, he could take swift action against the woman who fancied herself a powerful sorceress. “Second -”

“We put down Collette,” Nick finished the sentence for him. “Where the hell is the back door,” he said, his eyes tracking the blueprints again.

“You remind me of my squire,” Wayne admitted quietly. “You are surely an echo of the man he became after he saw to every detail that would protect us.” He put his hand on Sterling’s head, beyond grateful despite the play of events that hadn’t gone as planned.

“Thanks.” The tips of Nick’s ears turned red at the compliment. “Whatever happened after you cast the spell, Peter improvised in double time, that’s for sure. Maybe some part of him will inspire us as we improvise a rescue today.”

“Tara is strong,” Wayne said, reminding both of them.

“Yeah,” Nick agreed. His face etched with worry, he returned his focus to the plans. “So is the witch.”

“Not as strong as she believes,” Wayne said. “Whether she means to free Morgana as the rightful leader or steal her power as I suspect, having both the dagger and Tara will do her little good.”

He had Nick’s full attention once more. “Isn’t that the whole point of the blood-bound spell?”

“Collette has done her research and capitalized on myths to rise up and gather a cult. She has influence and loyalty. Her inherent power is weak.”

“She’s leveled you a time or two.”

Wayne bristled. “She surprised me,” he admitted reluctantly. “I was expecting Morgana, you know. Collette’s greatest impact occurred when I was weakened from the shift to this time.”

“Make your point.” Nick tapped the blueprints. “How do we save Tara?”

“By remembering that Morgana, dead and bound for all this time, is still more powerful.”

Nick slumped into the nearest chair. “Oddly enough, that isn’t very reassuring.”

“Believe me,” Wayne pressed. “Whatever Collette’s intention with the dagger and your cousin’s blood,” his skin chilled at the thought, “Morgana will not let her power go without a fight. I knew this when I planned the binding spell. I knew it when I tracked her followers to that valley on the solstice all those fifteen centuries ago.”

“Earth magic?”

“Yes.” Another icy sensation skittered down his spine. “We know they are under the hotel. We know there is a nexus nearby. Collette is definitely planning her ritual in the deepest chamber she can find.” Wayne was trying to steel himself for all of those strikes working against him.

“Yes,” Nick prompted, impatient. “I’m asking you what we don’t know. Like how we get through her guards and stop her from bringing an evil, furious sorceress bent on revenge into New York City.”

“Blood sacrifice.”

Nick surged to his feet. “You said we’d save Tara.”

“My blood.” Wayne lowered his gaze to the clutter of maps on the table. “Let us hope Collette is strong enough to slow down Morgana’s attempt to rise. It will buy us time to get Tara clear,” Wayne explained. “Then my blood will be required to keep Morgana entombed.”

“A sacrifice play?” Nick shook his head. “Tara will never forgive you.”

“Tara will live, as will you all.” Wayne shrugged with a nonchalance he didn’t feel. “With any luck, it won’t come to that.” It would all depend on Collette. The thought gave him no comfort. “Forget the back door.” The old frustrations pummeled him. He was weary of trailing along, trying to catch Morgana or her cult unawares. A strange confidence settled over him as he studied the blueprints. “We go in through the lobby and drive right through them.”

“Seriously?”

“It is the only way. The time for sneaking around is long gone.”

“I’m not going in there to slaughter innocents,” Nick said.

“I never said that,” Wayne protested, horrified by such a presumption.

“Just so we’re clear.” Nick held up his hands. “If direct is what you want, let’s clear a path with a fire alarm.”

“You want to set the hotel on fire?”

“No.” Nick’s grin tilted one side of his mouth. “Collette’s people will be watching all the entrances. If she’s smart, she’ll have her best defense gathered around her most sacred chamber. Everything she is is riding on this, right?”

Wayne nodded.

“I suggest we go in a little less direct, but equally effective. Fire alarm clears the path, then we knock out the sentry in the kitchens and follow the trail of guards like breadcrumbs down to her lair.” Nick planted his hands on his hips, his gaze traveling from Wayne to Sterling and back again. “There’s only one catch.”

“Which is?”

“We’re two against who knows how many.”

“We are three,” Wayne said. “Sterling is a tremendous asset in battle.” As was Wayne’s ability to cast illusions. He could only hope being underground didn’t prove as much of a hindrance today as it had in the past.

“The odds are still against us.”

Wayne smiled. “We are small, maneuverable, and we can adapt more quickly than they will. We are motivated by good intent. Most will cower, those who fight us will lose. Trust me.”

Nick nodded. “I trust you. That’s what concerns me.”

Wayne clapped him on the shoulder. “Gather your weapons, my friend. We are fighting for goodness and light. We will prevail.”

“Did Arthur sound as confident back in the day?”

“More so.” Wayne strapped his sword onto his back and grinned at the memories of many satisfying fights. “It was often annoying.”

“Well, then you’re doing it right.”













Sixteen






Tara tugged at the iron cuffs binding her wrists to the stone slab beneath her. She flexed her feet and felt the same cold, hard restraints. She couldn’t move her head to get a better look, but based on her limited view, she felt as though slab was on a slight incline.

“Oh, wonderful. Our magic charm is awake, Darius. Come say hello.”

Tara recognized the bitch’s voice. Collette had finally succeeded. Stuck like an insect on a board she couldn’t remember just now what she’d found so offensive about chivalry and an overprotective knight with antiquated ideals. At this point, she’d gladly play damsel in distress if her gallant knight would hurry up and get her out of this predicament.

He had to know she’d been taken by now. So where was he? Had the witch overcome Wayne and Nick as well? Her body trembled on a rush of fear, rattling her bindings. She didn’t much care what happened to her - as long as Wayne survived and Collette failed.

“Miss O’Malley,” Collette said, sidling into view. “Allow me to introduce my dearest friend, Darius.”

“We’ve met,” Tara mumbled, recognizing the last man she’d seen before blacking out. “It was no pleasure.”

Collette’s humorless laughter ricocheted off the walls, and trickled away into the shadows. “You have grit,” Collette said. “I think I like that in a sacrificial lamb.”

Lamb. Collette would soon discover Tara wasn’t near as soft or amiable as a lamb. Never had been. “It won’t work,” she said, as she racked her brain for a topic that might sound valid enough to distract the demented witch. “Morgana can’t be raised.”

Collette laughed again. “The dagger if you please, Darius.” She held up the narrow blade for Tara to see. “I don’t want to raise the sorceress, my dear lamb. I only want to bind her power with mine.”

Tara’s stomach knotted. “What use do you have for a little moldy, 6th century power in the 21st century?”

“More than you can imagine.” Collette’s smile twisted as she skimmed the point of the blade lightly over Tara’s chin, down her throat.

She closed her eyes, willing herself to remember Wayne’s warm touch in place of that chilly metal.

“You needn’t worry about dying tonight,” Collette continued. “No, I’ve learned a great deal about this ugly little knife. I have no intention of spilling all your blood at once.”

“Isn’t that how sacrifices work?” Tara challenged.

“Why so eager for the ever after, my lamb? It’s not as if your knight will be waiting there for you.” She gripped Tara’s chin, her nails biting into her skin. “Look at me girl. You have conflicting destinies.”

“What did you do to him?”

“Oh, not me.” Collette cooed. “Morgana, Arthur, why even Sir Gawain himself disqualified your hunky knight from Heaven’s reward.” She circled the dagger in a vague gesture toward a heavenly host well above this hellish cave.

Tara told herself it was lies. She promised herself just one more hour with Wayne was worth any price. One minute. She didn’t need forever, or an eternity. Just an hour. A minute to tell him she loved him.

What could Collette know about it anyway? If the self-styled sorceress had known anything of value, she would’ve kidnapped Tara and the dagger together and been done with the whole mess before Gawain could have blinked the centuries of sleep from his eyes.

“I made a mistake,” Tara murmured as she searched for some way to save herself.

“Do hush now,” Collette scolded her. “It’s time, Darius. I feel it.”

“All is ready,” he replied. “The power is already seeking you out.”

Tara gave the jerk credit for knowing how to stroke Collette’s ego. She bit her lip, tried to muster up some tears. “Can’t you give me something so it doesn’t hurt? Please?” she begged.

“My dear lamb, your blood must be pure. It’s why we’ve waited for the drug to wear off.”

“Right. But -”

Her stalling came to a sudden end as the blade sliced across her wrist. She felt the warmth of her blood pulsing though the wound, down her palm, sliding between her fingers. Collette murmured strange words as Tara’s blood dripped into a container, a sick descant emphasizing the spell.

“Have you ever heard a sweeter sound, Darius?”

“No, my lady.”

“You said you wouldn’t kill me tonight,” Tara protested, feeling weak.

“You’ll be surprised - and dare I say proud - when you discover what a spirit as tough as yours can endure. There now, just a bit more…”

Tara’s mind drifted away from the ugly sensations of the moment, taking her far from the copper-tinged air, the pain and pressure, the sounds of her blood fulfilling Collette’s horrible intention. She pushed her thoughts toward happier times. Family walks on the promenade. Trips to Manhattan to visit Santa Claus. Trailing her dad around the pub, learning the business. Resisting the fog of pain and despair, she thought of Wayne’s lessons about magic and intention.

Was it too late to intend for her blood to be ineffective? Too late to ruin Collette’s spell?

“Take her out of here,” Collette ordered. “I’ll join you shortly.”

“You shouldn’t be alone, my lady,” Darius reminded her. “They must be searching for her.”

The restraints popped open and Tara slid down the angled stone, her feet landing with a jarring thud. How much blood had the witch taken?

“They’re too late. Take her,” Collette snapped in that frigid voice.

“Why d’you put up with that?” Tara asked Darius.

Darius guided Tara slowly through the chamber, away from Collette. Blinking rapidly, she tried to bring the scene into better focus. Maybe somehow, Wayne would be able to see what she saw. The chamber was bigger than she’d thought, lit with torches in the corners of the arched stone ceilings. They must be in an abandoned subway line under the hotel. Such a prime location would be the perfect escape route for Collette and her followers.

“Move,” Darius ordered.

He gripped her arm above the cut Collette had made and another lance of pain shot through Tara. The resulting adrenaline blasted through the last of her lethargy. She couldn’t let Darius take her away. Once Collette had the power she coveted, there might not be another chance in her lifetime to break the witch.

A thunderous sound reverberated through the chamber. Collette swore as dust sifted from the ceiling. She brushed it away from the pattern she’d drawn into the floor.

“You’re out of time, my lady,” Darius called, turning back.

“Hold them off. I’m not done!” Collette shrieked.

Tara dropped to her knees, feigning a weakness she no longer felt. The unexpected move startled Darius and he left her, rushing back to Collette. The witch poured out the blood she’d collected from Tara, dribbling it over the intricate symbol on the floor.

As if there hadn’t been enough surprises, Tara saw the dagger, discarded as she’d been, near the angled stone slab. According to Wayne, both dagger and O’Malley blood were essential to unlocking the spell binding Morgana.

Too bad for the self-styled leader of the new world. Tara was getting out of here and she was saving the family dagger in the process. Seizing the dagger, Tara felt an astounding sense of victory and purpose. The hilt warmed in her palm and to her shock, the ruby started to glow from within.

The dagger clutched to her chest, she surged to her feet, only to lose her footing as another thunderous boom shook the room. Hopefully that was a sign of potential rescue rather than the end of the old world. Taking shelter on the far side of the stone table where she’d been a captive minutes ago, Tara watched Collette’s body shake.

Darius was tossed aside like a feather as the ground beneath Collette came alive. Pebbles and dust bubbled up like boiling water, defying gravity. The effect grew, swirling in an upward tornado over Collette’s cloak. Horrified, Tara watched light and power coalesce in the symbols stamped onto the floor, then rise ever closer to Collette.

This was shaping up to be the worst day ever. For her, the O’Malleys, Wayne, and mankind in general.

***
Wayne brought his sword back up, preparing for another strike against the magic lock on the heavy oak doors. Tara was in trouble, he could feel it. She was surely injured, but worse than that he could feel Collette already losing control of the spell. He needed to get through this door before all was lost. Behind him Nick and Sterling were nearly done rounding up the last of the followers who had not fled at their arrival.

Focused on the lock and the spell blocking his attack, Wayne took a deep breath, adjusted his grip, and drove his sword straight through it one last time. The spell fractured and what had appeared to be a heavy oak door splintered like kindling.

Wayne stormed into the chamber, Sterling at his side. He spotted Tara immediately, hiding behind a stone slab. “To her,” he told his hound.

“I’ll take the guard,” Nick reported.

Wayne didn’t bother with an acknowledgment. The man could hold his own. He’d proven himself time and again. Wayne kept his gaze locked on the sorceress playing with powers far greater than her ability. Hopefully that power wouldn’t prove greater than his.

The energy snapped and sizzled through the room. Collette’s body was stretched, tugged and tossed by invisible forces. She hovered over symbols painted on the floor in what was likely Tara’s blood. He smothered his temper, not allowing it to change the tenuous balance of power in the chamber. “The dagger?”

“I have it!” Tara called to him.

From the corner of his eye he saw her move. “Stay back,” he warned. “Put it down.” When she did, Sterling looked at it and through their connection, he could see Collette had used Tara’s blood to illuminate the spell that would spring Morgana’s trap.

Wayne completed another circuit of the sorceress, stopping in front of her. He studied her eyes, glassy and wild thanks to the improper spell she’d brought on herself.

“Kill me,” she pleaded.

He considered it along with the potential ramifications. “No.”

“What?” Tara peered around the raised slab of stone.

He had to ignore the stain on one side, knowing it was her blood. Anger and vengeance would interfere with his intention here. He wanted to tell her to run, to leave with her cousin and let him handle this, but he suspected, with her blood involved, it was too late for such a clean escape.

He sheathed his broadsword, his gaze on Collette’s tortured expression. “Let go,” he told her.

“I - I c-c-cannot.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “You must kill me... please, Gawain.”

Seeing the lips twist, Wayne recognized the shift within the sorceress. Soon she would be no more than an empty vessel for Morgana’s devastation. “I can see your idol gaining control.”

“I only wanted the power,” Collette confessed as she was slowly consumed by Morgana’s rise. “I wanted to be the only true power in the new era.”

“Fool!” He motioned to Tara, urging her to join him, knowing what he had to do. What they had to do together. “A true disciple would have understood the folly of trying to separate Morgana from her power. She must be terribly disappointed in you.”

“Oh, but I’m just feeling like myself again, nephew.”

“Collette managed the unthinkable?” Tara’s query was barely a whisper.

“So it seems,” he replied in kind. “Give me the dagger.” His eyes on the witch, he held out his hand. Feeling the familiar weight of the hilt strike his palm, he checked the faint words etched into the blade. The runes had been a ruse. The true words were only visible because of the blood of the O’Malley heir. Tara’s blood.

“Poor Collette,” he said. “She had no idea the forces lying in wait for her.”

“There is a need for me in this time, dear nephew. Can you not feel it? Pray welcome me properly.” Collette’s body pirouetted and jerked forward, stopping just out of his reach. “Think of the fun we can have once more.”

Wayne turned his attention to Tara. What he was about to do would take him from her forever. There was only one option that would ensure she and her family remained safe. His heart clutched as he memorized the beauty of her face. “I love you,” he told her. “Through any century, my heart is yours forever.”

“What gallant sentiment,” Morgana sneered down at them from Collette’s face. She had full control of the body, though she hadn’t yet gained the strength to break free of the symbols Collette had drawn on the floor. The modern witch had done one thing right.

Wayne split his shirt with the dagger and slid the sharp point into his chest, right below his sternum. The scar from the fire nymph turned white hot and his body shook.

Tara screamed, pressing her hands to the wound. “What are you doing?”

He withdrew the dagger, cringing at the feeling of the metal sliding from his body. “Read it,” he said as his heart’s blood exposed another spell running the length of the blade. He said the words with her once as his energy drained away. “Repeat it until she is no more.”

He dropped to his knees, giving all he had to keeping Morgana contained within Collette’s circle while Tara repeated the words over and over in a voice choked with tears.

Sterling’s warm body pressed against his side, combatting the chill washing over his skin. He watched the sorceress through the hound’s vision - ever true even as Wayne’s sight returned to that starless night centuries past. His last conscious thought was a prayer that his instincts and the magic of ages past would hold true.

***
Through the velvety blackness of that ancient night, he heard Tara’s voice on the breeze. Tender and calm, then stern and unyielding. He tried to respond but the fatigue weighed him down. With his last shred of energy, he searched to connect with his hound’s sight and missed. He dreamed of meadows dotted with flowers, of warm sunshine and a lovely lass with red hair and stunning green eyes.

Eventually the dreams subsided. His chest ached and when he touched the sore spot, he felt a square bandage. The thick mattress and luxurious bedding against his skin, the familiar sandalwood scent of his room all indicated he was home. Which home?

He turned his head to see Tara’s hands clasping his, a long bandage covering her wrist. The details came back to him in a flood, the fight with Collette’s followers, and the banishment of Morgana as his aunt sought to possess Collette’s body.

How was it possible he wasn’t in a grave or on some familiar forest path back in his own time? That would have been the logical outcome, the best outcome he could imagine since he didn’t dare hope he would remain with her.

“Where -” Speaking only gave way to a spate of coughing, thanks to a dry throat. He forced his eyes open though the lids were agonizingly heavy.

Sterling barked and Tara’s green eyes filled with tears. “You’re awake!” She kissed his hand, then shouted for Nick, then released him to pour a cup of water.

He blinked and reached for her, immediately missing the warmth of her touch. “Tara.”

“Yes, my love. I’m here.” She leaned over him, cupping his cheeks in her wonderful warm hands and kissing him softly on the lips. “We have a hero’s celebration planned at the pub the minute you’re up for it.”

She helped him sit up and pressed a cool, smooth glass of water to his lips. Nothing had ever tasted so good. Except her. “Morgana?”

“Gone.” Tara’s smile was brighter than sunlight. “Your nasty aunt went screaming back to wherever you have her jailed as I recited the spell.” She kissed him again before carefully climbing into the bed and curling herself to his side. “That was one hell of a risk, Wayne.”

Sterling leaped up on the bed, shoving his head under Wayne’s hand in a timeless bid for affection. Wayne happily obliged. “And Collette?”

“We believe her mind was broken by her attempt to steal Morgana’s power,” Nick explained from the doorway. “She’s locked away in an asylum until the courts figure out what to do with her. Her henchman is cooperating with police and giving up the entire infrastructure of the cult.” He grinned. “Welcome back.”

“Thank you. How did you keep me here? In this time.”

Nick shook his head. “I didn’t have anything to do with that.” He winked at his cousin. “I’ll let her explain.” He called Sterling and pulled the door shut, leaving them alone.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“I’m not exactly sure,” Tara admitted. “We’ve gone over every detail a thousand times in the past three days.”

He ached for what she’d gone through, as he’d so recently sat at her bedside, willing her to come back to him. “Three days?”

“Yes.” She trailed a finger over the thick whiskers on his jaw. “Better than three centuries.”

“It is.” He squeezed her closer. “Go on.”

“You did the thing with the dagger, and Sterling and I kept you upright, and I read the spell until Morgana was gone.”

“I expected to die.”

“I gathered that,” she said through clenched teeth. “And I don’t appreciate that intention.”

“My job was to stop her. At all costs.”

“Yes, I know. Honorable, gallant, and heroic.”

“You don’t make that sound like much of a compliment.” No, it sounded more like a curse she could hardly bear.

“You forgot one vital detail,” she said.

“What’s that?”

“You forgot that I love you too, you dolt. You were barely alive. I’m not even sure you heard me say it the first time.”

He thought his heart might’ve stopped again as he reveled in her stormy declaration. “Of all the gifts in my life, that is by far the sweetest, Tara.”

“Nick’s opinion was something about love conquers all,” she said, sounding rather shy about it. “Some might call it trite.”

“Love is profound.” He cleared his throat and tipped her chin up so that she could see his intention as he spoke these next words. “Love affects magic. You know that. Emotion and intention can create drastic change. I expected to wake in my own time at best, if I woke at all.”

“Why didn’t you warn me? Or Nick?”

“Because I did not know if I would have the courage to follow through until the moment of absolute desperation. I fear you are well and truly stuck with me now.”

Her lips curved into that wide, gentle smile he loved so much. “I’ll be your woman in any century, Gawain the Gallant.”

He wasn’t sure how he would provide for her here in her time, but he’d figure it out. “You have blessed me beyond measure, Tara the Brave.” He drew her over him like a blanket and kissed her until they were both breathless and his ribs ached too much.

“Wayne suits me better here in this time.” And he preferred hearing that name spoken in her husky voice. His reward was her rare, shy smile. “What is it? The worst is over.”

“Will you stay? In this time, I mean. Do you want to?”

“Wherever you are, is where I belong.” He didn’t know how to go back even if he wanted to. “If fulfilling my quest did not send me back, I don’t know of anything that will.”

She made a thoughtful little hum in her throat. “In that case, you’ll have to marry me I think.” She peered at him through her long lashes.

“Marry you.” His long-suffering heart stuttered. Unbelievable joy pulsed warmth through every cell of his system from his chest to his fingers and toes. “There is no stronger anchor through all of time than my love for you.”

“Is that a yes, my gallant knight?”

Though the laughter made him ache, the glow of happiness on her face was worth any discomfort. He rolled over her, pressing her into the mattress so he could kiss her properly with no chance of being interrupted. Easing back, he painted quick kisses all over her beautiful face.

“That is indeed a yes, my lady.”

She touched a hand to his cheek and ran her fingers through his hair. In her green eyes, so full of love and life, Wayne saw his past fade and every bright possibility for his future. Here, he had at last found his one true family.
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About Knight Travelers, Part 2






His vow makes him vulnerable and his secrets could lead to ruin… 

For centuries, Sir Kay has been chasing King Arthur’s nemesis, determined to regain control of a powerful immortality talisman. When Kay comes awake once more in a startling, unfamiliar world, he braces for the next battle in the war to preserve the balance of magical power.

Soft-spoken Diana Walsh can trace her ancestry directly back to the legendary priestesses of Avalon. The heritage comes with the duty of safeguarding a treasured piece of amber for its rightful owner, Sir Kay. She’s spent her life studying history with an eye to the future so she can support and assist him in his quest.

When Kay’s magic leads him to Diana and the amber she’s protecting, he finds renewed hope despite the terrible deceit, dread, and destruction his nemesis employs. As time slips through his hands, he and Diana must unravel a wealth of long-buried mystical secrets and magical lore before evil grows out of control.

 









An Heirloom Amber, Prequel Novella











One






Arthur strode through the bailey, the urgency of his persistent nightmares pressing him from all sides despite the sunshine and clear skies above. He couldn’t allow his concerns to show or share his worries over a future no man here would live to see.

Merlin had left weeks ago in pursuit of some legend or talisman that might help their cause. Arthur didn’t bother keeping track of the magician, fully aware his friend and advisor had his own agenda. Especially amid the challenge as big and dark as the one they faced now.

Arthur watched his knights testing and training, eyed those tending horses or weapons, and enjoyed the harmony of the community at large going about their daily endeavors. His knights had fought valiantly to bring about this peace and he wanted to ensure they could preserve it for future generations.

Months had passed without further news from Sir Gawain. His young squire had returned to Camelot, confided what he knew of the knight, and traveled home per Gawain’s orders. Arthur tentatively counted it a victory that Morgana, Gawain’s quarry, had also seemingly disappeared. He’d sent out a party to confirm that the survivors who had followed her, greedy for power and darkness, had been few and scattered so they could do no more harm.

Yet his nightmares plagued him. In some there were visions of a hard and violent future crowded with people and inventions he could barely comprehend. Others showed Camelot withering away, reduced stone by stone to nothing more than a crumbling ruin and the founding ideals of his kingdom no more than dust blown to myth by the winds.

Of course he would not live forever but he’d established Camelot with a lasting legacy in mind for those generations unborn. What he and the knights had built, they’d built to last and he would invest his every breath and beat of his heart to safeguard that future.

A horn blasted from the tower, followed quickly by a cry at the gate. Arthur leapt to a wagon for a better view, startled by the sight of a lone horse, hooves thundering over the bridge at a full gallop. A rider pressed close against the mount’s neck, clinging like a burr. The horse weaved through every man’s attempt to slow him until he stopped abruptly in front of Arthur, giving a hard shake from nose to tail.

An enchantment to be sure. Arthur hopped back to the ground, calling for help for the lathered horse and weary rider. The rider slid off, and bowed low, only to stumble forward. Arthur caught him up.

“My king,” he said as Arthur steadied him. “I bring word from Sir Eiddlig.”

As of the last report, Eiddlig, the dwarf knight, was camped with his men in the north to protect growing villages. A student of myth and mystery, the dwarf’s gift for unraveling true power from mere rumor rivaled his accomplishments on the battlefield. Enchanting a horse to deliver a missive indicated a troubling desperation. The rider was young, caught in the awkward stage when a lad is all jutting knees and sharp elbows, but he would have been small burden for the horse.

“You need a meal and rest. Then we shall speak.”

“The message first, if you please, my king. It is quite urgent.”

As if the nature of his arrival hadn’t made the urgency clear enough, the plea in the lad’s eyes outweighed the exhaustion. Arthur conceded. “This way.” He turned toward the closest source of privacy, the chapel, slowing his strides to allow the lad to keep pace with ease.

“Your name, lad?”

“Daniel, sire.”

Arthur opened the door of the chapel and looked about to be sure they were alone. “How many days have you been on that horse?”

“We were sent out two nights ago, sire.”

“You stopped for nothing?”

The lad’s eyes went round in his lean, pale face. “We stopped only when the horse needed water.”

“I see.” He assumed the child had not been able to dismount at those times, held in place by the enchantment Eiddlig applied to propel the horse. Arthur sat down on the bench closest to the altar, pleased when the boy did the same. “Deliver your message so we may see to your care.”

“Sir Eiddlig sends you his fond regard and hopes you are well,” Daniel began, reciting every word quietly and with great care, his gaze locked on Arthur’s. “After recent stormy weather, he requests the assistance of Sir Kay immediately.”

Trouble, but not as Arthur might have expected from his nightmares. If Eiddlig was calling on Kay, nothing good was happening in the north. He didn’t care for the reference of storms, knowing any of his resourceful knights could manage normal weather conditions. “There must be more to the message.”

The lad’s wary gaze flitted around, even lingering on the ceiling beams and the high window over the altar before he reached into his tunic. He withdrew a travel-worn parchment. “I cannot read, my king, though Sir Eiddlig has promised to teach me. This message has been protected as he intended.”

“Many thanks for your honesty, Daniel.” Arthur read the short missive twice over. He wanted to stand and pace as he considered his options, but he remained seated so the boy would not feel obliged to stand as well. He read the missive again, his curiosity piqued by the mention of a powerful talisman and his thoughts and eyes catching repeatedly on one terrible name, that of Mordred.

Years ago, Sir Eiddlig allowed himself to become Mordred’s prisoner and had used the time to undermine a plot to betray and destroy Camelot. Sir Kay and the bear he traveled with had been instrumental in the dwarf knight’s rescue and putting down Mordred’s rebellion. Now it seemed Morgana’s black-hearted younger brother was stirring another uprising.

“May I ask, sire, if I have arrived in time?”

Arthur reached out and clapped him on the shoulder. “You have indeed. I am certain we are all indebted to you.”

Color rose in Daniel’s face. “I would like to serve by any means necessary, if you will allow it.”

The boy’s earnestness reminded Arthur of several friends and foster brothers he had known at this age who grew into honorable men. He would not leave Daniel in Camelot when Eiddlig clearly had use of him. “First you must rest and eat well while I make plans.”

“Yes, sire.”

He could see the disappointment in the lad’s brown eyes. “I assume you can ride without the aid of an enchantment?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Good.” Arthur studied the boy closely. He had courage to go with that earnest mien. “The spell Sir Eiddlig wove around you and the horse did not frighten you?”

“A little,” Daniel confessed, his cheeks going pink once again. “I did not want the horse to come to any harm in our haste.”

“You understand by now Sir Eiddlig would never allow such a thing?”

“Yes, sire. I only joined his camp a short time ago.”

Eiddlig would take no chances by risking this message to just anyone. There was more to the boy than Arthur could see at the surface. “You must have proven quite trustworthy in that short time.”

The lad’s chin bobbed up and down. “Sir Eiddlig and those with him have been kind to me.”

A story here, Arthur thought. A story better coaxed out of the lad during the journey ahead of them. He pocketed the missive and led the way as they exited the chapel. Signaling one of his guards, he gave instructions for the lad to be indulged in the kitchens until his belly was full and then allowed to sleep in the stables near his horse.

“Prepare to ride out with me at dawn,” he told the lad before striding away.

The missive gave him much to contemplate and much to research before they roused Sir Kay and turned north to assist the dwarf knight.

***
Sir Kay heard them coming almost as soon as they stepped into the shade of the trees. Two riders approached, harnesses jangling and disrupting the quiet morning. As his companion silently lumbered out of sight to flank the riders, Kay crept closer to the wide path, picking out the voices.

Good lord. It was his king, chattering away as if he were some carefree peasant. The second rider was young, the youthful exuberance in his voice as the pair approached. The king riding through the forest with only a child for company aggravated Kay. Where in damnation was Arthur’s usual guard?

Those closest to the king knew Kay kept the wood clear of enemies when he was camped here. They were also aware Kay traveled often. Kay vowed to have a word with his king as well as the captain of the guard at the next opportunity.

“You must not be startled by Sir Kay,” Arthur was saying now. “Unless he is away, he already has eyes on us.”

“It is true he is a giant?”

Yes, Kay thought even as Arthur denied the wild claim.

“Only Sir Eiddlig calls him such to his face. It is their jest alone.”

Kay stayed back, curious now. What did the lad know of the dwarf?

“I will remember.”

“He is the tallest of men, to be sure,” Arthur added. “As a knight, he pledged an oath to protect our kingdom and its people from harm. You need not fear him.”

Kay scowled. He didn’t make a habit of frightening children, primarily because he avoided them. If Arthur had some idea of foisting a squire or foster on him, Kay would disabuse him of that notion at once. Coming to his feet, he moved up the rise to stand in the middle of the road. The horses, catching his bear’s scent behind them, whinnied and shied under their riders.

“Be at ease,” Kay called. With a subtle wave of his hand, he turned the light breeze and pushed his bear’s scent away from the horses. They relaxed at once.

“My thanks,” Arthur replied, urging his mount closer.

With his remarkable hearing, Kay caught the encouragement the king murmured to the young rider next to him. “I’ve learned it’s better to be cautious in all things,” Kay said, letting his voice carry through the trees.

Arthur acknowledged that with a brief nod and Kay saw a weariness in the gesture that concerned him. His king was particularly spry and confident. Or he had been until recently. Having learned of a terrible danger he could not confront directly, those closest to the king saw the strain and struggle of leaving the heart of the fight to others.

Kay bowed low, maintaining protocol in front of the young stranger. “How may I be of service to you, sire?”

“I am told Sir Eiddlig has immediate need of your help.”

Kay’s attention locked on to the lad. “You were the messenger?”

The boy nodded, his knuckles going white where he gripped the reins.

“This is Daniel,” Arthur said. “He has shown great courage in carrying out his task according to Eiddlig’s instructions.”

Instructions, ha! Under differing circumstances, Kay might take those words as a challenge and put the boy’s mettle to the test. Not today, when Arthur was silently beseeching him to behave as one of the more typical knights of his round table. “That is a substantial recommendation, lad. Our king does not ride with anyone of questionable character.” Nor would he ride alone without good reason. “Your guard, follows close, sire?”

“They remain at the forest’s edge,” Arthur replied. “I saw no reason to upset them or your companion.”

Kay caught the lad’s gaze flitting about, searching the shadows for confirmation of the unusual company Kay kept. “Have you heard about my friend?”

“Yes, Sir Kay.”

The lad’s voice held steady. “Courage indeed,” he said to Arthur. “And you’ve come to guide me back, then?” he asked Daniel. “Despite the rumors?”

“Not rumors,” the lad blurted out as color stained his fair cheeks. “Sir Eiddlig told me true, I am sure.”

Kay threw back his head and laughed. “We’ll see about that.”

“Hold the horses a moment, Daniel.” Arthur swung out of the saddle and handed his reins to the boy. “I need a private word with Sir Kay before we start our journey.”

Kay walked with his friend and king down the road, well out of the boy’s hearing. “The boy cannot read,” Arthur began, revealing a scrap of parchment. “Naturally I could only read the portion meant for my eyes. I would ask you to explain all that you can about the message writ specifically for you.”

Kay muttered an oath as he read the mention of Mordred. The useless sack of flesh was a plague on all he met. A chill slid across the back of Kay’s neck as he turned the bit of parchment, deciphering the symbols crowded along the top and bottom edges. “May the Lord have mercy on us all.”

“What is it?”

Kay looked into his king’s somber gaze. “It is precisely what you think. May I keep this?”

“Of course. I feel it is meant for you more than me.”

Kay tucked away the missive and rubbed his hand over the heat building behind his breastbone. Months ago, Arthur had called Kay, Gawain, and Bors to a private meeting and asked them to join a quest to battle a growing evil. The vow Kay had given on that day was accompanied by more mystery and magic than he’d previously encountered, including a fire nymph and weeks of training in Avalon. For a man of his strange, specific talents whose closest companion was a bear, he still found it startling when he dwelled too long upon it.

So he did not dwell. He pressed onward determined to wrap his quest now, in a time he understood rather than be pushed into a fight in the bleak and murky future Arthur worried over.

“We will travel as three,” Arthur said. “Four when we add your bear.”

“Sire, you should stay behind,” Kay countered, his thoughts on the coded message. “The lad will be safe with us.”

“I must know what Mordred is plotting.”

“Power, as always,” Kay said with a grunt. “Eiddlig has learned of a talisman of great importance.”

“I read as much,” Arthur said. “What meaning did you find in the symbols?”

Kay sighed. The symbols held more questions than the answers Arthur sought. “I beg you, let the dwarf and I deal with it.”

Arthur jerked his chin, catching Kay with his hand over the center of his chest. “The fire nymph’s touch bothers you?”

“Not a bother, a warning we should both heed. This talisman is integral to the quest you laid at my feet, Arthur. I feel it. It is not your purpose, my friend. You should stay here with your guard in Camelot.”

Arthur tapped his chest. “I sense it too and every new instinct I gained on that day tells me I must accompany you and Daniel. Mordred is an enemy to me and all of Camelot. Wherever he strikes, I intend to be among those who strike back.”

“Mordred is not as powerful in the dark arts as his sister, Morgana, but with nothing to lose he is dangerous in his attacks. I cannot allow you to walk into what might very well be a trap.”

“Is that what the code warns?”

Kay sighed, looking to the canopy of leaves above for inspiration or help. He’d never lied to his king and he would not start today. “Not precisely.”

“Then we ride as four.”

“Obstinate royal,” Kay scoffed. “If something happens to me, who will see you safely home? Did you not just claim the forces against you are mounting?”

“You believe I’ve forgotten how to be a normal man? And those forces are mounting against us all, against our values of righteousness and goodness.”

“We both know you are twisting my words.” He could not allow his king to take such chances. “You are too valuable, Arthur. Camelot and the people need you here as a leader and inspiration.”

“They shall have me for many years yet.” Arthur reached for a chain hidden by his tunic. “I go forth protected, Sir Kay.” He held out a rough stone pendant, blue as the lake surrounding the isle of Avalon, for Kay’s inspection. “My time in Avalon, like yours, was fruitful. Whether my guard rides beside me or not, this stone shelters me from those who mean me harm.”

“You can’t think a stone no bigger than my thumb is sufficient against the likes of Mordred?” Kay snorted and pushed a hand through his shaggy hair. The blue depths seemed to ripple under the glassy surface, just as something often stirred gently under the serene surface of the lake. “From the Lady herself?”

When Arthur nodded, Kay relented. “Still I’d rather you had the stone and your guards.”

“Traveling with a guard would alert Mordred’s spies. With a full regiment I’d be in more danger than traveling alone or with the lad there.”

“Very well.” Clearly, Arthur’s mind would not be swayed on this. Laboring over his concerns only gave Mordred more time with his schemes, more time to pressure Eiddlig’s defenses. “Go and release your guard and I will be ready to join you.”

“My guard has their orders.”

Kay glared hard at his friend and king. “You fear I will ride out without you?”

“No,” Arthur replied. “The lad knows the shortest route. We would soon catch up or even pass you.”

Kay rolled his shoulders, his gaze taking in the skinny wisp of the lad holding the horses. “Then why plague me so?”

“Because it amuses me to do so,” Arthur said with a laugh. “There hasn’t been enough cheer for me in recent weeks.”

“By all means, allow me to serve as the jester knight.” He gave Arthur his back and strode down off the road to his camp. Putting his fingers to his lips, he whistled for his horse. The big battle-tested mount never wandered far and within moments, Kay heard him trotting into the clearing.

Having accepted the quest Arthur set before him, the priestesses of Avalon had taught Kay more about his affinity with nature and animals and the resilient tether to the old magic in his blood. The inherent magic granted him better senses than most men and unique skills that raised awe and fear even among his closest friends.

Knowing Sir Eiddlig had requested his help with this talisman, despite his own skills with enchantment, was as much cause for concern as Mordred’s interest. Ever on the move, Kay packed quickly and saddled his mount, hesitating before swinging up into the saddle. Traveling with others had specific challenges when one member of the party was a massive brown bear. Despite Arthur’s confidence in that blue stone around his neck, Kay would not risk that the king’s mount or the boy’s would shy or bolt at the wrong moment.

“Introductions should be made before we go,” he said. “Dismount and give me a moment.”

With a nod, Arthur and the lad obeyed without a word. Kay approached the horses with a gentle, low voice, extending a palm toward each nose. He gave full attention to the king’s mount first. If the lad’s horse had spent any time with the dwarf then he should be more familiar with the invisible nuances of magic and power in the air.

Still murmuring to the horses, he signaled for his bear companion to join them. The horses, catching the bear’s scent, gave a start and Kay soothed the distress away. So difficult to ask an animal to resist the natural instinct and trust a dangerous predator. His horse snorted and whickered, as if encouraging the others to be at ease with the bear. Minutes or days could pass and Kay would not move. He gave animals a patience he rarely afforded his human companions.

When the four beasts were finally content and at ease, Kay turned to the lad. Arthur’s hand covered one of Daniel’s narrow shoulders, holding him in place. “This is my friend Daniel,” he said to the bear. With his hand on the bear’s head, the other on Daniel’s he repeated the phrase. “He will journey with us ,” Kay said to the lad. “As my friend you now fall under his protection as well.”

“He is as big as you,” the lad whispered, eyes round in wonder. “May I touch him, Sir Kay?”

Kay studied the bear a long moment, judging the beast’s temperament before agreeing. “Be confident and respectful. As you behave in the presence of our king.”

The boy’s chin bobbed up and down before he boldly stepped forward, away from Arthur’s grasp. Kay admired his bravery. More, he appreciated the respect glowing in the lad’s eyes. While he might boast of this experience later to his friends, the lad wasn’t coming forward for that purpose alone.

Daniel halted within an arm’s reach of the bear’s head and extended a hand toward the dark snout. “A pleasure to meet you, friend,” he said with all the solemnity and formality his changing voice could muster.

The bear leaned in and shoved his head under the boy’s hand and those youthful fingers sank deep into the thick fur, scratching around the base of the bear’s ear as Kay often did.

“Well done,” Kay murmured to both of them. “Is Sir Eiddlig aware of your ability with animals?”

“I know not,” Daniel said, distracted by the bear. “I have only been with the knight a short time.”

Arthur stepped forward. “I believe Eiddlig is quite aware our young friend is unique,” he said under his breath.

Kay met his king’s eyes, seeing more than most would. Arthur was already making plans for the boy’s future. Better a quick king than a dull one. Kay knew he was privileged to pledge his sword and service to an honest man. “Then let us be gone before we lose any more of the daylight.”













Two






Arthur pushed a hard pace through the day, barely leaving them time to gather wood for a fire before the sun gave way to night. Though they attempted to give him his due as their king, Arthur refused to let Kay and Daniel handle all the work.

Once the horses were tended and settled for the night, they sat around the fire, digging into the provisions Arthur had brought from Camelot’s kitchens. As Kay’s bear lumbered into view, he marveled at the miracle playing out before him. Men sharing a fire and camp with three horses and a bear were the stuff of myth, yet here they were, living it and counting it normal. He laughed softly.

“What cheers you this time, sire?” Kay asked.

“I should have invited a bard.”

“Whatever for?”

Arthur smiled at the scowl puckering Kay’s brow. His big friend didn’t have much patience for the wordiness of bards. “Should we live to share this tale with our children’s children, they will never believe us.”

Kay and Daniel agreed, looking about their camp with open wonder and appreciation for the situation. Arthur knew Kay sensed a talent similar to his own affinity for nature in the lad. If not an original magic, at the very least a strong respect for the world they inhabited. Perhaps the solitary Kay would be moved to take the lad on for a time, to teach him how to explore his gifts. Provided Sir Eiddlig agreed with the notion.

“How did you come to join Sir Eiddlig?” Arthur asked Daniel.

“He found me,” the boy replied. “Several weeks ago, my village was sacked by riders and burned to ashes. I escaped, hiding that night near a stream.”

“Did any others get away?” Kay asked.

“No, sir.” Daniel bowed his head. “When the sun rose, the riders were gone. I searched through the ashes for survivors but all those I found were dead. There were no tracks in the village but my own.”

Arthur exchanged a long look with Kay. Mordred wasn’t the only man capable of leading such a deadly raid, but he was considered the worst of the lot. No tracks or survivors might well be a blessing. Prisoners of Mordred did not live long in his custody. “And knowing you were alone what did you do?”

The lad seemed mesmerized by the smoke curling upward into the dark sky. “I studied the trail of riders and then aimed myself in the opposite direction. North, it was, into the hills.”

“You didn’t look back?”

He shook his head. “What was there to see but smoldering ruins?”

“Wise choice,” Kay said. He leaned back from the fire, bracing himself on his straight arms. “How many days did you walk before Eiddlig found you?”

“The moon went from dark to half,” he replied. “I was so sad and tired I wanted to stop, but I kept hearing my mam’s voice, telling me to follow a stream to its beginning. I used it for food and water and easy hiding when other travelers were near. One morning Sir Eiddlig walked straight to my hiding place and spoke to me. He invited me to a meal and then invited me to stay with his party.”

“You’re a brave one,” Kay said with sincere admiration.

Arthur agreed. “Sir Eiddlig senses something special in you, lad, to call you out and trust you with carrying this message to me.”

Daniel met Arthur’s gaze over the fire. “What will happen when we join Sir Eiddlig?”

“What outcome are you hoping for?” Kay asked before Arthur could reply.

“He was quite cautious before he sent me to Camelot. We were not hiding or hunting and still it felt to me as if we did both.”

Arthur saw the effect of the boy’s words on Kay. “Won’t you tell us what you know, Sir Kay?”

He didn’t want to make it a command. He would prefer they cooperate as friends, as he’d first requested when inviting Gawain, Kay, and Bors to this dangerous quest.

“You read the note, sire. Eiddlig believes Mordred is preparing to strike again at you, at Camelot. I am sure it is Mordred who is responsible for the destruction of your village.” Per his custom, he barreled on heedless of the boy’s gasping, shocked reaction. “The message states Mordred seeks a talisman of great power and Eiddlig believes he’s found it. He has asked me to come and verify the talisman and help him be sure it falls not into Mordred’s hands or those that would use it against us.”

A heavy silence fell over them, the only sound from the crackling fire and shuffling animals.

“How much power is in this talisman?” Arthur asked.

“That depends greatly on the person who wields it.” Kay tapped his chest. “You know as well as I how the same words will heal or destroy based on the intent of the one who speaks them.”

Arthur pushed to his feet, drawing the attention of the bear. Daniel shot up as well, but Kay urged him to sit down. “Our king will forgo formalities tonight. Be at ease.”

“He speaks true,” Arthur added, without turning. A talisman powerful enough to intrigue Mordred was cause for great worry. And Kay was right that Mordred might well have laid a trap on the route to Eiddlig’s camp. Yet the place where the fire nymph had touched him burned true. Trap or no, he knew he should be there to see this talisman, to understand its power.

He thought of his most recent visit with the Lady of the Lake and calmed his mind as she’d taught him. His role in this venture might well keep him locked in this familiar world but he would do all in his power to help those knights who had pledged to cross all boundaries in the name of protecting the innocent. Gawain, Kay, and Bors would have his support until his final breath.

“Would the talisman offer him passage, Kay?” Arthur turned and across the fire knew his friend understood he was asking about passage into the future, into the lives yet to be born.

“We’re speaking of mystery and legend, Arthur,” Kay answered. “I do not believe any talisman will do what you are asking. My fear is that it could do far worse.”

Arthur wondered what might be worse than Mordred with the power to march right into the future and wreak havoc. Perhaps he should focus his efforts on creating a warning for the coming generations so they might prepare for the likes of Morgana and Mordred. Merlin would scoff at such frivolous measures. Few would heed a man proclaiming the end of the world, even if that man were a king. They’d call him mad at the very least and put someone else on the throne.

With his disquieting thoughts dragging at him, Arthur pulled a blanket out of his pack and wrapped it around his shoulders. “If we start at dawn, we should reach Eiddlig by sunset tomorrow.”

“Agreed.” Kay banked the fire and moved to the edge of their camp. “Rest, both of you. I’ll take first watch.”
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Kay kept watch the entire night as sleep would have eluded him anyway. Since reading the missives - both plain and coded - he’d been wrestling with the utter futility of denying his fate.

Whatever came to pass with Eiddlig and the talisman, Kay knew this quest would lead him into a future he did not yet understand. The lingering touch of the fire nymph grew stronger with each hour. He’d found that heat and pressure behind his breastbone to be far more reliable than any compass, confirming he was following the right path when he ventured out to support Arthur’s greater mission.

“I thought the touch was to shield us from dark influence,” he asked Arthur when they stopped to water the horses. He touched his chest again, the small scar sizzling under his fingertips. A wonder his clothing did not ignite. “It seems her touch to me has become more of an internal compass than a shield.”

His king glanced around to be sure the boy was out of earshot. “I explained it to all of you as Merlin explained it to me. The fire nymph told you true, her intention would be the same for each of us, but as we are each different men…”

“Different men united in one purpose,” Kay said. “Aye.” The answer did little to mollify him. So he was to have a compass for tracking evil-doers in his chest. He didn’t fear being captured or turned to the black arts. No devils wanted to bargain with him, much less the men and women as mortal as himself. People gave him a wide berth simply for his size and the notion that the rumors about his skills were correct. Those who knew him better, those who knew his true gifts gave him more space still.

“Are you rethinking your vow?”

Kay shot him a hard look that had Arthur taking a step back. “I would do no such thing.” He’d stood with his king and three other knights, friends all, and promised his heart, sword, bear, and apparently his spirit to battle the dangers lurking within Arthur’s troubling visions. Unseen or not, the dangers pressing in on Camelot were quite real and, if Kay was not mistaken, pressing in on this very forest as well. “We’re not alone out here, is all,” he said gruffly.

“You sense more trouble than the oncoming storm?” Arthur tipped his head to the west.

“Aye.” Something was wrong. While he could clearly see his bear’s eager happiness as the party neared the familiar terrain of Eiddlig’s camp, he sensed a far more sinister threat than the storm building along the western horizon. “I will keep the rain off us until we reach the camp.”

“My thanks,” Arthur said. “Just don’t expend too much energy for it. We can survive a wet day and dry by the fire.”

“We’re close. I won’t have to steer the storm for long.” He had no issue pledging himself as one of Arthur’s knights. He owed the king his loyalty if only because the man accepted him without question from their first meeting, long before the bear had become his constant companion. Of course, Arthur had a wealth of experience living under with the double edged sword of magic and destiny.

“Your bear and the lad are getting on well,” Arthur said with a tip of his head upstream.

Kay grinned. He’d come upon the cub in a clearing not far from this trail after he had been orphaned during a hunt that claimed his mother. “They seem to have an understanding.”

“Could the lad be like you?”

“A bit scrawny to be like me,” Kay joked. He sobered quickly. There were too few remaining who held a claim to the Elder blood, descended of druids with astonishing understanding of nature. Often persecuted by one group or coveted as useful tools to another group, the previous generations had seemingly disappeared. Kay knew some of them faded into gifted healers in remote areas, others retreated to sacred spaces where they could live unseen and unharmed. “If as you believe, he was spared for a purpose, Eiddlig and I will figure it out.”

“How do you know what I believe?”

Kay clapped him on the shoulder. “My friend, we have been through too much.” He backed up and mounted his horse. “You and I are as familiar as brothers.”

As Kay hoped, his king was smiling as they resumed the journey. He knew they were close when the horses found a second wind. Hooves high, they nearly pranced as the lad guided them unerringly through a rough track in the trees, as if they understood the treats Sir Eiddlig held in store for them.

“Close ranks,” Kay said as wind whipped up from west, bending the treetops. They obeyed, making his task of keeping them safe and dry much easier. The lad and his mount in the lead, Arthur next, followed by the bear and then Kay.

The leading edge of the storm hit, rain drenching the trees, pouring off leaves to soak the ground all around them. Summoning a heat from deep within himself, he pushed it up and out, creating a shelter and keeping them dry.

The lad twisted in his saddle, staring at Kay as his horse walked on. In answer, Kay’s bear reared up and waved a front paw. The boy grinned. Scrawny or not, perhaps he carried the Elder blood. It didn’t put Kay in a better mind to foster the lad.

Arthur’s horse didn’t flinch at the bear’s antics. Among the miracles he’d seen and mysteries he’d witnessed, Kay put that one at the top of the list. More evidence they were meant to walk this way, on this trail to assist Eiddlig with whatever trouble this talisman would bring.

The deluge continued all around them, until at last the trees gave way to a wide glen. The grass had silvered and flattened with the rain and wind. Three large tents were ranged on the far side of a fire pit and shelter for horses had been staked out near the trees. Daniel’s mount whinnied in greeting and the horses in the temporary stable chorused a gentle reply. Not a man in sight, not even a sentry.

Kay had a mere moment to think, trap, and assess the escape route when a black arrow flew in front of Daniel, narrowly missing his head and landing in a rain-soaked tree with a hard  thwap.

“So nice of you to join us, Sir Kay,” Mordred sneered, stepping into the patch of tree-dappled sunlight Kay maintained.

The bear’s hackles rose and, lips curled, he turned toward the threat with a vicious snarl, ready to charge and kill. Kay’s heart pounded. He drew the circle of dry sunlight tighter around them until Mordred had to endure the rain or step within reach.

“Call off your beast,” Mordred snapped, his hair falling into his face and his voice muffled by the downpour.

“He is no trained dog,” Kay countered. Contrary to the rumors, he did not control the bear, they had merely learned to work together. Naysayers termed it an unnatural or unholy alliance out of fear. Kay thought of it as a valued partnership. “Let us pass.”

Mordred’s dark gaze lit on Arthur, slid to the lad and back again. “Give me what I seek.”

“There are five of them, Sir Kay,” Daniel called out.

Kay didn’t bother asking how the boy knew such a thing. The bear growled a warning, but Kay heard the loosing of another arrow. He dropped the spell holding back the weather, preferring they all be doused by rain than pierced by arrows.

The arrow missed its mark, as did those that followed. On Arthur’s command, he and Kay charged while the lad’s mount bolted for safety on the other side of the glen. The bear protected their backs, wreaking havoc among the men remaining.

One strike, Kay thought, leaping from the saddle, sword drawn. A single bite of his blade into Mordred’s flesh and, escape or no, the black weasel would never forget this day. His sword had been blessed to leave behind wounds that never healed. Live or die on this particular day and Kay could be satisfied that a sword-strike would eventually be Mordred’s end.

As Daniel claimed, Mordred’s party was small, but they were fierce and determined. Kay and Arthur beat them back and then singled out Mordred, driving him back from the glen and down a slope until he tumbled boots over ears into a rushing creek.

Mordred popped to his feet unfazed, a nasty grin twisting his lips. “Thank you for the exercise, gentlemen.”

Kay swore as the blackheart dashed out of sight, out of reach. Despite their canny efforts, Mordred had successfully avoided a direct hit from Kay’s sword. “Why ambush us at the fringe of the camp?”

Kay looked to Arthur. “The first arrow was aimed at the boy.”

“I noticed,” Arthur replied, clearly aggravated as they trudged back up the slope to join the others.

“Tell me you are not feeling slighted that you were not his intended target.”

“Better me than an innocent lad recently orphaned,” Arthur groused.

“Orphaned by Mordred, no doubt,” Kay said.

“Just so.” Arthur stopped short, out of view of the lad and the bear and the men wearing Sir Eiddlig’s colors who had suddenly appeared to clean up the ambush.

Kay halted as well, studying his king first and then the scene in the glen before them. There could be no doubt of a darker purpose at work in all of this. From the scorched village to the talisman to the lone survivor found by Eiddlig and charged to bring them along. “What do you ask of me?”

“I’ve asked too much already,” Arthur said on a heavy sigh.

Kay had no care for what might happen on the morrow, or even after his inevitable death. This trek was of the utmost import. If there was good to do on this day, he would see it done. He dropped to one knee, head bowed. “I will forever give my all for you, for Camelot, for all that is good and just in this world and the next.”

“Rise, my friend.” Arthur’s hand landed heavily on Kay’s shoulder. “Let us see how the others fare.”

Kay stood and followed his king, his eyes scanning the trees for further threat. The sky remained dark and heavy, but he couldn’t detect anything but natural causes. Still, Mordred thrived on underhanded attacks and he rarely gave up so easily. What seeds of trouble had the bastard sown today?

They were all soaked through to the skin from the heavy rains. The track they’d been on was wider after the skirmish and the glen cluttered with arrows and scarps of fabric and gear, remnants of a fast fight. Eiddlig’s men had rounded up Mordred’s small party and secured them in the clearing with no protection from the elements. While the sight pleased Kay, he didn’t breathe easier until the bear lumbered over, Daniel at his shoulder.

“Sir Kay!” Daniel beamed. “Your bear protected me.”

“As well he should!” Kay felt a pang in his chest at the obvious bond. Something deeper at work here indeed. “We are one merry band of friends, are we not?”

In Avalon, the Lady of the Lake herself had blessed Kay and his bear when they’d accepted Arthur’s request to fight against evil even beyond death. Who was Kay to decide what was impossible? He lived with a bear, trusted him as he did any of his fellow knights or king.

Kay clapped his bear on the shoulder, rubbed through the thick fur searching out any wounds. “You are not hurt?” he asked the lad.

“No.” The smile returned and his eyes were bright with excitement. “Your bear was my shield.”

And yet, his bear showed no sign of pain or injury. With a blend of relief and concern, Kay indulged in a closer look. Before he could ask the lad more questions, Eiddlig gave a shout and barreled forward on his stout legs to greet them.

“Fine work, Sir Kay! My king.” He bowed to Arthur. “We’ve given Mordred much to consider today.”

“I have yet to split his sorry hide with my sword,” Kay grumbled, gripping the hilt at his hip.

“This way, this way and we’ll sort it all out,” Eiddlig said. “There may still be birds in the trees ready to carry our secrets on the wind.”

“The storm feels as if it is passing quickly,” Kay said. With no aid from him, thankfully. He was weary from his lack of sleep and the unexpected battle.

“Indeed.” Eiddlig ambled across the glen. “This way,” he repeated. Their mounts were being led to the makeshift stable and Arthur’s fatigued party trudged along behind them.

Until they disappeared. Sir Eiddlig and all those in front of him suddenly vanished. While the boy and bear kept moving, Kay’s step faltered and he flung out an arm to protect Arthur. “Hold, sire.”

“No!” Eiddlig’s disembodied voice carried clear and strong though the air. “Come along and be quick about it.”

Exchanging a glance with his king, keeping one hand on his sword, Kay proceeded as quickly as he dared. A few short paces and he felt the shiver of magic and then what amounted to a village came into view. “What is this?” he demanded, looking about. Curiosity trumped his initial uncertainty. “How does it go unseen?” He turned on his heel and saw the empty glen and the battle-trampled trail.

“This way,” Eiddlig insisted, hurrying toward a cottage at the end of a short lane. “We have not a moment to waste.”

Arthur ducked under the lintel and Kay had to bend nearly in half to enter the cottage. The bear waited outside, but Eiddlig invited the lad to join them. As short as Kay was tall, the dwarf had stools and chairs to make any size guest feel at home.

After a brief and deferential greeting for Arthur, Eiddlig poured out ale for each of them and climbed onto a stool so he could be at eye level with the others. “The lad rode fast and true, I see. Thank you for coming,” he said at once to Kay.

“What magic is at work here?”

Eiddlig guffawed, then tipped back his tankard. “What magic isn’t? There is far more at play than we have time to discuss. I use a bit of this and that learned along the way to hide our true presence here.”

“Yet Mordred found you. Has he been camped on your doorstep long?” Arthur inquired.

Eiddlig nodded, stroking a hand down the length of his beard. “He wandered into the glen the day after the boy rode for Camelot. We are hard pressed to maintain the illusion against Mordred’s persistence. I must thank you both again for coming without delay.”

“So you keep saying.” Kay pulled out the parchment, damp along the edges between the rain and sweat of fending off the ambush. “Does the talisman have something to do with the boy?”

“Blessings connected,” Eiddlig replied. “He was wearing the thing when I found him. Indeed, I believe the talisman is how I found him.” He tossed back more ale, wiped his beard, then leaned forward. His brown eyes gleamed with an intense excitement.

Kay knew that expression. His stalwart friend had stumbled on an intriguing bit of lore or magic. For Kay it was enough to know what lived inside him and what he could do with it. He didn’t feel the urge to analyze every detail of what else or who else might be wandering about in the world. Those scholarly pursuits were for men of Arthur and Eiddlig’s ilk. Give him a direction and worthy fight and he and the bear had all they needed.

“Mordred wants to enslave the boy and study his family’s gift for healing,” the dwarf knight said. “Daniel here escaped smoke and burns only because of the great power inside him.” Eiddlig tugged at his beard. “He healed your bear from three arrows.”

Kay immediately extended a hand to the boy. “I am grateful.” Impatient, he eyed his stout friend once more. “You implied Mordred seeks a talisman in your possession.”

“This is true.” Eiddlig called for more ale and waited in silence as it was served. “It came to me through the lad.”

Arthur held up a finger. “If Mordred wanted to enslave the healers why would he destroy their village and kill them?”

Eiddlig patted the lad’s trembling shoulder. “He wanted the truly gifted one who could survive it. Our young friend has a gift for healing, aye.” Eiddlig snorted. “More than that, the oldest magic of the Elders is in his blood.”

Kay sucked in a breath, whistled it out. A man who appreciated his solitude, Kay tried to be pleased to discover a distant cousin from a far flung branch of his family tree. “I should have known. With the lad as the rider, the horse could not falter.”

“Aye.” The dwarf nodded somberly. “And in the presence of three Elders, the true power and nature of this talisman can now be revealed.”

Kay glanced at Arthur, before meeting Eiddlig’s keen gaze. The dwarf had yet to reveal the talisman or his reasons for thinking it held any special power. “And after this revelation? What then?”

“Then we know why Mordred wants it,” Arthur stated. Beside him, the dwarf’s long beard bobbed in hearty agreement.

“What say you, lad?” Eiddlig asked gently. “Are you game?”

Daniel’s eyes were round with wonder, but he sat straight and true in the chair. “Stories of Elders, of their power and their great works, were told to me often. That you believe I am of them… how can you be so sure of what you are saying?”

Kay held up a hand before Eiddlig could answer. “How did you heal my bear’s wounds?”

“Laying of hands, I suppose” Daniel replied, his eyebrows furrowed in thought. “As Sir Eiddlig says, I come from a family of skilled healers. Belief and faith, my mam taught me, will do as much as poultice and tisane, but she taught me those as well.”

“Did you think of poultice or tisane when the bear was injured or when the horse grew tired beneath you?”

“No, Sir Kay. I placed my hands on your bear. Grateful for his protection, I wanted to offer him comfort. To my surprise the arrows fell away and the wounds closed up.”

“He’s strong,” Eiddlig murmured.

Kay could not argue. He valued the gifts of Elder blood while understanding the terrible burden. Would this young lad do the same? “Your family told you naught of your true heritage?”

Daniel shook his head and then pushed his damp hair off his face. “Are you sure of this, Sir Eiddlig?”

With the wet clothing chafing, Kay drew up his heat and dried the four of them. “My apologies for the delay of that,” he said to Arthur. To the boy, he said, “He’s sure.” Kay cracked his knuckles. “Let’s see this talisman. Sire,” he said to Arthur, “you should give us the table as a precaution.” Whatever they were dealing with, Arthur was far more valuable.

“Of course.” Arthur left his seat and leaned back against the door.

Eiddlig tugged a pouch free from his belt. He loosed the tie and upended the pouch. The talisman slid onto the table in a shift of soft fabric and the quiet hiss of a fine chain.

Kay’s breath caught. “Amber,” he said with great reverence. “My, my.”

The three descendants of the Elders stared at the stone in the table’s center, watching the amber glowing as if lit by a fire within it.

“It is vital to our cause, Sir Kay,” Arthur said. “I was given a vision of this amulet on Avalon.”

Kay sucked in a breath, thinking through the implications. “May I?” Kay asked Eiddlig at last.

“Please, please. Both of you in turn,” he suggested. “For me, alone, it shares no secrets, only glimmers of a power long trapped.”

Indeed. It was much the same when Kay picked up the amber. A sense of something great trapped within. Set in fine silver, the nearly round stone stirred that place where the fire nymph had touched him. Outside, he heard the bear snuffling at the door. Quieting his mind, he waited, peering closely at the stone and its setting for any clues to the purpose hidden within.

“What do you know of it, Eiddlig?” he asked, passing it to the boy.

“My mother called it the hearth stone.” The lad’s voice resonated through the cottage. In his hands the amber seemed to pulse.

A hearth stone didn’t sound threatening or evil at all to Kay, but the boy continued to speak in an eerie, ageless elder voice. Kay remembered the sound, though he had not heard it since he was a lad younger than Daniel.

“Long ago, the Elder healers used stones such as this to supplement their skills among fallen warriors on the battlefield.” His fingertip tapped the table in time with the pulsing talisman. “Desperate to save a royal heir from a deadly curse, the healer filled this amber with all his skill and all he knew and placed it around her neck, granting her life as long as she wore it.”

The amber’s pulse ceased and the lad blinked clear of the trance.

Eiddlig caught the trailing chain and pulled the amber out of the boy’s reach. “Well.” He scrubbed at his face. “I’ve never seen a reaction like that to much of anything.”

“We are three,” Kay said simply. He remembered the influence of three from his youth. Three of Elder blood with a singular focus could do all manner of things with objects of power.  “Do you know this legend he speaks of?”

“Only as the world knows us,” the dwarf replied.

“That is to say by rumor and not enough facts.”

Eiddlig nodded again, turning the amber much as Kay had done. “Created by a healer and the boy is a healer, with three of us here, such a reaction is almost sensible. Perhaps expected.”

“Is it?” Arthur asked. “If immortality is the prize, no wonder Mordred seeks it.”

“How would the bastard have heard of it?” Kay wondered.

“He always seeks the shortest route to the greatest power,” Arthur said from his station near the wall. “His queries know no limits.”

“True, true,” Eiddlig said, beard bobbing. “Wanting to find the strongest healer, he cast the deadliest test.”

“Fire,” Kay murmured. On his left, he heard the lad sniffle for a childhood and family forever gone.

“I am not the strongest,” Daniel protested. “My mam…” his voice trailed off.

Sympathy knotted Kay’s gut. “You survived great peril. Despite overwhelming grief, you survived and found your way to safety.”

“And then you trusted your instincts enough to trust me with this,” Eiddlig added. “Strength is not all brawn. Strength is a sharp mind, a true heart, and discerning good from false.”

“The strength of three like men, Elders all, can be no coincidence,” Arthur murmured thoughtfully. He stepped forward and laid a hand on Daniel’s shoulder in sympathy. “You wore the talisman to escape the blaze,” he said.

“My mam put it over my neck and told me to run,” Daniel whispered.

“As I thought.” Arthur’s fingertips dancing on Excalibur’s hilt. “The lad’s miraculous walk from the fire proves the immortality properties imbued in the amber, does it not?”

Kay knew the grown men were all considering the dangers of an immortal Mordred. He faced Eiddlig, then the brave lad. “I propose we break the amber and the mysteries it holds.”

“To save all the good in this world from a far worse fate, we must,” the dwarf agreed, but there was sorrow in his eyes.

“It is all that is left from my family,” Daniel whispered, his voice cracking. “I do not care to keep it now that we know what it is. Life eternal with the sole burden of guarding it is too much for me.”

“Wise beyond your years, lad.” Eiddlig gave him an approving smile.

“Then we are agreed on all counts.” Kay picked up the amber talisman again, running his fingers over every detail, seeking a weakness. He placed it on the table and stood, drawing his sword. “Let us try this first. Stand clear, all of you.”

The others moved back obediently as Kay brought his famous, bespelled sword down on the amber. Metal clanged and the impact shivered up his arms, but the talisman remained whole.

“Not even a mark,” Eiddlig said with a devilish glee. “Are you losing your touch, my giant brother?”
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“So says the man who would need a boost to try himself,” Kay replied.

Eiddlig only laughed, a rich guffaw that broke the tension filling the space. “Give it another go,” he said.

Kay’s second attempt was equally ineffective.

“Can you cleave the chain?” Arthur asked.

Kay swung again, and the chain split neatly. The small success gave him little satisfaction or hope that what needed to be done could be done.

“A different angle, perhaps,” Eiddlig suggested.

Despite every attempt from each of the men of Elder blood, the amber would not break. Even Arthur’s attempt with Excalibur failed.

Kay sheathed his sword and glared at the amber. “Elder magic created it. Surely a spell of this nature drained the healer’s powers, yes?”

“So the wee bit of legend goes,” Eiddlig said.

“And no word at all of how to defeat the thing or undo such a terrible gift?” Kay grumbled. “Lad, how did your family come to have it?”

The boy shook his head. “I know not.”

Kay swore.

“It cannot matter,” Eiddlig said.

“We could take it to Avalon,” Arthur offered. “Surely the Lady would know how to proceed.”

“Not with Mordred sniffing about so persistently. Such a ride puts the talisman and our lives in too much danger.” Kay countered. “We must resolve this here. Today.”

“I can bring Avalon within a day’s ride,” Eiddlig murmured. “Look only to the glen if you doubt me, Sir Giant,” he added when Kay aimed a scowl at him.

Kay picked at the splintered scars his sword had put into the table. “A child, a giant, a dwarf, all gifted of the Elder blood with a destined king as our witness. Such a gathering is uncommon and therefore significant,” he mused. “We three must find a way to drain the power from the talisman.”

Moving on instinct, Kay ranged them around the amber as if they were points on a compass. Arthur at North, Eiddlig at East, Daniel at South, and himself at West. He, the dwarf, and the boy touched the amber with one hand, bracing the other on the shoulder of the next man. They formed a triangle, leaving Arthur to serve only as witness.

“Are we agreed, men?” Kay asked. “The amber must be split and released of the power to grant life eternal.”

“For the good of mankind,” Eiddlig said, and the boy repeated it. Kay made it three.

The amber glowed, turning hot under his fingertips, resisting the forces they applied. Temptation reared up, urging Kay to seize the talisman for himself. He dug his fingers into Eiddlig’s shoulder to stay true. On his shoulder, he felt the boy’s grip tighten as well. They were all feeling it then, the promise of life-changing power.

“For the good of mankind,” he said again, willing the amber to crumble and relinquish its secrets, to become an object of rare beauty rather than a tool of potential terror.

“Be of one mind!” Arthur’s voice rang out, encouraging them to hold fast to their purpose while they unleashed all that they were to break the talisman.

The amber split in a blaze of golden light and Kay, Eiddlig, and Daniel were tossed back from the table.

Eiddlig scrambled to his feet first. “We did it!” His heavy fist pounded the table, setting three pieces of amber jumping. “Goodness and light will always trounce the darkness.”

“I pray your words hold true for generations to come,” Arthur murmured, his eyes on the broken talisman.

Kay stopped just short of touching the three pieces of the stone itself. “The setting has melted away.”

“Power remains,” Eiddlig said as he nudged the piece nearest him along the grain of the wood. “Did either of you feel it as it gave under our combined forces?”

Daniel nodded, rubbing the length of one arm briskly. “Hot and fast, as if I stood near a tree struck by lightning.”

“Aye. For me as well,” Kay said. “Let us be cautious in the coming days.”

“Of course, of course,” Eiddlig said. “We put power in to set power free. It will always be a delicate balance. Sir Giant and I are aware of such cause and effect. I will teach you lad. Cautious indeed,” he finished, holding up the bit of broken amber to the light.

“I think it best if these pieces are scattered,” Arthur suggested.

“How so, sire?” Eiddlig queried.

“One in the care of each of you,” Arthur replied. “Daniel can come with me back to Camelot, by way of Avalon.”

Eiddlig’s bushy eyebrows came together over his sharp brown eyes. “Daniel should stay with me, well out of Mordred’s reach. He needs to understand what he has and who he is from.”

“He’s right, Arthur.” Kay turned the bit of amber nearest him back and forth. “Daniel should stay. Eiddlig is better suited to training the lad than I am.”

He thought it might be best if they all stayed a bit, until they understood the full effect of the power exchange. Kay could feel a change under his skin, in the beat of his pulse. Something more had come into him, more than he’d been minutes before.

Alas, if they stayed, Mordred would have all three pieces should he find his way through the dwarf’s veil. Impossible to be sure if having all the pieces would restore the owner with life eternal, but they couldn’t take the chance. Mordred was notorious for twisting everything to his dark, insatiable quest for power.

“I will escort you back to Camelot, sire, by way of Avalon. You can leave Daniel’s amber with the Lady, until the dwarf deems him ready to reclaim it. Then we shall go our separate ways.”

“And we three do vow to keep the pieces apart forevermore,” Eiddlig added, getting agreement from all.
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As it was, they stayed two more days in the company of Eiddlig and his camp. It clearly tested Arthur’s patience and nerve knowing Mordred was nearby, but he found reassurance that Kay and his bear went scouting twice each day and found no sign of him.

Eiddlig, Daniel, and Kay suffered no obvious ill effects of breaking the immortality of the amber, but Arthur knew they’d been changed. If not by the power they loosed from the amber, by the experience of working together. Arthur could not recall a recent tale of gathered Elders and it was something he would need to bring up with the Lady.

At last, bidding Daniel and Sir Eiddlig farewell, Arthur reluctantly gave in to the dwarf’s offer to use his power to shorten their journey. It was a prudent move, to avoid Mordred and put them at the edge of Avalon by day’s end. Mounted, with Kay’s bear beside them, they rode out of camp and through a strange haze until the air cleared and they found themselves on the shore of the lake.

“Good Lord,” Kay said in awe. “We’re on the isle itself.”

Arthur blew out a long breath. “The Lady will be furious with our intrusion.” But Kay belted out a laugh and some of the tension slid from Arthur’s shoulders.

“With all the magic at work in recent days, she must have known we were on our way.”

“How so?”

“Sire, we were sent here by an Elder’s magic, with you wearing that powerful stone around your neck and once powerful amber in our pockets. The Lady has the sight and that of her priestesses as well, surely one of them has foreseen something as strange as this.”

“Not quite this, Sir Kay.” The Lady, dressed in her long indigo robes, glided up to the bear and leaned into him, scratching the space between his eyes. His bear sighed and rubbed his head under her hands. “Welcome, my friends.”

She raised her chin and two priestesses appeared to lead away their horses. The bear trailed after. “The animals will be cared for while we have a meal and you explain yourselves.”

“We mean no offense, my Lady.”

“Oh, Arthur. These dread events are bigger than the two of us, no offense is taken.”

She listened attentively as Arthur and Kay explained all that had transpired since Daniel’s arrival in Camelot as a robust meal was served. “May I see the pieces?” she asked. “One at a time if you please.”

Arthur set Daniel’s amber carefully into her outstretched palm. The Lady turned it this way and that, then motioned for the nearest priestess. “The box, please.” She pushed her plate aside and opened a box carved from oak, an intricate looping design on all sides. Nestling the amber into the indigo lining, she closed it and brushed the seal with her finger. “It will be safe here with us until Daniel has need of it. You have my word, Arthur.”

“And you my thanks,” he replied.

She turned that wise gaze on Kay. “Now yours.”

Kay handed over his piece of amber, half-hoping she wouldn’t give it back, while the other half of him suddenly felt bereft. No help from the fire nymph either, that small scar had become eerily quiet since they’d broken the amber. He didn’t care for being caught between, knowing something had changed and not seeing what it might be.

“Be at ease, Sir Kay,” the Lady said. “I’ll have a priestess create a setting and a chain so you will wear this always.”

“Aye.” He could hardly argue.

“Arthur will ride for Camelot and return to his duties on the morrow, but I ask you to stay with us for a time.”

Kay looked to Arthur and got a nod of consent. “As you wish, my Lady.”

“My dear friend,” she said, returning the amber to him, “come morning, we shall work together until we have things set precisely as you need them to be.”

Kay exchanged another glance with his king, both of them contemplating the meaning veiled behind her generous words. He wasn’t exactly thrilled about it, but he knew the Lady, honorable and true, would always do what was best for Avalon, Camelot, and those who fought against the rise of darkness.

As Kay gave the Lady his word to abide on Avalon for a time, the remnant of the fire nymph’s touch warmed, granting him a sense of comfort and security. He did not need to understand it all to know that here he would stay, as requested and confirmed, until he received a new direction.
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6 th century England

Sir Kay swore under his breath when he caught Mordred’s rotten scent on the wind. Kay and his bear companion had been tracking the black-hearted betrayer of the Round Table for weeks, following Mordred’s latest attempt to seize King Arthur’s throne.

Kay had no doubts what had brought Mordred sniffing about Camelot, risking exposure and worse. A year ago, Kay, King Arthur, Sir Eiddlig the dwarf knight, and an orphan from a family of healers had thwarted the sneaky bastard’s attempt to steal an amber amulet. A beautiful piece, the amber talisman was rumored to grant the wearer never-ending life. It had come down through family to the orphan and from him into Eiddlig’s care and study, yet it had taken the three of them together to keep it out of Mordred’s evil hands.

Through combining their magic they’d broken the amber into three parts, vowing never to bring those pieces near each other again. For most of the year, Arthur and Eiddlig had kept the orphan in hiding, but clearly Mordred’s spies had learned the truth of the talisman. Constantly thirsting for power and never satisfied, Mordred had been making some unfortunate gains.

While Kay and his bear hunted for food by necessity and battled to protect king and country and to preserve the peace and Arthur’s ideals, they were not assassins.

Until now.

His orders from the king were to stop Mordred at any cost. The foul devil had just enough magic in his blood and a powerful new charm in his possession that meant no prison could hold him. The most recent discovery had come at a dear price. With the slippery influence of a Biblical serpent, he seemed to sway honorable, clear-minded people to his cause, killing them swiftly once they’d served his purpose.

Two against one, Kay thought as he and his bear followed Mordred’s trail. Too arrogant, confident he could overpower any pursuit, the shameless weasel made few attempts to hide his direction as he headed for his established territory. Enough horror, enough suffering, Kay decided. This time when he struck, his sword wouldn’t leave a pesky, un-healing wound behind. This time he would strike true and part Mordred’s head clean from his shoulders. It was the only way to be sure of success.

Kay and his bear halted as Mordred made preparations to shelter for the night under a stone outcropping near a small stream. The time would never be better and waiting only increased the odds that Mordred’s men would come out of hiding to ride the last leg of the return journey with their master.

Still, the obvious vulnerability encouraged Kay’s caution. His bear padded off, moving with a predatory silence despite his size and breadth. They could strike now, in the graying twilight and rid the world of Mordred’s tenacious evil once and for all. He crept closer. At the sound of Mordred’s oily voice, Kay held his position, straining to hear who or how many might have joined him.

“No more lies!” Mordred snapped. “Cut out his tongue. Let him wallow and choke on his blood a bit before you kill him. Then find me another who knows the path to the amber pieces.”

Hearing no response, no tortured shrieks of pain, Kay realized his enemy had reached out to his allies by magical means. The black knight remained alone in the hollow of rock above the stream.

Kay crept to the edge of his cover and studied the terrain, planning the swiftest route to trap Mordred and cut him down.

To his shock and chagrin, Mordred stepped into the open armed with a bow and an arrow at the ready. Kay swore. The miscreant had not been armed at any point on this trek. Seeing Mordred’s bow aimed at the bear, Kay’s skin went cold and his heartbeat slowed in his chest. Against a normal adversary he had no fear for his bear. Mordred, however, was notoriously devious. The arrow was likely tipped with poison or charmed by an evil force.

“It’s over, Mordred.” Kay strode forward, heedless that his target had the higher ground. “Stand down and settle this man to man.”

Mordred’s lip curled. “Give me that amber around your neck, Sir Kay and I’ll spare your friend.”

“Must you always barter with a sneer?” Kay withdrew a dagger, letting the fading light catch the blade. He had to keep the man’s attention while his bear retreated. “A smile goes so much further.”

“A smile then.” Mordred’s mouth curved upward at the corners. The exaggerated effect was worse than the sneering arrogance had been.

Kay pulled the amber from under his tunic, knowing full well he would never relinquish it. Even just a third of the amber held a curiosity of potential power and Kay would die before he gave Mordred any such assistance.

Kay sensed the charge before his bear began to move. Offering support and distraction is what he would have done for Arthur or any one of his knights, a move they’d employed in more than one battle. But this wasn’t battle and their opponent had no honor. The arrow flew from Mordred’s bow, straight and true at the bear. The bellow, the pain, ripped through Kay as the bear galloped on, full-speed toward Mordred.

On an angry shout Kay threw the knife at Mordred, hitting his thigh. Leading with his sword, he raced forward and swiped the bow from Mordred’s hands before he could nock another arrow. The bear rammed Mordred and they fought two against one. The smaller man ducked and rolled clear of the worst. Outraged, riding his wrath over the countless, deplorable crimes committed against so many innocents, Kay advanced, his sword landing hard on Mordred’s chest, splitting his tunic and scoring flesh. As a line of blood welled up Kay shouted with victory. His sword had been enchanted long ago, that no enemy would heal once wounded by his blade. Still, Mordred’s fate was death by King Arthur’s decree. Kay raised his sword to strike a fatal blow.

Mordred twisted again, curling his body closer to the bear and burying Kay’s knife deep into the animal’s side. The bear cried out, slumping to the ground, his breath rattling through his chest. Mordred rose up to strike again and Kay threw himself in front of his friend’s mortally wounded body. The knife glanced off Kay’s shoulder, and Mordred danced back from the reach of Kay’s sword. “The amber,” he said, holding out his hand, “or your life is forfeit as well!”

Kay gave Mordred his back, pressing his piece of amber into the bear’s wound and praying it would be enough. Nothing happened. Kay swore, trying again and again, pleading with the powers of nature and pulling deep on his Elder blood.

Arrows bounced off his armor as he sheltered his dying friend and a strange madness took him over as Mordred’s men rushed out of hiding to escort their master to safety.

Tormented, Kay left his friend’s weakening body and gave chase, fighting man after man between him and his target. His bones shifted and rebuilt, his skin felt ripped and raw, then at last impervious. The sword dropped from his hand to the ground, landing between two massive bear paws.

Men screamed and in his head Kay screamed with them. Mordred stared, mouth agape, his feet rooted in place not by fear, but awe. Kay growled and advanced, following the new instincts coursing through his blood. Attack. Kill. Survive.

Blood spattered fur, the scents stinging his nose as his claws tore through fabric and opened up the soft flesh of men. Mordred fled the fight. On four legs, Kay raced forward and swung out, his new claws catching at Mordred’s clothing, dragging him down. He rose up and came down hard, battering his prey with powerful blows until there was nothing left. Not breath. Not heartbeat.

In the astonished silence that followed, the men fled into the night with their master’s limp body and Kay retreated, lumbering back to his friend and lying beside him as he died.

A new day had begun without him, the sun already nearing its peak when Kay returned to his senses, his aching body curled against his lifeless companion. His amber had failed him and his friend. His prayers had gone unanswered by God as well as the magic of his Elder heritage.

Through tears, he saw armor and bodies scattered about the clearing while the stream chattered on its way. Grasses were trampled and uprooted, saplings cracked, and rocks painted with the blood and gore he’d created as both a knight and a bear.

He had become a mighty bear. He would never believe the tale had he not lived it. His bones burned from the change from man to beast and back again. Forcing himself upright, he donned the tattered remains of his clothes and gathered up his armor.

He walked by each body, only to discover Mordred’s remains were not among the debris. Kay tilted his head back and screamed at the sky in frustration. The man had been dead, was it so much to be granted the satisfaction of seeing the broken body with his own, human eyes?

At least he still held his piece of the amber, though it hadn’t helped his loyal friend in their time of greatest need. That alone stood as proof in his mind Mordred had been defeated. Alive, the terrible wretch would never have left without his prize.

His heart hollowed by grief, his head reeling from the impossibility that he’d vanquished what appeared to be at least five men and Mordred while in the shape of a bear, Kay set to the task of giving his bear, his truest companion, a fitting memorial before he made for Camelot by way of Avalon.

***
A young priestess, recently summoned to the sacred isle by the Lady of Avalon, waited behind the veil of mist and the cover of trees, too startled to move. One of the king’s knights, the tallest man she’d ever clapped eyes on, stood on the far side of the lake. Grief poured off him as water tumbled over a fall of rock. She did not need to hear his words to know he begged gods and goddesses for help, for peace.

Sitting quietly, she found herself unable to leave him while he railed and grieved on his side of the water. He fell to his knees, his sobs breaking her heart while the moon traveled through the night sky. What dreadful fate had created such sorrow? When the stars began to fade, winking out one by one, the knight tipped his face to the gray sky and gave a roar beyond the capability of any man.

With his vast size and bigger voice, she realized belatedly this must be Sir Kay. One of King Arthur’s knights known to be of magical heritage, the Lady had declared him always welcome on their isle. The young priestess reached out with heart and hand, nudging a boat across the still water of the lake. Inviting him to rest and grieve until his heart found peace.

At last, seemingly exhausted, Sir Kay clutched his head with his hands and curled forward as if bowing to the goddess on high. A moment later he stood tall and cocked his arm, throwing an object out into the lake.

Not the first man to make such an offering to the water, intended or not.

The boat was nearly to him when he shook his head as a dog might shake off water, the movement traveling down his brawny body. His gaze searched her side of the lake, but she kept out of sight. To her surprise, Kay turned his back on the lake, on Avalon, on her.

Greatly concerned for him, she focused her attention on the water, on the last ripples trailing from where the item he’d thrown had disappeared. Small, she realized, but packed with a power that made it easier to find in the depths, easier to hold as she focused on it. Concentrating, her hand and heart trembling from the effort, she brought the item up out of the water.

A small bit of amber wrapped in a cage of silver wire. Not particularly artful, but a functional setting. It warmed her palm and chased away the lagging weakness that often followed her efforts at magic. How curious.

She had the ridiculous urge to loop the chain over her head and let the stone rest close to her heart. In her head, she heard the warning that often preceded their lessons here. Such a decision could prove disastrous without knowing the power of the item she held.

Choosing wisdom, the young priestess turned from the shore, moving swiftly through the soft light of dawn to the island’s center. The Lady of Avalon needed to know what she’d seen and felt from the grieving knight.
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21 st century, near Pike’s Peak, Colorado

Diana Walsh left her orange Jeep Wrangler in the community hospital parking lot when her shift ended. She needed to stretch her legs and remember the beauty of life. Movement and breathing in the crisp mountain air always reminded her she was alive after a challenging shift. She’d only recently become part of this delightful community in the heart of the Colorado Rockies but it already felt like home. After several years, wandering from place to place, she’d known this town was where she needed to be from the first moment she drove down the main street of Central Avenue with the majestic snow-capped peaks rising toward the brilliant blue sky.

Now, with a rash of attacks and more than one death blamed on rogue wildlife, her expertise as a trauma nurse was being put to the test. For the last three hours, she’d been nearly swallowed by pain and grief while she assisted surgeons trying to save another patient who’d suffered the vicious and deep claw wounds of a bear attack.

This time the case was personal for the town as well as the hospital. The patient, Maria Giles, had lived her entire life in the small, close-knit town and worked in the hospital billing office. Maria’s attack didn’t make any sense to Diana. While this was the season when mother bears were waking up and introducing new cubs to the world, Maria had enough experience to never have put herself close enough to be a threat to a momma bear.

The strange attacks were raising eyebrows with law enforcement and wildlife management alike. Were the victims treading too close to bear territories or were the bears somehow being drawn too close to the community?

Diana hoped they figured it out before things escalated any further. Already the locals were murmuring about hunting parties. Her instincts told her the problem was bigger than territory and habitat encroachment, but she had no proof yet. She turned the corner at First and Central, heading to the Red Bird Gallery for a cup of tea and a chat with her friend and the owner, Louise Cardinal.

Louise traced her ancestors back to the first Native American Indians to walk these old mountains. Though she had at least two decades on Diana, her black hair, smooth skin and boundless energy made her seem ageless. Her first friend in town, Louise had involved Diana in the community and been her guide on many hikes through the area. Like Diana, she knew something was off about the recent attacks.

When the bell over the door jingled, Louise looked up from her work at the main counter and smiled. “The usual?”

“Please,” Diana replied. “I’m sure you’ve heard about Maria by now.”

“Big gossip travels quickly around here. How is she?”

“Stable. Finally.” Diana pulled out the band holding back her hair and pushed her fingers through the mass of curls to massage her scalp. Feeling better, she scooped her hair into a loose bun at the nape of her neck. She did a quick scan to be sure they wouldn’t be overheard. No sense making visitors wary of the spectacular views they’d traveled all this way to enjoy. “They assume another wildlife attack, but something about the presentation of her injuries doesn’t feel right,” she said.

“I agree.” Louise placed a teapot painted with violets in front of Diana. “Bears or any wild creature on a rampage should have passed close to either your place or mine. My animals haven’t shown the first sign of stress.”

“Simple geography,” Diana said with a nod as the warm scent of the steeping tea relaxed her. She and Louise had property just outside of town limits, situated between typical hibernation sites and the town proper. “I haven’t found any tracks.”

Louise’s lips pursed in thought. “Maybe we should take another pass on that old trail Maria was hiking.”

It was the very thing Diana had been about to suggest. “Name the time and I’m with you.”

“Just so neither of us goes wandering up there alone, my friend,” Louise said with a knowing smile. “The hospital needs you and the local artists and tourists need me.”

As Louise moved off to assist a customer, Diana filled her cup and simply breathed in the fragrance of green tea with a spike of ginger root. Louise’s gallery showcased fine work of all kinds from local artists, as well as a wide variety of books and of course the tea counter. She managed brisk business year-round from locals and tourists alike.

“Diana.” She turned at the greeting of the man stepping to the counter. “You’re looking well.”

“Thanks, Mr. Drury,” she replied with the same bland courtesy she used each time he bumped into her around town. She knew she never looked ‘well’ after a tough shift.

Her pulse seemed to skitter when he was near. Morton Drury had arrived three weeks ago in a private helicopter, taking an extended vacation at the famous spa at the upper limit of their mountain town. With thick black hair and dark eyes, his brand of handsome came with sly, sharp edges that didn’t appeal to her. Many of the women in town had spun fantasies of being swept away to live a life of luxury, enamored by his looks and his air of wealth, but Diana wasn’t one of the horde.

As he launched into conversation, her brain compartmentalized the trivial chatter. She ignored his flirtatious manner. Although he’d surprised many of the locals by learning their names in recent weeks, she wasn’t impressed. His extended visit and apparent interest in the people stirred up rumors he planned to invest in the area. She wasn’t sure she agreed with the consensus that such a thing would be a boon. “Are you enjoying your day, Mr. Drury?” she asked when he paused expectantly.

“I’ve asked you to call me Morton.”

Diana pushed her lips into a smile. “So you have.” She couldn’t make herself do it. Every time she saw him it was like having a thousand tiny ants tap-dancing up and down her arms. Though she couldn’t prove it, she suspected he’d come here to hunt wildlife illegally. From her perspective, he didn’t seem the type to indulge in a spa retreat or try his luck panning for gold with one of the guides upriver. “Are you shopping for a gift today?” As much as he visited with the locals, none of them had been able to pull out many personal details about Drury’s life when he wasn’t on vacation.

He didn’t strike her as the type of man to invest time in finding thoughtful gifts, although that was the best explanation for his appearance at the Red Bird. It was probably an unfair assessment. Tourists were a fact of life around here. It was a source of community pride to extend a warm welcome to all and to treat visitors, even the odd ducks, with kindness and respect. Why that was more challenging for her with Drury she couldn’t explain and she blamed it on her lingering concern for Maria and other survivors of the recent attacks.

“A gift, yes,” he replied, his gaze skimming the gallery behind her. “There are some lovely pieces here.” His gaze returned to hers. His voice and expression sent icy fingers dancing down her spine. At last he stepped toward a nearby display case, tucking his hands into his pockets. “The pewter and amethyst bits aren’t for me.”

“You should let Louise know what is more to your liking. She’s a whiz at finding the best gift for any occasion.”

Drury’s dark eyes returned to her. “I’m in a mood for amber. Such history of the world, time itself trapped in those stones,” he said softly.

The amber pendant she wore under her clothing and kept hidden from the world heated in a flash, like a brand against her skin. It was all she could do to keep her hands on her tea cup, rather than yank the pendant up and away. She had a feeling when she changed clothes there would be a burn right over her heart. But she’d made a vow when the amber was passed to her and would only reveal it under dire circumstances. Tea with a stranger who made her feel uncomfortable didn’t qualify.

“Amber is a unique gift choice.” Diana fished a few dollars out of her pocket. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get home. It was a long shift.” She drained her tea and returned the cup to the counter.

“I’ll walk you out,” he offered.

How nice. She did a double take when she nearly uttered the words, felt compelled to accept his offer. No. She didn’t want to spend a single additional minute in his company. “No, thank you,” she managed though her throat had gone tight as the possibilities took flight in her mind. Could Drury be the man her family had sought for so long? If so, she’d misread the man as an annoyance rather than a real threat. She stepped back, needing some distance to sort out the myriad impressions assailing her intuition.

Drury gave her a cunning smile that raised the hair at the back of her neck before she left the store. Her palms itched to go back and slap that expression off his face, but she hurried up the street toward the hospital as her mind worked the facts. The attacks had started shortly after his arrival. Had that been a pertinent connection she’d overlooked? His persistence to be friendly and her continued reticence might have been an early warning. Based on the heat of the amber pendant, something about Drury was definitely off.

She chided herself with every slap of her shoes against the sidewalk. She’d been raised to understand the truth buried in the heart of lasting legends, the value of trusting instinct and intuition. Falling to complacency wasn’t an option for the Walsh women. Before the Lady of the Lake hid Avalon forever behind the mist, secrets, treasure, and battle instructions had been handed down through the women of her family.

Mordred, the notorious black knight of King Arthur’s time, had repeatedly fought the priestesses, her ancestors, in an effort to reclaim the amber Diana wore now. In those meetings both sides had enjoyed varying degrees of success through the centuries.

Diana refused to be the weak link that allowed a desperate evil to gain solid footing or worse, prevail, on her watch. Drury might be nothing but an annoying, human interloper, but if he was somehow tied to Mordred, if he toyed with that same putrid, dark magic, she needed to identify it and root it out quickly.

Each necessary step rolled through her mind. Hospital, morgue, car, home. Book, computer, amber. She needed to verify her theories, do more research, and make a plan. It was all she could do not to break into a run. Diana reminded herself impatience could be disastrous. The good guys were long overdue for a serious, game-ending win. She wanted a look at the two recent fatalities to confirm her suspicions before she went home. With two days off, she had time to sink deep into her research.

Dr. Blanchard was actually recording a report on the latest victim’s fatal wounds when Diana walked into the morgue. It was never exactly pleasant to watch an autopsy, Diana had too much inherent empathy for that, but it was necessary. As she watched Dr. Blanchard, she admired the medical examiner for his efficiency. He had a reputation for showing immense compassion to the dead and gruff impatience with the living. Despite his lack of interpersonal skills, the community was fortunate to have his expertise.

He stood straight and frowned at her from behind the clear shield that protected his face. “Are you lost?”

“No, doctor,” she replied. Riding the wave of determination to sort out the situation, she hadn’t considered a logical reason for her to be here. She offered the truth before Dr. Blanchard tossed her out. “There are rumors circulating that the sheriff will organize a hunt for the rogue animal. After saving another victim today, I’m concerned her wounds weren’t made by an animal. I don’t want to see an animal take the blame for a human’s cruelty.”

The doctor’s frown intensified to a deep scowl. He waved her closer. “You’re an expert in animal wounds?”

“I’m familiar with them,” she countered. “I have experience with zoo staff and animals.”

“So you consider yourself an expert because zookeepers are so frequently attacked?”

“No, thank goodness.” She smiled, hoping the expression diffused his displeasure over her interruption. “I’m familiar because of my exposure to animal tracks and watching animals in both zoo collections and in the wild. My former fiancé specialized in zoological medicine. The wounds on Marie don’t quite match what I recall of typical brown bear claw marks.” The force had been too uniform among the claws raking her side and scoring her back. “I was curious about any similarities between her wounds and the other victims.”

Blanchard grumbled something under his breath and waved her forward. “I can’t speak for those upstairs, but the fatal blows to the two people down here are quite large for a brown bear and remarkably similar.”

Bingo. “Too similar to be a random wildlife incident?”

The doctor’s lip curled behind the shield. “That would be what I’m assessing right now.”

“The community is pushing for a bear hunt,” she said, studying the uniform depth on the wounds at the woman’s neck.

He grunted. “Not safe to allow a bear with a taste for humans to roam.”

“I’d rather we didn’t do something rash by mistake.” Her gaze roamed every inch of the body she could see.

“This isn’t my first run-in with wildlife attacks, young lady.” Blanchard leaned forward, giving his full attention to the patient once more.

“Is this a tooth mark?” She pointed to a puncture in the woman’s upper arm.

He arched one of those bushy, graying eyebrows at her. “No. But I believe you know that.” He turned to the computer and scrolled through his report, showing her why the wound didn’t match up with an animal tooth. “No scrapes or abrasions from other teeth, no trace of saliva, and the injury occurred postmortem as well.”

“Someone is framing a bear.” She tensed, managing not to tremble when her knees went weak. It was the conclusion she’d been trying to avoid since Maria had arrived in the emergency room this morning. “Will you tell the sheriff?”

“Of course,” Dr. Blanchard snapped. “That detail won’t signify unless we can prove beyond any doubt there is a human culprit. The town is right to demand action so they feel safe.”

“A bear wouldn’t plant a wound postmortem.”

“Neither would a bear killing for food leave so much of either victim behind.” He glared at her. “Do you think the town would rather consider a murderer has moved in?”

She shook her head.

“My reports will be clear and complete.” He stepped back and lifted the plastic shield. “What happens next is up to law enforcement.” Removing his gloves he blotted the sweat from his brow and then took a long drink from his water bottle.

They could speculate on the next step all day. She convinced Dr. Blanchard to let her read his report on the first victim and found all the confirmation she needed. Factoring in how the dates of the attacks matched up with Drury’s arrival in town, she had more evidence to support her theory that something worse than a rogue bear or a budding serial killer had infiltrated their town. “Thank you for your time, doctor.”

“You’re not going to tell me what you know about this?”

“I don’t have the facts you need.” Yet. “I only know Maria has little recollection of the actual attack. Whatever struck her came from behind and disoriented her.”

“She’ll make it?” Worry creased his forehead.

“I absolutely believe she will.” She smiled when his expression brightened a little. “She fought to get back to the main trail where she knew she’d find help.” She eased back to the door, more eager than ever to get home and start planning. “She’s determined to live.”

“One more thing the sheriff will take under consideration.” Dr. Blanchard’s gaze landed on the body of the victim on his table.

“All the victims are female,” they said in unison.

Within an hour, Diana was home at her kitchen table, furiously comparing her notes of the present trouble with notes from her ancestors compiled through the centuries. According to the records, her predecessor in the late 19th century had kept a log of similar wildlife attacks in the Pacific Northwest and her conviction that Mordred had come for her - and the amber. No one in her community had believed her theory that a man was behind the gruesome kills. The notes in the book included the then suspect’s name, and the location of his farm. Although the priestess’s attempt to confront the killer hadn’t ended well, the amber had been saved. The man the priestess believed to be Mordred had died less than two weeks after the confrontation and the attacks had stopped, soon to be forgotten by the town.

Images of each current victim and survivor swam through Diana’s mind. The circumstances were eerily similar. She didn’t believe in coincidence and yet she couldn’t understand the benefit of framing an animal. According to the book, at the center of his rotted heart, Mordred sought attention, glory, and power. If this was Mordred’s work, why would he let the attention go to an animal? She wished, for the sake of justice, that she could walk into the sheriff’s office with solid proof of human involvement in the attacks. Then they could be looking for DNA rather than a rogue bear that didn’t exist.

Diana stroked the pendant hidden under her shirt and prayed for insight. A logical strategy would help her determine if she was dealing with Mordred, or an unconnected, modern criminal. The amber had weight, beyond its appearance as a polished stone. There had always been a quiet power lurking inside the pendant, from the moment it came into the first priestess’s possession. If there was any true power in it, she needed it to guide her now.
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Kay woke on a rush of sensations coursing through this body, his eyes straining against the faint light for a glimpse of his surroundings. The small cave was cool and dry, the earth a warm cocoon around his cramped body. Muscles ached with a bone-deep pulse and his joints popped from disuse. How much time had passed? He caught the scents of new trees, fading snow, and life budding. Spring, he realized, the season for fresh beginnings and renewed hope.

Having never woken at this time of year before, he prayed some piece of spring’s joy would work in his favor. There had been the hot, dry summer compounded by a bleak and unforgiving desert landscape. No wonder his quarry had escaped him that time as Kay had not adapted well in such a strange environment.

Then he’d been startled out of a long sleep for an epic tussle during a colorful autumn in beautiful terrain Kay better used to his advantage. He’d been so sure as his enemy had fallen and the familiar chest wound bled through his shirt, that his quest had been completed, his pledge fulfilled.

Wrong again.

Kay reached out, his hand finding his sword beside him, exactly as it had been the previous times he’d come awake. What wonders existed now that hadn’t been dreamed of in his first lifetime? His stomach rumbled as if he was indeed the great bear people often considered him, coming out of hibernation.

He supposed it was as good as true. The old knowledge of the Elders and druids pulsed in his veins. The magic he’d been raised with and understood inherently was now blended with something more, something that had been burned into his bones and heart centuries ago. He scrubbed at his face, stifling a curse at coming awake again. The veiled mysteries of Avalon roused him whenever Mordred, arch-enemy of Camelot, appeared and resumed his search for the old talisman that would make him whole again and propel him into a place of deadly influence and power.

Spring might bring hope to the general chorus of man and beast, but Kay’s only spark of hope came from one grim stripe of blood. Knowing the wound he’d inflicted on the black devil lingered despite the centuries, gave him confidence that one day his pledge would be fulfilled and his soul would finally rest in peace.

On hands and knees, dragging his sword, Kay crept from the cave and blinked against the glare of a bright sun splashing over the tallest mountain peaks he’d ever seen. Standing, he raised his arms overhead, allowing his joints to pop and stretch while he filled his lungs with clear, fresh air. All around him, the remaining pockets of snow sparkled like gems tossed about by a whimsical fairy but the emerging greens of leaves and pale buds ready to open would soon win the battle for this mountainside.

He smiled for what was likely the first time in centuries to find himself on a mountain. His blood sang in harmony with such a vast wilderness and suddenly he didn’t much care about the quirks of time. However far Mordred’s antics had carried them, this arena would serve Kay well.

Maybe eternal life was worth it after all, if he could spend his days in the absolute peace right here. Not a man in sight, not even a hint of civilization in the air. For long minutes he simply inhaled the bliss of it, gathering his energy. Much as he wanted this place to be his heaven, it could not be so. In heaven he would have no need of his sword and no cloud over his mind and heart of a task unfinished. When he paused and quieted his thoughts, he felt that fine undercurrent, a bitter sting on the air that told him Mordred was close.

Had Mordred managed to drag him backward through time for this round? Little sense in such a ploy, unless the bastard was seeking the amber before Kay and the others had managed to split it into three pieces. Kay would put the odds on that too long to consider, if not for the fact that he himself was a knight from Camelot’s Round Table trailing an enemy through generations and time, both of them persistently defying death.

Kay belted his sword and scabbard at his hips, and adjusted the long brown coat that had been the fashion during his last confrontation. Kneeling, he pressed his hands to the earth and bowed his head. Honoring the Elders, he gave thanks for what was and asked for courage and blessing from the heavens to see Mordred to a permanent grave.

Upright again, Kay’s stomach rumbled while he waited for some answering guidance before he set off in search of his foe. He’d learned the brutal lesson in the desert that it was better to hold and wait than rush off in the wrong direction.

Minutes ticked by and he felt nothing definitive as he held his ground, studying the immediate terrain and the rocky ridge stretched out in all directions. He was waiting for a shift in the wind, hoping for a clue to his time and place when the first foreign sound reached him.

Low and rhythmic, deep and fast. It was almost as if a heart was beating out of control. Kay waited, wondering if his highly-tuned senses had picked up a fearful animal nearby. Having experienced that, he knew what to listen for.

Not an animal, he decided, following the sound up into a pale blue sky. No bird sounded like that, not even in terror. There would be gulps of air, lungs filling, pauses or hitches in heart rate as the body fought for survival. This sound remained too regular, too perfect and too far above the trees.

Kay ran up the steep grade to get a better view of whatever creature made such a sound. There was a steady, whining drone under the fast whumping and suddenly a strange beast came into view.

Not an animal at all, but a brightly colored contraption crossed the sky. Kay’s superior vision caught movement as parts of the thing separated and a man leaned out, holding a long rifle. Kay had learned of guns in that colorful autumn of his last waking and understood the violent power they possessed. He could see the tactical advantage immediately and wondered how much the world had changed that men needed to shoot from the air.

He slowed his steps, giving that singular thought the attention it deserved. Were the beasts so great out here that flying was the safe means of travel?

The gun fired suddenly, the hard sound creasing the air. The flying machine bucked up and back as if it bore the recoil of the shot. Kay remained in the cover of trees, listening for a sign of the beast they hunted. Nearby a tree splintered and groaned and the ground trembled under his boots as a branch fell.

He was too close to trouble he didn’t understand.

Another shot sounded. Kay cringed and pressed into the tree trunk at his back. An animal’s bellow of pain rolled down the mountain with the force of an avalanche. The contraption hovered in the air, the man with the gun watching the ground as intently as Kay watched him.

Not far up the slope, Kay heard the snap of branches and saplings as whatever creature had been wounded fled in pain. “Finish it,” Kay muttered to the man with the gun. What sort of beast deserved the misery of a slow death? Likely not the sort he wanted to meet wounded and angry while he was alone in the wilderness.

To his frustration, the flying machine circled back, the gun withdrawing and the door sliding shut again. The contraption’s noise faded but the beast’s pained bellows grew closer.

Kay pulled his sword and prepared to evade or confront the injured beast. He felt the earth quivering as the beast approached. Kay kept the tree between himself and the creature and caught sight of the blood smearing in a scarlet trail across the patches of snow. Another bellow, but this one was followed by a high, keening cry.

“Bloody hell.” His thoughts in turmoil, Kay stepped forward as a large brown bear slumped over dead. The man had killed a bear from the sky. She was big, yes, but thinned out after sleeping through the winter with her new cub. Not a yearling, no Kay’s luck didn’t run that way. This golden brown ball was little. Alone, the cub would die without his mother to nurse him, protect him, and teach him survival.

The cub cried, nudging at his mother’s limp body. Kay knelt at the mother bear’s head, torn between his purpose here and his compassion for the orphan. Hard experience had taught him not to interfere with nature more than necessary, no matter the year.

He swore. Startled by the appearance of the flying machine, Kay hadn’t recognized Mordred as the man behind the gun until now, when he could feel the dark intentions oozing from the deadly bullet. The nasty excuse for a man took too much pleasure in killing.

Taking on the care and feeding of a bear cub was beyond foolish. He had pledged his service to destroy Mordred before he grew too powerful. Bad enough he could leap through time in his pursuit of power. The previous times Kay had woken he’d had no more than a month to drop the blackhearted knight back into the abyss of time.

The young thing pushed Kay’s hands off his mother’s head, wailing as if he might rouse her. The cub would need far more time than Kay had here. “Not a chance, lad. She’s gone.” And leaving the cub out here only guaranteed another kill credited to Mordred.

Resigned to the complication of a rescue, Kay scooped up the cub, ignoring the reflexive swipe of the small paws tipped with sharp claws. “Easy,” he crooned to the frightened bear. “Be easy now. She wouldn’t want you to wind up as luncheon entertainment for a wolf.” he said. “You’re small yet.”

The last time Kay had rescued a bear cub the world had been a far simpler place, though hardly safer. If there were people around with flying machines and long guns, there were surely more people around who might help the cub. Although he was chubby enough at the moment, as a baby he would need a proper food source soon.

Moving swiftly, Kay hiked until he felt the immediate danger had passed. Then he paused and reassessed, using his gift to both soothe the cub and settle his uneasy thoughts. While the cub snuffled the ground, Kay scanned the trees, searching for signs of a town and listening for the machines that carried hunters through the air.

A burst of instinct sizzled under his skin, startling him as a piece of an amber talisman, rumored to give the bearer immortal life, called to him. In his previous encounters with Mordred, he’d never caught a sense of another of the amber pieces. Kay’s awareness would forever be tied to the amber, as he had been one of the three who’d broken it to negate its power and protect innocents from dangerous, power-hungry men.

Still, they’d soon learned that even broken, the amber pieces remained too potent. Mordred had found or stolen one piece and used it to skip through generations of his descendants in an effort to find the remaining pieces. Through the centuries he’d done such damage that Kay could only be grateful the third piece, the piece he’d been charged to keep safe, was forever lost in the bottom of the lake, shrouded and protected behind the many-layered secrets of Avalon.

He focused on that burst of intuition, followed it in his mind’s eye until he was certain of his direction. If he reached the amber before Mordred he might gain the power and insight necessary to break the time-skipping spell Mordred used.

Unfortunately, the cub wasn’t as interested in moving on and, distracted by hunger and grief, the little thing struggled against the magical barrier Kay had cast to prevent his running back up the mountain to die alongside his mother.

“Come here, little one.” Kay shrugged out of his coat and set aside his sword. Stripping off his shirt, he prepared for the jolt of power and pain. He wouldn’t change completely, but he could change enough to give the cub a new scent to cling to and follow.

Kay tapped into the deeper instincts of his Elder blood, those inherent gifts enhanced by his encounter with the amber Mordred sought. Concentrating, he focused his intentions through the dull ache as his hands and arms took on a bear’s shape and size. He vocalized from deep in his chest as the cub’s mother would have done. The orphan waddled over, curiously investigating Kay’s strange combined form of man and bear.

Kay understood his heritage went deeper than the parents who had brought him into the world. He was also a product of nature itself, as aware of his druid ancestry in a time gone by as he was mindful of his ability to adapt to this time. Following his instincts, he bent low, letting the cub come to him and urging the little thing to trust a big male rather than give in to the typical response to run and hide. “We’ll sort it out as we go,” Kay promised quietly. “But we go together now.”

As the cub rubbed his head against Kay’s fur-clad arms, he didn’t worry over how he would provide for the cub. Not yet. He could feel the power pulsing deep in this mountain and he would always trust nature to lead him in any time.

The sun moved across the sky and was well past midday before Kay shifted back to his human form, confident the cub’s focus had shifted away from the loss. With the cub gamboling about near his feet, he walked on, following the pull of the amber and the prickling heat at his sternum. Right place and right time, he thought, to address his real purpose, not just the cub’s salvation. He paused at a stream for a long drink and he tickled a fish from the water for the cub to play with.

They were nearing a town. He’d heard another flying machine, but no gunfire, praise the gods. And they’d given wide berth to a small, sagging cabin once Kay realized that was not where he was needed or where they could find any help.

The cub’s belly groaned and rumbled, as did Kay’s, but they trudged on, following the pull of good instincts honed by strong magics. The sun was dipping low on the western horizon, the sky a blaze of color when he saw the house.

Here, where the land leveled off, a clean and well-kept house fit into the landscape as if man and nature had come to an equal agreement to share and nurture the space. In a pasture goats grazed and, closer to the house, chickens roosted in a coop. A low barn stretched on the far side of the pasture and a thin plume of smoke rose between trees to the south. A calm certainty washed over Kay. The amber was closer to the smoke and so far, Mordred was not in the vicinity.

The cub meandered closer to the goats and closer still when they bleated a warning, his curiosity overcoming everything else. Kay put a hand on his sword, though he sensed no danger, he remained alert for the appearance of a farmer ready and willing to protect his livestock.

The smiling woman who stepped out of the barn defied his expectations. With deep brown skin, long black hair, and a wise, intelligent gaze, she walked over to meet them as if men came down from the mountains with bear cubs in tow every day.

“Good evening, my friends,” she said, in a warm and friendly voice that put Kay at ease immediately. She urged the goats away from the fence they could jump at will and crouched low to greet the bear cub. “I’m honored to greet you,” she said.

“Do you know me?” He’d experienced enough oddities it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that someone in this time had learned of him.

Her beaming smile made her eyes crinkle at the corners. “I know of those like you from the stories. Only a special man would be trusted by a bear. My grandmothers spoke of legends such as you, gifts to the tribe from the Great Earth Mother.” She extended her hand and Kay put his palm to hers for a brief moment. “I am Louise, of the Ute. How can I help you two?”

Kay didn’t recognize all of her words, but he understood the intention and sentiment glowing in her face. Although he withheld his name for now, her open acceptance gave him comfort. “The cub was orphaned today,” Kay explained, “by a hunter who killed his mother with a gun, from a machine that crossed the sky.”

Louise shook her head, muttering more foreign words in a tone that echoed his anger and frustration with the incident. “He left his trophy, a mother bear, to the scavengers?”

Kay nodded.

She aimed a fierce scowl down the mountain. “That is not what those helicopters - the flying machine - are for.”

Kay noted the new word, tucking it away for later use. “Could you spare any milk for the cub?”

“Of course. Anything I have is yours.” She waved them along. “Bring him to the barn.”

“I’ll keep him close so he won’t spook your animals,” Kay assured her, tucking the cub under his arm.

“I have sturdy stock,” she replied with laughter in her dark eyes. “Mind your head,” she added as she rolled back the door.

Indeed he did duck to avoid smacking his forehead against the frame. Wondering over such an impractical barn door, he soon noticed the other end of the building had better access for horses and bigger animals.

Louise had a donkey, a mare, her goats and a milking cow. She introduced him to each one by name. Kay braced for chaos as her animals sensed a predator in their midst but Louise had no such worry. “Sturdy stock, as I said.” She opened the door to an empty stall. “We’ve had a few orphans over the years.”

“Bears?”

“No,” Louise replied. “He is the first bear orphan we’ve welcomed.”

“Good,” Kay grumbled. If he learned his nemesis made a habit of killing bears, he’d be tempted to exact revenge before dealing the fatal blow.

“Wait here a moment. I’ll bring the food over.”

While they waited, Kay watched the young cub explore the surroundings. They would need to do something about the door as the cub would be climbing over it in no time. Louise returned with two bowls. One filled with brown chunks doused with milk and another empty. “Dog food and goat’s milk,” she explained. Clucking to the bear, she set the food down. The bear cub rushed over, shoving his face into the bowl and gobbling up big, greedy bites. She filled the empty bowl with water and placed it a short distance away so it wouldn’t be dirtied by the cub’s messy eating.

“Have you named him?” she asked.

The cub finished his meal and waddled over to Kay. He bent down and scrubbed at the cub’s ears. “No. Haven’t known him long enough,” he explained, though the reason was hardly the full truth. The cub rolled to his back so Kay’s hands rubbed against his rounded belly.

Louise chuckled. “He’s grateful to you. You can leave him here if that helps you. I have good friends who can help me see to his care.” She guided them through a full tour of the barn, office and storage, and facilities, encouraging Kay to feel at home here.

The generous offer and the confidence he had for her despite the short acquaintance, eased Kay’s mind. “The cub will be safer here with you. I will stay for a time and make sure this enclosure will hold, if you have materials, but I must surely leave long before he will be ready to return to the wild.”

“Then I will care for him when your time here is done and we will see he is returned to his rightful home in the wild.”

“My thanks,” Kay managed through a throat thick with emotions. He’d not had any support in the way of friends in his previous attempts to stop Mordred. “It isn’t easy to raise a young bear. Is there room here when he outgrows this stall?”

“We’ll see to it,” she assured him. “You are called elsewhere?”

The heat spiked at his sternum. “I am.” Kay stood up, letting the cub tug on his trousers and gnaw at his boots. “I’ll see he doesn’t wander after me,” Kay said. The amber was close and he sensed the familiar, encroaching shadow of Mordred’s evil as well. “I must go, but I will be back tonight as the cub will need me.” Kay rubbed the cub’s small head with both hands before he strode out of the bigger barn doors. He cast a barrier to shield the cub, stretching it to protect the woman and the rest of her livestock as well. Her farm was a pocket of serenity amid the sudden discord strumming through the air. He would do all in his power to steer any trouble away from her.

Those mystical instincts, true as ever, tugged him toward the amber as he catalogued the differences between this time and the last. Though it seemed both he and Mordred had full retention of their encounters, his enemy once more held an advantage. Thanks to the way he moved through time, he knew the developments of each era while Kay had to learn on the run, just as he was doing now.

As Kay honed in on the piece of amber, he approached another house. This area was smaller than Louise’s farm. Here he could sense a town just out of sight as well. Torn between exploring the area and going straight to the house, Kay heard a new type of machine rumbling up the slope. Two bright beams of light cleaved the gray twilight and Kay squinted against the glare. If this was Mordred on the attack, he couldn’t allow the rotten snake to capture the bit of amber that was so close.

Braced for the inevitable, Kay counted it good fortune that the orphaned cub would have a home if he failed on his first night in this new time. He kept to the shadows, seeking the best place to observe and choose his countering move.

To his surprise, a woman with fair, curling hair emerged from the vehicle. Dressed in strange trousers and a boxy shirt, she moved with an inherent grace as she hurried toward the door, carrying a flat box. If he didn’t know Avalon had disappeared long ago behind the veil of mist, he would have called her a priestess of old. More shocking still, he sensed the power of the amber with her specifically. It struck him as terribly unsafe for all involved.

She fumbled at the door, tension seizing her at the sound of another vehicle coming up the road. Lights flared again as the vehicle made the last turn and this time there was no mistaking the dark, blatant hunger of Mordred’s approach.

Get inside, Kay thought, wishing his magic gifts ran toward that sort of control. He held his breath as he gripped his sword hilt until she managed to get through the door. Kay turned his attention to Mordred. What form would the conniving scoundrel wear this time?

Not that it mattered, as Kay had always been able to see through to the physical attributes he presented to the withering, charred soul underneath. Mordred stepped out of the car wearing the guise of a tall man, well-built through the shoulders. The jacket and trousers were of the same dark color, but the white of his shirt stood out like a beacon. Kay could imagine the blood staining that perfect fabric already. This descendant of the wicked knight favored him more than the others Kay had met in the past.

Aggravated, Kay called on his strength and brought down a brisk breeze from the peak laced with a swirl of snow. Not enough to give himself away, just enough to get under Mordred’s skin. Mordred rubbed palms together, blowing on them a bit as he stared at the house.

He moved closer, cajoling the woman inside as he mounted the steps to the door. “Just a quick word, Diana,” Mordred said. “Every meal is better shared.”

Diana. The name left him wistful, taking his mind back to the original, more appealing days when he was a knight of Camelot. Kay kicked up the wind and brought the temperature closer to a bitter chill. “Leave her and the amber,” he murmured under his breath. His grip tightened on his sword as he waited for Mordred’s next move.

A light shined in Mordred’s palms and slid like quicksilver over the door latch, seeking a way inside. The door held, for now. Kay released his sword. He couldn’t allow Mordred any closer to either the powerful amber or the innocent woman. He could go at Mordred as a bear and slash the man to ribbons, as he’d done once before. Mordred wore neither armor nor sword, though Kay felt certain he was armed with more than spells.

Of course if the bear tactic had been effective, neither of them would be rehashing history here now.

With a vision and a thought, Kay gritted his teeth and silently shifted into the form of a wolf. As a man he was larger than most, in any time period so far. The same typically held true when he changed forms, making him the largest of whatever shape he claimed. He felt confident he could drive Mordred away from his goal. Shaking free of clothing, coat, and sword, Kay circled the house while Mordred continued pestering the woman inside.

He used the canine senses and investigated the surroundings until he was satisfied Mordred was alone. Creeping closer to the porch, he heard the words, and more, he understood the shady intention within them. Skipping through time on the whim of magic or luck was no way to live. On that one point he and Mordred agreed.

Tonight he sensed something else as well, something he hadn’t felt from Mordred before. He wanted more than the amber. He wanted the woman who held it. As Mordred paced up and down the porch, peeking into the curtained windows, Kay would ponder the significance of that later. All would be lost if the bastard got inside and claimed the amber.

Mordred returned to the door, gripping the handle and giving it a hard shake that rattled the window glass. Kay, as a wolf, leaped the stairs in a single bound and knocked Mordred aside. Snarling, he cornered him at the porch rail. Any normal man would panic. Please panic, Kay thought, emitting a deep growl full of deadly promise. A smart man would tumble back over the railing rather than face a wolf of Kay’s size.

Mordred was far from normal and believed he was smarter than most men. He raised his hand to strike. Knowing his tactics, Kay dodged the first blast of magic and feinted at the second. Mordred stood his ground, lip curled in a sneer as he hurled insults and potted plants at Kay’s head. Kay saw the opening and leaped, taking Mordred over the rail and pinning him to the earth.  He leaned all his weight into Mordred’s chest, right over the wound he’d inflicted back in Arthur’s time. Mordred grunted and tried to shove him back, but Kay snapped his teeth, going for the blackguard’s throat.

A shot rang out, the bullet whizzing hot right over his head. Mordred used the distraction and flipped him aside. Kay rolled, following the momentum and instinct as he raced around the corner of the house to regroup.

He heard the woman, her voice calm and clear, ask after Mordred’s health, though she called him by a different name. Kay’s hackles rose that she could care for the devil, but he managed to stifle the growl in his throat. On huge, silent paws, he found a better vantage point.

Mordred had come to his feet and was dusting off his clothing. “I’m surprised, but no injuries to report. I owe you my thanks, Diana.”

She didn’t lower the gun, aiming it straight at Mordred’s chest. Shoot. They’d all be happier if she did. “Get off my property,” she said. “Quickly.”

“Diana, we need to have a conversation.”

“We need nothing of the kind. My dinner is going cold. Get off my property.”

“Pizza warms easily enough.” He took a step toward the house rather than away. “A few minutes are all I’m asking. Good company and good food is never a waste of time.”

“Not tonight,” she said through gritted teeth.

Kay saw her shake her head, fighting the blackheart’s notorious influence. He braced to spring to her defense.

She pulled the trigger and a bullet chewed through the grass and dirt at Mordred’s feet as the report of the gun echoed up and down the mountain. “Go. That’s your last warning, Mr. Drury.”

Kay cocked his head at the name, though it was irrelevant. He recognized Mordred in any shape or time and was only concerned with ending the cycle before Mordred managed some irrevocable evil.

“Diana, please.” Mordred didn’t move a muscle. “You cannot deny me. We will speak here, tonight.”

Kay caught the power under the words as Mordred tried to bespell the woman. He gathered himself to leap, planning his path from the trees to the steps. Before he could make the first move, the woman fired the gun again and the bullet ripped a path through Mordred’s sleeve. Kay’s wolf-nose caught the scent of blood and he howled in celebration. A small wound, but it mattered, proved she couldn’t be controlled as so many others had been through the years.

The first with such strong resolve, Kay thought, viewing her with growing admiration.

An answering howl sounded nearby, then two more. Kay called to those wolves, more than happy to invite reinforcements if Mordred wouldn’t leave. The wolves drew Mordred’s attention to the threat looming in the dark tree line. “This isn’t over, Diana.”

“Oh, but it is.” She kept the long barrel of her weapon aimed at him as he retreated to his vehicle and starting the engine. He turned the vehicle around and left a small dust storm in his wake.

Kay could feel the approach of other wolves and he didn’t want them too close to this Diana or Louise. When she was safely inside the house again, he loped off, drawing the pack away.













Three






Diana’s hands shook as she threw the deadbolt and sealed the door with another charm as well. She carried the rifle back to the kitchen and her cold pizza, reloading the gun before reheating her dinner.

Dinner. Her stomach twisted at the savory scents drifting on the air. Unsettled by the last few minutes, she’d never be able to eat.

The most critical of her questions had been answered by the serious flashes of power going on out there. Mr. Drury - Mordred - she had to think of him as her enemy - had declared war by revealing himself so baldly. Her knees wobbled and she poured herself into the nearest chair. She’d prepared all her life for this circumstance and now that it was here, she felt ill-equipped for the task.

Mordred, the evil knight who had been a plague on Camelot and King Arthur was obviously manipulating Drury. Possibly he had become Drury. The bizarre theory was rooted in old, dark magic and the priestesses of her family had been trying to unravel the scheme and execution of such power since Mordred’s earliest attempts to steal the amber Diana now had the duty and honor of protecting.

His attempts to break in to her house and mesmerize her were offensive enough, and tweaked her pride, but his slithering approach creeped her out. She’d felt herself wanting to comply and cooperate with him. Part of her had been willing to let him in, share her knowledge, and give him whatever he asked.

Praise be, she came from a long line of women devoted to the goddess and the Lady of Avalon who’d trained her in things both seen and unseen. Only the earliest fundamentals of her training had held firm against that silky voice.

Diana pushed out of the chair and dug an ice cube from the tray in the freezer. She smoothed it over her heated cheeks and neck, replaying the conversation, images, and the struggle, in her mind. She’d thought the wolf was Mordred’s ploy to gain her sympathy and open the door, but the creature had been real. Huge, real, and shimmering with a magic she’d only read about in legends. Had she somehow summoned the wolf to the house? According to the book, stranger things had happened in the past. In that moment, when the wolf took Drury over the porch rail and pinned him, she’d almost let the animal have his lethal way. She’d only fired the gun to startle him away.

She dropped the melting ice cube in the sink and went to the window that overlooked the wild mountain climbing into the sky. Pressing a hand to her belly, she laid the other over her heart and just stood there, breathing deep. She needed clarity and perspective. Steadier, she closed her eyes and reviewed the last few minutes again, desperate to sort out friend from foe.

Well she’d known Drury was no friend, possessed by Mordred or not, but she hadn’t realized quite how desperately Mordred wanted the amber pendant she protected. His focus had been so palpable - tendrils of power reaching for the amber - that she didn’t need him to declare his intention. She covered it with her hand and held on for a moment.

The wolf was the x-factor in that strange scene. That first howl had still been close to the house when a typical wolf would have kept running from the gunshot. What did his appearance mean?

Loaded rifle in hand, she walked the house and double-checked the charms on her doors and windows. Bigger than other wolves she’d seen since making this patch of the Rocky Mountain range her home, something about the wolf made her feel safe rather than threatened. If instinct was all she had, she’d trust it. That too had been part of her training.

Returning to the kitchen, she gave up on dinner and sat down at her office - a gross overstating of the small desk she’d jammed into the narrow space between the kitchen and laundry closet. She turned on her computer and prepared for a new search. Although she’d completed a cursory check on Drury when she caught the first strange sensation in his presence, now she wanted to dig much deeper.

As her computer booted up, she reached into the cabinet over the desk and pulled out her most treasured book, one that had been handed down through her family. It seemed every key memory in her life connected back to this book and the secrets within its pages. She’d been trusted with so much and on the lookout all her life for the one man whose quest she was meant to support.

Through the generations one woman in her family bore the responsibility of guarding this book and the precious piece of amber. Each woman had also vowed to give Sir Kay the Tall any assistance to defeat Mordred if he should ask. Despite Camelot’s fall and Avalon fading into the mist, they’d honored the past and devoted themselves to the cause of good in the present without any documented interaction with Sir Kay. They’d become more hunters than priestesses through the generations, seeking out any known descendants of Mordred and watching them for signs of his dark influence.

No one knew what sort of appearance to expect from either Mordred or Sir Kay, only that Camelot’s hero would need the backing of those who knew the purpose of his return. Though she’d never been comfortable around Drury, today’s revelation of Mordred’s intent and identity lifted a weight from her shoulders, clarifying why she’d been led to the area.

For over an hour she sifted through every possible lead the internet offered on Drury, fleshing out her previous notes on the man. The results were far from satisfying. Her stomach rumbled and she abandoned the computer, carrying the time-worn book with her to the table as hunger finally overcame adrenaline and she tore into the cold pizza.

She’d read and reread the book with all its notes and documentation of the priestesses who’d gone before. Though she had basically memorized it, she paged through again, this time working backward from the most recent notes. Had she missed a mention of a wolf or spell that would bring aid to a priestess in distress? Granted the old documentation had originated with the young priestess who’d found this amber and had been added to by all who’d followed her. The pages were worn thin at the edges and the oldest writing was nearly illegible in places. Notes in the margins had faded, notes Diana worried contained vital information to succeed against Mordred.

The amber warmed against her skin for the third time on this eventful day. That could not be a coincidence. She finished off her pizza slice, cleared her dishes and refrigerated the leftovers. Leaning against her kitchen counter, she stared at the enigmatic book. She couldn’t let an absence of clear guidance hinder her. If Mordred, betrayer of Camelot and enemy of peace, had found his way to this place and time, she had to act, whether or not Sir Kay showed up.

They had been patient for generations and never quite successful in keeping Mordred locked in the past. He was here as Mr. Drury and the safe bet was he was instigating the strange attacks on the women of her community.

Eager for the fight, she meant to do all in her power to keep the pledge of the Avalon priestesses. Drawing the long chain from under her scrub top, she glided her thumb over the narrow bands of silver twining protectively around the amber. Wrapping her fist around the pendant, she closed her eyes and recalled the tale of the day Sir Kay had thrown this stone into the lake.

She’d been trained to do more than know the story, but to feel it as if she’d been there. To experience the soft caress of the mist on the breeze and each drop of starlight that the first priestess had felt when she’d served as silent witness to the vast grief of Sir Kay the Tall, one of Arthur’s three enchanted knights.

The scent of clear lake water from centuries ago filled Diana’s nostrils and it seemed as if the temperature dropped, raising goosebumps up and down her arms. The knight’s sorrowful roar rushed through her head and behind her eyelids she saw this piece of amber in her fist sailing through the air, into the water. Sinking into the lake’s watery embrace.

At the center of the ripples, she found the stone, called it up and out of the water until it rested in her palm, dry and safe.

“Be well, Sir Kay,” she began. “From the past you shall rise and in the present our courage will prevail for a future bright. Be well, Sir Kay. May your soul be whole, your heart content, your pledge satisfied.”

The words came out of her on a whispered tide, flooding the kitchen with a sparking power that buzzed through the air like static electricity. She opened her hand and the amber thudded against her chest. She paused, assessing the sensations coursing through her. Nothing in her training had prepared her for such a spell, or blessing, or whatever indefinable statement she’d sent into the universe. Regardless, the words left her with a sense of rightness.

Now all she could do was keep to her task and continue waiting until the inherent gifts and training pushed her to take another step.
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Furious, Mordred drove back into town, taking the winding roads faster than a sane man should. Well, he wasn’t a mere man. He stood as a god next to the simpering humanity clogging up this time and mountain.

That amber stone was the key to his rightful heritage and his proper place in the world order. He’d nearly had it once. On the day Kay, Eiddlig, and that skinny, powerless boy temporarily put it beyond his grasp, he’d vowed to claim his revenge.

Two down. He calmed himself with the recollection of his successes and the great suffering Eiddlig and the grown boy had endured before surrendering their amber. As holder of two of the three pieces, Mordred knew one troublesome gnat of a woman posed no serious impediment. He’d cajoled, tortured, and killed people much stronger than her.

For years, in his original time, he’d worked and studied and scavenged. All while nursing that damned wound as he perfected his plan to restore the amber once imbued with the power of perfect health and immortality.

His enemies, claiming to be on the side of justice and righteousness had chased, hounded, and mocked him. All had underestimated him. Without even the first bit of mystical amber, he’d managed to summon magic strong enough to carry him forward into his descendants at his whim. He despised the sensation, hated the need to hide his true nature and real power behind the flimsy shells of these weaker men.

He’d lost count of his attempts, but every foray into the future had proved fruitful in one manner or another. This effort would be no different. No matter this body’s eventual fate, Mordred would be sure that his lineage benefitted from his visit and his particular brand of cleverness if only so there would be more descendants to carry on his search in the future as needed. He couldn’t claim that all of his leaps forward ended well, but so far only two had been stopped by that plague known as Sir Kay.

When he reached his hotel room, securing the best of scant options available in this puny town, Mordred ignored the reflection of Drury that stared at him from the mirrored closet door and went straight to the safe inside. Crouching down to enter the code, he suddenly jerked his fingers back from the panel as if he’d been scalded.

He shouldn’t indulge the urge to look at the amber he possessed. It was far more risky since he’d discovered the surprising, ancient power pulsing deep in Diana’s veins. That heritage had been the sole means of her resistance to his attempts to mesmerize her, but how much knowledge and control did she have?

If he looked on the amber, would her power recognize his? Would she then be able to see all the secrets he kept hidden behind the plain face and polite manners of Drury? Sitting back on his heels he had to consider the possibility that it was the familiar power inside her that had drawn him to this place and time rather than the vital piece of amber he needed.

No. His skills and instincts were better than that. After sliding in and out of centuries, gathering tools and information necessary to survive and conquer his enemies, he knew how to discern the mystical signatures.

Equally aggravated with himself and the day and seeking affirmation of all he’d accomplished, he went ahead and entered the code into the panel on the safe. He removed the black velvet pouch and shook the two bits of amber into his palm, watching them glow under the polished surfaces.

To possess the last piece, to restore the original power and purpose of the immortality talisman, would give him victory over all his enemies at last. He gave in to the yearning, clutching the two pieces tightly in his fist for several long minutes. When they were once more safely stored and locked away, he pushed to his feet and turned from the mirror.

That remnant of the old power explained how Diana had resisted his coercion spells. Only the magic rooted in the heart of the earth could have brought a wolf from the wilderness to her aid so swiftly. The massive beast might even be her familiar. Doubtful, he decided. If she’d bothered to hone her skills, she would have sensed who and what Drury was immediately. Moreover, her power would have led her to the source of the animal attacks he’d instigated.

He stood at the window and gave the situation thorough consideration. A wolf was far better in these environs than the feline familiars of traditional lore. His sisters had believed in familiars for anchoring a witch’s power.

Yes, Diana was likely oblivious of her true heritage, or maybe she blamed it on something as common as an affinity for nature. It was the most logical explanation for her being more resistant to him than a female in this era should be. He imagined how she came to possess the last piece of the amber and scoffed that she probably believed it a pretty bauble her grandmother or aunt had prized and therefore she kept it close in memoriam.

He knew better. He was dealing with yet another descendant of his original era.

In some ways that made it easier, as if he was at last nearing the fulfillment of a cycle. His skin prickled with anticipation and his pulse quickened, though he resisted the temptation to storm her house again tonight. He pressed his palms together, thinking of his first life, bringing quiet and serenity to his mind. Impatience would lead to mistakes and he didn’t have time to smooth over the distractions that typically resulted from carelessness.

Yes, he’d wanted to use her body and now could not. No real tragedy, the women in this town and time were willing enough. His leaps forward were always more enjoyable when he had a say in the breeding of the next generation and her genes would have been an asset to his line, but it was a moot point. The old blood was far too unpredictable and he would not jeopardize his ultimate goal for the sake of good bones and coloring.

That didn’t mean he couldn’t enjoy torturing her or drawing out any latent magic before he killed her to fuel his power and strengthen himself further for the next, inevitable confrontation with Kay.

Mordred stalked to the bathroom, turned on the water in the shower - plumbing was a marvelous invention - and stripped off his clothes. Altogether, this body was better than many he’d possessed. Strong and fit, with features that resembled his original appearance more closely than others had. He noted the faint bruises on his ribs and hip and neck from wrestling with the wolf. If he chose, he could erase those without the help of amber, but he had no reason to waste the energy.

Noticing the faint streak of redness crossing his chest he leaned closer, double checked the lighting and then spewed curses at the reflection. Somehow he’d come into Drury only two months before the man’s twenty-eighth birthday, when he’d aimed for two years. Rather than retreat, he’d pushed straight to the search for the amber, knowing his time in the body was short.

He swiped his palm over the redness, casting a glamour spell simply to soothe his vanity. As if in defiance, the blasted thing reddened more. “I’ll draw you out, Sir Kay.” He smirked. “I know all the tricks. I’ll get to her first,” he vowed to his reflection. “I’ll take her amber, mend the talisman and become everything you and your sniveling king most feared. I will become all you once denied me.”

He stepped into the shower, smiling despite the pain as the hot water pelted the red mark. By this body’s twenty-eighth birthday, the damn thing would be an open wound, constantly oozing blood, incapable of healing by any method. If he didn’t abandon this body in time, it would not survive, just as his original body had withered, poisoned and cursed by Kay’s enchanted sword.

Satisfied he’d washed away the last trace of the wolf, Mordred shut off the taps and dried himself with the thick cotton towel, dressing himself swiftly in an ivory sweater and dark slacks with no more than a thought.

He’d found a way around the cursed wound before and once he had the final amber piece, neither Kay, nor wounds, nor time itself would ever concern him again.













Five






Kay was weary and exhausted by the long day. He’d spent hours and run for miles playing a hunt and chase game with the pack of wolves before he felt he could change forms and navigate back to his belongings. It was nearing midnight and he wanted to get back to Louise’s farm and check on the bear cub.

Light seeped from around the curtains at the back of Diana’s house and a softer light glowed in an upper window. A thin column of smoke trailed up from the chimney. Torn between his duty to protect the woman and his concern for the orphaned bear he decided she was safe enough for the moment. He caught no sense of Mordred lurking nearby. The cub was in greater need, at least for what remained of the night.

He’d shrugged into his coat and picked up his sword when the front door opened with a soft click. Quickly he blended his shape and shadow with the tree at his back.

Silhouetted by the brighter light behind her, Diana appeared tall and fit, with an undeniably feminine shape under the thin, loose clothing. He leisurely studied her now that she wasn’t in a hurry or plagued by danger. His first impressions hadn’t been wrong. Everything about her from her tumbled, curling hair to her slender, bare feet could be interchanged with the priestesses he’d known on Avalon.

Another spike of heat lanced through his heart, potent enough to have sweat beading his brow as he fought to remain still and unseen. He might be a moth to her flame at this rate, he thought, feeling the itch in his feet to move closer to her. He wanted to rub at the ache, to erase it, even though it was utter confirmation that he was in the right place at the right time. Much as he’d bedeviled Arthur for heeding Merlin’s advice, the fire nymph’s touch had proven a beneficial guide on many occasions.

How had she come to have a piece of the talisman? Did she know the significance of the stone she possessed? Kay forgot his questions when he noticed she stood at the opened door unarmed. Why, after Mordred’s attack, would she step outside without any protection? Maybe she needed him more than the cub after all.

With a confident stride, she stepped to the edge of the stairs and extended her arms forward. A soft blue glow appeared in her cupped palms. The glow brightened, taking shape and a round orb drifted slowly up, out, and away from her, floating on the air with the ease of a feather.

He hadn’t seen the likes of this anywhere outside of Avalon. Kay blinked, the only movement he allowed himself as the orb swayed through the air, circling her home. She was wise - and powerful - to create and dispatch a cleansing spell to erase the black and oily residue of dark magic Mordred had left behind. Too late, he realized he was wrong about the orb’s purpose. Not a cleansing spell, or not only that. She was seeking him. The orb was tracing the movements he’d made as the wolf, catching his scent as well as any bloodhound.

Too late to run or change, he held his ground. With luck, her spell would follow his race through the wilderness and give him a chance to escape. She was better than that. When the orb stopped, hovering two paces in front of him, he felt like a trapped hare.

Beyond the soft light, she leaned into the porch rail he’d pushed Mordred over. “You are here.” Her voice whispered across the night, as soft and soothing as the color in the orb.

“Aye,” he grumbled, moving away from the tree. She couldn’t know who she addressed and yet she must have suspected the truth to have bothered searching. The only way forward, to better understand the current situation was to ask and learn, much as he’d done in Avalon during his first life.

“Please come in, Sir Kay,” she said. “The nights are still cold.”

A cold night was no threat to him, a fact she should know. He halted, concerned she might be one of Mordred’s tricks. Nudging at her magic with his own he confirmed she was not tied in any way to the black knight.

He followed as the orb floated back and disappeared into her palm, so reminiscent of another woman he’d known. He paused again at the bottom of the stairs. “May I have your name?” He’d heard Mordred use it, but that did not qualify as a proper introduction.

She inclined her head and the light from the doorway painted her face in a warm radiance. “I am Diana, as are all of the first daughters with the gift in my family.”

“Named for the huntress,” he murmured. Shamed by the relief coursing through his blood at the mention of her name, he dropped his gaze to his feet. He’d tracked and interrupted Mordred in his previous efforts and cursed Avalon for forsaking him. “All the daughters, you say?”

“Yes.” Her lips curved into a slow smile. “I’m honored to invite you into my home.”

That smile held a power all its own. His shoulders relaxed, the frustration lifted from his mind and the increasing pressure over his heart finally eased.

“My thanks.” He felt every inch the giant as he climbed the stairs in two strides. Much as he tried, even after the broken amber had enhanced his gifts, he could not alter his true appearance to fall in line with the men of the time. Bear, wolf, hawk, and more were shapes and creatures he had learned to manage, but never a man of normal stature.

Closing her door behind him, he found himself towering over her, though she was taller than many women he’d met through the years. Her straight and elegant features gave away her unique bloodline. The bright, fair curls of her hair reminded him of sunlight spilling over trees and water. Her eyes were the soothing gray-blue of the Avalon priestesses. The depth of color so rich, he ached for the world as it was in the time he’d known best. “Diana.” He spoke her name with reverence, thinking of how her long-dead ancestor had turned a twist in his gifts into a rare miracle.

“Sir Kay,” she began, that smile still on her generous lips, “it is an honor and a wonder. Are you well?”

“Aye.” Her use of his name brought him comfort he didn’t know he’d longed for.

“I have a thousand questions.” She took a few steps back to meet his gaze. “I’m sure you have questions for me as well. Sit down, please.” She gestured to a big chair flanking a small fireplace. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Water, please,” he replied. “You have the power to block our conversation from prying ears?”

“Yes,” she assured him. “Although Mordred is well out of range at the moment.”

Startled by her words, he remained standing as he took in every detail of her demeanor. “You know what that man is inside the body he uses?”

“Yes. Do sit down.” She clasped her hands behind her back, bouncing a bit on her bare toes. “I’m trying to stay cool here, but it’s a challenge.” Though she nibbled on her lip, she failed to bite back another bright smile. “Just wait here a minute.”

He sat as directed this time, admiring the tidy room as she dashed off. Moments later she returned, handing him a tall cup of the clearest glass he’d ever seen. Accepting it, he tried to hide his admiration for the craftsmanship and drank deeply.

“Please be at ease,” he said. “I did not mean to be here this night and I shall not abuse your hospitality for long.” He wanted to go and quickly. It was far too tempting to bask here in a quiet circle she’d cast over the house. “I’m needed elsewhere.” The cub was in good hands, true, but not familiar hands and he would be missing his mother. “It seems you’ve been expecting me?”

“I’ve been studying and traveling, hoping our paths would cross, even as some tiny part of me hoped it wouldn’t be necessary.”

“Why would you wish for such a burden?” By blood or by training, fighting a determined evil such as Mordred came with high risks and little reward. “Your predecessors did not seek me.”

Her smile faltered on one side of that wide mouth, but her gaze held his. “How many times have you returned?”

“This is my third,” he told her.

Her eyebrows arched and her gaze slid to the fire burning in the grate. “Three times in just this century?”

If only he knew. “Which century are we in?”

“The twenty-first.”

“No.” It was his turn to watch the fire. “This is my third reappearance since my natural death in my time. This day marks the first I have seen of machines that fly.”

“The third time only,” she murmured. “Then I will do all in my power to be sure this time you succeed on your quest. It’s what I was raised and trained to do.”

He prayed they could turn her words into truth. Weary of failure, knowing the price others paid when Mordred beat him, he had to fulfill his pledge to Arthur.

“You must believe me, Sir Kay. I’m the ally you need.”

“I do.” He’d seen too much through time to do otherwise. “Call me Kay.” Hearing the formal name in the foreign put an itch between his shoulder blades. With every failure to stop Mordred, he felt less deserving of the honor he’d earned so long ago. “I will also work on matching my speech to yours,” he added. “It is usually easy for me to adapt to local customs.”

He heard a noise, a scratching at the door and came soundlessly to his feet. He pressed a finger to his lips. “Stay back,” he whispered, placing his hand on his sword hilt.

“Sit down.” She darted in front of him to open the front door. “I thought you’d sense the house is protected?”

“I do.” He’d opened his mouth to remind her of Mordred’s earlier visit and tricks when a large cat padded inside, giving him a long, feline assessment. “What is this creature?”

“Who.” Diana smiled and once again he felt the tension slide away. “Linny is my friend.”

“The cat is your familiar, in the traditional ways?”

“No.” Her curls swayed as she shook her head. “He’s good company but no boost to any power within me. I rescued his litter from poachers and his littermates grew up and went along with their lives, he’s chosen to make his territory close to mine.”

In Kay’s mind, that sounded quite similar to an animal familiar, but he didn’t press the issue. “You’ve given a beautiful creature an odd name.”

Diana laughed, the sound as merry as a full stream burbling over rocks after a heavy rain. The big cat leaped up onto the cushion beside her and butted that aloof head into her shoulder before stretching out. Kay decided the creature was smart to stick by such a woman.

“He’s a lynx. Lynx became Linny because he was so sweet and friendly to me. I did my best to keep them wild, but one of us failed.” She scrubbed at the cat’s ear and the mutual affection was obvious.

“Are poachers a frequent problem in these mountains?”

“One poacher anywhere in the world is one too many,” she said, her gray-blue eyes stormy with indignation. “The permanent residents here are decent and most of our visitors come for the outstanding views and nature experiences. Those who come for other reasons… Well.” She ran her long fingers down the curve of the lynx’s spine from neck to tail. “A few of us do what we can to mitigate their effect on our wilderness.”

Watching her, he thought of the bear cub alone in the world thanks to one of the rare, problematic visitors. Nature would claim the mother’s carcass, but that was little comfort to both Kay and the orphaned cub.

“What are you thinking?”

Her soothing voice had him understanding why the lynx had remained. The littermates who’d left were fools for straying from the power and peace this woman projected. “I should be going.” He stood up suddenly, gaining the cat’s full, wary attention. “You and the amber will be safe here for the night.”

Her lips parted on a startled gasp. “You know I have it?” she asked.

“You expected I would not know?” He tapped a finger to his chest. “The power in the stone drew me here.” His feet moved of their own volition, but he caught himself when the cat glared a warning.

“The amber didn’t draw you to the others who kept it safe?” Her golden eyebrows drew together. “I wonder why not.”

“Where did you find the piece you wear?” He wondered at the fate of the pieces that belonged to his friend, Eiddlig, and young Daniel, the lad Eiddlig had taken under his wing for training and protection. He suspected Mordred had recovered at least one piece due to his survival of their previous encounters.

“It has been handed down through the women of my family from the beginning of our part in your quest.”

“Surely you don’t mean your family has had the piece since the days of Avalon?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

So Daniel had never reclaimed his piece? Kay was momentarily distracted by the repetitive grief of outliving his dearest friends. “Why would anyone carry such a priceless artifact away from a place of safety and into Mordred’s reach?”

She stared at him, much as the lynx did - wide-eyed, curious, and unflinching. “You’re angry.”

“By all that’s holy, I am!”

The lynx raised a paw, extended claws and set to the task of cleaning each one in turn as he eyed Kay. The message was clear, from one hunter to another, that the cat would willingly protect the woman. Kay backed down, remembering Diana had demonstrated defenses and talents. He’d no more fight with a cat than he would a woman. He sat back and did his best to recall his manners and composure. “My apologies.”

“None needed,” she said with more kindness and grace than he deserved. “It seems I’ve been raised within one aspect of your legend while you’ve been living under a different understanding. A book has stayed with the women of my family from the very start. We have documentation of your visits to Avalon all the way through to your disappearance after dealing the fatal blow to Mordred.”

“Not fatal enough or we wouldn’t be here,” he muttered.

“I’m sure it’s been more effective than you believe.”

He snorted. “Had I been effective, I would be resting peacefully in the grave long before now.”

“His third attempt,” she said to the lynx. “And this is the first we will work together.”

He couldn’t let her come along, despite her conviction on the issue. “I work alone. Come tomorrow, I will lead Mordred away from this place and your piece of amber.” Much as he’d done with the wolves earlier. He’d give the horrid rat something irresistible to chase - himself.

“We need to do this together,” she said. “Mordred is stronger than I believe he has been before.”

He’d sensed that as well and yet the foul man hadn’t shown any recognition of Kay in wolf form. “All the more reason for me to dispatch him quickly and far from the amber he seeks.”

“You need my help,” she said. “I’ve been studying, preparing, and researching what hasn’t worked before.”

“No. I work alone,” he repeated, ignoring the mulishness in his voice.

A fierce scowl clouded her face. “I expected once you arrived we would work in tandem to eliminate the problem.”

It was his turn to laugh, but the sound rang bitter in his ears. “Mordred is more than a problem. A problem can be solved.” He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. “Mordred is darkness itself. More twisted and evil every time I meet him. He is a canny and slippery enemy.” He stood up and straightened his coat. “The protections on your house are sufficient for tonight. I will return in the morning.”

“Where will you stay tonight?”

“Tonight I need some space under the stars.”

“You’re holding something back.” She scooted around him, once more blocking his path to the door. Either she moved with a preternatural quickness or his reflexes were sadly lacking in this era.

“Sir Kay, you must agree to let me help you.”

Chivalry held him in place when he wanted to push past her and be gone. “We will discuss it in the morning,” he allowed. “I will not be far from here should you need me.” He waited, but she didn’t budge. “By your leave, m’lady.”

“Fine,” she said, opening the door for him. “I’m up at dawn and breakfast is an hour later. Discussions go easier on a full belly.”

With only a raised eyebrow to acknowledge her schedule, he strode away from the woman and out into the night.

***
Diana watched him go, exasperated and curious in equal measure. How was it he’d only been back three times, when Mordred had been back three times as frequently? Three times three typically held serious significance. She turned out the lights in the front room and banked the fire in the hearth. Linny, stretched the full length of the couch, watched her closely.

“In or out?” she asked the lynx. “I’m not hopping up and down for the rest of the night.”

Linny only twitched an ear.

“In it is.” Diana knew the penalty if she ever got caught co-habitating with a wild creature, but it wasn’t as if she put a collar and bell on the lynx. Linny came and went as he pleased and on the occasions when she was gone for days, Diana tried not to worry. The cat belonged to the mountains, and held his own out there as well as he did basking on the couch.

With a wince for the late hour, she was grateful she had the next two days off. Deciding to take the Avalon book to bed with her, she pulled it from the cabinet. Bringing her journal and pen along with her, she went upstairs to think through the day’s developments in bed before she went to sleep.

She made her notes and compared current events to the notes in the book. Either the summoning spell had worked, or Kay had been drawn from his hibernation in Avalon by Mordred’s return.

“I’ve been through it a thousand and one times now. There is nothing here about hunters working directly with Sir Kay.” She stroked the toes of the paw Linny had resting on her thigh. “It has to be important. Do you think Mordred found a way to keep the hunter and the knight apart?”

That didn’t make sense either. Diana let her head fall back against her headboard. She had to find something to sway Kay or it was going to be a hard, uphill battle in the morning. “I don’t think that weird moment in the kitchen really brought him forward,” she confessed to the ceiling. “Though my ego would love to take credit.” Her phone vibrated against the nightstand and she ignored it for a minute, unwilling to let this train of thought slip away from her. “Maybe Mordred did it with the maulings and murders. A knight enchanted to rise against evil wouldn’t stand for that, despite the locals blaming a rogue animal.” She shot a look at Linny who sighed a little as she dozed. “He knew about the amber, said he followed it and he can sense Mordred.”

And according to the book, Mordred had killed before, but it didn’t seem as if he applied the same ferocity then that he was applying this time around.

“He gets his way most often by charm and coercion, according to the records.” Beside her the lynx snored softly. “You’re a lousy listener.”

She set the book on the nightstand and looked over her notes one more time, adding doodles to the corners as her mind wrestled with possible weaknesses in Mordred versus the strengths she and Kay brought to the looming fight.

“Not charm with any good behind it. He uses a black-arts kind of charm,” she told the sleeping lynx. “It’s in his voice. I felt it today firsthand. If he’s tossing around magic so liberally, he has to have a source and he must be uber-confident he can steal this amber.”

She clutched the pendant in her fist. “We won’t let that happen.” The protections had been cast to the edges of her property line and she’d cleansed everything and strengthened the wards after Mordred had left. The wolf had been amazing and clearly guided by some force of goodness. Probably Kay, but possibly one of her ancestors had a hand in that too. A few of the earliest stories recorded in the book mentioned animals coming to their rescue when Mordred got too close.

She reached for the book, eager to explore another avenue of research and potential connections when her phone hummed with another alert. She picked it up this time to see text messages from Louise. Worried Mordred might use her friend as a lure to get his hands on the amber, Diana immediately opened the app on her phone.

Louise had sent a short video clip of a bear cub with big ears and bright eyes ambling close to sniff at the camera. The first message, I’m bear-sitting was followed by, Cub orphaned today. Two more pictures came through and one of them included a familiar boot.

Louise was bear sitting for Sir Kay. Diana’s heart melted with compassion. No wonder he hadn’t stayed tonight. “You were definitely needed elsewhere,” she said to herself.

Tell him his bear cub is welcome at breakfast tomorrow. Diana hesitated only a moment before she hit send on the reply text.

Leave it to a walking legend like Kay to not only find a needy bear cub in this time, but to find a safe place for the orphan to stay. She wished he’d told her about the cub. His affinity for nature had survived through the Arthurian lore and the stories in the book she’d inherited had been impressively accurate. She couldn’t be too annoyed with him since she’d kept a few things to herself as well.

She jotted another quick note to ask if he’d rescued animals in his two previous shifts through time. While it probably didn’t matter, she would continue searching for any detail that would give them an edge over Mordred. Whatever argument he posed against her involvement tomorrow, she would counter with proof that he needed her.

It astounded her that after only a few minutes, she felt an inherent kinship and responsibility to assist him. The opportunity she and all the others before her craved had literally arrived at her doorstep. Protests or not, she wouldn’t allow him to traipse about in this time alone. She didn’t want him to experience any more of the frustration and discouragement that he exhibited earlier. Kay wasn’t a failure simply because Mordred was clever and lacking any moral compass in his search for more power. The knight from Camelot wanted to find rest for his soul and she wanted to help him.

Diana turned out the light and pulled up the covers, falling asleep with the question of how something as imperative as working together had become forgotten or left out from the first priestess’s time with Kay in Avalon.













Six






Kay woke to the sharp bite of claws on his torso as the bear cub walked over him to nuzzle his face. “Hungry little beast,” he said with great indulgence while no one was around to hear him. Rising, he stretched out the kinks of sleeping on the barn floor with the cub. “Come with me if you can behave,” he said, opening the stall door. They walked down the aisle to the food stores and Kay mixed up a blend of dog food and goat milk as Louise suggested.

Back in the stall, he set the bowl down for the bear and held it fast so most of it would get into the cub rather than on him. When the cub had his fill, Kay secured the stall and went off to take care of his needs for the morning in the barn bathroom Louise had shown him yesterday. Modern plumbing was the greatest innovation, he decided as clean water poured over his head from what Louise had termed a shower. If Arthur knew of these improvements, he must be terribly jealous of the knights who’d been tasked with ridding the future of the evils that escaped the time of Camelot.

Louise was waiting, chatting with the bear cub when he returned. “Good morning to you.”

He replied in kind and thanked her for the hospitality. “I will take him down to the - Diana’s house.” He’d almost called her the priestess. Louise was special, but that didn’t mean it was his place to share Diana’s lineage or her secrets. “May I send the cub back later in order to keep him out of harm’s way?”

“Of course,” she said. “We won’t let this little guy become the next victim around here,” she added, her gaze on the cub.

“There has been a great deal of trouble?”

Louise gave a curt nod, her eyes lifting to the wilderness beyond her tidy barn. “People are blaming a diseased or troubled animal for a rash of attacks and even two deaths so far.” She shook her head. “I don’t believe it. The real predator roaming out there isn’t natural.”

Kay said nothing, knowing full well the horrors Mordred relished. “This world needs more people like you,” Kay said. Louise was the epitome of all that was gracious and open minded. The world in any time he’d seen would have been better off with more people of her nature.

“More than one of me would push the world off its axis.” She laughed softly as she bent down and rubbed the cub’s face. “I’ve ordered more clothing for you. It should arrive later today.”

Uncomfortable, Kay shuffled his feet. “That wasn’t necessary.” After two attempts with little to no help, having two allies felt strange.

She chuckled. “It will save you a great deal of time and help you fit in, you’ll see. Don’t worry, I’m a good judge of sizes.”

“I’ll repay you,” he promised awkwardly. How would he do that in this world? He had no modern currency and nothing to barter with but his sword or his brawn. His greatest gifts and skills were less than helpful in these modern conditions.

Louise waved away his concern, her eyes bright. “You do what needs done with that predator skulking about and we will call it a fair trade.”

He agreed to her terms, but the exchange followed him, mocking him as he hiked to Diana’s house. He’d failed to eliminate Mordred twice before, what would be different enough in this time to call it a success?

It was a question without an obvious answer. Diana might have helpful information in the book she mentioned, if she chose to share it with him, but he could not allow her to spend a moment in harm’s way. Such a risk went against all of his training and tradition. He had to make her accept the logic and reason of his decision.

At this rate, he might never see her again, slowed as he was by the cub’s need to explore every tree, leaf, and fallen log along the way. The cub had scurried up a tree and now stared eye level with Kay, pride glowing from the small face and bright eyes. Kay chucked him under the chin, then simply plucked him off the tree and draped him over his shoulders. “We have places to be little one.”

They made far better time in this manner, but he suspected they would arrive too late to join Diana for breakfast. His stomach rumbled as savory scents wafted across the clearing behind her house. He paused to get a sense of the protections she’d employed. Much stronger today than yesterday and he appreciated both her skill and sense of urgency.

As he crossed the boundary, he noticed the lynx lounging on the back porch, assessing them with cautious interest. He suspected neither of them had decided if they would be friends or foes.

Kneeling. Kay tugged the cub from his shoulders and set him on Diana’s protected ground. “Be aware,” he murmured to the cub. With one hand on the bear, the other on the ground, he did his best to connect beast and territory. It was a gamble with such a young animal, but something he’d had moderate success with in the past.

The cub flipped to his back and offered up his belly for a scratch. Helpless against the silly, innocent appeal for affection, Kay obliged. Obviously curious, the lynx crossed the low grass. He sniffed in the cub’s direction and his ears flattened as he aimed a disdainful glare at each of them. Kay merely continued indulging the cub while the cat made up its mind about them. The lynx crept closer this time, again halting with an arrogant sniff and displeased ears. The cycle repeated until the cub couldn’t take it anymore. He bounded to his feet and ambled right up to greet the lynx.

Kay braced to intervene, but it proved unnecessary. Soon the two animals that should be wary of each other, if not outright enemies, were rolling around in the grass and playing like litter mates.

“That’s an odd couple for sure,” Diana said.

Kay came to his feet, turning from the animal antics to offer her a proper greeting. “Good morning.”

“It is.” She raised a mug filled with something that steamed in the cool morning air. Her lovely eyes and warm smile radiated welcome.

He stepped toward her and the scar from the fire nymph heated on his chest. Something deep inside him, deeper than his heart, cracked open jarring him. He froze, searching for balance as the earth moved under his feet, though neither the woman nor the animals showed any signs of the distress or bewilderment heaving inside him.

He blamed the strange, intense sensation on a belated reaction to the shift through time, the early hour, or possibly hunger.

Her smile widened, and she waved him closer. “Come in for breakfast,” she said. “They’ll be fine out here for a while.”

“How can you be sure?” He forced himself to pause at the bottom of the stairs, fighting a crazed desire to leap up to the porch and sweep her into his arms. He couldn’t recall having had such a romantic notion in any of his lives.

“This is my place. Only those I welcome are allowed to stay,” she replied. “Come on. Cold breakfast isn’t nearly as satisfying as hot.”

Clearly, she’d never been in battle, when a hard crust of bread and mug of ale had been as tasty as nectar from the God’s after an extended fight.

He ducked under the doorframe and followed her inside. At her encouragement, he shrugged out of his coat and removed his sword, leaving both on a stand near the door. Entering her kitchen, he found the marvels here were as intriguing and miraculous as modern water closets and plumbing. He asked her a dozen questions about the various inventions as she piled food onto a plate for him.

“Egg casserole, toast, and a side of bacon,” she explained. “Do you drink coffee?”

He had discovered a fondness for coffee during his last leap through time. “If you have it ready.”

She tilted her head to a small machine at the end of the counter. “It’s there in the mug. I set it to brew fresh for you just in case.”

He peered into the black liquid and inhaled the rich aroma. “My thanks.” He sipped gingerly at first, delighting in the familiar experience. “I begin to think you’re descended of angels rather than of Avalon’s priestesses,” he said, settling into the chair across from her at the table.

“Flattery won’t get you out of kitchen clean up,” she said, winking at him. “If we’re a team taking down Mordred, we’ll be a team in the kitchen as well.”

He decided not to offend her hospitality by arguing over the meal, so he ate in silence. “Delicious,” he said. “You’ve a real talent for food as well as magic.”

At his compliment, a faint blush turned her cheeks rosy, making her even prettier. He reined in his errant thoughts before he started flirting with her. This was hardly the time to be distracted by appearances and urges that should be long-forgotten and left buried.

“Are you all right?”

He shook off the melancholy as he met her gaze. “Yes. My mind goes wandering as I adjust to new environments.” The answer was honest enough under the circumstances.

She leaned forward, elbows braced on the table, her gray-blue eyes lit with curiosity. “What’s it like? Does it get any easier for you? It must be a shock to keep being tossed through time. Do you even recognize the world?”

He sipped his coffee, leaning back as a matter of self-preservation against her multitude of appealing traits. Beauty, yes, but her curiosity and expertise were even more engaging. “I was well-trained, by your ancestor, so you may have some understanding of that process from your book. Still, it was a terrible jolt that first time. The sudden leaps of progress and advances defied my expectations. And there was much to learn to conform to new speech patterns and customs.” Not to mention searching for a way to fit in as a changeable beast.

“And the second time?”

“The language was utterly foreign, the landscape barren.” He rubbed his eyes, wishing he could banish the memories. “I felt very alone,” he heard himself confess. “I stayed hidden and tracked Mordred at night to his eventual death in that time, interrupting him and interfering as much as possible before he could wreak havoc on the innocent as he seems to be doing here.”

“And you never encountered any of Diana of Avalon’s descendants?”

“No. She never mentioned her plan to train others.” Of course he hadn’t given her much chance, had he? He’d given his best and still failed both his king and his companion bear. By the time he’d been desperate enough to seek help from Avalon for the shapeshifting curse it had nearly been too late. “I am grateful for her foresight.”

A range of reactions flitted across Diana’s fine features until at last she seemed to settle on determination. A shame really, as her mouth was much lovelier in a full smile than the flat line. He drained his coffee and pushed back from the table, redirecting his thoughts to the purpose at hand.

“Tell me,” he said, eager to change the topic, “what does kitchen clean up entail?”

Her lips curved up at one corner. “I’ll show you this first time, if you’ll answer a few more questions.”

“As you wish,” he replied. She didn’t ask questions right away. Instead, she taught him about compost and garbage disposals and city water and well water systems and a miraculous product that stripped grease from cooking utensils and dishes. “I try to remember I’m fortunate just to see such things,” he said as they dried their hands on opposite ends of the same towel.

“According to the records I have, you trained and prepared at Arthur’s request to move forward through time when Mordred’s actions require your intervention.”

The woman knew how to shift a topic as swiftly as he shifted forms. He gave himself a moment to gather his thoughts by walking to the back door and checking on the cub. Young bear and mature lynx were dozing in a beam of morning sunlight as bright as the lightest color of Diana’s hair. “That is correct,” he replied.

“But Camelot and Arthur are gone.”

“Also correct,” he replied. “I don’t have all the answers you’re seeking,” he said before she could ask the next obvious questions. “The spell that keeps me alive - a combination of several spells I believe - is not of my making.”

Her eyebrows flexed into a frown. “It’s you.” She flicked a hand at him. “You should have some control. Between the two of us I’m sure we can figure out something from the notes in my book.”

“Stop.” He held up a hand. “Where I go after isn’t the concern. Here and now is where we must stop Mordred,” he insisted. “I need any information you can give me about this place, the current attacks, so I can find him and strike him down.” He reached for the sword at his hip and found air, forgetting he’d removed it when he’d walked in.

He didn’t know what to do with himself. Every instinct he had urged him to move on Mordred quickly. After all these centuries, instinct was what he trusted above everything else. “Will you give me the guidance I need?”
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Diana cleared her throat. She couldn’t let him walk all over her and she was bound by her oath not to let him proceed alone. His solo attempts against Mordred hadn’t succeeded and neither had any of the previous hunters managed to contain Mordred in his original time and body. Working together as a team was simply common sense. Had he forgotten her ancestors were also known for their hunting skills? Manly bravery and mismanaged pride would only become a wedge against them.

“I’ll tell you what I know, but I’m absolutely convinced you’ll need my help to finish him off.”

Kay aimed a look at her, one dark eyebrow peaking in skepticism. “You’re not cut out to fight. You’re a—”

“Stop.” She held up both hands, palms out. “Not another word. I mean it.” She glared up at him, ignoring the feminine swirl of attraction low in her belly as she met his gaze. The man had amazing, enigmatic eyes that were more gray than green at the moment. Expressive and thoughtful, his eyes had seen so many places she’d only read about. Places and eras she’d only dreamed of visiting. Not the time, Diana. He might be standing just out of arm’s reach here in the twenty-first century, but he was a man from the past with values and views clearly rooted in the sixth century.

“There is no way to finish that sentence without offending me. Hush,” she said as his lips parted again. “Let’s start with a discussion about what we know and what’s necessary and see where that leads us.”

“What do you deem necessary?”

“First, I’d like to meet your bear cub,” she said. It seemed the best way to break the sudden tension arcing between them. Sharing a meal was only a start. Real trust would be the best foundation for the team effort she knew they needed to establish. Her spotting him with the orb hadn’t gone over as well as she’d hoped last night. She’d thought that would impress on him her skill and ability, but so far, it didn’t seem to be enough.

He opened the door and held it for her and then led the way down the few steps. She smothered a grin thinking chivalry had more than a few attractive benefits. She was tempted to trip and fall into his broad back and let him catch her as he might have done for a lady in his century.

Too bad this wasn’t a long spiraling stairwell, she thought as they reached the grass in short order. Having heard their approach, the cub was already awake and rushing for Kay with a baby bear version of a charge.

Kay let the little front legs push him over, feigning defeat as the cub scrambled all over him. Her heart gave a kick in her chest, as it always did when she witnessed compassion and kindness. Whatever pledge Kay had given to King Arthur, the man remained a miracle in any era.

“Have you named him?” she asked.

Kay pushed his shaggy golden-brown hair back from his face and sat up. “Naming him isn’t my place. He is simply who he is.” He turned the little urchin upside down and laughed when the bear cub tried to growl and swipe at the brawny arms holding him.

Diana didn’t think simple had anything to do with their antics. “He’s adorable.”

Motivated by either the play time or jealousy, Linny stretched and twitched his tail in the sun-drenched grass. Sauntering over, he head-butted the cub before twisting a figure eight through Diana’s legs. She crouched, scrubbing at his ears and scruff, soothing the big cat’s pride.

“You’re a real-life Grizzly Adams,” she quipped, reaching over and tickling the cub’s belly. “If you’d been born to this century you could have excellent prospects as an animal wrangler.”

“Is that a compliment?”

“Definitely.” On all four feet again, the bear snuffled the hem of her jeans and then nosed at her pockets. “Louise must have kept treats in her pockets and he’s already learned where to look. You’re a smart one, aren’t you,” she crooned, rubbing his face.

“Smart enough to stick with me after his mother was shot.”

“What? Can you communicate with animals?”

“No.” Kay’s gaze drifted up to the sky. “Not the way I talk with you. I have always had an affinity for understanding animals.”

“Then how do you know how his mother died?”

“I was nearby when it happened. Shortly after I found myself in your time,” he added after a moment. “Do you talk with animals?”

The query startled her, especially when she had several more questions for him. She wasn’t used to anyone realizing she was more than a highly-skilled nurse. “I suspect what I have is more akin to empathy and respect from my Avalon lineage. While I work in modern medicine, my heart is firmly planted in natural remedies and the old ways. A renaissance woman,” she finished with a shrug.

“Renaissance?”

“Whoops. Sorry. You missed that era and of course walking into this era full-grown per se, you didn’t learn about it in school. Forget I mentioned it.”

He gave her a curious glance, but let it drop. “How did you recognize Mordred?” he asked.

Teamwork required this kind of give and take. She’d had a lifetime to study his situation and his history and he was playing catch up. Being outside with the happy and contented animals put them both at ease. “I didn’t at first. He came to town a few weeks ago as a tourist. He gave his name as Morton Drury and he stays at the spa hotel.” When Kay asked, she explained the words that were foreign to him. “He’s a top end client according to the gossip and he’s a generous tipper. Drury apparently comes from money.”

“Mordred always had plenty of coin,” Kay said, frowning. “Amassing a fortune is surely child’s play compared with skipping through time.” He sat up and wrapped his arms around his bent knees, giving the bear cub a human jungle gym.

“Do you know how he does it?” she asked. “My predecessors have theories, but nothing solid to build on.”

“He uses a dark magic within his bloodline,” he muttered. “Which I’m sure you know already.”

She waited.

“How he uses his descendants is not within my understanding,” he said slowly. “But I do not - don’t - have any details on how he manipulates the time. I must focus on the facts we have here and now. Hopefully, it will lead us toward the right path.”

She decided to table that issue for now. “The animal attacks began about ten days ago,” she explained. “Hikers came in with injuries varying from scratches to serious wounds. We’ve lost two patients so far, and none of them can accurately recall how or what attacked them. The attacks started upriver and have slowly turned more violent and occurred closer to town. Yesterday, Drury came into Louise’s shop. He spoke with me and said he thought amber would be a good gift choice. My intuition went on high alert. Spiked,” she clarified when Kay frowned at the term. “No artists nearby work with amber,” she continued. “I left the shop, unwilling to leap to conclusions and yet knowing I had to act before he cut me off.”

Kay’s gaze turned sharp and his body tensed, as if Mordred was close enough to attack. “Has he hurt you?”

“No, it’s another phrase. By the time he showed up at the house last night, I was braced for anything. Well, anything but that magic in his voice that made me want to cooperate.”

“His gift of influence. He has left a trail of bodies in his wake with that skill.”

“Yes!” What a relief that Kay understood. “I managed to fend him off, though the whole encounter rattled my senses. I knew then, beyond any doubt, who he was. What he was.”

Kay was hanging on her every word. “How did you resist him?”

She thought of the amber, of the first skill she’d learned as a child. “Practice,” she said. “I drove him off with a little help and a rifle.”

Kay arched an eyebrow and she told him the rest of the story, including the appearance of a lone wolf. “I don’t know where the wolf came from, maybe sent by an earlier Diana watching out for me? I suppose that sounds like a lame explanation. Probably it was just nature’s way of getting even for Mordred putting blame where it doesn’t belong.”

“So you don’t believe it’s a wounded or deranged animal behind these attacks? Not even after the wolf attacked a man on your doorstep?”

“No. The wounds on the victims aren’t consistent with a wolf. They’re meant to look like a bear attack, but Mordred isn’t staging the claw marks accurately.”

“He means to rile the town against the wildlife.” Kay’s voice, ragged and ferocious drew long looks from Linny and the cub. “You are sure about the claw marks? You can tell the difference?” At her nod, he grunted and turned his face to the tree line and the sky above it. “Louise would agree with you that the attacks are not of animal origin.”

“Of course she does. She’s a Native American Indian and there are powerful shamans in her family tree. She knows these mountains better than anyone else, could probably take the pulse of a tree if you asked her to.”

“Aye - yes,” he corrected. “She is quite special.” Kay leaned back on his hands while the cub and lynx wrestled with his boot laces. “You said your home and land is protected. How do you think Mordred got through to trouble you yesterday?”

“I knew he was close even before his car turned off the road and into my drive. I created an opening to see what he would do.”

“I’d expect a priestess of Avalon to have the power to blast him once she realized he meant her harm.”

Diana bristled at the implication of her weaknesses and forced herself to answer calmly, knowing he wasn’t being deliberately offensive. “It’s possible some gifts have been diluted through the centuries,” she allowed. Uneasy and irritated with herself, she stood up and stalked away from him. “It was a closer call than I intended. Unlike you, I’m several generations removed from Avalon.”

“I apologize,” Kay said. “That wasn’t meant to be rude. When the wolf knocked him off the porch, why didn’t your protections harm the man?”

She turned around, startled to find him right behind her. A man as big as Kay shouldn’t be able to move so quietly. “I didn’t tell you the wolf knocked him down.”

“You did. You said they went right over the rail and you leveled your gun at him.”

She had to assume he was right, how else would he know? Or maybe he had simply filled in that detail, having such a thorough understanding of animal behavior. “My protection spell kept him out of the house,” she said pointedly. “And from now on it will keep him off the property.”

“I hope so.” Kay’s gaze roamed the trees again. “He’ll be back.”

“And we’ll be ready for him.”

“I would not have this fight in or anywhere near your home,” Kay said. “If he is attacking people, there is a reason. Have you spoken with the survivors?”

“Yes, and I’ve hiked the same routes they were on as well.”

The color drained from Kay’s face. “Not alone?”

She eased back from the waves of fear for her rolling off him. “Linny accompanied me. Louise too.”

His eyes narrowed. “Not every time.”

She discovered she couldn’t lie to him, though she wanted to gloss over the truth. “How do you know?” she countered, her voice cracking.

He folded his arms over his chest. “It’s clear in your face.” His eyes skated over her body as hot as she imagined his hands would be. “And your shoulders. You should never try to lie.”

As a nurse, she valued honesty and integrity, but discretion was essential. At the hospital if a patient asked tough questions, she used the professional, guarded statements and deferred to the doctor. With Kay, there was no such option. She didn’t appreciate him reading her so well. Temper rising, she held her ground though it meant craning her neck to meet his gaze. “I do not lie.” The amber around her neck warmed, taunting her.

She wasn’t lying about the amber. He knew she had it and despite his initial anger, he seemed resigned to her possession of the talisman. He hadn’t even interrupted her when she’d told him about Mordred’s inquiries yesterday. “What are you hiding, Kay?”

She saw him flinch, the smallest twitch at the corner of his eye.

“I doubt I could have any secrets from a woman of Avalon heritage.” He pushed a hand through his hair and turned away from her. “Forgive me,” he said, facing her again. “I am uneasy. Mordred is stronger than I anticipated these days.

“We’re both on edge. Understandably.” Her gaze followed his out to the trees as that uneasiness he mentioned prickled along her skin. Although the animals didn’t seem troubled, maybe there was something more sinister contributing to the discord between her and the knight. “Let’s go inside. Surely the two of us can find a clue in the book to help us end Mordred and his pursuit of the amber.”

She trusted him to follow her as she headed back into the house. Her decision had been at the forefront of her mind when she woke up this morning after her subconscious spent the night wrestling with Mordred’s more frequent leaps through time.

Their histories were obviously interwoven, all three of them, and she wanted to know why these details and others weren’t explained in her book. She hoped Kay would have some insight of the notes made by the original priestess Diana, and those who followed her close to his time. Maybe what she couldn’t read, he could remember and fill in the gaps. The intuition she’d been taught to honor, told her the answers were hiding in those small, unexplained spaces.

“You know beyond doubt this Drury is our enemy Mordred. Give me his direction and I can go straight at him,” Kay said as she pulled the book from the shelf.

“We need a better plan,” she said.

“The element of surprise is a valid battle tactic,” he countered.

She gave him a sideways glance. “There are laws against going straight at him in this century.” With the book under her arm, she grabbed up her notebook and pen and planted herself in the corner of her couch in the front room. “Besides we want to stop him for good, right?”

“Right.” Kay sat down across from her, dwarfing the same chair he’d used last night.

“Good. Let’s work on a few details and then we can hike up to the latest point of attack closer to midday.”

He balled his fists, relaxed them again. “Why must we wait?”

“First of all, you’re a papa bear,” she replied. “Unless you want your cub tagging along with us, we need to take him back to Louise after we review the book.”

Kay’s hands dwarfed the book as she handed it over. Did he have a better place to start? There was so much more to him than the big, ripped body and lethal sword. There was a grief in his eyes, barely muted when he looked at the bear cub he’d rescued. The intense wariness in his eyes startled her every time it clouded his gaze and implied there were details about his past he wasn’t eager to share.

Well, she had a few secrets too, one of which she should explain before he read of it in the book. “Mordred has been back more often than you.”

Everything about him seemed frozen by her words. His breath halted. His fingertip stilled on the top edge of the book binding. At last his chest swelled on a deep inhale and he carefully set the book aside. “How is this possible? The spell cast by the priestess of Avalon was meant to rouse me each time he appeared.”

“I don’t know. I’ve tried to figure it out, and had no more luck than those who’ve come to this before me. Something shifted when Avalon faded away.”

“Away?” he echoed.

“Yes. Most people in this time believe Avalon is nothing more than a fairy tale now.”

He snorted.

“You didn’t know?”

“I never had cause to know. Avalon is where I rest between… attacks.” He came to his feet, his size and astonishment filling the small room. “How long?” She recoiled instinctively and he swore.

“I’ll not hurt you.” He shook his head. “I won’t hurt you.” He struggled to wrap his lips and British accent around the modern turn of phrase.

“I believe you,” she said. “You’re just so…”

“So what?”

“You,” she finished on a shaky laugh, tossing her hands wide. “I’ve imagined you for years, wondering if I’d meet you. I’ve hoped for this day all my life.” She bit her lip. “That sounds awful considering Mordred’s evil would be necessary for us to meet. Now you’re here and…” She lost her nerve and the truth, beating like a bird in her chest as every mystical fantasy tumbled through her mind, remained unspoken.

“I am me,” he finished for her. There was no pride or amusement in his voice, only a strange sadness.

She wanted to wrap her arms around him in a comforting hug until he realized how treasured he was, until his eyes were full of righteousness and confidence.

“You didn’t know about Avalon?” she asked, putting them back on the safer topic.

“No. Explain this to me.” He resumed his seat. “Please.”

“The Lady of the Lake took the island of Avalon behind the veil for good just after Camelot fell.”

He groaned.

“You said you’ve been back before, you had to know Camelot was gone.”

“Kingdoms are destined to come and go, even Arthur’s. He’d foreseen the end, I’m sure of that now, but we were all cast forth to preserve the ideals of a just and right world and to protect the innocent from the evil plots of Arthur’s enemies.”

“All? There are more of you?”

“Here and now is our worry,” he said, waving away the question. “You were telling me of Avalon. The spell cast by the priestess grants me rest on the isle between Mordred’s attacks. I have no reason, no matter where I wake, to doubt its continued existence.”

Why hadn’t his resting place been documented in the book? “You’ve been back - from Avalon - since it faded into a myth and fairy tale.” She bit back a flash of temper. What good was the book if it was incomplete? They were missing critical details that could be the key to putting an end to this cycle.

“Aye. Yes,” he corrected himself. “I’ve failed twice before.”

“That’s not what I mean.” She caught his gaze. “You travel through time as well as the magic the Lady uses to hide the isle.” The complexity, danger and risks within a spell like that were nearly incomprehensible to her.

“During my earlier battles with Mordred I may have been closer to Avalon than I knew.”

Diana doubted that on intuition alone. She picked up the book, her fingers ruffling the pages. It was definitely her overactive imagination that she could feel the residual heat from his touch on those same pages. “Tell me when and what you can remember of where you fought him before.”

“The first time was in twelve-hundred-something,” he said. “Not in Britain, but nearby. It was clear Camelot had fallen. The world was ripe for Mordred’s chaos. In fact, upon finding his fortress, guarded by violent men who kept the villagers in line through fear, I’d thought he’d succeeded in his bid to twist the world under his thumb.” He closed his eyes and sighed. “I learned he’d found a piece of the amber he’d sought in my time, but I failed to reclaim it.”

“How did you beat him?”

Kay tilted his head toward his sword. “A battle for the ages,” he replied. “Though his face held only a passing resemblance to the miserable lad he’d been, I was able to see through his disguise to the evil, original Mordred lurking beneath.”

She pondered that skill or gift of insight as Kay continued.

“Again, I thought I’d won, only to discover he’d survived somehow. My next return was during the middle of the nineteenth century, in a desert.” He pushed a hand through his shaggy hair. “The terrain and people of that era troubled me, though Mordred was easy to spot. The two of us stuck out from the locals.”

As he told her the tale of that conflict and Mordred’s death by hanging after Kay exposed him for a thief. His features were stamped with his perceived failure as she searched for the corresponding entries from the priestesses of those times. There were no records of them being in the same area as Kay. In the case of his second return, the priestess of that generation had died suddenly, before her daughter was fully trained. “Being together is exactly what we’ve been missing,” she stated.

“How have you reached this conclusion?”

She handed him the book once more, left it open to the entries around the time of his second return. “The way I understand my history, and purpose, the gifted daughter of each generation has done her best to hunt Mordred in an effort to assist your quest.”

“Strange.” He settled back into the chair to read. “It seems you’ve had some success understanding the bastard’s technique and efforts,” he said after several long minutes.

She nodded. “We believe he manipulates a dark charm to skip forward into his descendants. It’s creepy when you think about it. And the men that my predecessors have encountered, men possessed by him, for lack of a better term, were all chased to an early grave.” She scooted forward and flipped to a line drawing from the late eighteenth century. “None of them lived past twenty-eight. All of them had the same wound.”

His first reply was in an old language she didn’t comprehend. “Something still works,” he added after a long, pensive moment.

“So it’s true your sword inflicts wounds that will not heal?” she asked, returning to her seat on the couch.

He nodded. “A fact that offends your calling as a healer, I’m sure.”

“Is the rest of it true as well?” she asked, awed by him all over again. “I’ve been raised on stories of your life and still I can’t quite sort fact from legend.”

His shoulders slumped and he seemed to curl into himself as if her curiosity deflated his big body. “What are you asking?”

“The weather thing.” She sat forward, eager for the tale. “It’s at the beginning,” she said. “Is it true that the day the talisman was broken you brought on a great storm to defeat Mordred?”

“How do the strangest things get so twisted?” He pushed at his hair again. “Fool that I am, I was holding a storm off our small party. The pocket of light and clear skies served as a beacon to Mordred. He only had to follow the patch of sunshine for a clear attack on the king.”

“Arthur was with you?”

“That detail is missing?” He snorted. “Yes, the king was with me. In hindsight, I know Mordred was already in place, attempting to break through Sir Eiddlig’s defenses. Still, my efforts to keep us dry made his task easier.”

“You didn’t know Mordred was there that day?”

Kay shook his head. “We did not - didn’t - have a scout. Our singular focus of answering Eiddlig’s summons gave Mordred an advantage.”

Anguish and disappointment clouded his handsome features while he struggled with the painful memory and she wished she’d stifled her curiosity. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. It’s just so amazing to have you here talking to me.”

Without a word, he lowered his eyes to the book and started at the beginning. Outside, she caught the tumble of animals playing on the porch. “You read,” she said. “I’ll deal with our furry friends.”

She walked toward the back door, smiling at the cub and lynx playing tag up and down the steps and around the chairs. Hopefully, the book would show Kay he needed her help to defeat Mordred in this time and stop him from skipping forward into the future again. As Diana waded into the game outside, she vowed that if she accomplished nothing else, she would make every effort to restore Sir Kay’s sense of worth. No honorable man who’d given up so much for the pursuit of justice should wear such an expression of despair.
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Kay’s stomach rumbled and he glanced at the clock, surprised that hours had passed while he’d been engrossed by the startling accounts of Diana’s ancestors. It was high time to get moving on Mordred and as much as he resisted the idea, he knew the woman was right. Dispatching this evil would require both of them working together. That didn’t mean he couldn’t take steps to protect her in the process.

He found her in the kitchen, putting some odd shaped food into a small, mechanical box. Walking to the window, he saw the cub and lynx napping in the sunshine. He would need to see the cub fed soon and those supplies were at Louise’s farm.

“Hungry?” she asked with a sparkle in those misty blue eyes.

“Aye.” He returned the book to its rightful place. “What food is this?”

“Leftover pizza. You’ll love it, I promise.”

The machine buzzed and through the small window he saw the plate turning. His stomach sounded off again as the rich, spicy aromas filled her kitchen.

She grinned. “Did you learn anything enlightening?”

Nothing he wanted to discuss. “Anything other than a young priestess’s wild plan to train her daughters to hunt an evil madman, you mean?”

“Yes, other than that.” He saw her struggle to smother her amusement. “Maybe you learned I come from capable stock.”

“That much is clear.” Clever and capable and they would need both to keep her out of Mordred’s clutches. He felt an admiring smile for her tug his lips. “You come from remarkable stock.”

She jerked back when the machine chimed, her grin fading.

“Did I say something wrong?”

“No. You’ve been reading and I’ve been thinking.” She pulled the plate out of the machine and sidestepped to place it on the table. “That will be hot.”

He eyed it cautiously, wondering where to start. “What is pizza made of?”

“It’s greater than the sum of its parts. There’s bread, sauce, seasoning, cheese, vegetables, and various meats.” She handed him a napkin and sat across from him. “Use your fingers or the fork.”

He watched her demonstration and chose to mimic the way she lifted the food to her mouth. It was hot, scalding the roof of his mouth a little, but the taste was worth it. “Delicious.” He contemplated the pizza as the flavors blended. “What are these thin rounds?”

“Pepperoni,” she replied. “Probably the most popular pizza topping. Do you like it?”

He nodded. “Very much.”

She sipped from her glass of water and then looked at him again. “If you wounded Mordred in your time -”

“Why didn’t it end him permanently?” he finished her query.

“Yes.” She took another bite of the pizza and he had to force his gaze away from her lovely lips. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Agreed.” That was another piece of the puzzle of Mordred that remained unsolved by her book or his knowledge. “The earliest notes from the first Diana are faded and difficult to read, but we have to assume the priestesses were making the right assumption through the years that he is using a piece of the amber in combination with blood sorcery to manipulate his family tree.

“Based on what you’ve told me of his actions here,” he continued, “the attacks are fueling his rise to power within Drury.”

“Drury isn’t quite twenty-eight,” she said. “His records list his birthday as two weeks away. Do you think it’s possible the wound you inflicted has appeared?”

“Or he’s found a way to circumvent it.” He contemplated the potential problems as they finished the pizza. “We need more information of what he is doing here and now. Let’s continue this discussion on our way to the attack sites. The air will clear my head.” And with luck, being out under the big sky would restore his faith in himself and his ability to fulfill his pledge.

“All right,” she said clearing the table. “We’ll swing by Louise’s farm to feed your cub. It’s not too far out of the way. I can go into town later and pick up food, if you decide you want to stay here.”

He shot her a look, wondering at the odd tightness in her voice. He knew he made her uncomfortable. She was hardly the first to look at him oddly for his affinity and preference of nature. Even before he’d been affected by the amber women had often been reluctantly attracted to his brawn and rough demeanor.

After, knowing how he’d punished Mordred for murdering his bear companion, he’d given society a wide berth. His fingers had trembled as he’d read Diana’s book, fearful the next page would reveal him as an incomprehensible beast. He could only be grateful for the discretion of the Lady’s priestesses. Though he’d never revealed the full scope of his curse to anyone but the Lady herself, he’d always expected her to warn her disciples of the danger he presented.

His sword in place at his hip and the cub near his feet, Kay was eager to get to the attack sites. Watching her lock up the house and reinforce the protective wards, he was reminded of her powerful lineage.

“You remind me of your ancestors,” he said as they started for Louise’s farm. “I’ve been thinking your skills will help me decipher a clear picture of Mordred’s current tactics.”

She fell into step beside him, her long legs almost a match for his stride. “You think I have skills?”

His comment seemed to startle her. “My apologies for my harsh words last night,” he said, choosing the safest response. “I was not at my best.” Resuming his normal form after a change always left him edgy with a bone-deep ache. No matter how often he changed, or which form he took, it didn’t get easier.

He could hardly explain himself now while she walked alone with him through the wilderness. She was right that he needed an ally in this era and the substantial documentation of her predecessors could well be their secret weapon. The gods knew Mordred had accumulated too many advantages through his advances through his bloodline.

Kay glanced down at the bear cub gamboling ahead of them, then back to her house where the lynx was sprawled at the top of the back steps. Kay felt the creature’s eyes on them until they were out of sight.

“I’ve never known a protective cat,” he said absently, watching the cub poke his nose into the underbrush along the trail.

Her head tipped to the side. “You said you didn’t talk to animals.”

“I don’t.” Kay wished he could take back the errant words. It wasn’t any of his business how Diana lived or who considered her a friend. He was here to dispense with Mordred so his soul could rest at last. “It is more of an instinct,” he said, pleased he offered the explanation in a confident tone. “Your lynx seems fully devoted to your wellbeing.”

She walked on a few minutes in silence, or rather as much silence as traveling with an easily distracted cub could be. “Sir Kay -”

“Just Kay, please.” The title had never sat comfortably on his shoulders. The reminder of what he’d been did him no favors as he continued to adjust with every leap through time to what he had become.

“Are you worried Mordred will recognize you if I use your title?”

He rolled his shoulders and nudged the curious cub along with his boot. “To my knowledge no one has ever caught the scapegrace off guard.”

She let loose a short bark of laughter that startled the bear cub. “Did you skip the accounts in the book that we’ve managed to surprise him a time or two?”

“No.” Knowing the priestesses had been devoted to the cause even when Kay hadn’t been near had been the factor he couldn’t ignore. “I am grateful for the faithfulness of your line.”

Kay thought again of his visits to Avalon and his work with the Lady of the Lake and her priestesses. When he and the others had broken the amber talisman he had been changed. He’d felt it in the moment and his Avalon training revealed his innate gift for nature had been enhanced. It was only later, in the midst of grief and fury that the rest of the amber’s power had taken root. In his blood, his bones. His mind.

What had been his treasured gift now felt far more like a curse. Oh, he’d kept his end of the bargain, never forsaking his pledge to his king, but he kept his secret as well. Whatever monster he’d become, no one could help him with that burden.

“We’ve waited for this a long time,” she said quietly. She shook her head, as if shaking off a daydream.

Her curling tresses bounced and swayed, catching the afternoon sunlight. She was a lovely woman, a woman of power unlike any since his own time. Basic attraction heated his skin and he pushed it away. He hadn’t been refined enough for an Avalon lady before his curse, though several of them had sensed the power of his Elder blood. Diana deserved far more than he could offer during what he hoped would be a short time in her century.

“Do you know what happened to Daniel or Sir Eiddlig?” he asked. “There was no mention of them in your book aside from the reference about the amber held for the lad.”

“No.” Diana sighed and clucked her tongue at the bear cub. She walked backward several paces until he finally broke into a toddling run to catch up with them. “Avalon must have been at grave risk, possibly already fading from the world when the first Diana decided to create the record and find a way to aid you in the fight against Mordred.”

“Why did she get involved at all?” Kay recalled the young priestess he’d met centuries ago in Avalon. She bore a striking resemblance to the Diana beside him now. He’d had little interaction with her, working more closely with the Lady and others trained in prophecy. “Her choices, from insisting you have the same name to outlining your training confound me. I never suggested she do such a thing. The Lady never hinted about taking such action in my presence.”

The bear cub, spotting Louise’s farm, scrambled ahead of them to greet the goats. It took Kay longer than he anticipated getting the cub settled in the stall to eat. Diana laughed at the cub’s antics as he first nearly drowned himself in the bowl in his eagerness and then stomped through his food, having to clean it off his paws. With his belly full, the cub let Kay carry him as they started off again.

Kay’s determination and purpose was no match for the sheer joy shining in her beautiful eyes. Sharing such an innocent, normal moment with her lightened the weight he’d shouldered for centuries. If he could have chosen an ideal life, it would have resembled this: a home removed from castle politics, a quiet place nestled among nature, with a woman who accepted him and shared his interests.

He’d never had grandiose dreams or intentions until Arthur had come along, first inviting him to the honorable service as a knight of the Round Table and later daring him to live beyond the scope of a normal life and to use the unique Elder blood in his veins to the lasting good of all mankind.

“Kay?” Diana caught his forearm. “The site of the first attack is this way.”

He paused, studying the narrow, shaded path he’d wanted to follow. Her hand rested lightly on his skin, yet her touch went as deep as his heartbeat. He recognized a deeper power in her she kept locked away from the world. He cocked his head, searching her face for something he couldn’t quite define.

“What?” She released him and stepped back, her gaze shutting him out.

He regretted putting her on the defensive. “Where does this path lead?” The cub ambled up between them, nosing at his boots.

“To a waterfall and overlook about two miles up over hard terrain. There haven’t been any attacks there.” She set off on the cleared path, the small bear at her heels.

“According to the oral tradition,” Diana said as they trekked along, “and what we’ve pieced together over the years, Mordred went into hiding after that last battle with you. When he came out, he and his men rampaged through villages, seeking out the oldest, most skilled healers.”

“Seeking Daniel,” he grumbled.

“That’s the boy who had the talisman originally, right?”

“Yes.”

“Granted, I wasn’t there, but I don’t think Mordred was after the boy. I think he was looking for a way to heal the wound from your sword.”

Kay recalled the sharp tang of Mordred’s blood in the air when his sword had finally sliced through the light armor and caught flesh. In his mind, he replayed it once more, wishing he’d shifted at the last moment and put that lethal edge to the devil’s neck rather than his chest.

“Could you?” She’d stopped short on a rise and turned to face him. Her eyes were level with his, her gaze steady.

Kay dragged his mind back from the memories. “Could I what?”

“Help me enhance the oldest notes, those first pages. You were there. I know the early priestesses did their best, but together…” Her voice trailed off and her gaze drifted to his lips. She cleared her throat. “You were there,” she repeated. “And I know the oral traditions and history of my predecessors. Together we can put the details in the right context. For us, here and now, and for the future, should it be necessary.”

“Times are too different,” he said. “The past is gone.”

Her eyebrows snapped into a frown and she drilled a finger into his shoulder. “The past is miraculously standing right in front of me,” she insisted. “The more recent generations focused solely on Mordred, rather on you. What if a crucial part of the history or some essential clue was lost?”

“I am that part,” he said.

She folded her arms over her chest and he caught the flash of temper in her gaze.

“Your theory, not mine,” he quickly reminded her. “You insisted on teamwork and your book has convinced me. We must do this together.” Although he wouldn’t confront Mordred until he had a plan to keep Diana out of the crossfire. Since waking in her time, he’d been considering all the things he’d done wrong, things he had yet to try. Success meant carefully choosing the battle parameters to ensure this was the last time Mordred walked through time.

This was his third attempt to defeat the wretched sorcerer and so far, everything to do with this revolved on threes. Even Diana’s suggestion of three times three held significance. That didn’t mean he would let her fight for him, or even with him. Not until he had a better understanding of Mordred’s strength in this time.

“Will you take a look when we get back anyway?” she asked.

“Yes,” he replied, thankful he’d read the book already. He could answer her questions about his first life and interpret anything she asked, since nothing of his cursed existence was on those pages. “Halt!” He caught her around the waist, pulling her back. “Don’t move,” he ordered as he quickly scooped up the cub.

The wee beast didn’t care to have his exploration interrupted, but Kay held firm.

“Dear God, it’s a tripwire,” Diana breathed.

Kay was impressed she recognized the nearly invisible filament. “Are we close to the site?”

“We’re about a quarter mile from where Marie, the most recent victim says she was attacked.”

“You doubt her?”

“No.” Diana took the cub from his arms. “I believe Marie’s claim of where she was attacked. Just as I’m sure she believes it was a bear.”

Kay crouched down to examine the trip wire.

“Where did you learn about tripwires?”

“It’s a modern take on a classic tactic,” he said. “We used rope or vines. In the desert, they used better materials. It’s logic.”

“Logic, right.”

While she kept the cub out of the way, distracting him with a springy sapling, he examined the trap. It had Mordred’s oily signature all over it. “Just when I thought we held the advantage of surprise,” he muttered. He carefully followed the wire to each anchor, seeking out the purpose and potential dangers. “Physical and magical properties,” he declared, returning to the center of the path.

But Diana didn’t hear his assessment. Playing with the cub, she’d leaned forward to walk around on hands and feet. The pose put her rump high in the air and the cub scurried around her long limbs and back and forth under her body.

On a wild rush of blood, Kay’s body reacted. Each and every day of the celibate centuries hammered through him. His palms went damp, his breath shallow as he fought the basic, raw needs compounded by the beast inside him. He forced himself to turn away, cursing himself for a fool to be distracted by lust when the enemy was so close.

“Kay, look!” Diana called.

A peal of delighted laughter bounced down the hillside and drew his attention. He could deny her nothing. The cub was rolling down the hill, over the tender spring grass. At the bottom, he wobbled on his feet and then raced back up to repeat the process.

“He’s adorable.”

“He’s easy prey,” Kay countered.

Diana’s eyes narrowed on him. “Not with us around,” she said. She clucked her tongue and earned the cub’s attention. When she patted her thigh, he waddled over and she rewarded him with an ear rub. “We’ll see him to adulthood.”

Kay assumed they both understood the ‘we’ could not include him. He was here to fulfill his pledge as swiftly as possible. “Mordred suspects I am here. The tripwire is set to alert him to activity on the path and it’s cursed.”

Diana plopped down next to the cub. “Pardon me?”

“I can sense the spell he used but I cannot undo it. If a normal person walked through it, it’s likely only Mordred would notice. It could be how he targets his victims.”

She pursed her lips, thinking it through. “And if you walk through it?”

“My guess is someone with power would trip it in a different way. You might feel a sting, or worse, but it would tell Mordred more than he should know.”

“Let me take a look.” She rolled to her feet in a fluid movement.

He reached for her and missed as she danced aside. “Diana, wait.”

She didn’t. “We’ve had more interaction with him than you, remember?”

“Yes.” His jaw clenched. “Mordred probably remembers as well.”

“Watch your cub,” she warned, kneeling near the tripwire.

Kay caught the bear as the cub tried to follow her and tucked him into the crook of his arm. “Watch yourself.”

She cupped her hands and brought a yellow orb to life this time. As she sent it along the wire, the soft light bumped and prodded Mordred’s magic. It was all Kay could do to keep his mouth shut and his feet still. His instincts were running high, clamoring for him to get all three of them to safety.

“Diana, back away.”

“Just one sec—”

The tripwire flashed blinding white, tossing her backward like a rag doll. Kay caught her, breaking her fall and easing her to the ground. He’d barely had time to check her pulse and confirm she was only unconscious when a deadly, primitive growl ripped through the air.

The cub whimpered, snuffling Diana’s face and pawing gently at her hands.

Kay faced the threat and swore at the appearance of a massive, black wolf. The thick fur and raised hackles seemed to absorb all the light as he moved like a black fog over the path. Mordred. No time to wonder how he’d conjured this kind of magic. The creature bared his teeth and inched closer.

Putting himself between the threat to Diana and the cub, Kay drew on his Elder blood. The mountain terrain responded sluggishly at first, until finally surging up as if greeting an old friend after a long absence. Kay cast a protective net of trees and foliage around the woman and the cub and drew his sword.

The wolf held his ground, ready for battle, a sinister grin on his canine face. “Dead in any form is fine with me you bastard!” They circled, each of them seeking a weakness to attack.

Kay saw an opening and lunged, going for the throat. The wolf spun away from the blow, circled and leaped, taking Kay to the ground and knocking the air from his lungs.

Gasping, Kay rammed the hilt of his sword into the wolf’s jaw. The wolf’s body shivered and he staggered back down the path, racing off into the trees. Kay would never catch him on two legs. Shifting from one stride to the next, he took flight as an eagle. Above the trees, using the animal’s inherent skills and his inherent magic, he tracked the wolf’s retreat. When the trees broke at a clearing, he circled and dove.

His talons raked the wolf’s vulnerable face and the scream of pain filled Kay with brutal satisfaction. It was a good start, though he couldn’t win this fight as an eagle. He prepared to shift into a bear to finish off the wolf and nothing happened. Kay was struggling against the shock of being trapped as an eagle when the wolf leaped at him, jaws snapping.

Kay evaded the attack, leaving the wolf spitting a few feathers. He propelled himself upward on weary wings and sheer force of will into the safety of the open sky. He circled once and twice more, before conceding the skirmish to Mordred. He arrowed over the trees to return to Diana and the cub, praying he could change back when he was clear of Mordred’s trap.

The black knight had been busy honing his nasty schemes while Kay slept the years away on Avalon. With only one soul to sell, Kay marveled at the heightened power and extensive knowledge Mordred had gathered to his evil purposes.

He glided over the place where he’d left Diana and the cub, relieved to find them unharmed. Mordred had weaknesses and limitations in this era, and no apparent friends nearby to hassle Diana while he kept Kay busy elsewhere. As Kay perched in a tree high above, he watched Diana sit up and cuddle the cub, calming him while they were safe within the shelter he’d cast.

He lifted up and away, circling on the air until he found a suitable place to try and change back from eagle to his human body. It was no small comfort to shift quickly into a man again, if bare as the day he was born. Weary from the fight and form-changes, Kay stood there a long moment, wondering how to retrieve his clothing without tipping off Diana to his blasted curse.

“Kay?” Diana’s voice sang out through the trees. “Kay!”

He heard the rising panic in her voice as clearly as the rustle of clothing as she searched the garments he’d left behind. His palm went hot and he felt the weight of his sword hilt. Risking a glance, he saw she’d picked it up. Well, that was new. He muttered an oath at the odd development and swore more strongly when he heard the unmistakable gait of the bear cub heading his way.

“Kay?”

She was following the cub and would soon get too good a look at him. “Hold, lass,” he called out. “Toss me the clothing. Please?”

“What happened to you? Where did you go?”

“I fell for Mordred’s ruse.” He evaded as best he could when the cub tried to climb his bare leg with those sharp claws. “I’d rather explain when I’m less, um, exposed.” The magic in his blood didn’t run the way of summoning clothing with a snap or thought.

She tossed the undergarments his direction and he had to battle the cub for possession of them. “Not a game, you wee pest.” He covered himself and asked her for the trousers.

“Will you explain?”

Good grief, she was on the other side of the tree he was using for cover. He could smell the sunshine in her hair and the soft floral scent of her bath soap. “Yes.”

“Everything? Even what you did to me?”

He’d protected her, that’s what he’d done to her. That answer should have been obvious. He bit his tongue before he drove her off with more foul language and bleak thoughts. “Yes,” he agreed, through clenched teeth.

The trousers - jeans, Louise had called them - didn’t fall at his feet. Diana stepped into view, the jeans dangling from her outstretched arm. Her eyes went wide, her gaze raking him from head to toe and back up again. Her lips parted on a gasp and he wondered if he still had eagle feathers in his hair.

His flesh, marred by battle scars, warmed under her prolonged inspection. Giving her his back would only make matters worse. Snatching the jeans from her hand, he pulled them on. She held out the shirt and he pulled that over his head. By the time he laced his boots he knew no amount of clothing would erase the feeling of being so exposed. Just as no amount of living or dying would erase his memory of the awe and distaste in her eyes as she stared at him.
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Mordred fumed as his spell faded and the black wolf dissolved into a fog on the air. It had been sheer luck - not all of it good - that he’d been out here in his private sanctuary searching for a solution to the seeping wound on his chest when the wire had been tripped. Expecting a wayward hiker that might serve his dark magic, he’d been doubly pleased by the appearance of Sir Kay and his little witch.

Toying with his enemy had been an irresistible opportunity, despite the cost. He rubbed the aching flesh around his eyes where Kay’s eagle talons had scored the wolf’s face. His face would heal, unless the bitches of Avalon had somehow covered the eagle talons in the same curse as the knight’s sword. The notion gave Mordred pause. His vanity and charisma were as inherent to his success as the sorcery and power he’d studied throughout his many lives.

“I must have them running scared in Avalon if they sent you out again, Sir Kay.” Mordred sneered into the blue flame through which he’d manipulated the encounter with his enemy. In his hand, the pieces of amber glowed faintly as he considered his options.

So close to possessing all three pieces.

Since stealing the second amber, he’d been expecting Kay to show up and yet he’d lived and died a few times without his preferred entertainment, without a real chance to capture the third piece of amber. The priestesses - nothing but a bunch of crones bearing grudges - had kept the amber from him through guile and distance. He’d hungered for a direct battle, a true test of power to power to hone his skills.

The witch of this generation, Diana, was different. Mordred could sense it although his research revealed no indications of how or why she might be stronger. He let his mind wander over what might have been if only he could enchant her to shift loyalties to his side. They would have been unstoppable. No matter now. He’d have all the time in the world to find a replacement for her once he held the third piece of amber and restored the immortality talisman.

Sir Kay and his precious priestess could search these mountains all they wanted. They weren’t strong enough to find the heart of his sanctuary and not nearly strong enough to challenge him here. Of course, it didn’t seem as if he was quite yet strong enough to contain Kay either.

That was an annoyance he would soon resolve. The knight had surprised him with the eagle shifting trick. Surprised him more that he was able to fly out of the trap Mordred had intended to imprison Kay in any form.

Too bad for the wayward knight that he hibernated between leaps into the future. Mordred didn’t indulge in such rest and would forever have the advantage. Combining his knowledge with the two bits of amber in his possession, Kay and his holier-than-thou priestess would soon be dust.

Mordred stepped back from the outcropping of stone he’d turned into a makeshift altar in this cave. One good thing had come from the day’s efforts: he could stop pushing the local sheriff to organize a bear hunt. If Kay now had the skill to become anything, Mordred needed to devise a new strategy. Killing bears had become an entertaining sport for him through the years, hoping he might get lucky and eliminate Kay in a moment of weakness.

Pondering the options, he leaned against the opening of the cave, protected by the terrain as well as a spell that kept his location far from normal sight. Diana, the Avalon heir, had the last piece of amber. She also had a formidable shield in the knight who could take on the shape of any beast.

Formidable or not, shields were not foolproof. They could be broken, circumvented or… Mordred smiled to himself. They could be turned into deadweight. Yes, if Mordred had a particular skill, it was sowing seeds of discord and discontent. Whatever skill or power they possessed, he could turn the bitch against her protector with little more than a conversation. Hell, he knew more about Kay’s weaknesses than anyone. He might be better off to turn the knight against his charge, sending the shield off to sulk, while Mordred plucked up the amber.

He rubbed at the aching wound creasing his chest. That was the next play, he decided. He’d attack before they could bond further and turn them on each other. He could use Kay’s nightmares and insecurities against him, force the priestess to see the monstrous power lurking behind the façade of a hero.

Yes, that would be delightful and the pleasure of it would increase his long-awaited satisfaction tenfold to see the knight wallowing in failure and grief again.
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He was stunning, Diana thought. It seemed the only thought her mind could hold since she’d caught Kay undressed in the woods. Handsome didn’t come close and powerful was only the tip of the iceberg. More than the muscular body bearing hard proof that valor and victory came with a price, she felt his latent magic drawing her in. She kept flitting closer to him until she couldn’t envision a view of her mountain or home without him in the foreground.

She was the proverbial moth to his flame, assuming moths drooled.

Her memory was blank between casting the orb to test the tripwire and coming awake nose to nose with a worried bear cub, no sign of Kay. The two of them had been alone under a loose net of saplings and vines just off the trail that she hadn’t seen beforehand.

During the slow hike back to her house, he’d told her about the black wolf and the protective net of nature he’d cast over her and the cub. He’d explained chasing the wolf into a clearing simmering with power. Now, sitting on the back porch, within the shelter of her own wards and charms against Mordred, she waited for him to tell her the rest of the story.

“The cub will need to eat again soon,” he said, watching the small bear tumbling around the yard with Linny.

“I’ve called Louise,” Diana said. “She’s sending supplies.” It had been no surprise when Kay announced he wasn’t leaving her out here alone. Neither would he leave the cub. She told herself it was a relief to know they’d see this through together. “What kind of shelter do you want to create for him?”

“He won’t stray far from you or I, but we’ll need a safe place for him when it’s time to fight Mordred.” Kay paced the length of the porch. “He’ll gladly pounce on a soft target just to annoy me or even weaken me.”

Diana couldn’t imagine Kay weak.

“With the right supplies,” he continued, “I can fashion something workable over here at the end of the porch.”

She considered it a good sign that he hadn’t regressed to his original plan of handling this alone. Mordred had caught her off guard and knocked her out, but she didn’t count that as a failure, more confirmation that they were on the right track. She crossed the yard to her tool shed and opened the doors. “This should be a good start for material,” she said. “I had to build a den and climbing cage for the lynx kittens orphaned with Linny.”

She flipped on the light and showed him the fencing and thick fence posts. “We can go into town tomorrow for any supplies you want to add for the cub’s entertainment or safety.”

He examined and tested the heft of the wood, the strength of the fencing. “It is a good start. We’ll come up with something that he won’t outgrow too quickly. I’m glad for your help, Diana.”

“You’re welcome.” The words felt awkward between them and she turned her gaze to the gorgeous, mountain view. As dusk fell, long shadows dripped over the peak and something in the air set her on instincts on edge. “I do understand that without you, Mordred could have stolen the amber today.”

His gray-green eyes went dark and his gaze slid over her shoulder to the tools pegged on the wall behind her. “Without me, you wouldn’t have been there in the first place.”

She snorted. “I was going to the place where Marie was attacked whether or not you showed up in my time.”

His gaze slammed into hers, hard enough, hot enough to make it difficult to hold her ground. “Settle down,” she said with as much authority as she could muster. “You can’t be mad at me for doing what I’ve been groomed to do for all my life.”

He glowered, but didn’t lecture. She counted it as progress.

“Mordred is stronger than the last time I faced him,” Kay said. The resignation in his voice unsettled her. “As I, ah, returned from the chase, it became clear he’d learned some of Eiddlig’s tricks. That must be the amber piece Mordred has.” He scrubbed at the stubble shading his jaw. “I wouldn’t have thought it possible if I hadn’t seen it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Eiddlig is - was - of the Elder bloodline. We’re cousins after a fashion. He had a way of folding one place toward another, shortening journeys.” He pushed a hand through his hair. “Daniel was of the Elders too, though he didn’t know it. That’s how we three were able to break the talisman Daniel’s family had been guarding and scatter the pieces.”

“Did the amber talisman really grant the wearer immortality?”

“I must assume so.” Kay leaned back against the doorframe of the shed. “It saved the lad when Mordred’s men burned down the village around him. And the thing kept him alive in the wilderness until Eiddlig found him. Mordred is using it with great effectiveness.”

“And when you broke the talisman?”

He slanted a look at her, his eyes full of pain and shame, before his gaze dropped to his boots. “The breaking of the amber affected each of us, though we never gathered later to speak of it in any detail. At the time it was clear to us that even broken, the separate pieces remained powerful tokens.”

He went silent for so long she wanted to tell him she didn’t need to know. But she did. More importantly, she believed he needed to tell someone.

“The piece I guarded cursed me somehow.”

“Cursed you how?” Her hand involuntarily covered the piece of amber on the chain under her shirt. Since taking possession of the stone, she’d never experienced anything that felt dangerous or threatening to her wellbeing. Of course, she wasn’t a sixth century knight, descended of Elders either.

“The wolf who appeared and drove Mordred off your porch was me,” Kay admitted. “When we broke the amber, the power twisted the natural gifts I carried.”

If he’d told her he tossed the moon up into the sky each night she would have been less amazed.

“The wolf was a form of me,” he said. “I retain my sense of self when I change,” he added as if trying to convince her. “Cursed, remember? It’s not a trait I asked for,” he muttered defensively.

Excitement and curiosity surged through, raising a tide of multiple questions. She couldn’t settle on which one to ask first. “You can change into a wolf?” she managed.

“Or any animal,” he admitted, glumly. “I chased Mordred’s wolf as an eagle.”

“By the goddess.” She pressed her fingers to her lips. Neither the book nor the stories she’d been told revealed so much as a hint that he held this marvelous gift inside him. Oh, it had been well known he traveled with a bear during his service to Arthur, just as he was renowned for commanding weather and often manipulating other aspects of nature. A man who could shift and change into other animals? That was astounding. Remarkable. The amber warmed against her skin. This time the sensation held no spike of the warning she’d felt around Mordred. No, this time, the heat was like a calm certainty of intuition sinking into her heart.

Centuries ago, her ancestor had pulled this small stone from the Lake and her female descendants had kept it safe through generations with the hope that one day they could return it to the rightful owner: the man standing in front of her. This was hers to return to him. As if a veil had been pulled back or the mists parted, she could see her purpose clearly.

Fate and destiny were in play, of course, and only the prologue to her story. She’d willingly made the choices that brought her to this moment. She’d accepted her gift, trained and honed her inherent skills, sought the past and honored her intuition until she stood here, now. With him.

“Kay,” she whispered.

“You’re appalled.” His spine stiffened and he owned every intimidating inch of his imposing height and breadth. “And rightly so. The cub and I will not trouble you any longer. We will stay out of sight until I’ve dispatched Mordred from this time. After that, Louise will help the bear and I will go.”

Stunned by his outburst, he was halfway across the yard before she found her voice. “No.” He turned, his head cocked. “You and the cub will stay here as planned. With me,” she added before he could misinterpret her intention. “We’re a team.”

He took a step toward her, his long legs making short work of the distance between them. “You didn’t hear me.” He crowded her, his brow furrowed over glaring eyes. “I’m not human. I’m some appalling creature.”

“I did hear you.” She had to smother a small, nervous laugh. “I’m not appalled by you at all. On the contrary, I’m impressed.”

“Impressed?” His big body shifted snuffed out the remaining space. “Are you mad?”

She planted her hands on her hips, refusing to give an inch. “I’m as sane as you.”

He grunted and folded his arms over his chest. “That’s hardly an endorsement, all things considered.”

She indulged herself with a long study of those muscles bulging in his arms. The sheer strength of him, ruthlessly controlled, was magnificent. She thought back to the wolf on her porch, stalking Mordred, tackling him. She pressed a hand to her belly and swayed on her feet. She’d nearly shot him.

Kay’s arms were steadying her in the next instant. “I knew it. You’re overcome.” He picked her up and carried her swiftly to the porch.

“I am not,” she protested, her weak voice proving her a liar. “What if you’d twitched?” She shoved at his shoulder, to no effect. Closing her eyes, she imagined the worst. If she’d killed Mordred’s prime enemy would she have been able to stand against his pursuit of the amber? “Kay, what if I’d flinched and shot you?” She fisted her hand in his shirt, desperate for something. Forgiveness or assurance? She didn’t know. “Put me down so I can pull myself together.”

Gently, he set her on her feet on the top step, laying her hand on the rail. When he was convinced she was steady, he stepped back.

Swallowing, she laced her fingers together. “I’m sorry I ever aimed a gun in your direction. You have my word I’ll never do it again. Please forgive me.”

He watched her, his eyebrows dipping into another scowl as he smoothed away the creases she’d put in his shirt at the center of his chest. “I’m not that easy to kill.”

Laughter bubbled out of her. She was helpless against it. “Of course you’re not.” No one in his original era had managed it. He might hibernate on Avalon, but in all this time, through his ongoing battles with Mordred, he’d never truly died.

She reached out and rested her hands on his brawny shoulders. “I would never hurt you, Kay, in any form.”

“I’m not worth your care.” His gaze slid away from hers. “I have no need of it. The amber created a monster inside me, Diana.”

“You’re not cursed, you’re beautiful. As a man, a wolf, or any other creature.” There had to be a way to prove her sincerity. Surrendering to temptation, she leaned close and pressed her lips to his. A fleeting contact to drive home her unconditional acceptance of who and what he was. Brave, strong, and determined, he was a hero in any shape or context.

She thought this must be what it felt like to kiss a marble statue. His lips were cool, firm and immobile under hers. Abruptly, she dragged her mouth from his, convinced she’d overstepped. He hadn’t crossed through centuries to meet her, he’d arrived for the sole purpose of eliminating Mordred. Kissing him wasn’t part of her job description and it definitely undermined her claim that she was sane and capable of helping him. “Excuse me.”

Forcing her lips into a smile, she started down the steps. “I’ll go close up the shed and we can figure out dinner.” She would be mature. She’d get a handle on her stampeding hormones. He didn’t know all the modern customs, maybe she could convince him kisses were more casual these days.

He caught her hand, stalling her escapes. “You meant it.”

She looked up at him over her shoulder. “Yes.” The kiss and the words, though she wouldn’t be specific unless he asked her outright.

“May the gods help me.” He brought her body flush against his, wrapping her in those chiseled arms. His mouth landed on hers with an urgency she recognized, a desperation that ignited the need for him coursing through her system.

Her tongue stroked against his in a raw, hot greeting of mutual desire. His big hands branded her hips, stroked up her back in a long caress. She traced his shoulders, looping her hands around his neck and pressing herself closer yet to that solid, sculpted torso.

The falling night seemed to wrap around them and each heartbeat carried them further from the cares of his world or hers. Somewhere in the distance, Linny chuffed a soft warning.

She ignored it.

The bear cub chortled happily, but it was the quiet, familiar voice that brought her back to reality with a hard jolt. Her heart hammered as she eased back from Kay’s embrace and tried to catch her breath.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Louise said. “I brought down the cub’s food.”

“Thank you,” Kay said, as if he got caught kissing all the time. Striding forward, he took the supplies from Louise and headed for the shed, the bear and lynx trailing after him.

“It appears you’re getting along better today.” Louise gave her an easy smile and a broad wink. “I approve.”

“We’ve had an interesting day.” Diana wished the embarrassment heating her face would go away. “There is still a great deal for us to sort out.”

Louise’s dark eyes sparkled and a grin creased her face as she glanced from Diana to Kay and back again. “I’m sure.”

“I’m really being an idiot,” Diana confessed to her friend.

Louise snorted. “That’s unlikely. From my vantage point you were enjoying yourself. That’s always a good thing.”

Giving in to her attraction was only part of the problem. Her heart was desperately trying to throw itself into his hands. Only a fool would fall for a man walking around several centuries out of his time. There were no guarantees Kay would stay in this time. It was more logical to conclude he would return to the sixth century if they succeeded in vanquishing Mordred. If anyone could be open-minded about this, it was Louise and yet Diana wasn’t ready to talk about her feelings. There would be time enough for that when Kay was gone. “We’ll have time to debate my sanity when the work is done,” she allowed.

“Have you found the source of the attacks?”

“We’re getting closer,” Diana replied. Her gaze drifted toward Kay as he fed the little cub. He was so gentle and patient with the bear that her heart did another swell and flop in her chest. “What do you know about shapeshifter legends?”

Louise touched her arm, her expression tight with concern. “Is that the kind of demon responsible for Maria and the others?”

“Possibly,” she hedged. She’d been thinking about the magic that had enhanced Kay’s natural gifts through his Elder blood. Demon didn’t suit his situation at all. Mordred, on the other hand, summoning a phantom wolf at the tripwire, definitely fell into the demonic box. If only they could find a way to hold him long enough to destroy him. For that matter, they needed to find a method that would keep the evil traitor dead and buried back in his own time.

Diana quickly changed her mind about inviting Louise in to add her voice and wisdom to the discussion of Mordred’s tactics. She didn’t want Kay inferring more nonsense that people saw his abilities as something to dread. Although Louise accepted and recognized Kay was here through unique and mystical means, Diana wasn’t ready to push the limits of Louise’s expectations of a man who could change forms.

“There is a layer of magic in play that I don’t understand,” Diana admitted. “We’ll get there,” Diana assured her as Kay joined them. “I have every confidence we’ll figure it out.”

“You should come by the store tomorrow,” Louise said. “The cub will be safe at the farm.”

“We do need a few supplies for the pen,” Kay said. “The cub and I will be staying here with Diana until this is finished.”

“Wonderful.” Louise gave him a warm smile. “Working together is best for everyone. I’ll send down fresh goat’s milk for the tike each day.”

“Thank you.” Diana caught her friend in a hug. “Be careful,” she added.

Louise waved. “Have you forgotten? This is my mountain, young lady. My ancestors keep close watch over us all.”

“You worry for her?” Kay asked when she was out of sight.

“No.” Diana slipped her hand into his as Linny slinked off into the dark, shadowing Louise. The bear started to follow them, rambling back to Kay’s side when he clucked his tongue. “Between her elders, her common sense, and Linny, Mordred won’t hassle Louise tonight.”

She wagged her boot in front of the cub and backed toward the porch. “Let’s go see what kind of progress you and I can make with the old notes in my book.”

She hadn’t overstated her confidence to Louise. They would figure out Mordred’s weakness. Everyone had a chink in the armor. She believed with all her heart that as soon as she and Kay found that gap, they’d know what to do.













Eleven






Kay woke as the first rays of sun crept over the horizon. The bear, already restless, licked at his face. He cuddled the cub and then roughhoused with him a bit before he prepared his breakfast. The little guy seemed to grow by the hour and it gave Kay a boost of hope and camaraderie he’d never thought to enjoy again.

It left him with a hounding concern as well. If Mordred sensed his attachment to anyone here, they would become targets. He couldn’t do this alone, though he wanted nothing more than to destroy Mordred without putting innocents into harm’s way. His adversary had already involved them, attacking young women of the community and coming straight at Diana.

He set the food down for the hungry cub, prepared for the skirmish. As he struggled to keep the cub’s food in either the dish or in the cub, his let his thoughts meander through the most recent developments.

Except his thoughts only wanted to meander around kissing Diana. Granted, he’d been out of practice for centuries, but he didn’t think he’d forgotten the basic elements of the skill.

And he wanted her on an elemental level. The new awareness prodded him to act. To give and take until they were both satisfied. She was in his blood after one quick taste. While they’d kept their hands to themselves as they cross-referenced his knowledge with her book seeking better tactics and options, his senses had been full of her.

Being distracted by her wasn’t wise, especially not with Mordred nearby. Yet fighting it only eroded his attention more and had resulted in dreams plagued with impossible scenarios where she welcomed him to her bed.

He’d insisted on sleeping outside with the bear cub, for her safety and his clarity of purpose. Mordred knew he was here. Knowing his enemy, Kay was sure it was only a matter of time before the vindictive mage launched an offensive attack on her house. For a time, as he’d watched the stars move across the sky last night, he wondered if Mordred hadn’t planted Diana in his path just to throw him off.

Yet when she stepped onto the porch to announce breakfast and caught him in a game of tag with the lynx and little bear, the laughter in her eyes was too natural - too full of goodness - to be the work of any darkness. Every time he looked at her, the touch of the fire nymph urged him toward her as if she was his personal North Star. He wasn’t sure what to make of that, beyond their obvious bond in this quest to be rid of Mordred and put an end to his evil plotting.

After breakfast, she’d explained the evolution of cars as they drove to town. By the time they reached the hospital, he was increasingly convinced mankind had made a mistake by displacing horses as primary transportation.

They stopped and visited briefly with the latest victim, her friend Marie, who was clearly well thought of if the flowers and gifts filling the room were any indication. Unfortunately, the conversation didn’t give them much more than they already knew. “He’s covered his tracks well,” Kay said, keeping his voice low as they left the hospital room. “She knows it can’t be a bear and yet, she can’t describe a man.”

“I know.” Diana sighed. “If we don’t come up with some evidence to contradict that theory soon, the sheriff will organize a bear hunt.”

Kay bit back a violent curse. “He schemes to enlist all the help he can find to destroy me.”

“We’ll stop him.”

He glanced down and realized she believed her words completely. He admired that about her. “What now?”

“The hardware store.” Her lips curved into a soft smile. “They’ll have what we need to finish the cub’s pen. You really should name him.”

He had to look away or he’d gather her close and sink into those soft, sweet lips again and call it a diversionary ploy. To name the cub gave his time here in her world a permanence he couldn’t count on. He didn’t yet know how to end Mordred, but if he had to personally drag the malevolent knight back to his sixth century grave to see it done, he would. That task would be easier if he didn’t leave a woman he cared for and a cub with a name behind.

She stilled him with a brush of her fingers on his wrist as they stepped outside into the bright sunlight. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m restless,” he admitted. It wasn’t a lie, though the particular reasons for his impatience were up for debate.

“Me too.” She slipped dark glasses over her eyes as they walked to her car. “Do all the advances in this time bother you?”

“A few of them,” he replied. “I’d rather ride a horse than drive,” he said, pleased when she grinned. “But I’m all for modern plumbing and medicine. Marie would never have survived her injuries in my time.”

“There’s so much I take for granted about the twenty-first century,” she said, sliding into the driver’s seat. “I’m blessed to have the wonderful, detailed family stories to help me imagine what life was like for you, the Lady of Avalon, King Arthur. There are times when I envy the peacefulness of that era.”

“There was plenty of war, strife, and hardship to go around.”

She sighed. “I suppose some things never change.”

Except him. He changed all too easily. He didn’t want to emphasize that, so he kept quiet as she pointed out various stories along the main road until she turned a corner and parked again.

He shot her a look. “We could have walked this far.”

“Yes, but then we’d be carrying the supplies back up the hill.”

Did she think him too weak for such a task?

“Come on, Hercules,” she teased. “I can’t wait to show you more benefits of progress.”

With her guidance, the trip through the hardware store went swiftly and she kept him on track when he marveled over so many advanced tools. A man could be happy for days exploring a place like this.

“Louise’s store is only a short walk from here,” she said as they stowed their purchases in her car. She pressed the button that locked the car and pocketed the key. “I’ve been thinking about you as an eagle,” she said, startling him with her candor.

He shoved his hands into his pockets, braced for the inevitable, unpleasant assessment. It hadn’t taken her long to change her mind about him.

She tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow, leaning in a little. He supposed to an outsider they looked as if they were a happy couple out for a stroll through town. They weren’t. The tension in her body warned of her looming rejection.

“I used to dream of flying, without wings,” she said. “I thought you might be interested to know I dreamed of flying last night.”

“The Lady of Avalon first encouraged me to try changing into something other than a bear.” Why say that? Had Diana put some spell in his coffee that pushed these details to the fore?

“Is it exhilarating?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“You told me Eiddlig had a skill for shortening distances.”

Kay nodded. “Mordred employed a similar trick yesterday. I noticed it as I flew back to you. There’s no telling how long you and the cub might have been alone if I hadn’t taken an eagle’ shape.”

“I wonder why the Lady didn’t tell the others the truth?” she mused. “Surely her priestesses would have understood the value of your gifts.”

“What I was becoming was different. Incomprehensible. And I was rarely pleasant company in the years after Mordred murdered my bear companion.”

“Years?” She whispered the query, opening a glass door and setting a small bell ringing overhead.

Out of habit, he ducked his head through the entry and followed her into the store. The small, modest door and display window didn’t do the space justice. Inside, it felt as open as a walk through the hills on a soft sunny day. He gawked at the various displays of arts and books. He had no idea how people managed to make things in this era and it fascinated him. More, it surprised him how much he wanted to learn about what he’d missed from his last leap forward to this one. Louise welcomed them at the serving bar for tea and snacks.

He’d have preferred ale, but the tea was remarkably strong and rejuvenating. He peered into the cup, then up at Louise. “What did you add?”

“Only what you needed,” she replied without giving him any real answer at all.

There had been women and men in Kay’s original time like Louise. Not in appearance as much as attitude. He’d noticed it when on their first meeting and the sensation grew stronger every time they spoke. The older woman had a knowing about her, a way of seeing into a person and putting them at ease. Her generosity of spirit made him want to be a better person, to see himself as he was seen. She might be of a different culture, but her affinity and appreciation for the natural order gave him comfort.

“The maids at the spa are chattering about finding bloody towels and sheets in Drury’s laundry,” Louise said.

Beside him, Diana perked up. “Have they reported it?”

Louise gave a tight shake of her head as the front door chimed again.

“You think it’s the wound,” Kay stated quietly.

“Or a new victim,” Diana suggested, her eyes troubled. “The others he’s left in the wilderness. What if we got close enough yesterday to spook him into changing his M.O.?”

“Pardon me?”

“Modus Operandi,” she explained. “How he does things.”

Kay nodded, understanding. “He’s too arrogant to change his patterns. He wouldn’t see anyone here as an equal and only an equal would be worth making an adjustment.”

“Great.”

She didn’t sound pleased by his assessment. “It is great. That means it’s more likely the wound is troubling him.”

“Drury’s birthday is less than two weeks away.”

“This can’t be coincidence,” Kay said. He sipped his tea. “There must be something special in this era or about this place we can use against him.” He swiveled on the counter stool and tried to make sense of it.

“Agreed,” Diana finished her tea and turned it back and forth by the handle. “I’ve been thinking it through since you arrived. This is only your third return, and per the records I have, it’s his ninth.”

“Three by three,” he murmured. “Why wouldn’t I have woken the other times?”

She smiled. “That’s just one of my questions, Kay.” She stood up and took her hand in his. “Come on, I’ll give you a tour of the town while we think about it.”

The day reminded him of some of his best, those glorious moments when peace reigned in Camelot. He decided people hadn’t changed nearly as much as the tools they used as many greeted them with smiles and exchanged kind words with Diana. The town struck him as a slice of friendly humanity surrounded by nature, until you factored in the threat of Mordred.

If her intention had been to rouse his protective instincts, she needn’t have bothered. He was committed from the first, when Arthur asked Kay and the others to take on an unprecedented quest of eliminating a dreadful enemy exercising terrifying new powers. Recalling that day, he nearly laughed at his innocence and ignorance. What he’d thought of as the lowest and worst of evils had merely been a slow start for the likes of Mordred, Morgana, and their followers.

Kay sensed Mordred before he saw him round the corner. He was dressed well, overdressed really, but the man had always been vain. As he approached, the easy smile on his face twisted at the corner.

“Miss Walsh, how nice to see you,” he said with a slight dip of his chin.

“Mr. Drury.”

He extended his hand to Kay. “Morton Drury. I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure.”

Kay braced for the contact. He wanted to gain information from the handshake, not share it. “We have,” he countered, extending his hand after a nearly rude pause. “I have a forgettable face.”

Drury raised his chin, assessing. “I suppose you do.”

As palms met there was the spark of probing Kay expected from his prior dealings with Mordred. The bastard tried to use some influence to slide under his defenses, and in doing so gave up more than Kay expected. Mordred simmered with the familiar, centuries-old anger, but under it was a strange and desperate resolve. What could put Mordred in such a state?

“What brings you to the area?” Drury queried Kay while his dark eyes examined Diana, lingering on where the amber was safe under her shirt. “I came for the views and excellent company.”

A flash of temper put Kay’s vision in a red haze. He focused on the question to keep his mind away from the myriad ways he could break the human body housing the black soul of his enemy. It would be satisfying and helpful in the short term, but it wouldn’t solve the ongoing problem. With every encounter, Mordred gained strength. Kay had to find a way to overpower him.

He stepped forward, pulling Mordred’s attention from Diana. “I heard an animal wrangler was needed,” he replied, hoping he’d used the term properly.

Drury chuckled, turning toward the mountain peak rising over the town. “Be careful up there,” he said. “The mountain wilds are full of unexplored dangers.”

Kay automatically reached for his sword, forgetting he was in the twenty-first century and he’d left it at Diana’s house.

Mordred’s lip curled. Your weapons are outdated and no match for me now, Sir Kay,” he said in a voice only Kay could hear.

“We should go.” Diana tugged him back. “They’re waiting for us.”

Mordred’s taunting expression turned serious. “Who is waiting?” He blocked Diana’s attempt to skirt past him on the sidewalk.

She stubbed her toe and Kay steadied her with a hand at her elbow. The contact sent a bolt of awareness through him as strong as the fire nymph’s touch had been on the day he’d agreed to this quest of Arthur’s.

He did what he could to hide the reaction from Mordred, though Diana’s blue eyes registered her surprise and something more. He saw an emotion he couldn’t separate from those coursing through him and he couldn’t risk analyzing the phenomenon while standing next to his foe.

Kay stiff-armed Mordred, holding him back with an open hand to his chest. When he’d guided Diana safely by, he saw the smear of blood across his palm.

“He hurt you?” she asked.

“No.” Kay closed his fist and urged her along in front of him, shielding her body with his. He didn’t trust Mordred to keep his seething temper in check even out here in the open. Discretion had never been his strength.

A humorless, oily laughter followed them up the street and Kay couldn’t be sure if what he heard was real or a lingering memory in his head. He refused to give Mordred the satisfaction of looking back to check.

At the car, Diana’s hands quaked and she dropped the key. She wasn’t in any condition to operate the vehicle. “Tell me how to drive,” he said, scooting her around to the passenger door.

“No.” Her lips firmed and her spine straightened. “I’ll manage.” She laid her hand on his chest, then her forehead. “In a minute, I’ll manage.”

Kay wrapped his arms around her, needing to comfort her as much as himself. Without his sword, he wasn’t prepared to dispatch Mordred right here on the street, yet he wasn’t without skills to protect her against a vile attack.

When she pushed back from his embrace, her soft blue eyes were calm again, her breath steady. “I’m good.”

She was, absolutely, and something about her goodness terrified him.













Twelve






Diana puttered in her kitchen, trying to come up with a dinner plan while Kay introduced the bear cub to the den and climbing frame they’d built adjacent to her back porch. Her amber had been pulsing warm to hot and back to warm since they’d bumped into Mordred in town. If ever she’d thought it simply a pretty stone in an heirloom, handcrafted setting, her mind was forever changed. It was an active, living thing and she knew it was critical to overpowering Mordred.

For a woman who’d spent her life eager for this moment, she felt woefully unprepared.

Common sense dictated they should discuss their encounter with Mordred in town, but she couldn’t do it and Kay seemed equally reluctant to bring it up. On top of that, rehashing what was or wasn’t in the book felt increasingly irrelevant in the face of Mordred’s actions. The clue to resolving this blasted cycle didn’t appear to be in the past.

Which left them with the present.

She pulled out her sourdough starter and prepared soda bread to go along with the chicken dinner she had in mind. Keeping her hands busy allowed her mind to wander over what they knew about the situation here and now.

Mordred had amber and had learned to manipulate it. He’d found a way to mimic Sir Eiddlig’s power, proof enough he’d found that piece. No one could confirm it, but based on the way the amber had changed Kay, she could only assume Mordred survived in part because he had Daniel’s amber as well. Though she had no idea when he’d done it, she grieved for Daniel’s descendants who had surely suffered in the fight.

Mordred was here in Colorado, at this moment in time, to seize the amber she protected. She felt confident now she’d be facing Mordred whether or not Kay showed up. With all three pieces would anyone be able to stand against him? “Think positive,” she coached herself. Kay was here. They had hope and she was grateful neither of them would be trying to outsmart a dangerous sorcerer alone.

The amber in her pendant flared again, rushing over her skin like a fever. Shaping the loaf of bread, she put it in the oven and washed her hands. Something had happened out on the street, something important between her, Kay, and Mordred, but she was afraid to try and pin it down.

“Are you all right?”

She spun around to face Kay. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

His lips curved upward, but the smile didn’t hold for long. “Would you rather I left?” He tucked his hands into his back pockets. “I can’t go too far without jeopardizing your safety, but I can leave you to your peace in the house.”

“No.” The word left her like a bullet and seemed to hit him much the same. “I mean, please stay,” she said, sheepishly. “A fresh bread is in the oven and I was about to start dinner.”

“Pizza?”

The hope in his eyes made her smile, even as a chill slid down her spine. “How about another night? I’d rather not go back to town,” she replied. She didn’t want to risk a delivery driver either, though she was sure that was more paranoia than caution. “I don’t have the right ingredients for a good pizza on hand.”

“Whatever you have will be perfect.”

She hoped so. He pitched in when she asked, slicing onion and apples as she browned chicken in a skillet with oil and fresh herbs.

As the homey aromas filled the kitchen, nerves rubbed raw from their encounter with Mordred in town smoothed out. His hearty appetite was a comforting endorsement of her efforts when they sat down to eat.

“I never expected to cook for you,” she said as they cleaned up after the meal. In truth, she hadn’t expected to cook for anyone. Not with any regularity. She’d always been a free spirit and her heritage and the amber took precedence over romantic ties. Something about Kay made her want to change that.

“You’re a talented cook,” he said as he dried dishes. “I appreciate it. My own cooking skills run more to campfire fare.”

She could see him roasting game over a pit while his friends shared stories or gave him grief. Big and strong, he was built for life in the wilderness under wide open skies filled with stars.

She gave a start at a scuffling sound on the porch. Turning, she laughed when the young bear’s face smooshed against the window glass as he peered into the kitchen. He’d climbed one of the porch rockers and was trying to reach Kay. “Looks like someone wants to play.”

“Toddlers.” Kay rolled his eyes and walked out to oblige.

She didn’t believe the gruff tone or heavy, put-upon sigh for a single second. He’d fallen for the little cub as hard and fast as she’d fallen for him. Oh, crap. No. She twisted the towel in her hands, willing the errant thought away. She couldn’t love him, love him. She’d just let that scorching kiss get under her skin.

She toyed with the pendant as the amber warmed again. She put the kitchen to rights and generally stalled as long as possible. Heating water for hot chocolate, she bought a few more minutes of solitude to pull herself together. Telling him she loved him was out of the question. He had bigger issues on his mind. Confessing her attraction or seeking more kisses wouldn’t help either. It wasn’t as if she had any expectation that he would stay in this time if they defeated Mordred.

When they defeated Mordred, she amended.

Stirring the hot chocolate, she floated marshmallows on top and carried the two mugs out to the back porch where the bear cub tussled with Linny and Kay. The man was a marvel, not just his size, but the grace in his movements, and his carefully tempered strength. He was sexy and kind, capable and smart. And she was a fool to even allow herself to feel more than a passing attraction. Too bad her heart wasn’t reading the memo her brain kept sending.

“Is it hurting you?” He sat down on the top step and leaned back against the pillar while the cub and lynx continued playing in the grass.

“What?”

“The amber.” He pointed. “You keep fiddling with it.”

“No. It’s fine.” She looked toward the sun, blazing farewell as it slid slowly behind the mountain peak. The amber seemed to increase in temperature as the evening air cooled around them. How was she supposed to interpret this? None of her ancestors described this kind of reaction when they’d guarded the pendant. “The sunsets are my favorite part of this house,” she said, changing the subject.

“You’re restless,” he observed.

She handed him the hot chocolate, hoping it would be a better distraction than the view.

“Delicious.” When he looked at her with that childlike discovery in his green eyes it was hard to reconcile him with the warrior he’d been. The warrior he remained.

“How do you think Mordred hides the wound?” She shivered when the temperature dropped suddenly.

“Sorry,” Kay said. “My control slips when I’m frustrated.” He took another drink of the hot chocolate. “Mordred always had an affinity for sorcery,” he began. “You said you felt compelled to cooperate with him before, right?”

She nodded.

“I was told once that presenting a false face isn’t as difficult as it sounds. It must be a similar thing for him to hide the wound.”

“In his place I’d bind it, or pack it, or try stitches.”

Kay smirked. “I’m sure he’s done all those things and more as medicine has advanced. The good news is we know the wound will be the end of him, unless he gets to the amber you wear.”

“The wound alone is the end of him in this generation. We must think bigger,” she pressed. “We need to think about the generations yet to come. We need to take advantage of the fact that somehow you and I are in the same place this time.”

Kay didn’t answer right away, watching the shadows fall over the mountainside as the light faded. “We’ll stop him. Permanently.”

“Is that blind hope talking or have you thought of something else?”

He swore and dropped the mug as he shook out his hand. He’d washed off Mordred’s blood when they reached the house, but now, where the blood had been, was a streak of blackened skin.

“Kay!” She lurched forward, dropping down beside him for a closer look. “Let me see it.”

“Leave it.” He pulled his hand out of her reach and stumbled down the steps as the bear cub and lynx streaked by him to the safety of the porch. “It’s an illusion.” His voice cracked on the pain, proof there was more going on. “He’s here. Get my sword.”

A thick band of clouds rolled up to the edge of the yard and crept around the house as she rushed inside. But the sword wasn’t where he typically left it inside the back door. She turned a circle to look for it and the door snapped shut behind her. The lock tumbled into place.

“Oh, you jerk!” She pounded on the door frame as Kay lifted his sword against the threat he sensed on the other side of that fog. She could see he’d used some spell or influence to put the cub into the cage, but Linny didn’t cooperate. Her lynx stood at Kay’s side, ready to battle.

Damn it. He needed her too, especially if Mordred had managed to impair him somehow. Temper and grand gestures of heroism weren’t going to cut it. She laid her hand over the lock, searching for a way around the spell he’d cast.

The first clang of metal caught her attention as Mordred crossed swords with Kay. He’d broken through her wards and appeared to levitate as the fog churned around his knees. At first glance she thought he was dressed as they’d seen him in town, but as Kay’s sword met with Mordred’s shoulder, she realized he wore some kind of leather armor.

She yanked and pushed at the door handle and lock, but neither budged. “You need me, you big oaf,” she shouted.

Mordred turned, that sly expression making her skin crawl. “Come on out and I’ll show you how a lady with your gifts should be treated,” he said. The lock rattled, but didn’t give.

Diana backed up. Her amber gave off a faint glow under her shirt, as if the stone itself longed for the conflict outside. There was a solution here, a solution to defeat Mordred. She just had to pin it down and get out there.

She ran for the front door, but Kay had thought of that too. “Men!” Taking the stairs two at a time, she raced upstairs and into the second bedroom, the one with a dormer window overlooking the back yard.

The fight looked even worse from up here. Kay and Mordred clashed, power snapping through the air and fog swirling and breathing around their feet. Unable to see Linny, she wasn’t sure if she wanted the cat involved or waiting out the ordeal somewhere safe. At least she was letting the lynx make the choice.

Diana tugged at the window, momentarily worried Kay had sealed her inside the house. Finally, it shot upward with a creak and she knocked out the screen.

The men were making too much noise to pay any attention to her. Closing her eyes, she gathered every ounce of magic she’d inherited. As her gift swelled and simmered in her blood, she envisioned what she wanted to do and how. Perched in the open window, she drew an orb of light into her hand. She whispered words she’d studied with her grandmother, words from an earlier time when Mordred had made an attempt on the amber she guarded.

Her lips pursed, she blew into the orb as she might gently tease a candle flame, watching the colors stir and deepen in her hands. Slowly, the orb floated up and out over the men fighting below. She spoke again and the orb fractured into a thousand drops of starlight, dissolving the greasy fog and winding in ever-tightening circles around Mordred.

He swatted at the splinters of light as if they were fireflies and she laughed. His armor popped and hissed as her light eroded his darkness. Kay lunged into the opening she’d given him, driving Mordred back and away.

She might not have the Lady’s ability to propel him off her land with a flick of her finger, but she was no slouch when it came to protecting her own.

Between her spell and Kay’s attack, Mordred fell to his knees. Kay swung his broadsword high, bringing it down across Mordred’s chest. Though the armor held, she knew the blow hadn’t been wasted.

Mordred rolled before Kay could strike again, but as he got to his feet, Linny pounced. Claws extended, the lynx snarled as he shredded Mordred’s sleeve, leaving his sword arm bloodied.

Kay brought in a rain shower and knelt down, sinking his hand into the ground. She could see his shoulders shaking as he concentrated, turning the soil under Mordred’s feet into thick and slippery mud.

The rotten wizard sprawling on his back as the mud tried to suck him in. As he scrambled to his knees and tried to summon a curse, Diana slammed down a curtain of light along the edge of her wards and shut him out.

She reeled from the kick of hurling out sudden, instinctive power. Braced against the window frame for balance, she caught Kay’s expression as he stared up at her. He didn’t seem entirely pleased.

As the curtain of light faded, she realized Mordred was gone and the night was clear again. She closed the window and ran downstairs, relieved when the back door swung open with ease.

She hurried down the steps, eager to check Kay and Linny for injuries. Once they were clear, they needed to cleanse the area of Mordred’s stench.

“Are you well?” she asked, skidding to a stop in front of Kay.

“Are you?”

She ignored his overbearing scowl and helped herself to his hands. She brought a healing light into her hand and ran it over him, checking for wounds of the natural or cursed variety. She repeated the process with Linny, who purred throughout, welcoming the attention. Her heart calmed to discover neither of them had suffered nothing more than a few scratches.

“You had no business shutting me out.”

“Had no success either,” he muttered as he wiped his sword clean and slid it back into the scabbard.

“We need to cleanse this area.”

He nodded an agreement and after a brief discussion, he took her hand in his and they said the words in unison. At last she felt as if she could draw a breath that wasn’t tainted by Mordred’s dark intention.

“Repeat after me,” she said at the back steps. “Thank you, Diana.”

He arched an eyebrow, and his empty hands curled around the railing. “Can we do this inside?”

She planted her hands on her hips. Beside her, Linny curled his lip. “Say it.”

“Thank you, Diana.” He swept his arm wide and bent at the waist, his leg extended in a bow worthy of Queen Guinevere.

Something inside her turned to mush. She told herself it was temper and relief stirring low in her belly, but she knew better. The heat building under her skin wanted another outlet. “Inside,” she managed through a throat gone dry. When they were safe in the house, along with the cub and lynx, she cast yet another layer of protection to keep Mordred out.

“Where is this coming from?” Kay asked.

She couldn’t explain it, tapping her finger over her heart. “Genetics or belief? A lifetime of study? I’m not sure, Kay, but I’m thankful for it.”

“Me too.” He snapped his finger and the wood in her fireplace sparked and caught. His arm came around her waist so quickly it stole her breath. “Me too,” he repeated as his mouth crushed hers.

She rose to him, clutching his shoulders like a lifeline as her body softened against the hard, unyielding ridges of his. Matching his urgency, her tongue dueled with the insistent velvet of his. With need pounding through them, she tugged up his shirt, forced it over his head.

His skin warmed under her hands. The varying textures of old scars and crisp hair dusting his sculpted muscles drew out a whimper of pure appreciation. He pushed his hands into her hair, tilting her face to take the kiss deeper. She gave herself to his seductive spell, mind and body as he trailed kisses along her jaw, down her throat.

He boosted her up into his arms and carried her up the stairs. “To the right,” she said, fluttering kisses along the pulse at the base of his neck. Her heart took flight, soaring higher with his every step.

He turned into her bedroom and pressed her back to the closed door. He tore her shirt away and the pure desire in his eyes as he trailed his fingers over the cups of her bra made her weak. She pressed his hand over her breast, rubbed her aching nipple against his tough palm.

He slid the straps away, found the clasp at her back and freed her. “Diana.” His lips against her breast branded her with her own name.

She arched into him and he obliged, taking her nipple into his mouth, teasing her with teeth and tongue and lips. Stroking her hands through his thick hair, she watched him worship her as she hungered for more… more of him with her, in her. “Kay, please,” she begged, her thighs quivering in anticipation.

“My lady.” His chuckle tickled her skin as he dropped to his knees. Too slowly to bear, he worked open the fly of her jeans and eased them down her legs, over her bare feet, kissing every revealed inch of her along the way.

When she wore nothing but the amber pendant, he sat back on heels, staring. She didn’t feel exposed, she felt cherished under his heated gaze. “Gods be blessed, you’re beautiful.”

She nearly climaxed at the words. Searching for calm, she smoothed the hair off his forehead, traced his eyebrows, his carved cheekbones and jaw. “Same goes.”

He laughed and set his mouth to the inside of her knee and she trembled. Hooking her leg over his shoulder, he worked his way closer to the point where she craved him. Her entire body was attuned to his deliberate progress, his soft lips, the scruff of his whiskers, the gentle nip of his teeth on her inner thigh.

She bucked her hips when his mouth closed over her, his tongue sliding and tasting until she cried out in shuddering, wicked delight. His big hands held her in place as he sent her flying, up through another shower of falling stars where the only word she knew was his name.

He smoothed her shaking muscles, cradled her in his arms as he laid her on the bed. She reached up, needing him more than ever. “Now, Kay.”

He fought with his boots and shoved off his jeans. His erection tested the limits of his boxers and when he stripped those away, she sat up on her knees, taking his length in her hands, licking her lips. With a growl, he pressed her back and prowled over her.

Lifting her hips, he drove deep, uniting them on an exquisite wave of pleasure. She wrapped around him, reluctant to let him go. Then he moved and the timeless, hypnotic rhythm took her under until she existed only here, knowing she’d been created breath and body solely for their mutual passion. Solely for him. For this.

On a shattering sensation, she whispered his name as prayer and plea, and he soared into that star-filled sky with her.

***
Kay lifted the chain around her neck, cradling the pendant, warm from her skin. The priestesses had given Daniel’s piece of amber the same treatment as they’d given his. The work was timeless and lovely and he couldn’t deny how well it suited the woman in his arms. Compelled by the past or present, or his fear for the future, Kay wanted to be completely honest with Diana from this point forward.

“Mordred cannot succeed in his quest for the amber,” he began. “Even if he claims this piece, but we must find a way to stop him.”

She laid her smaller hand over his and he thought the amber gave a kick in his palm. Her striking blue eyes, full of concern, held his. “Kay, if he captures this, he holds all,” she said quietly. “This is the third piece. Your piece.”

“No.” He released her, pushing up and out of the bed. “No,” he protested again. She had to be mistaken. He needed her to be mistaken, yet in the pit of his stomach he knew what she hadn’t spelled out in so many words.

“I thought you understood which piece I guarded. The piece the women in my family have always guarded. You said you followed the amber to my house that first night.”

He couldn’t form words, so busy fighting to wrap his mind around the implication of her claim. “Only two pieces are within anyone’s reach. I tossed mine into the lake that shelters Avalon. I put it into the Lady’s care after…”

“After your bear companion was killed in the battle with Mordred,” she finished. “Diana, the first Diana,” she clarified, “saved it, kept it. She worked with the Lady and others to protect the amber and save you.”

He stalked to the other side of the bed in search of his jeans. “None of that is in your book.”

“Not in so many words, no.” She gripped the pendant and pulled the chain up over her head, holding it out to him. “That doesn’t change anything. This is yours.”

“It cannot be!” he roared. Her hand fell to her side as tears filled her eyes. Shamed, he gentled his voice, fought for a calm as panic charged him from all sides, swords drawn. “It should not exist in this world. Cannot.” He’d been immensely relieved, free to explore Mordred-ending strategies with little concern for failure when she’d told him Avalon had faded from this world, believing the amber safe for eternity.

“But it’s yours. We saved it for you, so you could fulfill your pledge to Arthur.”

He scrubbed at his face, desperate to make her understand. “One piece cannot defeat two.”

“By that logic we’ve always been on the losing side. How could any one man without amber defeat Mordred with two pieces?” she snapped.

He sank down on the corner of the bed. “I’ve held it, Diana. As one, complete talisman. We each took a piece, vowed to keep them apart. The power in that small stone is dangerous. The bit you hold against two Mordred has been working for who knows how long?” He groaned. “We cannot succeed.”

He couldn’t fathom the destruction and havoc Mordred could inflict on the world - in any era of his choosing - with more chances to hone his skill with the amber.

“Mordred bears the wound, Kay.”

Any sort of plan they devised now would be futile. It put a hole in him. Moments ago he’d been full of life, experienced the first notes of joy in centuries, now there was a gaping maw he didn’t understand how to overcome. “It doesn’t matter.”

“I think it does.”

He felt her warm body at his back, one hand on his shoulder, the other on his knee. He knew before he opened his eyes she was offering him the amber. “I can’t touch it,” he said through gritted teeth.

“You must.”

“No.” Though it cost him, he forced himself away from her. “That thing changed me too much already.”

She followed him, her naked body glowing like a moonbeam. “You and this amber are linked,” she said. “I know it, Kay. The same way I knew how to help you fight off Mordred. Take the amber, hold it and we’ll have all we need to defeat him.”

“No.” He wouldn’t touch that damned stone again. What if it did worse to him? What if the next time he changed, the amber kept him locked in that form forever? “It is yours now.”

“It was never mine.” Still, she slipped the chain over her neck and reached for his hands. “From the moment I was deemed old enough to understand, I’ve been standing watch for you. When it was time, the amber came to me, and I knew I had to guard it for you.”

Had he ever been more conflicted? Her hands were soft and comforting, yet the shock of seeing the amber he’d possessed in his first life on this woman’s lovely, warm skin chilled him to the bone. “It’s dangerous. It should be buried in the bottom of the lake.”

“Kay.” She tugged on his hands until he looked her in the eye. “Hear me.”

Deep in his mind, some part of him laughed as she pulsed a little power into the words in the way of her ancestors.

“Kay,” she began again, “The amber made you strong enough to prevail against insurmountable odds. This small stone empowered you, ignited something remarkable inside you. You can become whatever is needed in any circumstance.

“There was great loss that day, I know it.” She stepped closer, her hands sliding gently up his arms to his shoulders. “In this era you’re the last of the pureblooded Elders. Call me biased, but I’d wager all my gifts that you’re the most astonishing man in any era.” She laid her palm over his racing heart. “I know, somehow, if you accept this truth, Mordred doesn’t stand a chance.”

He heard her and wanted to believe her. “I’ll find a way.” Brushing his lips over hers, he caressed her soft cheek. “Sleep well, Diana,” he murmured with the authority of his magic. As her eyes fluttered closed, he scooped her into his arms and tucked her into bed, drawing the covers over her and that blasted amber pendant. Unable to resist, he kissed her once more, savoring a last sweet taste before walking out of her bedroom.

She would sleep, he would stand guard and think. Think until dawn came and they could make a plan to end this cycle forever.













Thirteen






When had his bloodline become so weak? An aging knight with the ability to make it rain had driven him back with a little help from Avalon. It was appalling. His plan to turn them against each other had failed. He’d underestimated her skills for the last time.

Mordred’s fingers hovered over the wound, worse today than it had been before he’d attempted to use the healer’s amber to heal it. Looking at the black pouch, he wondered if Kay or the bitch helping him had managed to curse the stones in town, or during his attack on her pitiful little house. It would be just like that glorified bear to do something to leech the advantage he’d worked for.

Anything was possible with all three of them on this mountain, the witch from Avalon, the Knight of Camelot, and him in a dying body were proof enough of that. And if anything was possible, then it was just as likely he could find a way to counter the death sentence on his chest. He paced the hotel room, dabbing occasionally at the seeping blood.

The god-forsaken gash wasn’t even properly infected. Did no one understand the value of a putrid curse? Certainly not the sorcerer who’d blessed the blade of Kay’s sword.

The stinging humiliation of that first encounter remained, pulsing through the wound like a bad bruise. Oh, he’d heard the rumors that a strike from Kay’s blade, if not immediately fatal, would never heal. He hadn’t believed it then and here he was, stuck with the brutal evidence, hating it more with every life. He knew what was in store for him. Never healing, only worsening, the damned wound dug a little deeper with every passing day.

In the sixth century, Mordred’s personal healer could not find the counter point and his ignorance had killed him. Slowly and painfully, Mordred recalled with a hint of a smile.

He plucked up the bits of amber, meshing the smooth edges of the cleaved pieces, willing them to bind into one. Having two thirds of a stone imbued with mystical healing elements should be making a dent on this cursed wound.

He had but a few more days with this body and he was so close to the third piece. So close to reclaiming his rightful place in history.

People would kneel, tremble, and willingly serve his every whim and command. He’d see that Kay himself set the example, being the first of this puny community to bow and scrape. His witch would be next and the rest would fall into line.

As if in response, the wound on his chest split more skin, leaked more blood and burned its way closer to this body’s vulnerable heart. Frustrated, Mordred shoved the amber right into the open flesh and murmured words that should have brought up a flash of power. Nothing more than a small hum occurred.

Would nothing work properly on this god-forsaken mountain? The amber was losing its effect. The body was losing the fight, before he’d had a chance to shore up the man’s fortunes and take a breeding wife.

His fury rising, Mordred removed the pieces and washed them clean at the sink, his own blood spilling, a deep-black red against the white porcelain before sliding down the drain.

Only one thing would infuse the amber with power again: a blood ritual and sacrifice.

Even in this small town, there were people who would not be missed. At least not before he refueled the amber.

Packing the wound with gauze, he taped it down and wore layers of undershirt, dress shirt, vest and sport coat to hide it. He dropped the amber back into the pouch, the pouch into the pocket of his slacks and left the shelter of his hotel room for the first time in two days.

He strolled down the street, using the pain to keep him focused. Too bad the days of truly powerful people were in the distant past. Few in this era even remained cognitive of the ways to tap into the wealth of resources within their surroundings. The earth, the sky, blood, and bone. All of it could be used to lift a man from poverty to a throne.

That only left more for him, he thought, stepping into the bar and applying a light glamour to make his task easier. The gash burned again, power responding to power. Worth the pain. He gritted his teeth. Kay’s ‘blessed’ sword was designed to sap the power from an opponent. Mordred wouldn’t go easy. He’d managed to outwit the wound and the knight for fifteen centuries.

Tonight, he would set in motion the plan that would allow him to prevail once and for all.

He would prevail over the wound, over the knight and his Avalon witch. He’d soon be strong enough to prevail over any obstacle this damned world could throw at him.

His gaze raked over the potential lambs he would lead to the slaughter. Who would have the honor of dying as an offering to the dark sorcery? Making his choice, he took his time culling the creature from the herd of oblivious humanity and led her away.

She giggled and chattered, her bright allure soon to be drained by his vicious need. His pulse kicked in eager anticipation and he had to control himself, calm himself before the wound went too deep, too quickly.

He drove her out of town, toward his sanctuary tucked into a bend in the river and sheltered by trees. There, no one would hear her pleas for mercy when she gave up everything for his survival.

He wooed her a bit, hypnotized her to get her inside, battling the constant reactions in the damned gash. With kisses, he stole her breath for himself, until she slumped weakly in his arms, her full lips withered and blue under the sheen of gloss.

Laying her limp body on the slab of rock he’d converted into an altar, he positioned her for the next steps. Murmuring as he kept her sedated, her slow and sluggish heart beat became a nearly irresistible lure. He whispered the spell he’d learned at his sister’s side, twisting the words and intention to his purpose. Knife in hand, he sliced through the girl’s shirt, then her skin, licking his lips as her blood welled up to greet him.

She flinched and moaned and he let her drift closer to consciousness. Her fear, her terror would power the spell and in turn, her essence would give more charge to the amber.

He moved through the ritual, the pain from the wound blazing with a violent heat before fading abruptly as his sacrifice bled out, the last glorious fight gone from her in a sweet, lonely sob.

The amber glowed in the flickering light of the candles surrounding the altar. Blood dripped to the stone floor in a hollow melody from the wounds he’d inflicted.

Mordred leaned against a wall, his strength sapped as the wound worked against him. He stayed with the lamb, breathing in the power filling the space as he clutched the recharged amber in his palm. He tore away the layers and gauze and pressed that healing energy straight into the wound.

A bellow escaped him as dark and light magic fought for control of the wound, of his body. He guided the power while his agony ricocheted off the stone walls. He heard an owl cry in the trees just beyond the cave. He lost track of time until the rustling noises of a curious scavenger drawn by the scent of a fresh kill roused him.

With the amber in his pocket once more, he released the lamb, scored her flesh with marks that would make it appear as if she’d been attacked by a bear, and carried her out of the cave. Under the soft glow of the moon, he tossed her remains into the river. Returning to his sanctuary he raised a fire to burn away any trace of the lamb, cleansing the altar and knife. Energized, his determination renewed, he veiled himself in a light glamour and returned to town and his hotel room completely unnoticed.

The renewed uproar of another bear attack would amuse him almost as much as the sacrifice.













Fourteen






Diana had barely taken her first sip of tea when her cell phone rang out, shattering the peaceful quiet of the house. Recognizing Louise’s number on the display, she answered immediately.

“They found a body caught in the river,” Louise said without preamble.

The mug fell from Diana’s frozen fingers, sending tea splashing in a puddle over the floor. “Do they know who or how or… or anything?”

“Rena.”

“The waitress at the Egg Basket?”

“The same,” Louise confirmed. “Sheriff Turro says the body is pretty torn up by the river and the elements, but at first glance, the wounds are consistent with a large animal attack.”

“They’ll organize a hunt for the bear,” Diana whispered. She glanced out the back window and saw Kay playing with Linny and the cub. She’d warn him, make him promise not to take a bear’s shape until this was resolved.

“Not until they know for sure,” Louise said. “Turro isn’t crazy about the idea, not after the coroner’s report on the other bodies.”

Turro was cool in a crisis, but he didn’t know what he was dealing with. She and Kay had been braced for more trouble and yet Mordred had disappeared without a trace since attacking her house. It had been too good to believe they’d disposed of him, yet she hadn’t given up on that theory. Now they had proof, he wasn’t nearly done.

“What would Rena be doing out near the river at night?”

“I’d like to know the same thing,” Louise said with a huff. “She’s not a brain surgeon, but she’s no fool either. She was out with friends, dancing with some guy, and then poof, until today.”

Mordred’s charm was the only logical explanation, though it would do law enforcement efforts no good. “Thanks for the warning,” Diana said. “We’ll go up that way and have a look around.” She and Kay had gone out each day, searching for Mordred’s traps, hoping to draw him out again.

“Be careful,” Louise insisted. “There’s an edge to the very air today.”

Diana agreed. Promising they’d be cautious, she ended the call and mopped up the mess on the floor. She opened the door, smiling when he turned, a smile on his handsome face. Linny padded over, rubbing his face against Diana’s legs in greeting.

With her hands stroking the soft ears of her cat, she settled on the step next to Kay. Shoulder to shoulder, she rested in the peaceful moment. “You woke up early,” she observed.

“Why did you situate the house this way?” He spread his hand over the cub’s belly and gave him a rub that had him squirming happily.

She marveled at Kay’s ability to ignore the long, sharp claws on the feet that seemed two sizes too big for the round body. “The house was already situated when I arrived. I assume the original builder enjoyed the sunrises and sunsets out here as much as I do.”

“Huh.”

Diana waited, breathing in the crisp morning air, opening her senses to the surroundings. Louise was right, there was a hard edge on the morning.

“You feel it too?” Kay asked.

“Yes,” she said, gathering her courage to tell him about Rena. She hated to spoil the idyllic harmony they had going and yet, there would be no real peace for anyone while Mordred maintained the ability to slide through time. As succinctly as possible, she told him about Louise’s call.

“Mordred’s doing,” Kay said immediately. “I felt something…” his voice trailed off. A moment later, he gently set the cub aside and went into the house.

She didn’t follow, instead taking a moment with the lynx and bear to affirm joy and life and hope in the world. Whatever happened today, whatever became of Kay, she and Louise would make sure the bear was properly raised and managed. Tears pricked her eyes, at the thought of Kay leaving, but she knew if - when - it came to that, they might yet be able to release the cub into the wild. If not, between Louise’s heritage and Diana’s skills, there would be healthy options.

And if Kay stayed somehow?

Diana cut off the thought before it could bloom. Kay staying in this world would be another form of insanity. Not dark in the way of Mordred’s presence, but unfair. Kay had earned his peace and rest on Avalon. Loving him, she had to want that for him, no matter how lonely it left her.

He would dispatch Mordred and carry the amber pieces back to the sixth century, safe behind the protective veils of Avalon and out of Mordred’s reach forever. She longed to see the isle of her ancestors, yearned for that tranquil space free of time where women gathered and learned and worked with nature rather than against it. She’d often envied the priestesses in the stories her mother, grandmother, and aunts shared. She’d daydreamed over her ancestor, the first Diana who’d rescued Kay’s amber. Had she drawn the amber from the lake because of love or curiosity? Had it been sympathy that compelled her to keep the amber for Kay, so sure the legendary knight would return to the island? As much as she’d studied the book, she marveled over what had been left out and why. If she could go back through time, would she warn them, teach them so Kay would succeed sooner?

She thought if a warning saved lives, it might be worth the effort of searching for a way to get back to his era. Her musings didn’t really matter. Ultimately, she wanted more for Kay than perpetual hibernation broken by searches for a madman. She wanted more for him than a life caught up in circumstances beyond his control. And he’d get that when they ended Mordred here, in this time.

“Tea?”

Kay’s deep voice pulled her out of her reverie, making her smile. He held a steaming mug in one hand, his sword in the other.

“Thank you.” She accepted the mug he offered and eyed the sword with concern. “Do I want to know?”

The cub started climbing Kay’s leg like a tree and Kay chuckled as he carefully extracted himself. “Stay back,” he said to the cub. “Both of you,” he added as Linny tucked his head and rolled over his bare foot. Under whatever influence his Elder blood gave him, the unlikely pair settled on either side of her and watched Kay with a curiosity and attentiveness that matched hers.

A few paces away from the back porch, under the soft glow of the early morning sun, Kay raised his sword. As if battling an invisible enemy, he thrust and feinted, twisted and turned. It was beautiful and frightening. Two hands on the hilt, he raised the sword high and then swiftly brought it down in an arc, stopping short.

Diana could almost feel the impact vibrating through the blade and up his arms into his body. Frozen in that moment, his eyebrows flexed down, his mouth thinned into a grim line, he was wielding death. With a few muted words, he ran his hand along the length of the blade.

Blood appeared on the blade and Diana gasped.

“Not mine,” he said, his voice roughened by his extreme focus. “Keep back.”

She did, keeping a hand on each animal, soothing them as much as herself, her tea forgotten.

His palm moved across the blade once more and the trail of blood was gone. Kay sank to his knees and sat back on his heels, his face turned up to the sky.

She went to him then, desperate to ease the agony etched on his features. The cub and lynx joined them, nuzzling at him. “What was that?”

“A test of sorts.” He wouldn’t look at her. “Mordred’s wound troubles him. He kills to survive. The woman is one more death on my hands. Another life snuffed out because of my mistakes.”

His grief tore broke her heart. “You are not responsible for Mordred’s evil.” She put a hand on his shoulder, held steady when he tried to shrug it off. “If he killed Rena, the blood is on his hands, not yours.”

“It is.” Tears leaked from Kay’s closed eyes. “I pledged to stop him.” He dropped the sword, pummeled the ground with his massive fists. It felt like a small earthquake. “I have failed so many. Too many,” he shouted into the ground.

Diana rubbed his shoulder, moving closer until she was pressed against him, surrounding and sheltering as much of him as she could cover. He choked and gulped air for long minutes while she held him. No words would soothe him as much as she wished otherwise. Mordred had cost him all and would do so for eternity to come if they didn’t find a way to break the cycle.

When the worst of his grief subsided, he stretched out that big body under the morning sun and covered his face with his hands. She loved him more, marveling that a man of his brawn, of his purpose, held such an immense compassion in his heart.

The bear cub curled up on his chest and the lynx settled at her hip. The four of them must have made quite a picture on this little patch of the mountainside.

She was lost in thoughts of Rena and animal attacks and centuries of grasping evil, when Kay’s hand swallowed hers.

“He killed my best friend in that fight,” Kay said, his voice little more than a whisper. “The bear I’d rescued and raised.” He swallowed. “His men were closer than I’d known. He had me dead to rights and still they put arrows into my bear.”

Questions formed in her mind, but she only squeezed his hand and let him tell the story as it needed to come out of him.

“My bear charged.” He stroked the cub from ear to rump, over and over. “Valiant to his last, he was. I’m bigger than Mordred, stronger and he found my greatest weakness. I sliced into the devil, my sword cut deep. My bear breathed his last and that was the first time I…”

She knew.

“The first time I changed.” He turned his head to look at her.

She raised their joined hands to her lips, kissing the scars he’d earned in battles generations before she was born.

“I’d known something happened when we broke the amber, but that fight against Mordred broke something in me.”

“Not broken,” she assured him, cradling his hand. “Just a new facet of who you are. Circumstances don’t change the heart of a man or a woman.”

His gaze narrowed. “That’s a quote from your book.”

“And now I know why,” she said, blinking back tears. She hadn’t meant to quote the book, only reassure him that his gifts were more blessing than curse. There was something there, but once again, the answer wouldn’t surface.

“No, don’t cry. Not for me.” Kay’s voice pulled her away from the thoughts whirling through her mind. “Our energy is better used against Mordred.” He sat up, taking his time so the cub could ramble over him. How his skin remained intact was another testament to who he was, inside as well as out. “We need to find his lair.”

She thought about where Rena’s body had been found, the other attacks and where they’d found the tripwire on the trail. “I think I have an idea of where to start.”

“Then let’s get hunting.”

***
Kay lingered outside after Diana hurried back into the house, studying the hand she’d been holding. The warmth remained, as if she’d pressed her soothing energy into him through his skin, a balm to his raw nerves and the violence simmering inside him.

He’d felt it last night when her body had been locked with his and again afterward, when she relaxed into sleep.

There was something more than love and affection between them, though he couldn’t deny those claims of his heart. This was deeper, a knowing that would change everything if he could only see past the veil blocking his clear view.

He plucked a shirt from the basket of clean laundry and tugged it over his head. Diana was at the kitchen counter, stirring up eggs in a bowl. Thick slices of bacon were sizzling in the skillet. He glanced back to the porch in reflex. How slow had he been?

“Send your cub back up to Louise,” she said. “He’ll be safe there while we’re out.”

At the moment the cub and lynx were wrestling outside. He knew Louise and her goats would appreciate it if the cub was worn out when he arrived. “Then why did I build a pen?”

“We built it,” she reminded him. “And we might be gone a long time. He’ll need to eat.”

“All right, I’ll do it,” he assured her. “What’s wrong?” Tension had deep claws in her shoulders and spine. “Your mind is racing.”

She added spices to the eggs, and a bit of melted butter. Then simply stopped, her hands on the counter beside the bowl. “I want to kill him. For you. For him,” she said, tipping her head toward the cub outside. “For Rena. For centuries of arrogance, for -”

Kay wrapped her in his arms, brought her back close against his chest. “We will end him. I give you my promise, this battle will be the end of Mordred. You won’t be troubled by him ever again. For now, for then, and for the future.”

“I believe you.” Her hands covered his at her waist. “There’s this desperate hate in my belly. I want a target, an outlet.”

“Not hate.” He gave her a gentle squeeze. “Hate serves Mordred. You’re feeling the craving of justice. We will avenge the innocent. With Mordred it’s sure to be violent, but we will be righteous with it.”

“You have a way with words, Kay.” She sighed. “All right.” She stepped out of his arms and turned the bacon. “How will we be sure he’s done?”

He turned her to face him, his hands sliding up her back and down her arms. He laced his fingers through hers, felt that quiet, amazing energy between them. “As you’ve said, this time we stand against him together, as it was meant to be. We will know.”

She dropped her forehead to his chest. “You should wear the amber today.”

“No.” Would she never give that up? “It is safer with you.” And she was safer with it, although he couldn’t explain why or how he knew.

They ate the hearty breakfast in a wary silence, each of them deep in thought. “Were you in love with anyone in the sixth century? In Camelot?”

“No.” He looked into those misty blue eyes and recognized love, the most precious and priceless of treasures. He’d never loved a woman the way he loved this one. “I was sure there would be time for a bride and a family. Then I was too consumed with grief and devastated by what I’ve become.”

Though she’d changed his perspective on it, he wasn’t so sure she’d feel the same if he were forced to become a beast in front of her.

“I think the women of Avalon loved you, at least the women of my line.”

He shrugged, uncertain what she expected of him and uncomfortable with the feelings her words stirred in his chest. “The priestesses of Avalon were lovely and powerful. They had a confidence and sincere resolve in serving their lady,” he said. “You would have been at home among them.”

She frowned into her cup of tea and he used the silence to polish off the meal.

“I’ve often wondered what might have happened if you and the first Diana had hunted Mordred together.”

“She had her way and I was tasked with mine,” he said, clearing away their dishes. “We should get moving. Between us we can pick up any trail. He dropped the body in the river, but I’m sure he killed her elsewhere in an attempt to close the wound.”

“And if we find him, with the amber?”

Kay’s pulse kicked at the anticipation of battle. “Then it will be the last time he holds them.”

A short time later they set out and he urged the bear toward Louise’s farm, the lynx trailing after the cub. Better to have the pair far from a place Mordred had previously attacked.

“Can you sense him?” she asked as they neared the familiar trail.

“Yes.” He sniffed the air as he eyed the treeline. “He’s like a rat, scurrying at the edges where dark and light meet.” Kay paused at the paved road. “He’s gone back to town, but I want to find his lair.”

“We might find the clue we need there,” she agreed. “I wish it was a simple matter of turning him over to the sheriff.”

“I’ve never seen a prison hold him,” he reminded her. “He has a way of compelling people to do his bidding.”

“You think he charmed Rena out here?”

“He must have done so. Who in their right mind would happily walk away from friends to be with a bleeding man?”

“His blood,” she said suddenly, stopping short. “You know the wound is giving him trouble. We know the amber wasn’t helping him heal.”

“That’s why he was forced to kill, to make a sacrifice,” he said. “Using a dark magic was his only hope of slowing down the progression.”

She turned on her heel and resumed the march to the river. “Have you ever used his blood against him before?”

“I’ve made him bleed,” Kay replied. “In his first life and the last time I found him. What are you asking?”

“His blood must be the key to his ability to skip forward and possess his descendants.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting we hunt down his bloodline?” Such an outrageous idea should sound like an excessively bloodthirsty and unappealing solution to Diana.

“No, although I can see why the idea bears consideration,” she said.

“Really?”

She held up a hand. “I’m on to something here, I know it. You and Eiddlig and Daniel were all changed when the amber was broken.”

“I can only assume based on what happened to me. I never saw the others again.”

“How would they have changed?” she wondered aloud.

He bit his tongue, curious about where her thoughts would lead her. Them. They were a team united for the purpose of dispatching Mordred. United in far more than that. Kay shoved aside thoughts of an impossible future with Diana. That thinking would turn him bitter and bitterness could be used against them.

“Your pledge to Arthur,” she murmured. “Your heritage with theirs to prevent Mordred from a way to live forever.” She swore, her fist bumping against her leg as they hiked on. “It’s right there.”

Whatever notions and theories consumed her had to wait as they came upon the site where authorities were processing the scene where the woman had been found.

Armed as they were, they couldn’t go down and ask questions, even if he knew what to ask. He shifted the currents in the air to bring the sounds closer to them. She rolled her eyes, but she listened intently to the conversation below.

“They noticed the predator wounds, but no tracks,” she whispered. “No blood trail in the immediate vicinity. I agree with them. She must have gone into the river upstream to have been tangled right here. The sheriff is likely to send deputies in search of her entry point.”

He released his hold on the wind. “We need to get there first. Mordred might have set more traps.”

“Is he close?”

“No.” Kay reached out with his senses and earned a stabbing headache for his trouble. He clapped a hand to his head and leaned back against the nearest tree. “His hiding place is near.”

“Kay?” She reached out to him.

“Don’t touch me.” He jerked out of her reach. “Not now. Not yet.”

“What is happening to you?”

“I don’t know.” Perhaps it was her talk of blood, but he could see a trail of red violence weaving through the trees, upriver and then veering away. “We need to hurry.”

His connection to nature, his gift of working within it had always been as easy as breathing. Not the manipulation, but the awareness. He’d known his differences almost from birth. It had taken longer to understand and train himself to the shifting, to remain a man aware and in tune even while roaming as any beast he pleased.

Studying this trail of woe went well beyond anything he’d experienced in the past. It wasn’t that faint odor of ill deeds, this was a gulping darkness, draining the life where it could.

“Maybe you should change and track him another way.”

“No.” More danger in that, he knew it instinctively. Pain or not, he had to continue as himself. Kay pushed aside the piercing headache to stay locked with that violent, bleak trail. They had to get to the altar, to destroy Mordred forever. Kay’s steps faltered in his rush to follow that sickening black-red ribbon. His hands and arms turned up scratched and scraped.

“Kay, stop it. Stop it now.” Diana’s voice circled over his head like a hawk. “Whatever you’re doing, let it go.”

“Don’t touch me.” He screamed the words, but she only smiled down at him. The sun over her shoulder set her hair glowing with a halo. “The trail,” he rasped. “The altar.” If they didn’t get there first more people would die, he could hear their agonized wailing already.

“Easy, Kay,” she said. “Let it go.”

He could feel her hands on his brow, his cheek. Over and over, she stroked and soothed, while he begged her to stop, to run, to save herself. Finally, seeing the shadows creeping closer at her back, he struggled to warn her, fought to rise and fight for her, and when he couldn’t, he closed his eyes against yet another failure.

Mordred had won again.













Fifteen






Diana cradled Kay’s head in her lap, using a tree as a backrest, stroking his hair off his face. It was as if he’d been possessed, and for several desperate minutes, that was exactly her fear.

Although she sensed the pain he felt, she’d obeyed him and kept her hands to herself as he stormed wildly through the trees and brush, carving a new path.

When he’d gone down as if he’d run into a brick wall, she knew they were in the right place. His mouth had worked, barking orders she was sure, just as she was sure those orders were better off locked in his head.

It was clear they were at the verge of Mordred’s kill site. She could see a track a few yards from where Kay had fallen. The clearing was too deliberate, too wide for animals. The air was heavy with a bitter tang and the leaves and branches nearest the trail where she rested with Kay were dried out and dying.

She’d understood the concept of Mordred killing to recharge his power or that of the amber. If this wasn’t the first time, she figured it was a safe bet he’d twisted the magical properties those pieces held. Putting her hands on Kay, she’d known what she needed to do, felt the power rising within her. In the eerie quiet of the mountain, caught between life and light and the evil just beyond them, she listened to the whispers of nature until she was sure she understood how to proceed.

As the sun soared toward its peak, she recited the old words from the book in the language of the power-filled women of her past until the words became her own. She slipped the amber from around her neck and looped the chain over Kay’s head. Parting his shirt, she settled the piece directly over his heart. The amber glowed softly and his scar on his sternum seemed to glow as well.

Words, intention, and purpose were all suffused with her love for this brave knight. She brought it all to a focus until her palm was also lit from within. Pressing her palm to the amber and the amber to his heart, she saw the result in her mind. His body tensed, his muscles locked in a rigid spasm until it was done. Then he rested, his breath even and easy.

She kept her palm over his heart, her other hand gently raking through the thick waves of his hair as the sun crossed the sky to set the peaks to the west on fire. She didn’t need to look to know the amber was gone, locked forever within Kay now.

As Kay rested, a peacefulness crept over them. Not knowing how long he’d rest, but certain he’d be hungry when he woke, Diana pulled out her cell phone and called Louise for help. A short time later, the cub and lynx found them, curious and concerned about Kay, followed by Louise.

“Do I want to know?” she asked, eyebrows lifting.

With a smile, Diana shook her head. “He should know first.”

“All right.” Louise sat next to Diana, her knees cracking. “Drury is still at the hotel, appearing fit as ever though the bloody linens persist.” she said. “A few witnesses think they saw Drury at the bar around the time Rena left. Do you think he’s involved?”

“I’m sure of it,” Diana replied. “Drury is under the influence of a terrible evil, though I’m not ready to explain how or what to the sheriff.”

“I’ll keep your opinion to myself.” Louise looked to the sky. “That poor girl’s body is at the morgue and Sheriff Turro is withholding further comment until the autopsy is complete.”

“Turro doesn’t believe it was an animal, does he?”

“Off the record, he told me he’s sure it wasn’t.”

That was good news for Kay should he need to shift in order to stop Mordred.

“Your young man here won’t be pleased you’re not wearing the amber pendant,” Louise said, waving a finger at Diana’s bare throat.

“Young man?” She chuckled. “Let’s hope the food you brought takes the sting out of what I have to tell him when he wakes.”

Louise’s eyebrows drew together and her dark brown eyes filled with concern. “How long has he been like this?”

“Just over two hours,” Diana said. “I’m hoping it won’t be much longer.”

“Hmm.” Louise handed her a bottle of water and a sandwich. “You should eat.”

“I’ll wait and eat with him.”

“Feeding a man is a proven method of winning him over.”

“Can’t hurt.” Diana laughed, despite the dire circumstances. “I’m glad you’re here.”

“Here is where we’re meant to be,” she said with that unflappable wisdom. “How are you feeling?” she asked after a few more minutes.

“Strange and wonderful all at once,” Diana replied. “Certain. Meant.”

“All good news.” Louise pushed to her feet, ignoring the creaking joints in knees and hips. “I’d best get home before the light is gone. Be careful, Diana.”

“I promise.”

“I’ll ask my elders to watch over you. You two put an end to the evil squatting in Drury.”

“Yes, we will,” Diana vowed with that certainty she’d mentioned. “Take the bear and Linny with you, please. Kay will have enough on his mind when he wakes.”

Louise bent over and pressed a kiss to the top of Diana’s head. She held out a hank of rope and a honey cake to entice the bear cub. “We’ll wait for you down at the farm.”

“My thanks, dear friend.”

Louise soon disappeared the way she’d come, the cub and Linny for company. The night rose quiet and serene, as if evil itself wasn’t a stone’s throw away.

She didn’t worry about the cool evening. Kay’s body threw out all the heat she might need overnight. She did take the chain back, dropping it over her head and tucking it inside her shirt, though the wire setting that had held the amber was empty now. With a little luck, he’d be full and satisfied on Louise’s hearty sandwiches and feeling open minded when she told him what she’d done.

Whatever he had to say about her choice, she’d done exactly what she was meant to do. She just had to hang on to her courage long enough to convince him of the same.

***
Kay blinked several times, seeking the morning light and finding darkness. What the hell? For a moment he thought he was back in the cave on Avalon. Breathing deep, the clean, thin air of the mountains rushed into his lungs and through his system and his nose picked out the rich, scents around him, locking onto the most comforting of all, Diana.

He discovered he was using her thigh as a pillow and felt immediately contrite. “What happened?”

“A great deal,” she replied with that smile the melted away all his worries.

“Mordred has escaped?” He rubbed at his forehead, searching for the last thing he remembered. “I found a trail.”

“Yes,” she said. “You followed it to this point and fainted.”

“Nonsense,” he countered, his pride wounded. “I’ve never fainted. Not once in a battle, nor anything as easy as our hike.” She shrugged and her easy acceptance of his protest illuminated his asinine denial. He’d woken in her lap for God’s sake, clearly something had gone wrong. “Did I injure you?”

“No.”

“Did Mordred escape?”

“No. He’s still in town,” she added. “Have something to eat and I’ll fill you in.”

His stomach growled loudly, cutting short any protest he might have made. “How much time have I - we - lost?”

“Just today,” she said. “Louise brought us a picnic earlier.”

“I’ve been out long enough for Louise to hike up here with food?”

Diana merely waved a hand at the sky. “So let’s enjoy it under the starlight while we wait.”

He took the sandwich she offered. Unwrapping it, he thought heaven couldn’t get any better than the thick slices of bread stuffed with honeyed ham, tomato, sweet and spicy mustard and a soft mellow cheese. When he dispensed with Mordred and returned to Avalon, Kay knew he’d miss the food in this era almost as much as he’d miss Diana.

He drained a bottle of water and started on a second as he ate his fill. When they were both working through a stack of chocolate chip cookies, he asked her again about what had disabled him.

“I can’t be sure,” she admitted. “At least not about what started it.”

She was nervous. Under the gentle gaze and calm smile, something bothered her. He held his tongue, willing her to share it all, and quickly. “I remember the river, where they found the body,” he said. “But we are far from there now.”

“Yes.” She nodded. “You saw something I could not and you raced after it heedless of all obstacles until we reached this point.”

“I was tracking Mordred’s lair. The place where he killed the girl.”

“Yes. You mentioned an altar before you, um, stopped here.”

“Fainted,” he said with a bark of laughter. He looked up at the sky, judged the hour by the moon.

“It was hardly a wimpy or weak moment,” she said, reassuring him. “You went down more like a felled tree.”

“My pride appreciates the distinction.” He tipped his head side to side, stretching the kinks and making his spine pop. “I recall none of the things you describe.”

“You fell,” she continued, “and I realized we must be at the edge of Mordred’s territory. Near his lair.”

Kay gazed out into the darkness, understanding precisely what she meant. “I feel the grim and violent darkness.”

“Yes. For a time it was too close to taking you.”

“What?” He couldn’t have heard her correctly. “I would never be pulled to Mordred’s purpose.”

“No, not willingly,” she agreed. “It’s not easy to describe what I felt, Kay. I felt your pain, your need, your purpose. When we enter his lair, it will merely confirm what I know. He has twisted the good of the original amber, focused it to serve his deadly purposes. It was sucking you in.”

“We can’t let him have the third. It’s problematic enough he has ruined the other two.”

“Yes.”

He looked toward the lair. “You should stay here while I explore the area. Then we can decide how to end him.”

“No.”

He opened his mouth and slammed his lips closed again. “No?”

She smiled. “The amber is out of his reach and safe. It has been returned to the place it truly belongs.”

He narrowed his gaze on the chain around her neck. “What do you mean?”

“It happened while you were unconscious. By touching you, I knew what you needed.”

“As a healer would know what I needed?”

“Not exactly.”

He shook his head, fearful of what she would tell him. “What did you do?”

“I did exactly what you needed, what the world needed. I saved you, Kay, so that you could save us all.”

In reflex, he covered his heart, then reached over and pulled the chain from under her shirt. Seeing the empty pendant, his skin went cold. “Explain every detail.”

“It was yours. Always. In the language of my ancestors, I cast a spell that pushed it into you, where it is finally at home. You could not get through Mordred’s blockade as you were. Neither of us could. I knew it as I know my name. I knew it instinctively, as I know how to breathe. Can you understand that?”

He could. “Bloody hell.”

“It was yours and now it’s where it will do the most good.”

“And it will change me again how?”

She ducked her head, making it impossible for him to see her eyes or read the features he’d come to know so well over recent days. “You’re angry with me,” she said.

He started to agree and realized it wasn’t true. “No.” Bewildered, he pushed to his feet, tested his senses. “I’m not angry. You did what you deemed necessary.” She’d done far more than that, but he struggled for the right words. “I trust you with my life, Diana. With all of my secrets.”

He remembered a wavering vision of her with a halo of sunlight and found her all the more beautiful in the moonlight drifting through the trees and glimmering in her hair.

“I feel amazing,” he continued. “Clear. Centered.” He knelt beside her and tipped up her chin so he could see her eyes, revel in the rare beauty of her. “Restored and whole because of you and your actions. Thank you for always doing the right thing, even when you aren’t sure I’ll appreciate it.”

Her eyes were wide as she stared at him, searched his face. “You mean it.”

“I do.” He brushed his lips across hers, pulling back before he lost himself in the sweet, petal-soft tenderness. She’d accepted him in all circumstances, all shapes and he would honor that properly for all his days. “You astound me with your courage. I love you, Diana.”

“Kay.” She leaned forward as he eased back and sought another kiss, this one sizzling right past tenderness and sending a searing desire through his veins. Her hands gripped his shoulders and his fingers dug into those wonderful hips. He lost himself in her even as he found his way.

He lay back on the soft earth and pulled her over his body, drawing the tie from her hair. The silky tresses fell around them, sheltering their kisses from the world’s view. “I would have you here,” he murmured against her ear.

“You can have me anywhere, Kay.” She fluttered kisses over his jaw. “In any time.”

He loved her, body, heart, and soul, with the stars and moon wheeling overhead. Nothing in his lives had ever felt as right as sharing this with her, binding himself to her with every touch, every soft word, every sigh under the clear night sky.

He could practically feel the traces of evil shrinking back from the light and goodness they sent into the world. When they were joined, and surged toward a blissful release, Kay knew nothing would be the same for him again.

“You are my touchstone, Diana,” he murmured into her hair as his heart rate recovered. “Whatever has shifted in me with the amber, having been so long within your care, it will help us end Mordred.”

“Us.” She snuggled closer. “You won’t try and leave me behind?”

“No.” It would be hard to take his beloved into battle, but he finally understood, as she had so often insisted, the old solitary methods hadn’t worked. “Rest now. We will take our fight to him with power of the rising sun.”

“Kay?”

“Yes?”

“I love you.”

“And I you.” Her sweet words bathed his heart and soul, granting him the hope, acceptance, and confidence he’d searched for through centuries. He stroked her hair, lulling them both. “You are my treasure.”













Sixteen






Diana rested, but she couldn’t sleep. Her body snug to his, she watched the rise and fall of his chest as he breathed, the steady, calm beat of his heart under her palm. She liked it when he forgot to speak in current fashion. There was an elegance in the old way of saying things that emphasized his inherent chivalry.

She’d been a wanderer all her life until he’d walked up those porch steps. Maybe she hadn’t known it in that moment or maybe she’d been too afraid to admit it, but this man gave her roots. Wherever he was would be her home.

She hoped she could manage the remainder of her life once he returned to his. Of all the potential break up lines “sorry babe, I’ve gotta get back to my century” wasn’t very common.

But the line was certainly a possibility now, taunting her and keeping her awake. Because of or despite the satisfaction flowing in her veins? Did it even matter?

Not tonight. Not here under a canopy of stars with the man she loved. When the sun rose they would put an end to Mordred. She didn’t expect it to be easy and unless they found his lair, she didn’t expect it would be permanent.

Mordred would be braced for a battle with Kay, having been through this dance before. She knew it would be an ugly confrontation. His obsession with the amber had long ago turned him into a madman. If he sensed where she’d planted the last piece, Mordred would slice Kay to ribbons in an attempt to find it.

He could try, but Kay had an ally this time around and she would call on everything inside her to guarantee Kay’s success.

He loved her. He’d given her an unexpected gift with those three words. She couldn’t help wondering if it would turn the tide of fate in their favor. Mordred had no comprehension of the power within love or the willingness of one lover to sacrifice to preserve the other. He should have studied Shakespeare, she thought, muffling an inappropriate giggle behind her hand.

Kay’s brawny arm gave her a squeeze and relaxed again. She did her best to tap into his serenity and contentment and breathing deeply, she slept dreamlessly for what remained of the night.

The sun was little more than a pale concept on the eastern horizon when Kay roused her with a soft kiss. They took care of the necessities and made a breakfast out of the remaining provisions Louise had delivered.

“Can you get through the barrier?” she asked as they contemplated the point where Kay had been felled.

“I can, thanks to you.” He took her hand in his. “Shall we end him?”

“From your lips to the ears of the gods,” she replied, grinning.

“Who knew you were so bloodthirsty,” he observed, pride gleaming in his moss-green eyes. “It gives you a delicious glow.”

On her burst of startled laughter, he stepped forward with confidence, bringing her along through a ripple of magic that felt sticky against her skin. “It’s like walking through a spider web into a tar pit.” The stench was awful.

“Aye.” He drew his sword, set it to flame and the sticky spider web sensation disappeared. “We’re close now,” he whispered.

She counted it a point in their favor that Mordred couldn’t cast his protective measures too far from his lair. As they moved along the path, the air felt heavy, the ground damp. There hadn’t been rain on the mountain recently, other than the storm Kay summoned, and this was too thick for dew. She glanced up, wondering what had happened to daybreak and realized the gray skies above her weren’t in Colorado.

She squeezed Kay’s fingers, tugged hard to stop him. “This isn’t Colorado. He’s hidden his lair apart from the mountain.”

Kay halted and after looking around, he closed his eyes. Flames danced up and down the sword while he stood there, soaking up every nuance of the environment. She loved nature, more than anyone else she’d met until Kay walked into her life. She felt an odd niggle of doubt and wondered if this side of him was the real reason she was in love. No, she decided after a quick assessment. Her love for the man went far deeper and she was grateful for it.

“He has mastered Eiddlig’s old spell,” Kay said at last. The flames on his sword evaporated. “Twisting the amber as we thought.”

“They could search for decades and never find the kill site,” she added. “I can hear the river, but it’s like a shadow. Should we go on or go back?”

Kay muttered another oath. “Forward.” They moved deeper into Mordred’s sacred space. “We need to disrupt him in any way possible. His altar is vital to his ongoing efforts. I’d spare you what we’re about to walk into.”

“Same goes,” she replied. She’d caught the putrid scent of death and decay as well.

She pulled up her jacket collar around her nose as she followed Kay through the low cave opening. Aiming her flashlight around the room, she choked back the despair welling up inside her.

“He retreats here to heal and get stronger for the next possession,” she said. The evidence was everywhere. The recent kills and the festering pulse in the air from those dead for far longer.

“He recharged the amber here.” Kay rubbed at his chest.

“Is what I did hurting you?” She hurried to his side. “We need to get you out of here.” She swallowed a lump of dread in her throat. Mordred wanted the amber together, the pieces of the talisman had been calling to one another for centuries. She moved on instinct, urging Kay away from the lair. They were too close. Mordred would sense them here if only by the presence of the amber in Kay’s chest. If whatever evil lurked here pulled that piece out of Kay, he would die.

Words and warnings bubbled from her lips in a language her ears didn’t recognize. Another jolt of instinct, of frantic need, and she understood the tragic consequences if she fought it.

Letting the words come, she felt the power roll through her as she pleaded for the preservation of Kay’s life and soul. It seemed as if the lair lit with a black light, the bloodstains glowing in a gruesome abstract art display. The air turned electric around her, her fingers sizzled with power, and a great, cleansing wind blew through her, lifting her hair. The wind and power in her fingers sparked, igniting what lurked in the lair. She felt as if she stood at the eye of a beautiful, private hurricane made of crushed diamonds. Kay was behind her, she knew it by his heat, a counterpoint to the cool, brilliant light spinning around them.

***
Kay had never seen such a glorious display of power as the woman in front of him. The words were old, remnants from the time of Elders. A time long before her, long before him.

He’d sensed trouble, beyond the remains of Mordred’s atrocities, but there had been no fear. Not even the fear of failure that had previously haunted him like the buzz of an insect near his ear. This was meant, all of it.

The two of them in her time were meant to find this place and destroy it. Just as he raised his sword to cleave the grisly altar, Diana had ducked in front of him.

At first, he thought they were done for, that she’d fallen under some evil trap of Mordred’s making. Then he stepped close to her as the air caught with something between a lightning strike and a blizzard. He could protect her back while she worked with whatever power had come over her.

When the white storm stopped, she sagged against him, her energy spent. Her words were familiar again as she pleaded for his life to be spared and mercy for his soul. There was nothing left for him but to carry her out of the cleansed cave.

“Breathe, Diana. I’m fine. Be well.” Each minute that she rambled, eyes squeezed tight against him, felt as long as an hour. He carried her through the weakened veil and kept marching until he was sure they were back on her mountain in Colorado. There, at the remains of their picnic, he set her gently on the blanket.

At last, her eyelids blinked open and she stared up at him. Her gray-blue eyes were clear as her gaze swept over his face, then past him to the skies above.

“Where are we?” She pressed a hand to his heart, as if sheltering the old scar from the fire nymph and the new mark of the amber. “What happened?” she asked, fisting her hand in his shirt. “How did we get out here?”

“I walked, carrying you.”

“No.” Her golden eyebrows dipped low as she scowled up at him. If they could have been blessed to be a family and have children, he imagined their babies would be fierce from the womb.

“It must have been your turn to faint,” he suggested mildly, easing her upright. “Steady?”

She stood, wobbled, and caught herself. “Yes.”

He laughed and kissed her nose then lingered over a kiss on her lush mouth. “We’re a pair.”

She laughed with him, but the sound evaporated as she caught the black stains on her hands. “What is this?”

“Ashes, my queen of destruction,” he teased.

Her face paled under the warm spring sunshine and she dusted off her hands. “I touched what was in there?”

“Yes and no.”

“Kay!”

Soothing her, he guided her toward a creek that trickled to the river and he washed her hands in the clear, flowing water. “You were magnificent,” he assured her in the voice he reserved for the most skittish horses. “You even gave me a route to return to Colorado, your time. Or hadn’t you noticed?”

While she studied the sky with an understandable skepticism, he filled her in on events from his perspective. “You cast a cleansing, performed an exorcism. I heard tales of Elders who accomplished such feats when I was a lad. If they all looked like you when they did, it’s no wonder they faded back from the normal villagers and day to day life. You clapped hands to my chest, muttering about rejoined amber, then went to work.”

“You’re smirking.”

“Am I?” Now that her hands were clean, he forced the expression off his face. “It’s no smirk, simply pride that you wiped Mordred from existence.”

“What else?” She dipped her hands into the creek again, then rubbed her palms together although they were perfectly clean.

“Ah, my warrior lady, you pushed me back and laid your hands on the altar.” He dipped his chin to where hers hands were underwater once more. “What do you remember?”

She sat back and stared up at the sky. “None of the words were from the book.”

“No.”

“But I knew what to say.”

He smiled at her. “Yes. We’ve destroyed his lair and I believe, thanks to the words you didn’t know you were speaking, I believe we - you - destroyed his path back to that safe retreat.”

She perked up at that. “Are you saying he’s mortal?”

“It’s possible.” He wished he knew for sure.

She popped to her feet with a fresh burst of energy. “Let’s haul his ass to the sheriff’s office and find out.”

Kay moved with more deliberation as he considered strikes and feints, the challenges and reactions they might encounter. “He still holds two pieces of amber and inhabits the body of an innocent man,” he reminded her.

“Drury was lost, cast out the moment Mordred took him over. The grievous wound is a reminder of that isn’t it?”

She was right. “Still, I’d rather not take a chance. My job was to end Mordred. If he sensed what happened here, he’ll be more than ready to retaliate.”

They hiked along the creek until it met with the river and on into town. He was more than a little surprised to find the place calm and serene. He’d expected a scene from hell, with fire and people screaming in a panic to get away from Mordred’s tantrum.

“What are the odds crushing the lair crushed the man?” he asked as they turned onto the street that bisected the tidy town.

Suddenly an explosion sounded and the screams he’d been expecting erupted down the block.

Diana met his gaze. “I’d say not very good. You ready?”

He caught her up close, kissed her hard. Staring into her eyes, he noticed the silver swirling there. “I was born ready.”

“Then stop dawdling.” She ran forward, into the chaos.

Grinning, he followed her. He could almost hear the lingering echo of her power beating in her veins. There was a glow about her and a renewed confidence that fed his own.

“We must isolate him to do what is necessary,” he said, calling in fog and heavy rain clouds to shield the inevitable fight.

She nodded agreement, her head jerking at the sound of another panicked shriek. “He knows that’s your intention.”

They followed the sounds as more screams sounded and Kay swore with modern day color as he took in the scene. Louise and the sheriff’s deputies were clearing people back from the nearest businesses as Mordred turned to make a stand. “Come out and fight like a man, Kay!”

Kay couldn’t figure out why Mordred craved a public spectacle. Blood from the chest wound was soaking through his shirt, despite the sacrifice. “You need to surrender,” Kay shot back. He pushed at the air, bringing the storm in stronger still.

As fat raindrops soaked the street and heavy clouds rolled in with a stiff wind, the townspeople scattered, seeking shelter.

Mordred drew his sword, his dark gaze sliding between Kay and Diana. “I’ll take your witch first,” he said. With an inhuman leap, he was too close to Diana. Kay intervened even as Diana leaped back.

She steered the storm, slapping rain in Mordred’s face. Together they flanked the vicious degenerate, seeking an advantage. Kay fought blade to blade while Diana pelted him with more of that strange light she summoned.

They fought up and down the street, making no real progress. It was going to take more than swords to end this conflict. He had an idea, if he could create the opening.

Kay spun to the right, using a light post as a buffer, but suddenly Mordred was on his left and the sorcerer’s apparition wolf closing in on the right.

“Oh, hell no.” Diana’s voice cut through the wind and storm. “You will not cheat.”

Light flew from her hands, in a hot blue whip of light as vivid as lightning. Mordred’s sword hand trembled and he fought against her force. The black wolf apparition dissolved into black dust and a bloodcurdling curse ripped from Mordred’s throat.

Kay came to his feet, filled with a knowing. The awareness wasn’t as clear as a thought or choice. It was all instinct. There was only one way to stop the malicious killer who had plagued time for centuries.

He studied Mordred, trapped and bound by Diana. The sword wouldn’t be enough. Not nearly enough to consign the bastard to the depths of hell. He lifted his eyes to Diana, caught the knowing, the confidence… the absolute love shining in her misty-blue eyes.

“Do it,” she said. Her jaw clenched, her muscles taut and humming from the spell, she said it again. “Do it, Kay.”

Kay tossed his sword aside and on a primal growl, he shifted his body into a bear as massive as the one he’d called friend.

The change was different this time. He scented the violent storm snapping in the air without any fear, scented the blood without suffering from blinding lust. No rage or grief this time, only certainty and a human sense of justice.

He reared up, his bear towering over Mordred’s weakened, human form. Mordred wept and quaked, fighting to free himself from Diana’s hold.

At a curious, unspoken signal, Diana released the twisted wizard to fight Kay’s bear.

Mordred seized his sword and swung. Kay swatted it away with a heavy blow from his paw. Bones snapped and Mordred’s arm drooped uselessly from the shoulder. Kay rammed him, tossing him back like a rag doll. As Mordred tumbled, Kay charged, swiping at his limbs, toying with his prey.

Mordred struggled, fighting back, but he was no match for Kay’s bear. Lumbering up and over the blackheart, he slashed Mordred’s face and shredded the man’s shirt. A small black pouch fell out onto the street and two pieces of amber tumbled loose.

Mordred was cursing in earnest, summoning everything he had, scrabbling for the amber, but his blows glanced off the bear’s hide and the spells fizzled before they could take effect.

Deep in his chest, Kay felt it all coalescing. His blood and purpose, the amber’s changes, the serene control even as a wild beast. He wasn’t lost, he was on a mission to end Mordred’s reign of evil. He cracked Mordred’s rib cage with the full force of his weight and tore open his chest.

Diana stood by his side, laid her hand on his shoulder and sank her fingers deep into his fur. No turning back now, not if they meant to capitalize on the first opportunity in centuries to end Mordred. With his claw, he pulled Mordred’s heart from his body and on a roar of satisfaction, he crushed it as the life faded from the reprobate’s eyes.

Diana cast a circle of light around Mordred’s body, a beacon in the storm raging around them. The light seemed to pulse and swell around and over the body, reminding him of the lake and mist that had once surrounded Avalon. She tossed the amber in after the body, and then slid Mordred’s sword into the pool of light. It disappeared with a wild shriek that pained his sensitive ears.

“Now the heart,” she prompted.

He released it into the constricting pool of light. Time slowed as Diana’s power dragged Mordred into a time and place where he’d never bother anyone again.

“I love you, Kay,” she said, leaning heavily against his shaggy hide. “We did it.”

He sat back on his haunches and she fell with him as he changed back into a man. “We did.” Heedless of his lack of clothing, he pulled her close and she rested her head on his bare shoulder. “I love you too. You’re a light in my life.”

And as the rain continued to fall, washing away all signs of the battle, he wondered just how much longer he would be around to enjoy it.

 













Seventeen






By the time the rainstorm ended and Kay was dressed again, they’d figured out a story to explain things to Sheriff Turro. It wasn’t perfect, but building on assumptions and the lack of evidence, it worked.

She knew her neighbors in town would talk about the bear they’d heard raging through town and that was fine with her. Drury, being a prime suspect and disappearing so soon after the murder of Rena, would be hunted and never found. While true justice had been done for Mordred’s crimes, Diana and Kay would eventually have to discuss how to bring the young woman’s family closure. Or maybe it would be Diana and Louise sorting that out.

Though he was still here at the moment, she didn’t know how long Kay would stay.

“You keep expecting me to fade into thin air, don’t you?” he asked as they sat on her back porch with the lynx and bear cub enjoying the clear air of another warm spring evening.

“Yes,” she whispered, unable to look at him. She’d never expected him to stay, and yet if she could have one wish it would be a long, happy lifetime with the sexy, timeless Camelot knight beside her.

“How do you think it will work?” she asked.

“Which part?”

Diana stood up and walked to the corner of the porch, turning her back on the cub’s pen. He’d been here for little more than a week and his stamp was on everything. Every blade of grass seemed greener thanks to Kay’s proximity. Her kitchen where he’d learned to love pizza, the shed where she’d first kissed him, her bed where…

A small sob slipped free and she quickly covered it with a cough. “You must want to be home.”

“I’ve always wanted peace. To me, home has always meant room to roam. You have both in abundance here.”

She didn’t trust her voice with him any more than she trusted her instincts or the book. Kay was different, in far more ways than his original birthdate.

“What do you want, Diana?” His fingertips were light on her arm, shoulder to elbow and back again.”

She shook her head. “Too much.” Clearing her throat, she mustered the courage to face him. “You were magnificent out there. With the weather and the bear and… everything.”

“You were beyond amazing in Mordred’s lair. We are an incredible team.”

She nodded, doing her best to memorize every plane and crease in his face. It would be enough to have the memories. Some people never even got a few days of the love like she felt for him. She needed to be grateful for every minute.

“If I could stay, would you have me?” he asked.

Her gaze snapped up to his and hope beat like a bird trapped in her chest. “I would. Every day of my life.”

“Knowing what I am? How I am?”

“Every day of my life,” she whispered.

He lifted her hands to his, lips feathering over her knuckles. He pressed her palm over his heart and she swore she saw light slipping between her fingers before he covered her hand with his.

“Then here I will stay, every day of your life.”

He laced his fingers through hers, just holding her hand in his as he looked out over the mountain. “How, Kay? How can you be sure?”

He rubbed the heel of his hand over his heart. “How have you known what to do in every moment, against such overwhelming odds?”

The cub reared up to challenge the lynx who nudged him over. The pair were as lovely as the rainbow that had stretched high over the town when Kay’s rainstorm had cleared.

“Training,” she said.

He cocked an eyebrow, waiting for the truth.

“Intuition,” she confessed. “Though I was trained to recognize that voice of wisdom deep inside myself.”

His soft laughter rumbled through his chest. “That’s right. Some things you know. Some things you can be sure of only when you’re listening closely. Constancy of purpose is all I’ve known in any time. You, Diana, are my new constant.”

She slid her arms around his waist, giving him as much comfort as she could offer. “That’s a wonderful answer.”

His smile was the most beautiful she’d seen in her life and her lips curved in a reflection.

“Love is a magic all its own,” he said, his lips brushing hers. “Thank you, my love, for saving my life. My soul.”

His words sank into her, going deep into her heart as effectively as the amber had bonded with him out on the trail. “Whatever tomorrow brings in this life or in the next, we’ll face it together.”

“I believe we will.” He gave her a squeeze.

“We have one top priority before anything else,” she said.

He glanced down, a sexy gleam in his soft green eyes. “What’s that?”

“We have to name your cub.”

He gave another deep bark of laughter, startling the lynx and the bear. He boosted over the rail and held up his hands.

She leaped into his arms without a second thought and they joined her lynx and his cub in a game of tag. Diana found it an excellent first of many loving family traditions to come.
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About Knight Travelers, Part 3






A vow kept, despite the cost, has the power to preserve goodness and life… 

In the golden age of Camelot, Sir Bors gave his life on the battlefield, but death was only the beginning of his service to King Arthur. Cloaked in magic, he rests and waits until the siren’s call of a mystical key summons him back to duty.

Continuing the fulfillment of her family’s ancient pledge, Nadine Amari guards the tomb of Sir Bors, protecting him from all threats. But as evil spies from a bygone era creep into the present, she fears the knight has slipped the chains of his vow.

Ever faithful, Bors returns, relying on Nadine’s guidance through a fascinating, troubled world. As evil gains a foothold, spurred by a mad priestess with a deadly thirst for power, the key draws Bors and Nadine toward an inevitable battle for time itself. As past and present twist and collide, preserving the true light will require all: body and soul, trust and…love.

 









The Memory Key, Prequel Novella











One






Sir Bors rode for Avalon at a breakneck speed. He leaned low over the neck of his gelding, the long mane whipping at his cheek and chin. Overhead, his hawk sliced through the flat blue sky while the horse’s hooves pounded the earth.

One thing was certain, a life pledged to uphold the ideals of King Arthur and protect king and kingdom was never dull.

It seemed as if a lifetime had passed since he’d joined his cousin Lancelot and brother Lionel as a Knight of the Round Table. He’d started wars, carried peace treaties, and quested to faraway lands on behalf of his king. Bors considered every drop of blood and sweat, every tear shed in joy and sorrow, each adventure and wild risk as an investment for generations to come.

According to Arthur and Merlin, success on this particular errand could ensure those generations would live in relative peace. Failure would subject humanity to a horrible, vengeful tyrant.

Behind him, Bors felt the darkness gaining, the grasping tethers of evil racing forward, seeking a route to the item he protected. Despite the blistering pace, he’d lost the day’s head start Merlin had created for him to carry an enchanted key to the ultimate safety of Avalon.

At Arthur’s request, Bors had been sent to accompany Merlin on a series of errands, offering protection for the wizard as well as a training opportunity for the knight. For months Bors had endured Merlin’s changeable moods and cryptic musings, concerned the wizard was losing his faculties prematurely. As a man moderately gifted with foresight, Bors knew magic took a toll on the magician and the more powerful the magic, the higher the price.

The scents changed, forest giving way to grassy meadows as the landscape blurred around them. Thanks to the crotchety advice from Merlin, Bors had developed greater control over his gift in waking or sleeping. Now, desperate, he narrowed his vision until only the path to Avalon was clear. No diversions or distractions could be allowed, per Merlin’s orders.

Not that Bors suffered from any such lack of focus.

Merlin had explained that the key Bors carried on a chain under his tunic could change a man’s mind, change the very fabric of a man’s soul, if allowed. Outrageous as the claim was, Bors believed him. More, he knew there were additional mystical details Merlin had not shared, primarily the name or nature of the evil seeking the key. Why bother relocating the key unless someone terrible had found it?

The bridle jangled, putting an ache in his ears. His armor felt heavier with each ground-eating stride of the gelding. Jaw clenched against the bleak throbbing in his bones, he pressed on.

He assumed the very least of what Merlin had left unsaid was that the key, in the wrong hands, could become twisted and warped, a tool of destruction. Nearly anything a man could name had the potential to be used for good or ill. Knowing it - worse, sensing it - he rode as if the fate of their King, of Camelot, of Avalon, and of all the lives dependent on the current peace were in jeopardy.

Feeling the winded gelding tire, Bors laid his hand on the sleek, strong muscles of the horse’s neck. He murmured words of restoration and encouragement. A soft golden light seeped from his open hand into the horse’s flesh. With a toss of his head, the gelding powered on. They must make Avalon by nightfall or be overrun by the demon chasing them. Bors knew there would be no hiding.

Last night had been too close, the temptation to embrace the key and explore the beckoning power almost irresistible. This enchantment was not for him. Ruthlessly, Bors fought back the fears creeping at the edges of his mind, resolute that the dread would have no more sway or substance than the fog shrouding the forest floor before dawn.

Through his visionary gift, Bors had seen his death and accepted that he would willingly meet his maker at the appointed time in a land far from Camelot. Though Merlin had counted on Bors’ unique awareness and ability to resist the temptation of the key, he’d issued the warning nonetheless. On his trek, Bors discovered awareness was a weak shield against such a powerful object.

An eerie, wild cry split the air and the gelding tripped, tumbling forward as if he’d taken a spear to the chest. Bors leapt clear and scrambled to the jerking body of his fallen mount. He placed his hands over the once mighty beast, intending to soothe and comfort, lurching back as the horse withered into a pile of ash.

With a prayer, he cast the light as Merlin had taught him and knew immediately the protective net would not hold off the relentless darkness for long.

From the safety of the light, Bors signaled his hawk and the bird wheeled in the air, diving toward his outstretched arm. “You must prevail,” he told her.

The hawk tilted her head, eyeing the ashes blowing away in small clouds of gray.

“Easy. Let us all be heroes today, my friend.”

Bors pulled the key from the chain around his neck and swiftly bound it in a fold of cloth. “To Avalon,” he said. “Deliver this to the Lady of the Lake and stay with her.” He tied the bundle to the hawk’s foot. She shook her foot as if testing the weight. “This is not our day. I will join you soon.”

Another shriek rent the air. The demons were closing in. “Go!” Bors watched her take flight, each sweep of the broad wings pulling the hawk higher into the sky, carrying the key to safety.

Drawing his sword, Bors crouched low, eyeing the enemy through the dwindling shelter of the light.

The creatures chasing the key writhed as one being. The tactic had fooled him upon his first skirmish with them. Blacker than a moonless night with glistening, empty eyes that glowed red when they attacked, they drew the eye to the center mass. When the strike came, the creature fractured, skittering away like spiders until they surrounded the victim. They moved with terrible swiftness and the last joint of the front legs could change into a vicious whip, extending their reach.

How they’d killed the gelding at a gallop, Bors didn’t want to know. He’d had enough of a challenge surviving the last encounter. If the beasts were gaining strength and skill... well, it was best not to think on an enemy’s virtues when going into battle.

As the protective light faded, Bors surged toward the wicked creatures. Before the mass could split, he veered to the side and, rolling, sliced away at the legs of the outermost beast. The severed appendages flailed before they were absorbed by the earth, a scorching trail marking the transition.

The pained howl was followed by a chorus of furious growls, the combination rattling his eardrums and coursing chills over his skin. The wounded creature was folded into the mass as more of the whip-like joints lashed out.

Bors neatly dodged and evaded the strikes, unwilling to endure another injury. He’d learned the hard way several weeks ago that the touch of this beast left anything from a hard bruise to a deep, festering wound only Merlin’s salve and incantations could cure.

Bors blocked with his sword and vaulted over the threat, circling in closer to the cold black center of the nearest beast. The eyes lit, the beast reared, and Bors cleaved the thing in two when it crashed over him. Now the creatures splintered from one to many, surrounding him. His familiarity with the ploy negated their advantage. He’d had time to assess and review his previous encounters with this beast, time to develop a new strategy. He took out another and maneuvered so the three remaining were in front of him, neatly blocking the path to Avalon and the key.

The discordant chatter between the beasts set his teeth on edge. Whatever dark power conjured and controlled these things had proven clever. Bors pushed all else from his mind and fixated on the fiery-red eyes, searching for the opening necessary to prevail.

Rhythmic hoof-beats pounded the earth at his back and Bors fought harder to dispatch the enemy, distantly curious if he’d misinterpreted the vision of his death in a faraway land. Severing another whip-leg before it could strike, Bors sent the beast curling in on itself once more to regroup.

He whirled around to face the new threat, sword high at the ready and lowered the weapon immediately. Rather than a new enemy, Camelot’s greatest champion and king had arrived. He praised the good fortune that allowed Arthur himself to ride to his aid.

“Your Highness,” Bors bowed.

“The formalities will wait, my friend, we must finish this lot.”

Arthur drew Excalibur, the magic blade glowing, eager for battle.

“Yes, sire. Don’t let the whips catch you,” he advised as they waded into the seething mass. Together they made short work of the creatures until only a web of scorched earth remained.

Arthur turned a slow circle, nudging at one black mark after another, as Excalibur’s light faded. “Is that the end of them?”

“Once dispatched, they do not rise again,” Bors replied, wiping the worst of the battle from his sword with a bundle of green grass. The grass withered with a pungent odor. “Unless they are summoned.”

Arthur glanced around the meadow. “I don’t suppose you know who summons them?”

“Merlin gave me no clear answer.” Bors gazed up at the clear sky, hopeful his hawk had reached Avalon. “We need to purify the swords.” He removed a small bottle from the pouch at his belt. Opening it he dripped the potion Merlin created over his sword and Excalibur as well. “How did you know to be here today, sire?”

“Merlin informed me when you set out,” Arthur replied. “I’ve been traipsing on the outskirts of Avalon, waiting for your arrival. When I saw the hawk dive into the mists and no sign of you, I thought you might need assistance.”

“She made it?” Bors breathed a sigh of relief. “I am grateful for your help.” Bors retrieved the saddle and bridle where they’d fallen after the gelding’s demise.

“Dare I ask what happened to your mount?” Arthur whistled and his horse came charging out from a copse of trees.

“Those dreadful creatures managed a new tactic,” Bors said. “I knew they were close, right on our heels. Then the gelding went down as if lanced in the chest. He turned to ash even as I tried to soothe him.”

Arthur scowled in the direction from which Bors had come, as if he could see who or what had called forth the wretched creatures.

“We should find better shelter before nightfall.” Bors hefted the saddle in his arms. Though the key was presumably safe, he didn’t want to risk his king’s life unnecessarily. “They are stronger and wilier at night.”

With only one horse, the men walked from the singed meadow. Arthur clapped his knight on the shoulder. “No worries, my friend. We will shelter behind the veil of Avalon tonight.”

He hoped the king was right.

“Tell me,” Arthur said, breaking the companionable silence, “how often have you met those creatures?”

“This was the third fight, sire. It has watched me at other times and withheld attack.” He rubbed at his chest, easing the faint prickling that remained from when the key had rested against his skin.

Arthur slanted him a long look. “Does it stir anything inside you?”

“An affinity?” Bors asked, dismayed. He did not want Arthur worrying that he’d been turned from his noble vows.

“No, never that, my friend.”

With every step closer to the hidden isle of Avalon, Bors felt the subtle current of power in the air, an ancient warmth under his feet. Suddenly, he grasped the meaning behind Arthur’s question. “You’re wondering if the creatures reek of the old magics.”

“Yes,” Arthur admitted, his mouth set in a grim line.

“There is something there,” Bors admitted. “But it is convoluted and blended with an unfamiliar power.”

“Unfamiliar is precisely what concerns me,” Arthur muttered.













Two






Bors had believed Arthur’s claim that they were near Avalon, and still he was startled when they reached the lakeshore well before sunset. No wonder the creature giving chase had destroyed the gelding. Bors had been on the verge of escape.

He stared into the deepening mists that hovered over the still water of the lake and shrouded the sacred isle of Avalon. A passerby might see a drifting fog over gray water. To Bors it was a kaleidoscope of muted colors ranging from the deepest indigo to the palest wisps of bluish white. A breeze teased the frayed edges of the mist without stirring the water. He opened himself to the everlasting sense of peace that wafted through the air.

“How was it I did not see that we were so close?” Either being near Merlin had enhanced his foresight - an unwelcome thought - or he needed more practice applying his gift under duress. Could he have done anything different to save the gelding and keep his king out of harm’s way?

“We are both safe. All is well,” Arthur said. “No sacrifice given to this cause is in vain.”

“Are you reading minds now, your highness?”

His low bark of laughter rasped through the quiet. “Merlin has made you paranoid.”

“Probably.” Bors sighed, the tension in his shoulders easing at the nearly imperceptible sound of a craft sliding into the water.

“Clearly the Lady has been expecting you,” Arthur observed as the first ripples creased the lake’s surface.

“Then I offer thanks to you and Merlin.”

Arthur listened to the approaching raft that would ferry them across. “No,” he replied at last. “I’ve not communicated with her at all. I believe she has a different source.”

The Lady of the Lake has countless sources, Bors thought with admiration. In his training and travels he’d met few people who could match either the Lady or Merlin in power or intelligence. The legends surrounding both figures had grown, with good cause. While their talents and methods differed, they were united in using their skills for the benefit of the people.

Though Arthur had seen his hawk cross into Avalon and the key was presumably protected by now, Bors didn’t dare speak of it until they were safely on the other side of the mists.

Arthur led his horse forward, an unprecedented circumstance. “I camped alone,” he explained, his flinty gaze daring Bors to comment.

“I’ll leave any lectures on that decision to your queen, your squire, and the Lady herself,” Bors said from the other side of the horse.

Arthur stared straight ahead. “There are tasks that are for me alone.”

“Of course, sire,” Bors replied with the utmost respect. “You need no reminder of your obligation to Camelot and all her people.”

The mists closed around them and time seemed to hold its breath in the weightless gray cloak, the only sound the raft sliding through the water. On the other side of the veil the Lady herself greeted them. Dressed in a flowing gown of silver and robe of serene blue, she extended her hands as they stepped onto the isle.

“My hawk?” he asked at the first opportunity.

“Irritated with your absence,” the Lady replied with a bemused smile. “We’ve offered mice and voles according to the tradition of your previous visits. I’m sure she will be delighted to see you have arrived.”

“Visits?” Arthur asked under his breath.

“You started it,” Bors answered. He’d merely been following the path laid out by Arthur. Cutting off further inquiry, he whistled for his hawk, pleased to hear her immediate, sharp reply. She streaked into view and circled once before swooping down to light on Bors’ offered arm. He studied her for any signs of distress or injury and held up his finger for her to caress with her beak. At her greeting, he stroked the silky feathers as she rolled her head from side to side.

“What of the key?” Arthur asked the Lady as they turned away from the lakeshore.

“Safeguarded,” she assured him.

“Merlin has asked for my review of your precautions,” Bors said, bowing his head in deference. “He means no offense, nor do I.”

She turned her gaze to the twilight sky overhead as if the first stars of the evening held answers. “The wizard grows more paranoid with each passing season,” she said with a snap of impatience.

“I fear he has good cause,” the king said, stealing the words from Bors’ mouth.

“Who has set themselves against him now?” the Lady asked.

“Does it matter?” Bors asked.

The Lady stopped on the path and turned to face him, her eyes aglow with an intensity he’d never seen. “Yes, Sir Bors, I believe it matters a great deal.”

He recognized the faint wisp of power in the air. She could compel him to answer and yet she did not. Grateful for her restraint, he bowed, his hawk shifting to stay balanced on his arm. “Guide us to the key, my Lady, and when I am convinced it is guarded per Merlin’s orders, I will tell you all that I know.” Most likely his knowledge wouldn’t be enough to satisfy their questions, but it would give them a starting point.

She guided them along the path, the soft sweep of her hems seeming to lull the isle into a waiting quiet. Bors had the sense of walking toward the Avalon’s center, yet when the path cleared the lakeshore was visible. He frowned and his hawk shifted as concern and discontent rippled through his system.

“Merlin specified the key was to be buried at the center of Avalon, my Lady.”

“No,” she countered gently. “He instructed that the key be sheltered in the heart of my domain.”

Bors glanced around as he searched for the words to respectfully disagree. Strategically, this location was grossly exposed, so close to a border. In the event of her magic weakening, Avalon’s protective mists would be whisked away and the key would be in immediate jeopardy. After all he’d seen in his months with Merlin and all the dire warnings, it made him dreadfully uncomfortable.

“Be at ease, Sir Bors.” The Lady reached out, her hand hovering over his shoulder, not quite touching him.

He relaxed, and even the sudden, hot sting under his breastbone cooled. The place just over his heart was where a fire nymph had touched him on the day he’d vowed himself completely -even beyond his death - to Arthur’s campaign against the rising evil powers. He’d learned to heed the sensation as a general warning of impending danger.

How odd? Nothing could touch him here, behind the mist, with the Lady of the Lake in full power. Something of the old magic, the same source that blessed him with the gift of foresight, must be at work.

“Merlin was quite specific,” she was saying. “It made me quite curious, considering his usual eccentricities. This way.”

She ducked into the shadow of two towering trees. Bors’ gaze shifted from the lakeshore upward, but he was unable to see the treetops for the thick net of branches overhead. Made of stone, the space would have been a narrow cavern. At Arthur’s signal, Bors fell in behind the Lady and the king brought up the rear.

The air was cool and dry, their footfalls sinking into the earth as absolute silence enveloped them. The space opened and Bors saw they were in a ring of trees, yet no sunlight reached them. The Lady raised her open palm and a gentle warm light flowed into the space.

“Arthur and Sir Bors,” the Lady began, her voice resonating through the space. “Your bodies and blood are blessed by the old ones. You are welcome here.” She gestured them to come closer into the circle. “Were you to lay your palm on the earth or a tree in this circle you would feel the very pulse of Avalon.”

At her encouraging nod, Bors knelt down, choosing to press his palm to the earth. He couldn’t explain the choice other than the trees felt too old, too sacred. He was torn between the urge to linger and the urge to leap away as the pulse beat gently, slowly, consistently against his palm.

The Lady watched him, waiting patiently with a knowing smile on her lips. “Sir Bors, as the most recent holder of the key, you are most likely to sense its presence. Do you?”

He closed his eyes, allowing his mind and heart to seek the temptation that had nearly overwhelmed him on the journey. Once again, there was a familiar quiet in his mind and soul. “I do not, my Lady.”

“This pleases you?”

“More importantly,” Bors answered, “I believe it will please Merlin.”

“Yes, of course. His pleasure is my sole concern.” Her lips twitched and the leaves overhead rustled as if the trees shared some private joke. “Now will you tell us why he has surrendered the key to my protection?”

“I hesitate to speak any evil in such a place,” Bors replied.

With a snap of light, the three of them stood on another path, enveloped by swirling gray mists, moist against skin, turning clothing damp. On his arm, his hawk shifted, eyeing the Lady. “I am out of patience, Sir Bors.”

“Yes, my Lady.” He dipped his chin. “Merlin sensed something coming for the key. It was a gift from his father ages ago and therefore he assumed the seeker is quite powerful. He did what he could to shut out the would-be thief and realized the key was no longer safe with him.”

The Lady’s lips pursed, her features tight as she stared him down. “And the name he told you to share with me?”

“Evienne, sister of Mab,” he replied in little more than a whisper.

The Lady hissed as if she’d been burned. “My apologies. You were right not to speak such within the circle.”

Arthur shifted. “You told me you didn’t know what summoned the creatures that tracked you and plagued your journey.”

“Forgive my evasiveness, sire. I said Merlin gave me no clear answer. He was uncertain if the creatures were a work of the black witch I mentioned or someone in her service.”

Arthur opened his mouth and shut it again on whatever set down he’d intended. “It does make a difference,” he said grudgingly.

“She is the queen of nightmares,” the Lady added. “Chased into hiding and believed dead. No act is too deplorable for that one. Thank you, Sir Bors, for fulfilling Merlin’s errand. Were she to control the key, the world we know could be wiped out.”

“Why was such a thing in Merlin’s possession?” Arthur demanded of no one in particular. “Who would offer something so powerful as a gift?”

“Merlin’s father had his reasons,” the Lady answered. “Tis possible he believed Merlin, residing in a world apart from his own, would be shelter enough from the likes of her.”

Arthur pushed a hand through his hair. “Then we must discover what has changed to allow the queen of nightmares loose.”

“I agree.” The Lady flicked her wrist and they were in the center of the activity of Avalon, surrounded by the savory scents of a hearty meal. “First, you shall eat, then we can discuss our options and plans.”













Three






Although the excellent food and good company sated Bors’ body, discussing the nasty intentions of an evil witch put his mind on edge and made him wary of sleep. His gift of foresight was strongest when he was deep in dreams. Having learned the how and where of his own death, he’d also learned his death wouldn’t be the worst thing he would face in this life or another.

When he closed his eyes at last, he was plagued with the shock and memory of his horse tumbling. In the nightmare, however, the immense spidery creatures closed in from all sides, far too many for him to overpower alone, and no sign of King Arthur charging to the rescue.

“Sir Bors.”

The images in his mind shifted from the monster-infested meadow to a forest. Relief was immediate. Bors relaxed in the new dreamscape, breathing in the clean scents, letting the fresh air erase the fetid stench of the black creatures lingering in his nostrils.

“Sir Bors!”

Hearing the wizened voice of Merlin in his dreams, Bors shifted on the pallet, hoping to ignore him and rest easy in the forest dream. The challenges of the journey, the ever-present power of Avalon, his conversations with the Lady and Arthur had proven an exhausting combination. He wanted to stay in the peaceful forest.

Merlin swore. “Awake, man. Now!”

Bors blinked sleep-heavy lids, opening himself to the mystical element of premonition that frequently transformed his dreams. “Here I am,” he said, taking in the strange dreamscape with a far more alert mind.

Merlin perched in the crook of a tree, looking ancient and frail, as if centuries had passed rather than mere days. “The key is safe,” he assured the vision. “You may rest easy.”

During his service to Merlin, the wizard had often spoken to him through dreams, in no small part to sharpen Bors’ skills of interpretation and management of the dreamscape, regardless of premonitions. Merlin considered these visits a gift, while Bors argued the counterpoint that restful sleep was essential to good health.

“Awake and listen to me,” Merlin shouted. “I’ve not much time left.” As if to prove his claim, a dreadful, racking cough shook his withered form.

Bors roused himself further, seeking more details within of the dream, though he could find no reason why Merlin, the Fates, or even God himself needed a knight such as him to foresee the great wizard’s demise.

“You must go forward at once,” Merlin declared, his gaze pleading. “You must save the book before all hope is lost.” Merlin stood, walking through and around the tree, supported by nothing more than air.

Bors gripped the bedding, felt the firm pallet beneath him, yet the scent of this forest blotted all of the softer scents of comfort he associated with Avalon. “What trickery is this, Merlin?”

“My last, I’m afraid,” he replied. “You will be nearly gone from this world when I am trapped like a foolish rabbit, duped by one who is dear to me. She twisted all that I taught her and I fear she has been misled and ill-used by Evienne.”

A chill raised the fine hair at the back of Bors’ neck at the name. Queen of nightmares. Could this be a trick of the witch who instilled fear in Merlin and the Lady? Wary of any duplicity he asked, “What shall I do?”

“You must go the moment I open the gateway. Go forward.” He coughed. “Claim the book and return to Avalon without delay,” he finished on a wheezing breath.

He didn’t concern himself with what forward meant. Merlin would only give him an inscrutable answer. An image of the book Merlin wanted filled Bors’ vision. Good Lord, it was one of the wizard’s personal books. Bors had seen this book days ago. Containing Merlin’s observations about the world, his notes on kings and warlords, spells and the record of his myriad discoveries, the wizard protected it with charms that discouraged thieves or spies. How had anyone wrested the book from Merlin?

“And who pays the price?” There was always a price when great magic was employed.

“I’ve paid it for us both,” Merlin said, weariness dragging at his voice. “On both sides.”

The grim, honest reply reassured him. A trickster such as Evienne would have probably answered with empty, soothing platitudes. “My thanks.”

Merlin snorted. “You must be swift, Sir Bors.”

Light flashed in a nearly tangible attack on his senses. Bors advanced confidently through the gateway and found himself in a room that resembled a library. The tall room, lined with bookshelves, was not lit by candles, but with something else. For a moment, he peered at the odd glowing orbs, wincing as the current within grated across his senses.

“Hurry!” Merlin’s faint voice filtered through the gateway.

Bors rushed forward. The book Merlin had demanded sat on a lectern above a table scattered with similar books and stacks of paper. Many of the documents appeared as haggard and wan as the wizard who’d sent him on this errand.

Gritting his teeth against the book’s defenses, Bors gripped it in both hands and turned back the way he’d come. His palms burned and his legs felt nearly too heavy to move. The light had dimmed to little more than a faint glow as Merlin’s power waned. Wrapping his arms around the book, holding it close to his chest he lurched toward the gateway, focused on getting through before it winked out.

“I have it,” Bors said when he returned. The strange library was gone, the forest too. His legs felt normal again, though the rest of his body ached.

Merlin was no longer in his mind and Bors realized he was fully awake, the dreamscape a foggy memory. The shelter the Lady provided for his visits was eerily quiet. He sank to his knees on the rumpled pallet and released the book. His palms were blistered and the fabric of his shirt scorched where he’d held the book close.

No matter. Avalon’s priestesses could heal magic-induced wounds.

Bors collapsed when he’d meant to rise. A book as valuable as this could not remain here, unprotected. He tried to stand once more and failed. His mind clamored for control of his limp body. He should get the book to safety. Tell Arthur and the Lady what happened.

From his mind’s eye, he saw himself slumped over the pallet, the vision wavering as if he was watching the scene through a shallow pool of water. He tried to shout and made no sound. His body curled around the book as his body stopped responding.

***
Arthur had taken an early breakfast with the Lady of the Lake. Afterward, as they often did when he visited, they strolled along paths that never seemed to cross the same territory twice. This magical isle held immense power and endless secrets. He wondered if even the Lady of the Lake had learned them all.

“Your knight sleeps late this morning,” the Lady remarked.

They’d reached a small rookery where she told him Bors’ hawk roosted on the rare occasions the two were not together on Avalon.

“He is troubled over all we discussed yesterday,” Arthur allowed. “And his journey took more of a toll than he will ever admit. I’d hoped his time with Merlin would settle him.”

The Lady chuckled. “You know as well as I that Merlin is rarely a soothing or settling influence on anyone.”

Arthur agreed, smiling. Despite all Bors had shared, Arthur sensed he was holding something back. He feared Bors was hiding something pertinent to the special quest he’d assigned his three friends.

They’d agreed to serve the cause of goodness, even beyond death if needs be, to eliminate a rising evil eroding Camelot’s peace.

“Have you any news of your special hunt, Arthur?” The Lady queried in her astute manner.

“I’ve learned Sir Gawain put down Morgana’s cult and scattered her followers. According to his squire, he died in the process.”

“My sympathy,” she murmured. “We shall celebrate the victory and honor his sacrifice.”

Arthur nodded. “Have you any word from Sir Kay? He has been conspicuously absent of late.”

A smile toyed with her lips. “He has come and gone occasionally. We assist him as we can.”

“I’m grateful for your support,” Arthur said. “Does Kay come and go in the way of Bors?”

The question sparked merriment in her fathomless eyes. “Sir Kay has never done anything in the way of Sir Bors.”

Arthur opened his mouth to agree, to press her for information on his dearest friends, only to be interrupted by the sound of footsteps rushing up from behind them on the path.

“My Lady,” a young novice in rough, gray-blue robes bowed her head. “Your Highness.” Her breath came in quick pants as she dropped into a curtsy. “I beg you both, come at once. Sir Bors has fallen ill.”

Arthur followed the women as they rushed to Bors’ quarters.

His friend was stretched out, deathly pale and still, though his sleeping pallet appeared as if someone had waged a battle with him in the night. His fingers were curled as if he held something, his palms blistered and red. The nightshirt was scorched at his forearms and chest, the linen melted to the skin beneath. “What hell is this?”

A priestess knelt at his side, her gaze bleak and her lips set in resignation as she addressed the Lady. “The poultice we use to cool burns makes these worse.” She demonstrated on a small patch near Bors’ thumb. His face contorted in pain and his flesh turned black at the edges, smoldering with an odd odor.

Arthur listened, dumbfounded as she reported no fever was present and the knight was breathing steadily, but with such a shallow draw as to be easily overlooked. “I thought he was dead when I came in.”

“I can see why,” the Lady murmured.

“We’ve tried everything I can think of, my Lady,” the priestess said, utterly defeated. “He will not wake.”

“So I see. On his behalf, I thank you. I’ll take over.” She ordered the novices to fetch his hawk and the priestess to bring a hearty breakfast for the knight.

“You believe you can rouse him?” Arthur asked.

Over Bors’ stiff and pale body, the Lady met Arthur’s gaze. “I believe certain work is best done in privacy.” She paused, listening for any sound of movement outside. “What did Merlin really want with Sir Bors?”

“Protection and assistance,” Arthur replied. “He wanted help safeguarding the most dangerous or influential items in his collection of magics. Bors sought guidance with the dreamscapes that showed him views of the future. It was a matter of timing and mutual benefit.”

“I suspect Bors recently held one of Merlin’s items of magic and power close to his chest,” the Lady murmured. “Bors, being a Christian, rarely discusses the old ways or his gift with anyone other than you and me.”

“True,” Arthur allowed. “He has foreseen his death,” he added. “It -”

“Happens far from here,” she finished for him. “We’ve discussed it. But something put these marks on him. It’s unlikely any attempt to heal him will last if the object is nearby.”

Arthur glanced about the room, seeing nothing out of place aside from the tangled bed linens. “Whatever happened here, it was by magical means.”

The Lady gave a low hum of agreement. “Very few are powerful enough to drag him bodily through his dreams. Remove him from the bed a moment, please.”

He gently lifted Bors and watched as the Lady rooted through the rumpled linens. When she found Merlin’s book, he swore.

The Lady reared back from the heavy tome in shock and temper. “Merlin’s lost his mind. Having both the wizard’s book and key on Avalon is an invitation to disaster. He’s a madman to tempt fate this way.”

Arthur settled Bors at the side of the pallet, tugged off the leather jerkin he’d donned over his shirt this morning and wrapped it around the book. The Lady held the bundle between her palms, chanting in the lost language of the Picts until a blue light enveloped the package. Suddenly, her hands were empty. She dusted her palms and straightened the bed.

Once Arthur had the knight situated on the pallet once more, she gave her attention to Bors’ wounds, cupping her hands over his raw flesh and casting away the damage.

Arthur sat back on his heels, mesmerized as Bors’ skin healed from the blackened blisters to healthy flesh. Hearing commotion from outside he realized the novice had returned with the hawk. The bird called once, twice, and Bors opened his eyes.

“My Lady?” He blinked, his gaze tracking slowly between her and Arthur. “Sire?”

“Friend,” Arthur corrected, breathing easy at last. “Your hawk is missing you.”

“Bring her in,” Bors said, his voice rough with sleep.

“His memory is intact,” the Lady said, smiling at Bors. At the Lady’s command, the novice delivered the hawk a perch in the corner and exited quickly. Bors scrubbed a hand over his face and sat up. The affectionate gaze he aimed at the bird faded and he frantically searched the pallet.

“The book is safe,” Arthur said. “And the Lady has healed the wounds you endured. Pray tell what errand did Merlin send you on in the night?”

“He came to me in a dream.” Bors scowled. “Or rather he drew me to him. It’s not exactly clear.” He heaved a sigh. “I have no good way to explain it.”

The Lady and Arthur exchanged a glance as the knight sought for the right words. “A hearty meal will be here soon. Take your time, refresh yourself. When you are ready, we will listen to your tale.”
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Bors ate, washed and dressed under the watchful eyes of his hawk. Leaving the confines of the small shelter, he let her fly and hunt until they were both feeling steadier.

He found Arthur and the Lady near her quarters at the isle’s center, engrossed in quiet conversation near a pool of still water. It was a pool the Lady often used to see the world beyond the sheltering mists of Avalon. He explained the adventure through the dreamscape, answering the questions each of them posed to the best of his ability.

He did not recognize the forest where Merlin was trapped, nor did he see the source of the magic that held the wizard prisoner. He described the strange room where he’d found the book Merlin had asked him to fetch.

Arthur grew agitated and stood up to pace, the hard strikes of his boots on the stones sending ripples across the pool.

“Calm yourself,” the Lady urged, “before you invite a kraken into my sanctuary.”

His eyebrows arched high. “Is that possible?”

She gazed at him steadily, saying nothing.

“Answer enough, I suppose,” Arthur grumbled.

The Lady turned to Bors once more. “From the king’s response, I can assume Merlin sent you to the future.”

Bors tilted his head toward Arthur. “All evidence points to that conclusion, my Lady.”

“He’s a fool!” Arthur hissed under his breath. “You were not tested by the fire nymph and blessed by the Lady herself in order to be his errand boy! Your vow was to something bigger than his petty skirmishes. What is he thinking?”

“The man who came to me in the dream was thinking like a man dying,” Bors answered. “A man with nothing left to lose. He created the gateway into that library with the same pure intentions you had when asking three of your friends to take on the impossible.”

Arthur was hardly mollified. “Your premature trek to the future could cause innumerable troubles.”

“Tis done,” the Lady said with shocking calm. “We cannot undo it. The key is safe and now we must find an equally safe place for the book. They cannot be kept together.”

None of them had an immediate suggestion.

“You have sheltered the book?” Bors asked, breaking the lengthy silence.

The Lady eyed him curiously. “I have.”

Bors stared at his palms, fully healed now. He knew he would never forget the touch of Merlin’s magic. On his shoulder, his hawk ruffled her feathers.

“Are book and key linked somehow?” Arthur asked.

“Tis possible, although I am aware of no connection between the two, other than Merlin himself,” the Lady replied. “That key is quite powerful and terribly dangerous in the wrong hands. As is the book.”

“Evienne or her cohort roused forceful monsters to steal the key from me,” Bors said. “Merlin called it the Memory Key. He repeatedly warned me that it could change my soul. Whatever it was designed to do, it carries potent temptation.”

“Temptation to do what, exactly?” Arthur asked.

“I cannot explain,” Bors admitted.

“I’ve heard the rumors and was myself brushed by the power before locking it away,” the Lady confessed. “As we’ve discussed, in Evienne’s grasp the key could unlock any number of evils, rending the fabric of our world.”

“Why create such a thing?” Arthur asked of no one in particular.

Bors considered a long while before sharing what he knew. “I believe the key was either found or possibly created by Merlin’s father.” Feeling the stunned gazes of Arthur and the Lady of Avalon, he hastened to add, “He never told me outright. I made the assumption after seeing the craftsmanship, learning more of Merlin’s past, experiencing the terrible temptation, and witnessing Merlin’s sheer desperation when he decided to hide it here.”

“Which brings us back to safeguarding the book,” the Lady said. “Arthur, you must find a solution. We cannot keep it anywhere near Avalon. Surely you know of a place where it will not fall into the wrong hands in years to come?”

The king nodded and the burdens of leadership were etched in the deep lines of his forehead. “Tis a paradox to consider,” he said. “We must assume Merlin loses the book to someone and it survives into the future only to be brought back here.”

“Where it cannot stay,” the Lady said once more.

Bors reached up and stroked his hawk’s wing. “If there’s one thing I learned during my months with Merlin, the man himself is a paradox and time the only priceless commodity. Whatever you do, my king, the future will come as it wishes.”

Taking his leave of Arthur and the Lady, he went in search of the priestess he trained with on his visits to Avalon. The young woman was helping him accept and hone his gift of premonition. He preferred her techniques to Merlin’s harsher training methods, though both styles were effective. Bors needed to be able to understand when dreams were whimsy and when they were warnings. He hoped that this time, as both the priestess and wizard suspected, they could confirm any untapped or more useful layers to his gift.

He worked with her for several more days before packing up his belongings and saying his farewells. Despite every layer of the Lady’s power suppressing its influence, since retrieving the book for Merlin, Bors felt the blasted key once more. The cursed thing called to his soul with a siren’s song and no amount of wool in his ears would bring relief.

He kept the revelation to himself so his friends wouldn’t worry needlessly. He was headed to his final days of this life far, far from Avalon and, should the worst happen, he would have another lifetime to unravel the mysterious link between the book and key.

As the boat carried him and his hawk across the water and the mists closed around the isle, Bors knew he could never return again.

***
Arthur stood at the lakeshore with the Lady, offering a silent prayer for his friend to any listening god or goddess. Sir Bors’ farewell rang with a finality he was not ready to face.

“His bravery is second to none,” she murmured.

“And his commitment stands in equal measure,” he added.

“You fear you will not see him again.” It was not a question.

“I have hope we will meet in the afterlife, either between the quests he is pledged to, or when they are completed at last.”

She touched his sleeve, the contact so rare, he couldn’t hide his surprise. “Arthur, my friend, you have done all that is possible, and more.”

“Will it be enough, I wonder.”

“A question Sir Bors, with his unique gifts, was better equipped to answer than I.”

Arthur agreed, reluctantly turning from the serene view of the lake. Bors and his hawk had been swallowed by the mists and were heading toward a journey he could not join. Only time, time well beyond his lifespan, would prove if the three knights could indeed protect the future from the perils of darkness.


*
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Timeless Light, Prologue






6 th century, Holy Land

Sir Bors gazed down at the battlefield, fully aware this was his last day in a world he loved and understood. He had no regrets, having lived fully and in all things kept his vows to God and king. He took great comfort knowing his God was here, walking with him, and his king out of harm’s way in Camelot. Today he would walk into battle and fight with the certainty and confidence of a man who would not see another sunrise.

The gift of foresight, some remnant of the old magic in his blood, had first shown him this day before he became a knight. The vision recurred more frequently of late, as if encouraging him to put his final wishes in order. Those tasks had long ago been completed, allowing him a swell of anticipation rather than dread as the sun inched up over the horizon.

Neither excuses nor avoidance would make a difference in the outcome. There was nowhere a man could hide from death. What came next, and he knew there would be something, had never been shown to him no matter how he trained or practiced. Such was the fickle nature of his pagan gift.

During his last visit to Avalon, he’d tested the very limits of his ability to foresee the future. He’d tested the bounds of knowledge and skill of both Merlin and the priestess who assisted him. Between them, they did not have magic powerful enough to show him his life after today’s death. They’d only confirmed there would be something between the death that awaited him today and the eventual death that would bring his soul eternal peace.

Bors gazed into the sharp eyes of his faithful hawk. “Whatever befalls me, my friend, you will have a good home should you wish it.” Upon his return to the frontlines of this war, he’d made arrangements with a local family of falconers to provide for his hawk in the event of his death.

He suspected the spell granting him the ability to rise from the dead should the world need him would hold true for his hawk, though he had nothing so comforting as proof or a vision of such a result. He could only hope and believe, as the bird’s loyalty and trust had never wavered in all their time together.

It had been almost three years since the Lady of Avalon had performed a mystic ritual binding the three knights and their animal companions, imbuing them with inexplicable strength and protection to fulfill the unique pledge they’d made to King Arthur.

Bors had never set eyes on Sir Gawain or Sir Kay since and prayed daily for both his friends and the animals that traveled with them.

As the army assembled, Bors loosed his hawk and mounted his horse. With great anticipation, he rode into battle and fought with the poised intensity and freedom of a man who had much to accomplish before the veil of death fell upon him.
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21st century, Brooklyn 

From across the street, Nadine Amari took several pictures of the O’Malley pub, adding to her ever-growing collection of intriguing architecture. She could almost hear the brogue on the breeze, drifting across time as the family established the business and planted deep roots on this side of the Atlantic Ocean.

One day soon it would be time to go in, to meet Tara O’Malley and her cousin Nick. Nadine’s mind wandered over the story she would tell them, perpetually refining the details. She needed a story convincing enough that the O’Malleys would grant her a private interview with Tara’s new husband, Wayne.

Surely he would help. Unless he’d forgotten the oath he’d once taken as Sir Gawain, a knight of King Arthur’s Round Table. Despite the centuries between his era and this, she didn’t believe he’d forgotten anything. However, she’d been watching the family for several weeks, not yet ready to approach him. He was settled here, content with his new wife and her family. Nadine had to consider the possibility that he would refuse her.

A refusal from Gawain wouldn’t be the end of it. She could still find the shapeshifter. A small tremor rattled across her shoulders and she smothered a groan. Shapeshifters creeped her out. They always had. How did you trust a creature capable of turning into anything?

Of course her task would be a hell of a lot easier if Sir Bors hadn’t reneged on his oath to King Arthur. According to the scarce records, the third knight hand-selected by Arthur had taken the vow, endured the touch of the fire nymph, stood with his hawk for the Lady of Avalon’s blessing and then never held up his end of the deal. Sir Bors should have made the shift through time two years ago, riding to the rescue when Merlin’s sacred book had up and disappeared.

For a knight who’d searched for, found, and returned from the quest for the Holy Grail, finding a musty old book with the help of modern resources should have been an easy task. Not for the first time, she wondered if finding the missing book was her test. Could it be that the divine host believed the task of reclaiming a lost book wasn’t worth sending a legendary knight through time?

If it was her job to find that damned book, she was failing miserably. The thief’s trail had simply evaporated. She’d found a blurred image caught on one camera and then somehow the man passed by every other camera in the building unseen. Magic had been involved, no doubt, but no matter what she did by standard investigation or magical, she’d never picked up so much as a trace of the book, nor a whisper of any collector who might be hoarding it. The only good news was that no one seemed to be trying to unlock or use the book either.

It wasn’t Merlin’s lost book that brought her to New York. No, she wouldn’t bother either Sir Gawain or Sir Kay with that. Rumors of an enchanted key had surfaced. The Memory Key could purportedly open any lock and held vast power to evoke change, although not in the way of Sir Kay’s shapeshifting. According to legend, the key held the power to change a person at a soul-deep level or—too outrageous to believe —the key could change the very nature of the world.

She’d only read one reference to the key in all her years of studying King Arthur’s battles against various evil outbreaks and attempts to overthrow Camelot. Unfortunately, neither the key’s description nor its true power had been the focus of the tale. The bearers of the key, Sir Bors and his hawk, had been the focus of the scribe’s account, along with the vile, spider-ish beasts they defeated to fulfill Merlin’s orders and hide the key from the reach of all evil.

Apparently the monsters sent after the key back then were more important than the sorcerer who’d summoned them for the purpose of stealing the key. She supposed focusing on the monsters made for better stories and didn’t give the sorcerer any lasting attention.

Unfortunately, it made it harder for her, trying to pinpoint and eradicate the real source of the trouble. Again, Sir Bors might be of immense help—if he would only cooperate and wake up.

Nadine murmured a spell and raised the camera, aiming first at the street and working her way up to the rooftops. Gazing through the viewfinder now, she could see the creatures, lurking in shadows, skittering along the brickwork of the buildings adjacent to the O’Malley pub. They were growing, the size of dinner plates now, when just last week those greasy black bodies had been more like softballs surrounded by spindly legs. If the average person had any idea about the creatures skirting around them, they’d run screaming to New Jersey.

She pressed the shutter, spell in place, so she had a record of both numbers and size of the creatures. While she watched, she noticed the evil critters didn’t dare touch the O’Malley property, which gave her waning hope a much-needed boost that there was still time for good to prevail.

***
From the room above the pub, Nick O’Malley watched the woman with the camera loitering across the street. It was New York City and no matter how the locals tried to deny it, tourists were everywhere. Constantly.

This tourist struck him as different. Oh, she had the camera going and raised it habitually, snapping whatever caught her fancy. But there was more to her, something hidden by the ‘typical passerby’ vibe she was trying to project. His cousin Tara and her new husband, Wayne, had noticed the woman as well, though the three of them couldn’t come to any unanimous consensus about how to, or even if they should, reach out to her.

“She needs something,” Nick had insisted the last time they discussed it.

“There’s a reason she hasn’t come in,” Tara countered. “Respect it.”

“Can’t you sense the wisps of power from her?” Nick demanded of Wayne.

“Aye,” he’d replied without any elaboration.

“Does she look familiar?” No matter how Nick pressed, Wayne shook his head.

He wasn’t surprised when they encouraged him to investigate on his own and decide the best course of action. It was still his job to protect the deepest secrets and true history of the O’Malley family. According to a vow given to Sir Gawain by his squire, Peter O’Malley, back in the first century, the family should have died out centuries ago. Neither he nor Tara should even exist. But the squire had survived the battle that killed Sir Gawain and returned home to find his beloved already carried a child.

Despite his vow, Peter was unable to kill her and set out to fulfill the spirit of the pledge, dividing the responsibility for an invaluable dagger and the knowledge of its purpose between his sons and their descendants. Tara’s branch of the family kept the dagger safe and Nick’s branch handled the records and mystical secrets of the O’Malley history. Until Sir Gawain and his hound had been awoken by a dangerous sorceress trying to tap into an ancient evil power, even Nick had wondered at times if all the study and precautions were little more than a rich fantasy fabricated by his elders.

Wayne’s deep laughter carried up from the pub below. The man was real all right and still there were days Nick struggled to believe a knight from King Arthur’s Round Table was living as a modern man in the 21st century. The former knight was happily married now and embracing most of the changes time had wrought. Wayne frequently voiced his preference for horses over cars—usually whenever he was stuck in the back of a taxi.

Whenever Nick watched the dark-haired woman with the camera, he felt an inexplicable kinship. As if he could confide in her about Gawain’s arrival and challenges and she would completely understand that it was possible for a man to have lived and died in the sixth century and be here now, alive and well.

As he watched, she raised the camera once more, aiming at the buildings flanking the family pub. When she lowered the camera, the expression on her face decided his course. He’d seen that mixture of worry and hope in his mirror on more than one occasion. Whatever or whoever she was, he couldn’t stand here and let her flounder or worse, disappear.

Cell phone in hand, he went outside, trailing her from a distance until he could get close enough to snap a picture. In her wake, he noticed a dull glow flowing around her. Not an innate aura, more of a residual effect, indicating she was intentionally muting magical gifts. He wondered if the picture would do much good, or if she could somehow prevent him from taking a clear shot. He hoped facial recognition software would help him identify her and he would definitely compare her features to the myriad sketches in the family archives.

When she walked into a hotel lobby, he circled the block and waited a bit. He should’ve asked to bring along Wayne’s greyhound, Sterling. A man walking a dog was always more approachable. On top of that, thanks to a magical gift, Wayne could see what the hound saw.

Not a big deal. Nick knew how to make do with the knowledge at his disposal. Besides, he wasn’t too eager to hear another lecture from his cousin about leaving the poor woman alone. He found a place to wait and pulled out a book to pass the time. Minutes later, he felt her behind him. Admiring her stealthy approach, he started to turn, only to feel the nip of a knife against his skin.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

Nick forced himself to relax. He could disarm her at any moment, but refused to reveal such a skill too soon. “Nick O’Malley. I’m no threat to you.”

“You followed me through Brooklyn,” she said as if that gave her every right to draw first blood.

“And you’ve been watching our pub. Taking pictures. Maybe you’re a competitor. I came out to introduce myself just as you were leaving so yes, I followed you.”

“You tailed me like I’m a criminal. Now what? You’ll stake out my hotel?”

“Is this where you’re staying?” Nick asked innocently.

“Get serious before I lose my patience,” she snapped.

The knife would indicate she was short on that particular virtue. “I’m no threat to you. I still don’t know your name or what you want with the pub.” He didn’t mention his awareness that she’d been photographing the neighboring buildings.

“I’m a photographer. I’m doing a series on the architecture of New York City.”

Her words and her face clicked together in his mind. Nick forgot the threat of the knife, twisting around to face her. “You’re Nadine Amari.” Her photography had always fascinated him. He struggled not to gush. No wonder he felt such power in her work. “I have three prints from the sunrise series you did in London.”

She swore, jerking the blade away from him. “You just about killed yourself on my knife.”

He looked at the weapon, tucked safely by her side now. “You weren’t going to hurt me,” he said with certainty.

“Are you always so naïve, Nick O’Malley?” Her voice was as sharp as the blade.

He ignored the harsh question. A woman who traveled the world, usually alone, couldn’t be too careful. Good for her for developing the tough-girl routine. “I’ve also got one of your prints from Dover.” He patted the space next to him. “Please sit down.”

Eyeing him as if he wasn’t too bright, she came around and perched at the opposite end of the bench. “I never expect to be recognized,” she muttered.

“I can’t believe it took me so long,” he admitted. “Of course when I first noticed you, I was thinking in a different context.” And now he had to reevaluate, regroup.

Her dark eyebrows lifted and her fingers gripped the knife. “What kind of context?”

“Not that,” he said quickly. His earlier belief that there was something they had in common was stronger than ever. Recalling her expression earlier, the dulled aura, he decided to put the truth out there. “In the context of myths and magic.” Her total lack of a reaction was impressive. “You’re here for more than the architecture. Do you need to speak with Wayne?”

Her lips twitched at the modernization of Sir Gawain’s name. “You’re wrong. I’m just here for the photography.”

In his head, Nick heard his cousin scolding him to leave Nadine alone, to let her choose when to come to them. “All right.” He pulled a coin from his pocket and tossed it to her. She caught it. “Come by the pub. Show them that and the food and drink are on me.”

“I don’t—” Her mouth snapped shut as she realized what she held. She stared, her dark eyes full of the questions she didn’t dare put into words out here in public. “Is this…”

He nodded. The silver coin was heavier and bigger than a quarter, stamped on one side with three crowns stacked, in reference to King Arthur’s heraldry. The other side showed a heart pierced by flame and sword. According to the notes in the family archives, only four coins had been created by a silver worker on Avalon to honor the vow and sacrifice of the three knights to their king. And all four were said to be sensitive to the bearer’s magical gifts.

“I felt the same way when I saw it the first time,” Nick admitted. Only someone with rare magical training and knowledge of Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table would understand the significance of the images. Wayne had told Nick and Tara the full story of Arthur enlisting three knights to join the cause of battling evil that threatened future generations. Seeing her reaction, Nick was convinced one of Arthur’s knights had enlisted the help of someone who trusted Nadine with priceless secrets. Those secrets had led her here.

“I can’t keep this.” She tried to put it back into his hand.

He stood up, smiling. “If you want to return it, you’ll have to do so in the pub. After a meal and a drink. You know how it works.”

“Nick.” She glanced around and then slipped the coin into her pocket. “Who are you really?”

“That coin has already answered your question.”

She nodded, apparently making up her mind about him as he had about her earlier. “There’s something I should show you, but I can’t do it just anywhere.”

“Come to the pub. We have a place that will suit your purpose.”

He walked away, confident she would show up sooner rather than later. Tara and Wayne would flip—in a good way—when he told them about meeting the incomparable Nadine Amari.
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Bors listened to the breath fill his chest, the pulse in his ears. The dreamscape he understood and the mysterious realm Merlin had frequently dragged him through since his death could be so vivid.  This…whatever was happening this time was vastly different.

His muscles, so long unused, ached as his lungs expanded and released. Heaving in a deeper breath, he heard a sound reminiscent of leather creaking with disuse or age. Not leather, he discovered, but lungs and skin. Air moved through his nose and mouth in a soft whoosh. His heart thudded against his ribs the beat echoing out to the tips of fingers and toes. He trembled with joy at the sheer weight of his limbs.

At last he felt substantial. How long had he been no more than scrap of a wizard’s thoughts?

For long minutes he savored the glorious sensation of each new awareness. Soft light illuminated the veins of his eyelids. Bors blinked as energy flowed through his body in a sparkling rush of warmth.

“Merlin?” Bors sat up, working out the stiffness and ignoring the creaking of his joints. “Where am I?”

A soft light filtered into the chamber from slits cut high in the walls. He looked around the square room, then down at himself. He recalled the shirt and breeches he’d given to the family who promised to gather his corpse from the battlefield, care for his hawk and hide him away, keeping guard. It seemed they’d laid him to rest on a stone slab padded with velvet and silk. The fabrics were faded from sunlight over how many years?

In the corner opposite the windows, Bors saw a tall candelabrum. The thick wax pillars had been burned to half-mast. Another corner held his chain mail and armor, gleaming now, though it must have been dented and bloody when they’d found him. At the unmistakable rustling of feathers, he swiveled around. There, near the head of the slab where his body had rested, was his friend’s perch. “Is it really you, my girl?” His voice sounded as rough to his ears as his pulse.

Could it really be his old companion, or was this a new partner his guards had arranged for him? He held out his arm, still covered with the leather glove that protected him from his hawk’s talons and sharp beak.

The hawk ruffled and stretched her wings, as if she felt as stiff as he did. She aimed a long, assessing look at him. He waited, arm outstretched, ignoring the complaint in his shoulder. Finally she lifted from the perch, her wings sweeping down and she glided to his offered arm. Her markings were the same and his heart knew a sharp relief. It had been his secret hope that between the fire nymph and the Lady of the Lake, this particular hawk would follow him through time and be with him on every quest, even what should be their last.

“I am blessed and happy to see you, my friend,” he said, emotion coursing through him.

She gave a subtle chuff he interpreted as affection returned and shifted and set to grooming her feathers. Bors took another inventory of the tidy space. Not much larger than a monk’s cell, there was little to explore. A trunk at the foot of the slab drew his attention.

Moving carefully, for both his wellbeing and that of the hawk, he stepped onto the floor. His feet and legs held him, no small relief, as he moved to open the trunk. Inside were the few personal belongings he’d taken with him when he’d left Camelot for the Holy Land. His horse’s bridle, a few books, and the smaller tools necessary to maintain his body and his equipment. It was as if he’d simply stepped back from the front lines for a rest in a nearby monastery.

If only it were so.

He didn’t know how death had treated Gawain and Kay, or if they’d ever been called out of death to fulfill the pledge they’d made to Arthur. For him, death had been busy and strange. The idyllic, peaceful serenity of a heavenly reward preached by the priests had been interrupted too often. By some magic known only to Merlin, Bors had been tugged back into the wizard’s schemes as if by an unbreakable tether.

Despite the monsters and miracles he’d witnessed in life, what he’d experienced during his death still felt impossible. Inexplicable. Had Arthur, the Lady, her priestesses or even Merlin suggested such events, he would have scoffed at the absurdities.

Although he knew his breath and heartbeat and substance meant he’d been restored to life, awoken to fulfill his pledge to Arthur to defeat an evil threat, he relished it. Maybe here and now he could at last be a man on his own merits and the sole occupant of his dreams.

“How much time has passed, do you think?” he asked the hawk.

The windows were high and angled in a way that offered him a view of nothing but a clear blue sky. No sounds came through the stone walls, so he assumed they were thicker than most. When he’d enlisted the Amari family to care for him and his hawk in the event of his death, he’d given few instructions for himself. His primary focus had been on the hawk.

An odd image came to mind, of waking in a museum exhibit and terrifying patrons. He’d learned of the institutions focused on documenting history through his tasks for Merlin. A laugh burst out of him, the sound edgy with shock as it bounced around the stone chamber. He turned a circle looking for a window that would let others study the knight of old, grateful to only see more stone.

It occurred to him then that he wasn’t chilled as he might expect to be in a stone chamber. The air, pure and clear as the sky, held no discernible scent.

“Well, being awake, we can’t remain here and expect the trouble to walk right in and greet us.” His stomach rumbled. “We’d best get our bearings and then we can decide how to proceed.”

On his first visit to Avalon, he’d spoken with the Lady of the Lake about how they would know what to do upon waking. She had smiled at him, her gaze thoughtful and distant. At last she’d assured him the path would become clear.

At the moment the path was blocked and not even a door leading from the chamber was clear. Had the Amari family sealed him inside? Such a drastic step might have been necessary due to the political, religious, and tribal conflicts that abounded in this part of the world.

Giving the matter more thought, he discarded the troubling notion. The candles would never be lit or replaced if the room was permanently sealed off. He walked the perimeter of the room, tracing every seam of mortar from the floor up the walls as high as he could reach. No sign of a latch, nothing as encouraging as a weak draft or crack.

Dragging the trunk around as a stepping stool, he repeated the process to no avail. The trunk gave him the reach to pull himself up on the window sills. The lovely view of an endless pale blue was distinctly uninformative. The narrow windows reminded him of arrow loops, though these had been filled by glass.

He dropped back to the floor and sat on the trunk. Talons gently flexing into the glove, the hawk eyed him steadily. “Even if I could reach the glass to break it, I wouldn’t send you forth without me. We have no idea what awaits us.”

She continued to stare at him.

“Someone will be along,” he said aloud. Eventually. His gaze moved to the candelabra. He was as good as dead in here. Why did they light candles for him?

With no obvious answer, he resumed his search. If nothing else it helped his body adjust to full function once more. He examined the floor with the same thorough attention to detail he’d given the walls. There had to be a way in to—and out of—this place.

“Unless your body was captured,” he said aloud. “Have I been imprisoned?” If so, this was the finest cell he’d ever seen in a prison.

On a whim, he murmured the word that would light the candles. They flickered and held, burning softly in the corner. He watched the flames for a time, then walked over and snuffed them by hand. No sense wasting good candles or fair magic.

Restless now, he returned the hawk to her perch and removed his glove. He shoved the bedding from the slab and stood upon it, surveying the room. The new angle did nothing to show him the way out or improve his mood.

Had Merlin at last pulled him into a different dimension after all? Maybe the entire cell had been changed and used to the wizard’s purpose. No, Bors decided. The hawk was awake, she breathed as he did, had a pulse as he did. On the previous occasions when Merlin had dragged him about, the hawk had been left behind and Bors had missed her courageous company.

He searched the slab next, though it made no sense to put the path in or out of the chamber there. When his palm brushed over a corner a cool, deliberate pulse met his skin. He held, waiting, curious. At last a pale glow from his hand illuminated a symbol on the stone: a simple charm for restful sleep. He wondered who might have put it there, and belatedly hoped they had no idea how badly it had failed. He supposed it wasn’t so much failure of the charm as it was Merlin’s pugnacious ability and determination to overwrite anything to his advantage.

The wizard had badgered Bors at every opportunity while he lived and occasionally in death about honing all his magical skills with the same devotion he gave to fighting and hawking. Bors hadn’t been convinced he had much magic beyond his precognitive dreamscape, but Merlin could nag the tusks off a boar. The wizard insisted the fire nymph and the Lady herself had empowered the knights Arthur selected with all they would need to prevail.

His excitement growing at the discovery of the charm, Bors cast the light from his palm over the walls, stone by stone. At last he found the ward over a door. “The way is clear indeed, my Lady,” he murmured to the memory of the powerful leader and protector of Avalon.

Hurrying over, he studied the marking and discovered he understood how to leave the sanctuary.

Instead of flinging open the stone door, he hesitated, considering the ramifications. It was quite possible that once he left, the chamber would cease to exist. Magic could be fickle. His own dreamscape, for instance, had never given him a useful glimpse of his life after his dying in the wars, far from his home near Camelot.

The priestesses on Avalon, however, had been able to show him various elements of the future he might encounter. With those visions in mind, uncertain of the current era awaiting him, he thoughtfully chose which items to take with him.

The hawk, her hood and jesses of course. He strapped on his sword and tucked a smaller blade into the sheath inside his boot. Though it pained him, he left the chain mail and armor behind. Gathering gold and silver coins, a pouch of various vials from Merlin for healing and attack, he packed clothing and the most essential items from the trunk, closing the lid on his beloved books and the remnants of his first life.

Murmuring assurances, he hooded the hawk and secured her feet. Sliding his hand back into the protective leather glove, he carried her to the door. With a final glance, in case he never saw these bits of his past again, he spoke the words to open the door.

His initial shock that this wasn’t the desert was chased away by his gratitude that the windows had afforded no view. If he’d known he would be stepping out of safety to stand at the very edge of the world, he would surely have stayed in the chamber forever.

Only a few paces from the door, the tall grasses at his feet fell away to a pale strip of sand. Water stretched in deepening shades of blue as far as he could see while foamy white ripples lapped at the land, chasing closer with each new roll of water.

He looked up and down the coastline—never in his life had he been so alone. Deep in his chest the touch of the fire nymph burned anew. He had to assume the reaction meant something, though it was too soon to know precisely what.

There was a sting of salt in the humid air, along with countless unfamiliar scents. The nearest trees were tall palms, their spiky fans flaring from the tops of trunks leaning into the breeze. On his arm, the hawk shifted and rustled her wings, equally discomfited.

The landscape made no sense to him. This wasn’t at all where he’d died in battle and though he’d traversed coastlines in the past, this terrain was foreign. He couldn’t begin to imagine how he’d wound up here. Wherever here might be.

Judging by the temperature and the sun, he expected they were an hour or two from dusk and fair hunting for the hawk. “We’ll explore a bit,” he told her. “You’ll eat and then…” He didn’t finish because he didn’t have any idea what would come next.

The only good news he could see at the moment was that the chamber had not disappeared when he exited. They would at least have sturdy shelter for the night.
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When Nadine reached her hotel room, she tried to set aside the coin. The task proved impossible. When it wasn’t in hand a weird anxiety swamped her and the coin drew her gaze and attention. She tried to drop a shielding spell over it and only managed to scorch an outline of the coin into the dresser. On an oath, she picked up the damned coin and repaired the damage. She didn’t appreciate whatever magical stunt Nick had applied to the damn thing.

It would’ve been enough for her to simply appreciate the invaluable artifact as the significant find it was. He’d ruined that thrill for her by adding the spell that guaranteed she would go into the pub.

Helpless to do otherwise, her fingers toyed with the coin as she searched for more details on the spiders. She reviewed every arcane text she could access online for any hint of what they were used for and who might have created them. They were somehow invisible to the general population and could obviously change their size. Scouting seemed like the obvious answer but why hang out around the pub when all the evidence she’d found indicated that Gawain—Wayne—had triumphed over whatever evil had drawn him forward.

Presumably Nick, capable of putting such a strong spell on the invaluable coin, would have more information and resources to help her. Resigned, she reset the protective wards on her hotel room, grabbed her camera and backpack and headed for the pub.

Nick must have been watching for her because he was in her face the moment she crossed the threshold. “Nadine!” His smile wide and his hazel eyes dancing, he ushered her deeper into the pub. “It’s great to see you again.”

“You can’t possibly be surprised.” She leveled a back-off gaze at him.

He shrugged a shoulder and if his expression was meant to be contrite, he failed miserably. “I’m surprised it took you hours. That shows significant will and fortitude.”

He had no idea what kind of fortitude she could muster. “I’m so flattered.” She reached into her pocket for the coin, but didn’t feel ready to part with it. Stupid spells.

“What do you want to eat?” Nick asked, as if he knew exactly what was going on with her, the coin, and his spell. “My aunt’s secret recipe Guinness Stew is the special,” he suggested.

“Sounds perfect.” A meal and a drink and the spell should break.

“I saved you a spot down here at the end of the bar.” He patted the stool. “Unless you’d rather have a table?”

“Bar works.” She settled on the stool and balanced the backpack between her feet. Nick hustled behind the bar, chatting as he worked the taps and poured her the Smithwick’s she requested.

The pub had a family feel she’d found in various places around the world. It also had the undeniable hum and current of power she’d learned to identify as significant magic.

She supposed a sixth-century knight in modern New York personified that definition of significant magic. Nick however posed a conundrum to her, giving her the impression he could be a friend, or just as easily turn into her enemy. “What’s your story?” she asked as he abandoned his role as a bartender to lean on the bar top beside her, a pint of Guinness in hand.

“You know what that coin represents. I’m a direct descendent of the squire who served Sir Gawain of the Round Table.”

She knew that much from her research. “You use that line often?”

He shook his head. “Never, in fact. You’re beautiful and I sure wouldn’t turn down a date if you’re game, but I think we both know my charms aren’t the real reason you’re here.” He grinned. “Well, not the only reason,” he clarified.

Yes, the ‘charm’ he placed on the coin had dragged her in here. She didn’t appreciate being rushed or coerced by magic or any other means, yet she couldn’t seem to stay mad at him. She studied him in the mirror backing the bar. There was a youthful, almost goofy puppy quality to him at the surface. Underneath that layer she sensed much more. “Have you guys had any trouble?”

“Sure. More than our fair share, in my opinion.”

His easy admission concerned her. “Has no one had the talk with you?”

He choked on his beer. “What?”

“Security.” She glanced around the bar. “Not everyone in here should know that some of us are different.”

The blush that stained his cheeks faded. “Oh. We won’t be overheard here thanks to a few old-magic wards.”

“Is that what holds back those spider-things?” she asked.

He set down his pint glass, all humor gone from his hazel eyes. “Spider-things? Is that what you wanted to show me?”

“Not exactly,” she hedged. She’d wanted Gawain’s opinion on the chamber where Bors rested and the distressing rumors that the Memory Key had somehow escaped Avalon’s protection. “I assumed you could see those, but it’s a good place to start the conversation.”

A woman elbowed her way through the kitchen door, steam rising from the plated soup crocks she carried. Her blond hair was gathered high on her head and her sharp green eyes glinted with annoyance as her gaze landed on Nick. It was all the confirmation Nadine needed that this was Tara, wife of the knight formerly known as Gawain.

“Nick,” Tara scolded, “we’ve talked about you expecting full customer service.”

She set the food on the bar and gathered utensils and napkins from a supply underneath. Nick slid one plate in front of Nadine, and the savory aroma set her stomach rumbling.

Nick chuckled. “Tara, this is Nadine.”

When the woman’s emerald gaze caught on Nadine, she froze. “Oh. Hello.” She wiped her hands on her apron, recovering quickly with a warm smile. “You came in.” She tipped her head to Nick. “On your own or at his insistence?”

“A little of both,” Nadine replied. “It smells delicious, thank you.”

“Enjoy,” Tara said sincerely. “And we can discuss whatever brings you by when you are ready.” She returned to the kitchen, casting a brief warning glance over her shoulder for her cousin.

“Your eyes are almost the same color,” Nick observed. “That’s rare.” He pulled his plate closer and turned the handle of the crock to suit him.

“Mm-hmm.” Green eyes were rare, but that was the end of any similarity between her and his cousin. While Tara’s features were Irish to the bone, Nadine’s nearly-black hair and golden skin marked her from a genetic line nearly forgotten by the rest of the world. She tucked into the food and for several minutes they ate in a surprisingly companionable silence.

“When did your family tell you about your heritage?” She fished the coin from her pocket and held it out to him. In the pub, having had a meal and a beer, the spell had broken and she didn’t feel as if she couldn’t be parted from the blasted thing anymore. Now she only wanted to hang on to it with the appreciation of a collector.

“All of us are raised on the stories of our ancestor’s service to Sir Gawain pretty much from birth,” Nick said. He dragged a chunk of bread through the last juices of stew at the bottom of his bowl. “Both Tara’s branch of the family tree and mine assumed different traditions according to our duty.”

That sounded rather ominous and awesome at the same time. “Our family has only one responsibility.” And it was a doozy. “Officially.”

“C’mon. You can’t play a second mystery card before you explain the first one,” Nick teased.

She had a hand full of mystery cards. She’d bet they both did. Reaching down for the backpack, she pulled out her camera once more, trusting his claim that they were safe here. “All right. Here’s the first mystery card.” She queued up the pictures of the spiders. “Start here and scroll forward.” She showed him how.

He paled as he swiped through the various images of the nasty things. He looked as if the stew might make another appearance when he handed the camera back to her. “What kind of spell do you use to make them visible?”

She told him, and he nodded his approval. “I’m confused that you can’t see them.”

“Maybe we just didn’t know to look,” Nick said. “They don’t ever touch the pub?”

“Not since I’ve been watching,” she replied. “They seem averse to it.”

Nick’s sandy eyebrows pleated in thought. “And that’s been how long?”

“I’ve been on the road for about three weeks. Here for one.”

He pointed at the camera. “Those things led you here?”

“No. They seem to follow natural leylines.” She looked around the pub, wanting to confide more and still uncertain about the security. “Could we please take this somewhere with more walls and fewer people?”

Nick stood and led her behind the bar into a small office with dark wood paneling and filled to bursting with a tall, broad-shouldered man working at a desk. A sleek, blue-gray greyhound dozed at his feet.

“Sir Gawain,” she breathed, awestruck. She bowed her head in reverence, but couldn’t maintain the humble pose, eager to catalogue his every feature. Yes, she’d known he was here, had seen him from a distance over the past week. But being this close, she had no idea what to do or say next. The man turned to face her and the greyhound shifted as well, ears perked as his eyes studied her.

She studied the pair of them in turn. Long ago, she’d thought the old paintings had over-emphasized the warring angel factor, with his gold-shot hair, sky blue eyes, hard jaw and bigger than life body. Now, she realized those early renderings hadn’t done him justice at all. She itched to ask if she could photograph him as a dozen poses danced through her mind.

“Wayne,” Nick was saying, “This is Nadine Amari. She—”

“Amari?” Wayne interrupted, his eyebrows arching over his blue eyes. “I knew of a family by that name long ago.” He surged to his feet, extending a hand in welcome.

“A pleasure to meet you.” She gave his big hand a quick shake and curled her fingers into her palm, holding tight to the strange flutter of power she’d felt at the contact.

“Are you of the immortal line?”

Nick’s jaw dropped. “You’re immortal?”

“No,” she said even as Wayne contradicted her with an affirmative reply. “No,” she repeated more firmly. Some family details were never to be revealed except to a spouse, and that was only by special dispensation. “Amari means long life. Immortal has always been an incorrect interpretation.”

She didn’t need the gifts of telepathy or insight to see Wayne wasn’t entirely convinced, though Nick had relaxed enough to close his gaping mouth.

“The Amari family I referred to accepted a special charge,” Wayne said. “You have the look of them.”

“In that you are correct. Sir,” she added belatedly.

“Wayne is fine. There are fewer formalities in this era,” he explained as if she’d just been tossed forward through time yesterday. “And Arthur believed in equality.”

If she’d been fair-skinned, he would have seen her blush. No value system changed the fact that some men and women had earned a place of honor and respect.

“Why do I get the impression you know each other?” Nick asked.

Wayne’s broad shoulders lifted, fell. “Several knights met her ancestors in centuries past. To my knowledge they were treated with kindness and generosity to a man.”

“We believe offering hospitality is an honor,” she said.

“Sir Bors deGanis asked more than hospitality. He placed a great burden on your family, am I right?”

“My family never considered his request or needs a burden.” She managed to hide her bitterness that the knight continued to sleep when he was needed here and now. “He rests well,” she added.

Wayne sat down hard in the chair, as if the news cut him off at the knees. Beside him the hound nudged under his hand, giving and taking comfort.

“The Amari clan was populated with talented falconers,” he said to Nick. “How did his hawk fare?”

“She is also resting well. With him.”

Wayne’s big palm smoothed over the hound’s shoulder. His lips parted on another question when someone rapped softly at the door. Tara entered without waiting for an invitation. She squeezed between Nadine and Nick and went straight to Wayne, rubbing her hand across his back.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“Bors sleeps.” Wayne’s eyes were suspiciously bright when he peered up at Tara.

Tara caught Nadine’s gaze. “Where?”

“Nowhere close,” she said. “He isn’t what brought me. Not directly.”

She handed them her camera. “I thought the arrival of those creatures would’ve woken him up, but he has yet to fulfill his vow.”

“He will,” Wayne said with a glacial calm that put a chill in the air. “He was the most faithful of us. In case you aren’t aware, we have no knowledge of our surroundings and no choice about when we return.”

Was that true? She could hardly argue with a knight who’d died and now lived again. And Gawain had a reputation for sincerity and honesty. With Bors’ documented gifts of precognitive dreams and other magical talents, she’d assumed he had some say in resuming his quest and fulfilling his pledge to Arthur. If she had to handle those growing spider-things and whatever summoned them on her own, the city was doomed.

“That surprises you.” Tara stroked the silvery head of the greyhound, her gaze narrowed on Nadine. “Nick and I were surprised to learn Arthur recruited three knights to this task, but you know of Sir Bors and us too. What’s really in play here?”

“I do know of all three knights,” Nadine confessed with a scant nod of her chin. Foolish to hide such a mundane detail from this crew. “Though I haven’t met Sir Kay.” Technically, she hadn’t met Bors either, other than observing his sleeping form in the chamber her family had constructed to guard and protect him and his hawk centuries ago.

“Kay has returned?”

Nadine nodded. “He came forward in the Colorado Rockies when Mordred made another attempt to steal and restore a powerful amber talisman.”

Wayne and Tara exchanged a glance she couldn’t decipher. The bond between them was astounding. The resulting prick of jealousy under her skin was utterly unwelcome. She had known for decades now that she wasn’t built for happy ever afters, not with her peculiar longevity gene.

“How do you know this?” Nick demanded.

She raised her chin toward Nick. “I imagine our training is similar, new squire. Knowledge and texts handed down through generations so we can pave the way for the knights we’re tied to. As a guardian of Sir Bors, I keep my ear tuned to rumors and trouble.” It was all the explanation she wanted to give right now. “How did you not hear of his return?”

“Why do you believe these creatures are tied to Bors’ vow?” Wayne diverted the impending argument and returned the camera.

Didn’t they know anything? She barely managed to keep the thought to herself. “In addition to photography, I’m an expert on the mythology and history of your,” she cleared her throat, “original era.”

Nick shifted. “That makes two of us.” He made a subtle move in the cramped office, enough to clearly align himself with his family against her. “How much of an expert are you?”

She understood his wariness and would do the same if their roles were reversed. “We all know magic was involved for me to capture photos of the spiders you had not seen.” She pinned Nick with a look. “I told you the spell.”

Three pairs of eyes turned cool, assessing her black hair, green almond-shaped eyes with the exotic tilt, and golden-caramel skin. No, she didn’t have the typical Celtic features of the people in front of her. She could almost hear the click when their collective opinion removed her from the friend category and added her to the foe column. She sensed their power, understood they were sensitive enough to recognize hers. They did not know her and suddenly realized they couldn’t be sure how she applied her gifts.

It felt as if Wayne’s earlier admiration of her family name had disappeared. This sudden wariness that she might prove more dangerous than helpful was exactly why she’d wanted to wait until she had a solid story ready. Damn her for getting caught by Nick and the stupid, charmed coin he’d foisted on her.

“Why would I warn you about anything if I was against you?” Flustered and frustrated with the entire situation, she nearly blurted out the rumors she’d heard about the key. “I’ve watched over Sir Bors for years. Faithfully.” No matter what Wayne said, she couldn’t quite get past her bitterness that Bors slept on when the key was possibly out in the world, vulnerable again.

“No one is doubting you,” Tara said, her voice cool and steady.

“Really?” Her voice cracked on the single word. Then why the assessing stares? Dread raised the hair at her nape. If Wayne wouldn’t listen, wouldn’t help, she had little confidence she could convince a knight cursed with a shapeshifting power to do so. It seemed this trip was for naught. Best if she resumed her quest for the book and prayed it held the answer. “If you find a way to drive off the spiders, do us all a favor and write it down for future generations.”

Aware that at least two of the three other people could wield magic, she backed toward the door. The greyhound paced her, his ears perked and head tipped to the side. He wasn’t snarling, or coiled to leap at her throat. Greyhounds in this century weren’t known for an aggressive, attack nature. Did the same hold true for greyhounds from the sixth century?

The dog rubbed his head against her hip and pushed his nose under her hand so she could pet his ears as Wayne had done.

“Do you believe the spiders are a threat to us?” Tara asked, her lips twitching against a smile for the dog’s antics.

Nadine stopped moving, one hand on the doorknob behind her, one on the dog’s silky ear. “My theory is they’ve been summoned to seek something of immense import and are here spying, drawn by the magic. It’s just a theory, as I too am seeking while Sir Bors sleeps on,” she added, helpless against the annoyance. “The only other reference I can find to creatures like those outside,” she added, “is when Sir Bors fought them on a journey from Merlin’s lair to Avalon.”

Wayne sat forward and Nick sucked in a breath.

“Now you know why I assumed Sir Bors would wake.”

Wayne’s brow furrowed as he turned to Nick. “What do you know about this?”

“No clue.” He spread his hands and shrugged. “I can do some digging through the archives, but I didn’t even know the spiders were out there.”

“Neither did I.” An odd expression played over his features as Wayne watched the dog.

“Can you call him off?” Nadine asked.

“Not a chance,” Tara answered. “He likes you. Makes it highly unlikely you’re a double agent or otherwise cooperating with King Arthur’s enemies.” She poked her husband in the shoulder.

The dog flopped down between her and the door, blocking the only exit. This was ridiculous, except she felt the tension between her and the others drain away. With only a canine endorsement she was back in the friend column? She wasn’t used to feeling so at sea in any room or era. “I really should go.” If Bors wasn’t going to do what he should, someone had to find the key before the spiders did.

Wayne shook his head. “Hand me that mirror.” He pointed at something behind her.

Nadine reached back and took the small oval from the hook. She felt the age of it immediately, sensed an undercurrent of power as she put it into Wayne’s hands.

“Wayne. You shouldn’t,” Tara cautioned.

“I died fighting Morgana’s cult.” His voice, low and rough, was edged with pain. “And my pledge to Arthur roused me to fight a witch in this era hoping to raise Morgana.”

Nadine felt true fear at those words, though it was rather obvious Wayne had prevailed.

“I must assume Kay had a similar experience with Mordred in the past, if he’s routed that bastard again recently.”

Nadine dipped her chin in agreement. “All my sources confirm Mordred’s evil stunts are over,” she said. Not without cost, of course, but Kay survived. As much as she distrusted shapeshifters, even she sensed the world was a cleaner place since Mordred’s defeat. When she’d felt that darkness arrive, she’d been tempted to forgo her quest to recover the book and investigate how to help. But Mordred hadn’t been her fight.

She and Wayne were clearly on the same page about the spiders being a connection between Bors’ then and now. “So why isn’t Bors awake, charging in with sword swinging to eradicate the creatures?” she pressed. “And why have they come here?”

Tara shivered, wrapping her arms around her middle. “I hate spiders,” she explained, fidgeting.

“Let me take a look.” Wayne set the mirror flat on the desk, murmuring something as he moved his palm across the reflective surface. The sleek greyhound rose and returned to Wayne’s side.

Nadine made out little more than the sound of Bors name, his full name. She remembered the old texts that claimed Wayne had been blessed or charmed to see across vast distances. Scrying was a mystical art form that came with risks of getting disoriented or lost in the distance between visions. She’d known those who handled it well, but given a choice, she’d rather send a text or snap. Of course, that assumed the person you wanted to message had a device to receive it.

The mirror’s surface had changed, appearing deeper somehow, though equally still. She glanced up, confirming that the dark blue of the mirror was not a reflection of the tiled ceiling overhead.

Head bowed, Wayne touched the fingers of his left hand to his heart, his right palm resting on the greyhound’s head. Wayne murmured Bors’ name once more and the mirror rippled as if Wayne had dropped a pebble into a pond. He cupped his hands over the surface and drew them up and apart.

Images rose from the mirror and Nadine thought it was like watching a movie at a drive-in theater on a foggy night, but on a miniature scale.

Flashes of Sir Bors played out and it took her a moment to realize they were snippets of his life. Was that King Arthur holding Excalibur? And the Lady of the Lake? Images of violent battles were interspersed with peaceful moments with his hawk or friends. She caught an image of him writhing in pain, his hands scalded and shirt scorched. What had done that? The image faded into something else, his face glowing as he joined a cavalry charge. She jerked when he took the blow that would eventually kill him. Tears stung her eyes and she felt Nick’s arm over her shoulder. The pain eased, although the familiar frustration swelled, when the next image revealed Bors at rest in the chamber her ancestors had built to his specifications centuries prior.

“This is where he rests?” Wayne queried.

“Yes,” Nadine said. She could see Wayne’s stance and concentration shifting as if he could rouse Bors by will alone.

She was impressed with Wayne’s skill. The image of the chamber grew sharper as though they were standing at the threshold of the hidden door in person. The blessed slab was empty, save for rumpled fabrics, and the hawk’s perch was vacant as well.

She took an involuntary step closer, her hands reaching. Nick hauled her back. “Wait,” he whispered at her ear.

Wait? How could she do that when clearly the knight and his hawk were gone? She was responsible for their safety and she’d run here to New York. Following nothing more than a vague rumor, she’d left him vulnerable. “I’ve been duped,” she whispered.

Sweat beaded on Wayne’s forehead as the image changed again. Bors walked along a narrow strip of sandy beach. The ocean hemmed him in on one side, grassy dunes on the other. Sunlight caressed the hard planes of his upturned face as he watched a hawk circling above.

“Oh.” Nadine clapped her hands over her mouth, dropped them to her stomach, pressing against the churning inside. “He’s awake!” Nadine’s soul seemed to explode in a shower of sparks and light, shattering the hard shell of doubt and cynicism she’d built up through the decades of waiting.

Bors faced them, as if he’d heard her exclamation, his dark eyebrows knitting into a frown. One hand lifted to rub the center of his chest.

He was too beautiful, she thought, unable to look away. The chiseled jaw, high cheekbones and what had once been a straight nose. Dark eyebrows slashed over his intelligent, tawny eyes and the breeze off the ocean teased his hair.

“Can you tell him to wait for me?”

Wayne shook his head. “I can only see him,” he said, his voice tight from the exertion.

“When was this?” Tara asked.

Wayne shook his head again and the image faded away.

“I need to go.” Nadine moved to the door. “Thank you, Sir Gawain. Thank you all.” She had to get back to Sir Bors. She could hardly believe he had woken up and found his way out of the chamber. Her excitement eclipsed her bitterness over his belated return.

She bolted from the office, her mind on the fastest mode of travel. There wasn’t a minute to waste if she and Bors were to find the Memory Key before those spiders did.
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Deep in the shadows hemming the modern era, Evienne lurked. Her scouts had found nothing. No sign of Avalon, no sign of the blasted Bors.

No sign of Merlin’s book.

That damned wizard could not possibly have outwitted her in life or in death. Yes, he’d posed obstacles and challenges. Long twisting detours, even. She took them in stride as he’d hardly have been worthy of her time or attention otherwise.

And he had amused her, on occasion, before she’d come to her senses and recognized his devotion to Arthur outweighed everything else. Including the old religion. It had been a slap, one she’d waited too long to address, as evidenced by her current predicament.

The spaces amid the shadows had begun dwindling as Camelot rose from a flimsy idea to fruition, complete with crenellated stone work. By the time Arthur’s kingdom had fallen, his golden ideals had sunk roots deep into the hearts of men and women and she lacked the tools or proper support to reclaim her rightful place.

Centuries flowed like a stream carving a riverbed from rock, always moving, always deepening while she continued to search for her way.

When at last, in the very shadows she detested, word had reached her of Avalon’s demise she recognized another chance. Without the Lady of the Lake and her priestesses, the sacred isle would be vulnerable to plunder, if she could find it. The Memory Key, the device that could reestablish the old ways and restore her to full glory had once been stashed out of her reach on Avalon. Weaving a spell of wicked proportion, she sent a creature to retrieve it, only to have the creature return with a ghastly, ineffective reproduction.

It had taken her decades to find any humor in Merlin’s clever deception. Decades more to devise a new plan.

The centuries flowed on, her shadows constricting as her power diminished. She’d gazed at the growing world, plotting and dreaming, testing and prodding the veil for weaknesses. At last, she found what amounted to a tiny chink in the armor. There she breathed decay into that weak space, chipping away at it until it was big enough that she could send in her scouts.

Shielded by a simple spell, the spiders skittered into the modern world seeking the tendrils of power emanating from the key. They could track magic as a bloodhound followed a scent. No amount of dirt or enchantments could ever smother the key from them completely.

Merlin had done well, imbuing the fake with a trace of the real key’s power. He’d fooled her once, clearly forgetting she knew him as well as he knew her.

“Lamia, darling, bring me the key.”

Even in Evienne’s realm the creature Lamia was fair and lovely, never aging, always appearing as a flawless woman in the prime of life. Out in the world she’d been known to render people senseless and set the closest of brothers fighting for her affection. With a word she could have battle-tested comrades ripping out each other’s throats. Lamia was synonymous with deadly chaos, a monster of beautiful proportions. Loyal to Evienne, she would become an essential weapon if the rumors of the knights proved true.

In elegant silence Lamia appeared with the false key in hand.

Evienne sent her away again, as she turned the key over and over. Merlin knew the risk when he’d brushed the forgery with a trace of the real Memory Key’s power. The scout-spiders had the scent now, as did she.

It was only a matter of time now, but wasn’t everything?

With the real Memory Key, she could effectively turn back time itself. Not literally of course—who would want that—but with the key she could emerge from these dratted shadows, victorious, as the reigning high priestess of the old religion.

Everyone would bow to her or be struck from existence. This modern era would crumble beneath her fury as she called forth nature to restore order. The elements had been abused for eons, but she knew how to bring them along as allies. The burden of neglect would soon be lifted and nature would be free to breathe and be at last the true priority rather than the afterthought.

Her mind filled with the glorious visions of the world in balance once more. The very environment would be indebted to her and the humanity allowed to survive would stand in awe of her.

She tapped the key to her lips, smiling at the faint pulse of energy. “Oh, Merlin, you sentimental fool. It’s almost as if you wanted me to succeed.”
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 “Wait!” Nick reached for Nadine a moment too late. She’d slipped away, as elusive as a fog over the river. “What do you think she meant?” The hot sizzle of magic Wayne had used to allow them all to watch with him trickled away slowly and the crackle in the air faded. “We could’ve helped her,” Nick said, closing the door behind her.

Wayne slumped back in the chair. Tara and Sterling leaned into him, offering comfort.

“You okay?” Nick cursed the nip of envy. His cousin and her husband deserved every happiness and more.

“Fine.” Wayne’s reply was more of a grunt.

Not even close, Nick thought. Wayne’s skin was pasty and his hand shook a little when he slipped an arm around Tara’s waist. “Should I go after her?”

“Not until we understand what she is,” Tara said. “Do you have any idea how to get rid of those spider-things out there?”

Nick was too busy processing Tara’s choice of ‘what’ in reference to Nadine to think about exterminating invisible critters most likely up to no good.

“Well?” His cousin’s demand jerked his attention back to her.

“I’m not sure how to fight what we can’t see,” he admitted. He glanced at the closed door. “Maybe if I tracked her—”

“No.” Wayne’s voice creaked like a weary tree in a storm.

“So Nadine Amari is a modern-day squire like me?” He didn’t like that she’d known of him and he’d never heard a whisper of her in all his studies and research of the sixth century forward.

Wayne closed his eyes. “No. Her family is…more.”

Well, sure. Falconers and clearly a talent for magic in the blood too. He opened his mouth to ask more questions and Wayne cut him off.

“The Amari woman isn’t our concern. Should this mess become our fight, we’ll know.” He glared at Nick. “Unless she told you why those spiders are here?”

“No.” He raised his hand as if taking an oath. “Spies or magical scent hounds, her theories are all I have to go on. They have to be after something important if she stayed a week just watching them roam over our block. I can search the archives for the battle of Bors and the spiders. Figure out how he got rid of them.”

“Hang on. Something more than the spiders brought her,” Wayne said. Tara agreed with a murmur. He pushed a hand through his hair. “The Amari are trustworthy, but this woman decided not to trust us.”

Tara shifted, sitting on the edge of the desk. “Do you know why Bors was working as Merlin’s errand boy?”

Wayne shook his head. “We went our separate ways after the Lady of the Lake blessed us all at Avalon. They were my brothers, yet there were things we didn’t speak of.” He muttered an oath. “This must be tied to Bors’ quest.”

“The protective wards should keep them at bay while we look for a way to exterminate them,” Nick said. “Could be they are just spies, hanging out here because someone other than Nadine knows about you, Kay, and Bors.”

“Covering all the bases,” Tara suggested, “to make sure Bors can’t succeed.”

“Yes,” Nick agreed.

“No.” Wayne shook his head. He rubbed at his chest the way Bors had done in the vision. “There was never talk of us working together. We would have been trained for such a scenario.”

“You all vowed to answer when called,” Nick pointed out. “That might have seemed specific at the time, but ‘when called’ is pretty vague. And you’ve all been called into this particular point in time. That can’t be a coincidence.” He thought about the sheer quantity of spiders surrounding the building. “Is it such a stretch that this might be a job for the whole team? There are a lot of eight-legged creatures out there for one knight alone to smoosh.”

“Stop it,” Tara scolded as she fought a shudder. “What can we do to protect the people walking around oblivious to the danger?”

“No one’s been affected yet,” Nick said. “Let’s assume they’re safe unless they have an affinity for magic.”

“That isn’t funny,” Wayne muttered.

“Wasn’t meant to be.” Nick glanced at Tara. “Have the two of you forgotten the general population barely noticed our epic battles with the Morgana wannabe?”

“Well, no,” she allowed, her palm moving in soothing circles over Wayne’s vast shoulder. “That doesn’t mean I want to chance it with a new enemy.”

“Bors’ enemy,” Wayne reminded them. He drew Tara’s face close and kissed her, lingering over it.

Nick averted his gaze, wishing he could be anywhere else while they got mushy, but they really needed a plan. If Nadine had heard the story of Bors and the spiders, there had to be something in the O’Malley archives.

When the lovebirds broke it up, Wayne’s color had come back a bit. Love was pure and extraordinary magic, Nick thought wistfully. He’d yet to find his soul mate, though he sensed she was out there.

“Nick and I will see what we can find in the archives,” Wayne stated, pushing to his feet. “Sterling will stay with you. You will stay here until I return. No one goes out alone until we figure this out.”

“Just when I thought your days of tossing around orders were done,” Tara teased.

Something flared in Wayne’s eyes and when he bent to her ear, whatever he said made her blush.

God, the affection between these two. Nick turned to the door, unable to take anymore. “I’ll be at the bar.” And if Wayne kept him waiting too long, he’d send in a pitcher of ice water. Tara would know what it meant.

But Wayne was only a few paces behind him and together they walked out of the pub and across the street to the place where Nadine had kept watch for the past week.

“I still can’t see them,” Wayne muttered. “Maybe a shadow?”

“I’m not even getting that much,” Nick replied. “I could try a variation on the spell Nadine used.”

“Don’t,” Wayne said quickly. “We can’t take the chance a spell would reveal them to innocents.”

Nick agreed as another thought occurred to him. “Or alert whatever sent them here.”

“Right.” Wayne scowled at the line of thriving businesses. “If the nasty buggers were a threat to us Sterling would have alerted me.”

“Then let’s get on with our search,” Nick said, turning up the block. The brownstone his side of the family had established and kept for Wayne’s return was only a short walk away. He wondered if the spiders were over there too.

Nadine might know, but she’d left in such a hurry. He couldn’t shake his disappointment.

“She had to go,” Wayne said, as if he’d read Nick’s mind. “Her duty is to Bors.”

“I understand that,” Nick groused as he followed Wayne up the stairs, past the wards and into the safety of the brownstone. “There was something about her,” Nick said. “A kinship, I guess. It never happens that I can speak freely with anyone other than you or Tara.”

Wayne squinted at him. “She isn’t for you.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “I don’t need you to tell me that.”

“The right woman—”

Nick sliced a hand through the air. “You did not order me over here to give me advice on women.”

“Nadine Amari…” Wayne shook himself. “No, I did not.” With that bigger than life stride, he moved toward the stairs, took them two at a time to the attic that had been converted into a library.

From the moment Nick had been introduced to the family secrets, this space had thrilled him. Filled with texts and records on myths and magic as well as the important men, women, sites, and artifacts from Sir Gawain’s first life, there was always something new to discover. If the Amari family was important, there should be something here. If the spiders were creatures connected to a particular sorcerer that information would be here too. Somewhere.

For a long while Wayne just stared at the space. Not his first time on this ride, Nick hung back on the stairs and waited it out.

“I didn’t believe Arthur at first,” Wayne murmured. “Even with the vision and connection to my hound, I thought he’d lost his mind to propose life after death like this.” He touched his chest.

Nick knew the story of the fire nymph’s touch, a protective ritual King Arthur and Merlin had arranged for the knights. “Is it bothering you?” It seemed designed to enhance their intuition about where and how to fulfill the vow they’d given to their king.

“Not exactly.” Wayne reached for his broadsword, drawing it from the scabbard, his gaze on the light reflecting from the blade. “Bors was—is—the best of us,” he said. “To see him again, here and now…” He finished with an awkward shrug. “I want to scry for Kay. Need to do so.”

And this was likely the crux of the order-giving. “Should you do that again so soon?” His cousin would have his hide if he let anything happen to her husband.

Wayne waved off his concern. “I don’t have to raise the image for you, or shield Kay from what you might see. You can watch with me.”

“Wait,” Nick held up a hand. “You shielded the vision at the office? But you recognized Nadine right off as part of the family serving as protectors of Bors’ chamber.”

“That is precisely why I did so.”

Frustrated, Nick swore. “If you don’t trust her, why did we let her leave?”

Wayne glared at him again. “Bors and his hawk are awake and well. She bolted back to her duty. Bors must deal with her now.”

Nick wasn’t cowed, or diverted. “It was a test for her?” At Wayne’s nod, he asked the obvious question. “Then what did you see that we didn’t?”

“Conflicting timelines,” he whispered. “I’m not sure I can explain what doesn’t make sense in my own mind.”

“We should have gone with her,” Nick muttered.

“Right now, my instincts say Bors and Nadine must work alone. As I did. As Kay did.”

Nick supposed there was symmetry in that. “But you’re about to look for Kay, just in case there’s something bigger at work?”

Wayne nodded soberly. “There were whispers about Merlin’s collection of heirlooms and other items of power among the upper echelon of Morgana’s followers. If even half of those rumors hold a grain of truth, Bors might need us all before this is over.”

Before Nick could ask what the hell that meant, Wayne cupped his palm over the sword and murmured Kay’s name.

The gleaming reflection of the blade shimmered, revealing a rugged mountain landscape just starting to give way to autumn. While Nick and Wayne watched, a massive brown bear trotted out of the trees onto an expanse of grass, a younger bear striving valiantly to tackle him. The small bear only succeeded when the bigger bear glanced up to the sky, snout twitching. In the next instant, the bear transformed to a man and rolled to his feet, no less impressive than he’d been as a bear.

“That’s new,” Wayne whispered.

Kay eased the cub back, scrubbing at the rounded ears, his scowling gaze searching the sky.

“Be well, my friend,” Wayne murmured to the image. A moment later, the sword was only a treasured sixth-century sword again.

“I suppose after that glimpse, you want me to track him down?” Nick asked.

Wayne’s lips twitched before they set into another hard line. “Please. While you’re gone, I’ll do what I can about the spiders. Tara and I will search the texts for clues about whatever set them loose in our world.”

Nick supposed it was a fair division of duty and Colorado was gorgeous no matter what the season. First, he needed to narrow down the location, he could hardly go traipsing around the entire mountain range. Again, he wished they’d kept Nadine around for a long conversation.

Resigned, he settled into a reading chair and pulled up a news app on his cell phone. If a shape-shifting knight had returned to Colorado to battle an evil dressed as Mordred, surely there was some account of strange happenings, likely dismissed by weak excuses, to go along with his arrival.

 













Six






Bors wandered cautiously at first while his hawk stretched her wings and took their bearings. Though he didn’t think he was on an island, he knew for certain he was nowhere close to the battlefield where he’d laid down his life in search of King Arthur’s peace.

So far the only sign of people had been a vessel crawling across the very edge of the horizon on the dark sea. The only other contact had been the sense of someone watching him, the fleeting whisper of a voice he thought he should know. The sensation had faded far too soon and hours later, with the first stars glimmering in the twilight sky, he was still utterly alone.

He’d never been troubled by solitude before today. Now, he wanted nothing more than to see and speak with another person. Preferably the someone who’s need had roused him fully in the here and now. His body seemed to come back in great surges from that first sense of breathing again, to the power in his legs when he trudged along the loose sand between the dunes and the ocean’s kiss. Whatever he’d expected when he’d given Arthur his vow, it wasn’t this.

His boots dug into the sand as he sat down, the hawk resting contentedly on his arm. He stared at the vast sea, hoping his task here would not require traveling by ship. On that first visit to Avalon, a priestess with a rare gift had parted time itself to show all three of them glimpses of the future. This landscape was completely foreign to anything she’d shared with him in those days. What did that mean?

He watched wave after foam-laced wave spill onto the shore, a soothing descant to the blood racing through his veins, urging him to action. What was there to do now that the hawk was fed? He had no direction, no sense of purpose. There had been a flash of intuition where the fire nymph had touched him, long gone now. If not for the hawk and her kills, he’d believe all of this to be another of Merlin’s tricks. Except the craggy wizard wasn’t bombarding his mind with demands and he’d never involved his hawk when dragging Bors around that ethereal dreamscape.

At the growl in his stomach, he briefly debated food. Hunting would give him something to do until he understood the reason he’d finally been roused from a less than peaceful afterlife.

His stomach rumbled again and his nose caught a savory new scent in the air. The hawk, though ready to roost for the night, came fully alert on his arm. He considered covering her with the hood and securing the jesses, and then decided she would be better off flying free if trouble had found them.

Another burst of vibrant energy surged through his body and propelled him into action. Crouching behind the dunes, his hand gripped the hilt of his sword as he listened to the faint sound of footfalls approaching the chamber where he’d slept.

A narrow swath of light cut across the grassy dunes. “Sir Bors?”

He held his tongue.

The voice, low and muffled as if the speaker didn’t want anyone but him to hear, made it hard for Bors to determine the gender of the stranger. Next came a soft call used to bring a hawk down to the fist. The talons of his hawk bit into the protective leather glove.

Again the light sliced through the encroaching darkness, sweeping closer to his position. With it came savory scents of beef and bread. His stomach clenched in anticipation.

The light suddenly went out, like a candle snuffed. “By all that’s holy, when I find him, I’ll strangle him.”

A woman’s mutterings, he decided, wary now. He’d known women of great talent and power in his time and would not be surprised if one had found her way forward. He had the protective spell on the tip of his tongue, ready to cast in the event of attack.

“Sir Bors!”

The shout was bigger than any woman’s voice should have been, the sound raining over him, ringing in his ears.

“Show yourself and answer me.”

The sound was in his head, he realized, belatedly recognizing the magic imbued in her command. Not rude or presumptive in Merlin’s way, but equally insistent. A moment later a soft light, pale as a moonbeam fell over his position. The witch! He stood tall in the glow, willing to greet her as a friend or defeat her if she turned out to be an enemy.

She stood halfway between him and the chamber, cloaked in shadows, though he got a quick sense of her long, slender shape.

“Thank God!”

Her relief startled him almost as much as the darkness as this light too winked out. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“Nadine Amari.” She bowed her head and then raised it again. Extending a hand, she beckoned him closer. “You’ve been under the protection of my family for generations. On behalf of the Amari clan, I welcome you.”

At the sound of her name, a fiery fist gripped his heart and squeezed. The family had succeeded and he owed them a great debt. As the rest of her words registered, his body relaxed, much as it had done when he’d returned to Camelot after a long absence.

I am home.

A strange thought indeed, since he hadn’t really had a home beyond the fire of camps as he traveled in those last few years of his life. His first life, he amended quickly. “What is the year?”

“You’re in the twenty-first century, Sir Bors. It is 2017.”

At her answer, he tripped over a clump of grass and the hawk’s talons gripped tightly as she kept her balance. He’d been in that suspended state, a puppet for Merlin, for fifteen hundred years.

“Are you feeling weak?” she asked.

“No.” It wasn’t a lie, though it came close. His body was fit and ready, his mind however, reeled. He’d been dead for fifteen centuries. He could barely grasp how people might have changed, how the geography might have shifted by weather and borders moved by politics. He’d seen glimpses in his errands for Merlin, but never enough to fully comprehend the true nature of a world that must have grown.

This was the worst time to second-guess his pledge to King Arthur. “Where are we?”

“The full answer?” she queried and pushed open the door he’d used to exit the chamber.

The space flooded with light. If the goal was stealth they’d failed. She might as well have lit a signal fire. He stopped just across the threshold, overcome by the changes.

“What trickery is this?” Instead of the chamber where he’d woken, he was standing in what must surely be a modern twenty-first century house. The furnishings were familiar and yet not. Modern versions of chairs and lounges filled the space and along the far wall was something that must be a modern kitchen, judging by the utensils. The lighting itself brighter than any candle could possibly be. He saw no sign of the slab or his belongings, making him grateful he’d packed up so carefully earlier.

“The chamber where you and the hawk have rested was folded into an illusion, protected from harm,” the Amari woman said. “For you there was only one way out. Over the centuries, certain, ah, changes have been made to keep our promise to you.”

He rubbed at his eyes, taking in the changes. Her clan was powerful, yes, but this went beyond anything he understood. “Magic?”

She tilted her head, her dark hair spilling over one shoulder. “Yes. It’s more along the lines of invention and advancement.”

Yes, of course. He’d seen advancement and inventions of the people when Merlin yanked him about. Bors explored the room of his own volition, marveling at details he’d never been able to grasp or appreciate while Merlin controlled him, kept him on task.

He turned at the sound of the door closing and got his first good look in full light at Nadine Amari. Her ancestors, the family he’d enlisted to his cause, had been Berbers and her heritage was stamped on her lovely features and fascinating coloring. That dusky skin glowed like sunlight on the sands where he’d met her elders and her green eyes were the color of raw emeralds. His fingertips tingled, wondering about the texture of her black-velvet hair that seemed to soak up the light.

“You’re beautiful,” he blurted artlessly.

“Thank you.” She cleared her throat and scooted around him, her cheeks taking on a rosy hue under that golden-honey tone.

He’d been staring for too long. “Pardon me,” he murmured to her back. “My manners are rusty.” Chivalry demanded he care for those around him, not make them wary.

“It’s a small cottage, built for one.” She slid him a look from under her long, sooty eyelashes. “Well, one Amari and the two of you,” she clarified.

“Someone from your family has stayed here, standing guard over me, all this time?”

“Yes.”

For fifteen hundred years. He couldn’t begin to put that into proper perspective. “Alone?” he cringed at the nonsensical question.

“Yes.” She removed several small, wrapped packages from a white paper bag on a table barely big enough for one person.

His mouth watered as the scents teased his nose and taste buds. Meat and salt and yeast bread.

“Your hawk has hunted her fill?” she asked.

“For now.” His feet carried him closer to the table, as caught as a fish on the line.

“Through that door is a space for her to enjoy.”

He followed the angle of her chin and crossed the room. Opening the door he discovered they’d built mews with plenty of height and a weathering space. The gesture touched his heart, went deeper. The Amari had more than fulfilled their promises. His hawk needed no encouragement, her wings creating a breeze as she elevated herself effortlessly to an upper perch.

He returned to the main room. “Thank you for seeing to her needs. And mine,” he added at the sight of the feast filling the table.

Her lips curled at one corner when his stomach rumbled. “I brought a little of everything since I wasn’t sure what would appeal after…” She let her shrug complete the thought.

“Join me,” he urged. “Please.”

“No, thank you.” Her lips pressed into a firm line. “You go ahead.” A hand brushed her midriff as she turned away.

She moved about the kitchen with no clear purpose he could see and he fought a losing battle with his manners. He hadn’t been raised to rudely eat in front of others. He might have managed if she’d been a servant, but the Amari were royalty in their region.

“Did your family fall on hard times?” he queried.

She glanced at him over her shoulder, her dark eyebrows pleating over her straight nose. “What? No.” She poured water from a pitcher of the clearest glass and set it in front of him. “You’re probably thirsty.”

He admired the glasswork and at the first sip of the cool, refreshing water, he gulped it down. She refilled it for him. “If not for hard times, why do you serve me, rather than have someone else do the serving?”

Her gaze narrowed as she studied him. “I need wine,” she muttered. “Just eat. Then we’ll talk about why you’ve returned and what you’re here to do.”

She poured a deep red wine into a different glass and leaned back against the cabinetry. Catching him eyeing it, she offered him wine as well. He accepted, if only to bring her close again.

“At least sit with me while I eat.” His hunger would soon overwhelm his manners. “Please?”

“Fine.” She pulled out the chair before he could do it for her and plopped into it. The careless movement reminded him of a young boy, though her body held no resemblance to such a creature. “I was recently reminded that this is far less formal than what you’re used to. Please eat.”

Still he hesitated in the face of so much temptation. The food, the wine, and the woman were all testing his limits of self-control. He had so many questions and so many needs shoving them aside.

“None of it is poisoned,” she promised. “Do you need me to prove it by tasting it for you?”

The snap of impatience in her voice shamed him. He’d insulted her. The world could crack in two and not change enough that an Amari would attempt murder.

“I’m no king,” he reminded her. “I recognize the roast chicken.” He carved off a piece of breast and carried it to the plate in front of him. “And the bread of course.” He chose one of the two fluffy rolls near the chicken. He motioned to the other dishes. “Tell me about the rest, please.”

She relaxed and her eyes danced as she put names to each of the dishes. In addition to the chicken and rolls, she’d brought spaghetti and red sauce, a hamburger, sliced roast beef and gravy, salad greens, a variety of vegetables, sliced ham, and a small chocolate cake.

“There’s no record of your favorite foods,” she finished, her sparkling green gaze dimming as she looked away from him to study the wine in her glass. “Obviously that was an oversight on our part.”

Possibly. “This was very thoughtful, Miss Amari.” The food was delicious and, more importantly, satisfying.

“Nadine,” she said, not looking at him.

“Are you shy, girl?” He helped himself to the ham and another roll.

“Nadine,” she corrected. “And not particularly.”

“Then why do you avoid my gaze?”

Her lips twisted, parted and closed again. She raised the wine glass and stared at him over the rim as she sipped slowly. “Better?”

Not particularly, he thought, her words echoing in his mind. Her eyes were seas of mystery, her direct gaze shadowed by secrets. He regretted inviting the challenge she aimed at him now, regretted giving in to the rush of personal curiosity.

Their gazes locked, something new tickled the back of his throat. An undeniable awareness of something dangerous lurking beneath the surface she showed to the world. He understood, having a few deeply veiled secrets of his own.

“Thank you for the meal,” he said when at last he’d had his fill.

“You’re welcome.” Her fingertip stroked the rim of her glass, yet her bold gaze remained on him.

And now, he supposed, it was time to discuss the business of being fully alive and awake. “What do you know of my return?” he asked.

She sighed with her entire body, a subtle swelling and deflating. “Not enough,” she admitted. “I’ve studied the histories available while I watched over you.” She set aside her empty wine glass. “I’ve made notes of rumors and incidents that were likely mystic or magical occurrences. My family decided it was part of our responsibility to you to keep learning so we could assist your quest if needed.”

“If such assistance is allowed, I am surely grateful.”

“It’s allowed,” she said under her breath. “Recently I learned you have no control over when you are called back to life.”

Only two men would know that detail to share it: Gawain or Kay. Were his friends here? A thousand more questions scrambled for purchase in his mind. Rather than pester her with any or all of them in rapid succession, he chose another slice of beef and filled his mouth.

“Sir Bors,” she began, flinching as she said his name. “Were you given any preparation at all for this current era?”

He finished chewing, buying a little time. “Not enough I would wager, though there was as much training as time allowed.” And then some, considering Merlin’s antics. “I assume you have an opinion on why I have awoken.”

“Yes.” Her gaze softened, drifting to the window overlooking the sea. “I have opinions about many things. Too many opinions according to my family,” she added.

He hoped times had changed enough that her opinions were valued. The world he’d lived in liked to believe women were less, despite evidence to the contrary. He himself had been guilty of the same underestimations at times. Women had their place and their purpose and like most men of his acquaintance he’d rarely wanted the details of female lives.

Having spent time with the Lady of the Lake and the priestesses of Avalon, in Queen Guinevere’s presence, and even with Nadine’s ancestors had advanced his thinking. Women were glorious and dangerous mysteries that shouldn’t always be solved, but should always be respected and treasured.

Nadine was quite young, but her presence as his current guardian proved her family held her skills and faithfulness in the highest regard.

“You battled a spider-like beast once.” Her lips pursed a little.

“More than one beast and more than once,” he answered. “They were tricky creatures. Immense.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “There’s only one account in all the histories we have found. The beast—beasts—described only vaguely and there was no mention of who set them upon you.”

His mouth went dry as ashes at the memory of that day. He washed it down with water, then a sip of wine as he weighed his reply. “I was on an errand, alone.” More water to moisten his lips, to soothe the burn of that old loss. The eyes and heart of his brave gelding came to mind. He could feel hooves thundering against the earth, the gelding blowing and his hide foaming as he raced for Avalon. He’d lost superb horses in battle and yet that particular mount haunted him more than the others. There had been such trust in the horse’s eyes and Bors had failed him.

“An errand,” she mused. “Taking the Memory Key to safety?”

His eyes snapped to hers and his body jerked in the chair at the mention of the key. Of course the damned key had awoken him. How she’d learned about it was a more pressing concern, since no one outside of Avalon was supposed to know about the key or the errand. He’d never mentioned it to anyone. Her awareness of the key meant the worst had happened.

Dread slid down his spine, freezing him in place as the implications bloomed in his mind. The Lady assured him the key would remain safely hidden for eternity. And death was supposed to be permanent too. “When was Avalon breached?”

“Not breached per se.” She shook her head. “Avalon disappeared ages ago.”

Her statement landed on him with the stunning force of a blow from an axe. “Disappeared?” he managed in a whisper. If so, how had the key become an issue now? “Nadine, I must insist—”

She cut him off with an angry glare. Restless or impatient, she left the table for a moment, returning with an odd-shaped object in her hand. Standing beside him, she held the object out for his view. He worked to check his reactions to both her and the item in her hand. She was lovely and her skin held the scent of sunshine and ocean under a soft veil of something exotic and uniquely her.

Awakening after centuries of being dead bore a striking resemblance to returning from war. He’d always experienced a gentle surprise coming home to the softer priorities of humanity. Hot, fresh food, quieter voices, occasional laughter, and the clean smells of laundry and linen soothed his soul, easing the ravages of blood and death coating the air and men alike.

The object hummed softly at her touch, a blessed distraction, and her long, slender fingers moved swiftly over the flat surface he could see. An image appeared and memories flooded his mind as he scowled at the dozen or so creatures crawling along bricks. A building, he saw as she showed him more images so he could get the proper scale.

“Are these the creatures you fought on your errand?” she asked.

“In miniature,” he replied. “When I last faced them, they were twice as tall as me and they fought as a unit.” He put his hands together, lacing his fingers and shaking them. “Have they become a common threat in this era?”

“No. They are moving about unseen and getting bigger.”

She adjusted the object and did something else. When she showed it to him again, he could see how the spidery things had grown.

“They must be too small to strike,” he said to himself.

“Let’s hope so. This isn’t a job for Orkin.”

He glanced away from the images to her face. “I don’t recall a knight by that name.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said briskly. “I’m sure whatever sent these creatures here, it’s a job for you to handle.”

“Agreed.” He pointed to the object. “What is that?”

“Oh.” She smiled. “It’s called a camera. It records images.” Her lips parted and then closed on whatever else she might have shared. “I could go on about cameras for decades,” she admitted. “We have more important things to discuss.”

He hated that she was right. Relaxed, speaking about the camera, her voice had filled with a passion he could listen to for decades. It struck him then how quiet his missions for Merlin had been and how much he missed the sounds of life.

“We should strike fast,” she was saying. “These spider-things grew from softball size to dinner plates quickly.”

He glanced down at the plate in front of him. It would be much better to fight them now than when they reached full size and strength. Still, the spiders were not the true threat, the being who summoned them was.

“None of the people in this camera—”

“Photo,” she corrected.

“Photo,” he tested the word. “None of the people could see them?”

“No. The spiders didn’t even show up on my camera,” she patted the device, “without a little help from me.”

He wondered what ‘a little help’ might entail. “You can see them?”

She nodded, her lovely gaze turning serious as she sank into her chair. “That’s why I took the pictures. As proof and to add to the records we’ve kept all this time.”

His mind was spinning again. She could see the spiders only an evil power had called forth. She knew a method to capture the creatures in photo proof. And she knew of the key. He was suddenly wary, feeling caught in a trap of his own design. The dangers had been too great to risk a mention of the key when he’d enlisted the help of the Amari clan. Aside from that, the key’s pull on him had been weakened by the deliberate application of distance and geography.

“What sort of help allows you to make the spiders visible on the camera?” he asked neutrally.

Although at first glance it looked as if it would be easy to cut her down, if Nadine was somehow tied to Merlin’s enemy, Evienne, hand-to-hand combat would be challenging, nigh impossible. It wasn’t far-fetched to worry that by some magical effort, Nadine was in fact a manifestation of the vengeful high priestess. The young woman resembled the family he trusted, a common tactic Evienne employed. He couldn’t deny the way her striking and lovely appearance tempted him, distracted him from more purposeful and wholesome thoughts. Through Merlin, in life and death, Bors had been schooled on Evienne’s favored strategies.

“Stop looking at me that way,” she demanded softly.

He recognized the pulse of power underscoring her words, resisted it. Magic was a tool, one he also knew, and it could bring justice or hardship with a twist of intention. He fought for calm, rational thought. Magic alone didn’t make her his enemy. “What way?”

Her mouth tight, her eyebrows winged upward. “As if you’re calculating how best to stab me in the heart.”

“No.” He offered her cold honesty. “Taking your head would be better for both of us.” Too bad he’d left his sword near the door.

She gaped at him, the warm color draining from her honeyed skin, leaving her pale. “You wouldn’t.”

He wouldn’t want to, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. “Who are you?”

“I am Nadine Amari.” Her green eyes flashed with fiery temper, her voice rang with power. “I am the latest in my family to be saddled with you.”

“You know things you should not,” he said. “Things you could not know through honorable means.”

“Fifteen centuries watching you sleep gave us plenty of time to learn who you really are and what you’re about. Without my family your body would be dust by now.” The words lashed at him like a spring storm.

“You’re here, in this time and place,” she continued, “to find and secure the Memory Key.”

“Hush,” he demanded, shocked that she spoke of the key so casually and openly.

“I will not.” She came to her feet in one fluid motion, a clear signal she would fight well if necessary. “Doing so will fulfill your vow to King Arthur and protect modern man from an onslaught of evil. Am I right?”

On instinct, he cast a protective light to shield himself from her, to shield them from any nearby spiders or worse. “You cannot speak of these things.” If only the words could make it true. “You’re not Merlin or the Lady or my king.”

From the mews, he heard his hawk call out, but he couldn’t risk answering her yet.

“They are all dead.” Nadine glared at the net of light around him. “Put that away.”

He couldn’t, not until he could believe she was on his side. “They are dead and so you’ve made my point. The only possible way you came to knowledge of the key is through an evil source. That makes you my enemy. What have you done to the real Nadine Amari?”

“Shut it down,” she said, biting hard on each syllable. “That display will draw the wrong attention.”

He kept the shield glowing as he sought a way to verify her identity. His awakening would be an unmitigated disaster if she was a trick sent by Evienne. If his pulse hadn’t been hammering in his ears he might think this was another blasted test from Merlin.

Nadine shook her head and murmured a few words. His protective light fell to the floor in a cascade of slowly fading stars.

She held up a hand when he started to rekindle the shield. “Don’t,” she warned. “It’s still there, can’t you feel it?”

He paused. “It’s quieter.”

“Yes. Being subtle is to our advantage.” She rubbed at her forehead. “Our mutual advantage. The shield won’t move with you right now.”

“Then what good is it?” he demanded. At the twitch of her lips his pulse hammered again, for far more intimate reasons.

“You’re safe and you’re a captive audience.”

‘Captive’ held no appeal for him. Neither did her potent display of power. Her ability to mute his gift this way stirred a long-forgotten fear in his gut.

“I’m on your side,” she promised. “What I know about your past I learned through study and effort. Many scholars have come and gone since you died from your battle wounds. Theories and stories have multiplied. Everything I have learned I have found through the right channels.” She held up a hand. “I swear it to be true.”

He’d been through too much to take her statement at face value. “I need—”

“Proof. Yes, I know.” She flung out her arms. “Because the food and the lodging and the hospitality,” she sneered the last word, “are not enough.” She paced the small cottage as if she were the one in a cage. “I’m thinking on it.”

Bors was thinking on it as well. She had the look of her mother, in the eyes and cheekbones, the thick veil of hair. Except the woman he’d met to arrange all of this would not have been her mother, not across fifteen centuries.

“What is the source of your strength, Nadine of the Amari?” he asked formally, as the obvious test dawned on him at last.

“My heart is of the stars, my soul anchored by the heavens in order that my body may do that to which I am called.”

Her answer had come forth automatically. The odds of Evienne knowing his secrets and that of the Amari were slim to none. It took several more seconds for her to register what he’d done, time he used to soak up her incomparable beauty and the confidence of who she was.

At last she turned. “You’re clever.” The smile blooming on her face put a glow in her green eyes that made his breath catch. “It seems we both know things we should not.”

If he’d been clever he would have recalled the question right off, rather than waste time and taint the pleasant evening with argument and suspicion. He stood and bowed deeply in honor of her rank, careful to stay within the confines of the protective light he’d cast and she’d locked into place.

“I blame death for my muddled mind, dear lady. It seems my brain is slower returning to full function than my body.”

“And I’ve been nothing but impatience my whole life,” she said sheepishly. “Or so my mother claims.”

“Impatience is a worrisome trait for a family renowned for their longevity,” Bors teased.

Her lips curved into a wry grin. “Tell me about it. The last two years have been torture.” She flicked her wrist. “You can move now.”

He felt the shimmer of power as his cage of light opened. “Thank you.”

“Seriously, though, subtle is what we need from here on out, okay?”

“Because of the spider creatures?” he asked.

She nodded. “To start.”

His palm itched for his sword. He would slay them all, avenge her unflagging loyalty and honor her years of service to him. “I am grateful to you and all your family,” he said. “Lead me to the creatures and I will show you the hospitality wasn’t a wasted effort.”

She did a double take and he wondered what she saw on his face. “Not tonight.” Her lips parted and closed abruptly. “Tonight, you should rest.”

“I’ve rested plenty.”

One dark eyebrow winged up. “Fine. I’ll rest while you get accustomed to being alive. Body and brain.”

“You feel safe here, despite my obvious display?”

“Absolutely. If I’m wrong, the two of us together against any attack gives us a fighting chance.”

Together. A far better concept than them being at odds.

She started to clear the table, gathering food he hadn’t eaten and storing it in a cold, tall box. “Refrigerator,” she said patting the door. “Keeps food from spoiling.”

Huh. “I do appreciate all you and yours have done for me. If I appeared ungrateful—”

“You’ve appeared, that makes all the difference.” She yawned. “Bathroom is here. You’ll love indoor plumbing.” She opened another door, her fingertip flipping a switch that created light.

“That’s subtle?”

“That’s electricity, totally normal these days.”

He really wished Merlin had given him more time to explore when he’d been dragged to and fro between gateways. “I feel like a newborn,” he said, exasperated.

Nadine’s gaze trailed down to his toes and back up again. His skin prickled as if she’d touched him with those elegant hands.

“You don’t look it.” She cleared her throat. “Which is a good thing.” She opened another door. “This is my room.”

More light spilled from fixtures at the ceiling. If he’d expected a monk’s sparse cell, he would’ve been disappointed. The bed was large and covered in rich, jewel-toned fabrics. Here he was reminded again of her ancestors and their flair for creating contentment and comfort despite a harsh environment. “Your room is this way.”

Near the tower for his hawk, he realized. Though he found the more subdued, neutral colors calming, and the sturdy furnishings sufficient, he was reminded he was only a temporary guest of this time. “Before you retire, where are we?” he asked. “I’ve never seen this coast before.”

“Oh, sure. We’re in St. Augustine, Florida. And that means nothing since you don’t have any frame of reference.”

He shook his head.

“West, across the ocean from England. We were forced to move you some time ago.”

“I suppose why is a story for tomorrow?”

She caught her lower lip with her teeth. “The short version is we were concerned your chamber would be compromised in its original location.”

“I see.”

“You’re angry?”

Yes. No. “No,” he said, deciding it was more accurate. The Amari clan had kept their promise and he had no right to find fault in their methods. “I’m overwhelmed. It will pass,” he assured her. Although the last thing he wanted to do was sleep or even be alone with his thoughts, he could see the dark smudges of weariness under her stunning eyes. “We will address what needs done in the morning.”

He gave her a small bow and went to his room, hopeful she would do the same.

The softness of the bed and fabrics taunted him. He was ready to move and do and go. If only he had some direction. Even seeing the spidery creatures didn’t fill him with a sense of direction or purpose. All his years training, all the battles had taught him the value of strategy. This wasn’t at all how he expected his full return to the world would go.

He couldn’t discount the possibility that Nadine herself had affected the intuition he expected to feel upon waking. Layers and layers of magic had soaked into the very walls of the cottage. The last time he’d felt power rooted this deep was in Avalon. He turned the thought in his mind, exploring it. Ageless and pure, Avalon’s power had felt clean, even after the key had been hidden from the world.

Clean. He could say without doubt, this place felt clean as well.

But clean magic didn’t seem to give him direction or strategy. Assuming Evienne was his target was no more helpful than simply being alive again. Many people could do any number of tasks effectively. What Bors must figure out, and quickly, was how he specifically was needed here to fulfill his vow to Arthur.

Resigned, he removed his boots and forced himself to stretch out on the bed. It was too soft. He wanted to go outside and sleep under the stars where he could breathe and take in this new time and place.

His brain was definitely muddled by his return and the woman. Asking about details like protective wards and defensive measures should have been addressed before she’d retired for the evening.

 













Seven






Nadine tossed and turned through the night, her muddled thoughts one derailed train after another. When dawn arrived, she was no better rested than when she’d escaped to her room. She’d certainly handled that with all the finesse of a star-struck coward, she scolded herself.

It might be easy to blame her overwhelm on coming face to face with two of King Arthur’s knights in the same day, but that was a crock. She was made of sterner stuff—at least she thought she was.

She forced herself to get up and get moving, though preparing for her first day with a living, breathing Sir Bors didn’t settle her churning thoughts.

Through fifteen centuries her family had guarded Sir Bors. During her tenure, she’d developed what was best labeled an infatuation for the man sleeping off death in the magical chamber. She’d combed through every possible historical record and been granted access to private collections during her vacations. It was possible she knew the exploits of his first life better than Bors himself.

Well, he’d lived it, but she knew the reputation of those exploits better than he did. Being a practical person and knowing legends sprouted from truth, she thought she’d had a good idea which details were embellishments.

Then she’d seen him, met him. Everything she thought she understood about Sir Bors had been exaggerated by awe and a wild surge of hormones from the moment Wayne had shared the scrying vision. He was strong and beautiful, physically as well as magically, and if not entirely comfortable being in this century, willing to learn.

Nadine had known, with more certainty than any of her ancestors, that his arrival was imminent. Her own skills, from those gifted through her bloodline to those she’d purposely honed, allowed her to recognize current events that mirrored his struggles in the sixth century. She knew he would soon be needed in this one. She should have been prepared to see him walking and talking, should have been ready to converse with sound logic and make a plan.

And yet here she dawdled in her room, unsure how to take the next steps.

That was rich, considering how frustrated she’d been with his delayed awakening. Well, Gawain had cleared that up, hadn’t he? Bors didn’t have a choice about the timing, but she did.

The thought of Gawain got her moving more than anything else. If he chose to peek in on them with another scrying spell, she didn’t want to be caught hiding from her charge.

Working up her courage to face Bors proved pointless since it was immediately clear he wasn’t even in the cottage. The flash of panic that he’d gone off on his quest without her evaporated when she heard the sounds of his hawk. Of course he’d gone outdoors to care for his companion. Missing her own hawk Caflice, the last creature of any variety she’d opened her heart to, she went out to watch the two of them.

She’d expected to find them near the trees that sheltered the cottage from view of the more populated inland, but the pair was out on the beach. As she watched from the dunes, the hawk climbed high, circled, then rolled into a stoop. Her breath stalled as the hawk fell like an arrow, wings nearly closed, plunging until the last moment, then skimming along the low waves to rise again.

Nadine smiled and hugged herself a little, remembering the thrill of similar days with Caflice.

The hawk cried out. Bors whistled back. The joy and delight was obvious even from this distance. Bors raised his fist and the hawk circled close, lighted and gobbled up the offered reward. She had a vision of the pair as they must have been in the sixth century when life was simpler in so many ways and far more challenging in others.

Neither she nor Sir Bors had been built for the easy life. They’d both been marked for an unusual path by fate or genetics—didn’t much matter which—and both of them had chosen to embrace all the facets of their gifts and differences. Talent and responsibility went hand in hand. With it, that sense of wonder underscored by the ever-present awareness of danger. The weighty pressure eased only by success.

It had been a long time since she’d felt any true success, Nadine admitted to herself. And wasn’t that the crux of her issue? More than the way the man appealed to her hormones, since her inability to locate Merlin’s book, she’d worried Sir Bors would find her lacking.

Her mother would be disappointed to hear it, but then her mother had always known a surfeit of confidence. “A boost would be a big help, Mom,” she murmured to the sky. She waited under the soft light of early morning for some sense of comfort. The breeze on her skin was all she felt.

Oh well. Nadine would squeeze her personal doubts into submission before she allowed something as trivial as her bruised pride or tattered ego interfere with his quest and purpose here.

She glanced up when the hawk called, delighted as the gorgeous bird swooped low around her before gliding back to Bors. On a welcome bubble of laughter, Nadine followed, crossing the dunes to join them on the beach.

Sir Bors was one tally in her success column, she decided. The cottage remained intact at the fringe of the real world and the Amari had sheltered him, kept him safe and well, until he’d been called back to fulfill his pledge. By some accounts, her presence could be termed another success after sounding the alarm on the spidery creatures.

“Good morning.” He waved a hand as she approached.

She nodded, breathing deeply of the clean and salty sea air. Bors’ masculine scent tickled her nose as well as she approached. He wore a loose shirt, laces open at the collar. The breeze tugged and pushed the fabric, outlining the strong muscles of his arms and torso. The dark leather pants they’d laid him to rest in were wet to the knees from wading in the surf and his feet were bare. On his arm, the hawk stretched wings and tail, then settled, eyeing her.

“Where are your boots?” The sight of his bare feet warmed her skin and she told herself to ignore this silly-girl crush. She’d been an adult for more than eighty years, old enough to exercise some self-control. He was an original knight from Arthur’s Round Table, the sole survivor of the quest for the Holy Grail. He wasn’t some modern actor in a sexy costume at a Renaissance Fair willing to flirt and be ogled.

But he’s so definitely ogle-worthy, a breathless, yearning voice said in her head.

Was he taller today? It seemed every hour of his new life he became more vigorous and vital. His skin had lost the pallor of centuries in the safety of the chamber, taking on a tanned, healthy glow under the Florida sunshine. “It’s like you’re solar powered,” she muttered.

He looked toward the sun out over the ocean and back to her. “I do enjoy being outdoors.”

The outdoors seemed to enjoy him too. “Did you sleep well?” she asked, scrambling for a safer subject.

“Not a wink,” Pure relief was packed into every syllable. “And you?”

Her mouth went dry at the spark in his golden-brown eyes. “Restless.” She couldn’t decide whether or not the answer referred to her current state or her state last night.

“Have you broken your fast, Miss Amari?”

“Nadine, please. And we call it breakfast now.” They needed to get him accustomed to the modern changes so he wouldn’t draw attention when they were out in public. “We should eat,” she agreed. “And then you can explain your plans.”

“My plans?” A dark eyebrow arched, partially hidden by a lock of hair that had fallen over his forehead.

Her fingertips longed to smooth it back. She shoved her hands behind her back. “For defeating the spider-things and recovering the key,” she reminded him.

Could it be as he embraced this life, he would forget the old life and the cause he’d pledged to uphold? That didn’t appear to be the case for Gawain and Kay now, but she hadn’t known them upon their arrival.

“You do recall why you’re here?” she asked, cautiously.

“Yes.” He scowled and rubbed a fist across his sternum. “I am simply unsure how to interpret what I feel and which path to take.”

What on earth did he mean by that? Her research indicated he would instinctively know what to do. The key was his to find, it must be his priority. She swallowed the words before it turned into a nagging lecture.

“Once we’re away from here, the path might become clearer,” she said. The magic designed to shield the cottage could be interfering with his intuition. Maybe they should pay a visit to his old friend Wayne, see the spiders first-hand and let him get a feel for how to manage this demanding quest among the inevitable adjustments to modern life.

He scanned the horizon, his gaze slowly moving over the cottage. “Perhaps.” He squinted as if peering into the sun at noon. “There is no veil as the Lady of Avalon used, yet this cottage sits… apart,” he finished.

Nadine hid her surprise. With her training and lineage and skill, that sort of detail shouldn’t be obvious to anyone, not even him.

“I must credit the Enchanter Knights,” he said. “I picked up a few things in my travels with them.”

“Pardon me?” She’d thought Merlin alone was responsible for his magical training.

“Sir Eiddlig the Dwarf and Sir Kay the Tall.”

More knights of old and clearly men he considered his friends. She knew them by name and reputation within the Round Table records. Before she could ask what sort of things he’d picked up, his expression sobered.

“Few men were more talented or canny,” Bors said. “None as fierce or gleeful in battle as those two. In that company an observant man would be a fool not to learn something.”

It was a stark reminder that Sir Bors didn’t have a history, he was history. This man, a walking, talking mystical miracle, knew of people and places that existed ages ago. Though she’d studied his life to better help him, reality was proving more daunting than she’d expected.

Questions of a naturally curious historian zipped through her mind, one after the other, determined to be first out of her mouth. Her near-obsession with the general past was at the root of it. Along with an increasingly troubling case of hero worship. Yes, hero worship was much more palatable than plain and simple lust.

Best not to go fan-girling all over him. Keeping her lips closed against all those questions about his past and her concerns for the present, she marched herself back to the cottage. If he wanted to talk about his old friends, it should be his choice. He didn’t have much privacy left after all her snooping.

They would eat and then she could start to expand his horizons, literally and figuratively.

But he turned the tables on her and tossed out questions over every advancement as she prepared eggs and bacon and fried up potatoes for them. He ate with a focused appreciation for every bite and eagerly helped her with the cleanup.

“Cars replaced horses?” he asked, frowning at her camera. Sharing her latest pictures seemed the most expedient way to prepare him for the significant progress and changes to the world.

“Pros and cons to that,” she said. She missed some things about the past, but the ability to travel swiftly from place to place was worth a few hits on nature’s infrastructure, in her opinion. If she’d learned anything from her long life it was that people weren’t going to stop growing and progressing anytime soon.

“And this is the new world?” He turned the camera, pointing to another picture of New York City on the preview screen.

“A small part of it.”

He scowled at the image. She’d done her best to explain North America as it related to places he understood, yet there was no way to prepare him for the population boom or technical advances he was about to experience. If he freaked out on her, she’d dose him with a magical sedative.

“The selfish bastard hid so much from me,” he said. Setting the camera aside, he stood up and raked his hair back from his face. Tall and sculpted, he might have been a statue of a warrior come to life, humming with pent-up energy and seeking a target. “What are you talking about?”

“Merlin.” Bors nearly spat the word. “He learned to invade my dreamscape.”

“I beg your pardon?” She must have misunderstood. “Your what?”

“My dreamscape.” He cocked an eyebrow. “You must know the term. Things would often come clear to me in my sleep.”

She nodded. “You were blessed with precognition.” She was living proof of the truth of the tale that Bors had foreseen his death.

“Blessed?” He snorted. “When I went to assist Merlin, to train with him, he found a way to invade my dreams, and managed to draw me out of them with frustrating frequency.”

“That’s why you were delighted to be awake all night,” she replied neutrally. She’d never heard of such a thing. He narrowed his gaze, his tawny eyes full of irritation. Why did she find that sexy?

“Yes.”

“No one taught you to block him out?” she asked.

He spread his arms. “Merlin wasn’t about to share that secret and the vulnerability wasn’t something I wanted others to know. I tried to resist him.”

Fair. More than fair, smart. If information like that fell into the wrong hands, he could have been manipulated by those with fewer morals than Merlin. Then another thought occurred, one that could possibly shed light on the Memory Key issue. “Is it Merlin who brought you to wake?”

“I wondered at first.” His gaze slid to hers, held for a fraught moment and slid away. “Merlin has more use of me when I sleep.”

She watched him fidget, restless with whatever weighed on his mind. He hadn’t really been asleep, he’d been dead. In theory, Merlin was also dead and now she wondered if it was in the same manner of death as the knights. “If you could describe what happens, I might be able to protect your sleep.”

He pushed a hand through is dark hair. “Your ancestors carved wards into the stone where I slept, hid the chamber itself from view and the damned wizard dragged me about at will.”

“To what purpose?”

“Cleanup,” he muttered. “Errands and information. No one knows Merlin’s mind. At times I felt like a burglar, ghosting into places, securing objects. I visited places that more closely resemble the images you’ve shown me, yet he didn’t show me the full scope of what I’d be facing.”

“You took Merlin’s book!” She laughed, simultaneously bitter, amused, and relieved. “Where did you take it? I’ve been searching for any trace of it since it disappeared.”

His eyes went wide and his mouth opened and closed a time or two. “That happened in this century?”

“When did it happen for you?” She held her breath, waiting for his answer.

“I was still in Avalon that time.”

She swore, clapping a hand over her mouth too late to keep it in. “No wonder I can’t find so much as a whisper about it. You took it back to the past.” She rubbed her temples. “Or retrieved it from the future, is a better way to phrase it. Somewhere along the line, the book is discovered and preserved until you steal it back for him. This gives me a headache.”

Sir Bors shrugged. “As I said, Merlin used me for many tasks through the years.” He closed his eyes, his face tipped up to the ceiling. “I don’t know if I can fulfill my vow to Arthur.” He tapped his chest hard. “The key is in jeopardy but…” His voice trailed off as he walked over to the window.

Why was he so reluctant to discuss this? From what she could tell, the key posed a significant risk to humanity, not to mention what it would do to the balance of power on the mystical side of life. “You still question my loyalty?”

“No.” He stared at the ocean rolling in. “I question my ability. It seems the intuition promised me is gone.” He pressed the heel of his hand into his sternum. “Maybe the errands for Merlin damaged it.”

She sank into the overstuffed chair where she’d spent so much of her time reading and researching and waiting for the man in front of her to wake. Of all the scenarios she’d imagined as she hoped and prayed for this day, a knight lacking confidence had never factored into it.

“What were you expecting to feel? Maybe we should start there.” And maybe, if he sincerely trusted her, he would let her actively help him. His intuition might be off, but hers was screaming that she had a bigger role to play than babysitter.

He turned, silhouetted by the sunshine pouring through the window. “Merlin trained me to resist the power and still when I held the key I wanted its secrets. The temptation is indescribable, Nadine. I knew, after holding it the first time, I would never forget that sensation and would always crave that whisper in my mind, across all my senses.

“Now, here when I am needed all I can feel is an oppressive guilt.” He paused, swallowed. “I lied to my king and to the Lady of the Lake and now the key is out in the world, unprotected.”
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Nick wasn’t an idiot. He knew Colorado was a big place and even after poring over maps and recent news accounts, he still couldn’t be sure he was targeting his search in the right section of the vast Rocky Mountain range. The clearing where Wayne had seen Sir Kay could be on any number of slopes and peaks in the area.

As the plane touched down, Nick wasn’t excited about leaving the conveniences, comforts and wi-fi access of Denver for those imposing mountains.

The Rockies weren’t anything like the mountains he knew in and around New York. Sure he’d traveled, but the wildness of it all surrounded him. The bite of the air as autumn tried to hold back winter nagged at him that he was out of his depth. Trained squire or not, he’d never dreamed of a situation like this.

And he was pursuing a bear that could become a man. No, the opposite. He was seeking one of the Enchanter knights of old that could become a bear.

Wayne’s ‘that’s new’ comment bounced around in Nick’s head as he drove toward Pike’s Peak. New had turned into the word of the day, every day since Wayne had arrived in New York City furious his sixth-century squire had disobeyed a direct order and created a family.

For centuries the O’Malley clan had been preparing and dealing with crisis after challenge. He and Tara and Wayne had made it through the latest ordeal and together they could handle a shapeshifting knight. He would’ve found more comfort from the thought if he wasn’t out here, alone.

Wayne was surely checking on him with his gift of vision. Although if something went wrong, by the time Wayne got here, Sir Kay could have mauled him dozens of times.

“He’s a knight, you idiot.” Nick reminded himself. According to Nadine, he’d recently defeated Mordred, which kept Sir Kay rooted in the good guy column. Kay probably only turned into a bear with a good heart. Like Winnie the Pooh. Right. The bear to man vision didn’t resemble a tubby, loveable friend eager for honey. As thorough as the collection was, the O’Malley archives and research was pointedly lacking when it came to Kay, focused as they’d been on preparing for Sir Gawain. Someone, maybe Arthur himself, should have mentioned three knights had been chosen for the Defeat Evil All Star team, Nick thought glumly.

Tempting as it was to blame his long-lost ancestors for keeping lousy records, Nadine’s appearance made it clear that there had never been full disclosure among the knights themselves. The three men might have been friends and comrades in arms, but clearly they’d never shared all of their deepest secrets and talents. He supposed that might have been smart at the time. Now he worried those secrets could work against them. Although he and Wayne had read through all sorts of ancient texts and accounts, they had yet to come up with a clue as to who sent the spidery-things into this world and how they’d managed it.

Nick reminded himself he thrived on challenges and excelled at unraveling mysteries. Maybe it was the thinner air as he ascended the mountain, but he nearly believed it.

Dark came on suddenly as the sun dropped behind the ridge. Thankfully, Nick didn’t have far to go on the narrow roads. He reached the sleepy little town nestled near Pike’s Peak and found a room for the night. He dragged his suitcase and backpack from the car, then went for a walk down Central Street, the snow-capped peak at his back as he got a feel for the town.

Wouldn’t a man as big as Sir Kay, a man who could become a bear, stand out here? Looking around, Nick was grateful the sidewalks didn’t roll up at dusk as he’d feared. Action at the various restaurants was picking up and lights glowed in display windows of interesting shops as tourists strolled through the chilly evening, cheeks red and eyes bright.

If Wayne settling in Brooklyn was any example, Sir Kay would have settled near the location of the conflict he’d been sent forward through time to face. Assuming Nick wasn’t torn limb from limb after the introductions were made, he hoped Kay would share why he stayed close to an area with such a small population. Nick had always felt safer and more anonymous in a city where not everyone knew your name.

The bottom dropped from Nick’s stomach as he realized maybe Nadine got it wrong. Maybe Kay had faced Mordred but he wasn’t done yet. He dismissed the thought immediately. He’d seen the face of a sixth-century knight with a job to do and Sir Kay, rolling to his feet as a man with a juvenile bear romping at his side, had been utterly content until his curiosity was piqued by Wayne’s scrying.

Odd worries kept popping into his mind. What if the spiders were here too? They could be attracted to the magic of Kay or keeping an eye on his comings and goings or watching for those who would visit Kay. Nick rolled his shoulders against the tremor and kept walking. Doubt, worry and speculation only drained valuable energy.

“Step one, find Kay. Step two, survive finding Kay.” Nick had better fighting skills thanks to his recent training with Wayne. He had a few charms up his sleeve as well. Nothing on par with what he’d sensed from Nadine, but he could get by. And he’d played with the spell she’d shared, just to make sure he could do it.

“You look as if you could use some tea, young man,” a voice as gentle as a stream and equally persistent drew his attention.

Nick turned toward a woman who might be sixty or one hundred-sixty, studying him with a warm, dark gaze. Her graying hair was pulled back from a gently-weathered face lined with wisdom.

She held open the door beneath the sign inviting people into the Red Bird Gallery. “I am Louise Cardinal. And you are?”

“Nick O’Malley,” he replied. The woman exuded such a friendly, peaceful calm he couldn’t refuse. “Tea sounds great.” Beer sounded better, but tea was a good start.

Her lips quirked as if she’d heard his thought. He walked into the shop, passing shelves of books and artful displays, following her to the counter in the back. At her direction, he took a seat while she prepared tea.

“Nice town here.”

“It is,” she agreed.

“Do you always grab strangers off the street?”

“Only the special ones,” Louise replied, clearly amused by the question. “Are you here for business or pleasure?”

Nick didn’t imagine this little town was a hub of industry. He wasn’t sure what people did up here other than turn into bears and possibly ski. Born and raised on O’Malley stories of chance meetings that were actually fateful moments essential to the quest, Nick suspected Louise had some link to Kay.

“A bit of both,” he said. “I’m looking for a friend of the family.”

Louise set the tea in front of him. “You believe he is here?”

“I believe he may be in the area.” Assuming he hadn’t found a cave to hibernate for the winter. The idea of waking a knight was bad enough. Waking a knight hibernating as a bear made him seriously nervous.

“Then you are sure to find him,” the older woman said with serene confidence.

Nick lifted his cup and scents of green wide open spaces rose in the steam. Expecting some bland flavor like stewed grass, he was pleasantly surprised by the spicy richness that rolled over his taste buds. Clove, apple, and more, it was like drinking a cup of autumn. “This is delicious, thank you. If you’re ever in Brooklyn, I owe you a beer. My family has a pub there.”

Her dark eyes sparkled at him and her lips shifted into a soft, maternal smile. “You have good manners for an Irishman.”

Nick laughed so hard he had to set down the tea or risk spilling it. “Your place seems off the general track of Irish tourists.”

She shifted a shoulder in a nonchalant shrug and waved him back to his tea as she puttered behind the counter.

“What do you know of tourists and wanderers, young O’Malley?” she asked after a few minutes.

“Not all are as they seem,” he replied. “And you?”

That faint, knowing smile returned. “I’ve come to understand that if I stay right here, everyone I need to meet eventually comes to me.”

An interesting philosophy, considering how far removed from the world this mountain town was. “Maybe you’ve met my friend,” he said. “He’s a good man to know. Tall, burly guy, my family would describe him as built like a mountain.”

“Maybe I have.” She narrowed her gaze and Nick felt as if she was searching his soul. “Many interesting people come through. Are you here alone, Nick?”

He suddenly wished he’d insisted on bringing someone along for this trip. Even Wayne’s greyhound would have been better than walking into the unknown alone. “Consider me a scouting party.”

Her eyes twinkled. “A scouting party for your friend?”

“He has his prickly moments.” At least he assumed an Enchanter Knight who added ‘shapeshifter’ to his resume would prove grumpy at times.

“Indeed,” she murmured.

“So you do know him,” Nick said with a wink.

Louise seemed utterly unfazed by his joke. He drank the rest of his tea in warm, companionable silence. Just as he reached back for his wallet to cover the charge and say thank you, the bell over the door jingled.

He turned by force of habit and felt his chin drop. Sir Kay was taller than any text of the past could convey. He dwarfed the store in an instant, his broad shoulders filling the doorway. Though Nick was the only patron, he imagined if the store had been packed, all eyes would be on the massive man. In the battle armor of his time, he must have seemed indomitable. Today, he was just as intimidating. His brown hair, streaked with sunshine, was a little long, curling at the collar of the plaid shirt he wore unbuttoned over a thermal tee. Modern jeans and boots aside, there was no doubt in Nick’s mind he was about to meet a legend.

And he was staring at Nick with hard, merciless recognition. Not this again.

Nick stood up quickly and strode forward, hand extended in greeting. “Nick O’Malley. Pleased to make your acquaintance.”

Kay squinted, as if it was difficult to see Nick from the great height difference. “You are Gawain’s man.”

“Yes and no.”

“Which?” Kay’s query made the glass fronting the gallery shiver.

“Maybe we should talk outside.” He didn’t want Louise’s store or stock to suffer if Kay chose to be difficult about his visit. Nick turned toward the door and stopped short, having completely overlooked Kay’s companion. The woman was beautiful, tall and willowy, her blond curls tumbling over her shoulders. Put her in a robe of Avalon blue that matched her stunning indigo eyes and she embodied an Avalon priestess from any number of the paintings in the O’Malley archives. Had Kay come forward with an escort? Nick supposed anything was possible.

“Forgive me.” He offered her a smile and gave her a bow that would have earned a cheer from his ancestors. “Hello.”

The woman chuckled. Kay growled.

“None of that now.” Louise strolled forward. “We’re all friends.”

“Is that so?” The window shivered again with Kay’s rumbling query.

“It is.” Louise scooted around Sir Kay and flipped the sign on the door to ‘closed’ before dimming the lights at the front of the store. “Who needs tea?” she asked, throwing the lock.

Nick swallowed at the finality of the click, but he held his ground under Kay’s relentless glare.

“I’ll help you,” the other woman offered.

“I’m waiting,” Kay reminded him, his voice low.

“I am not Sir Gawain’s original squire, though I’m well-aware there’s a strong resemblance. Do I need to point out that only a man who is also far from his original time would know that?”

“You do not.” Kay folded his arms across his chest and Nick imagined he wasn’t much more formidable when he roamed the mountains as a bear. “Why are you here?”

Nick continued. “Sir Gawain had a similar reaction to me when we met,” he said. “I’ve been working with him for nearly a year now. He gave me your general direction.”

Kay relaxed for only a moment before his eyebrows furrowed with concern. “It was him. I sensed something in the air at the time, but we couldn’t find a trace to follow.

“Is he well? Does he need me?”

Nick marveled at a bond that could span centuries, death, and more loss than he cared to contemplate. “Gawain—goes by Wayne now—accomplished the quest he came forward to fulfill.” Hopefully that news would spur Kay to confirm his success.

“Then why are you here?”

Nick opened his mouth, closed it again. He had no idea where to start. Nadine hadn’t seemed eager to work with Kay, yet everything in Nick’s research suggested the appearance of the spider-things meant all three knights needed to be on their toes. “This is a safe place to talk?”

“The safest,” the blond woman said from the counter. “Come on back.”

Kay and Nick joined her. “This is my…” Kay’s voice trailed off.

The gorgeous woman beamed, clearly charmed rather than offended. “I’m his Diana.” She extended her hand to Nick. “Welcome.”

He met her handshake, prepared for the undercurrent of magic at the contact. “Nick O’Malley. Thank you.”

“Kay and I are married by the old traditions,” she explained. “Eventually, we’ll get the job done in a modern fashion.”

Nick looked up at Kay. “So she’s your fiancée.”

“Wife,” Kay growled.

“Using the word around here only raises questions right now. Small town stuff,” Diana clarified for Nick. “But Kay isn’t satisfied with any term that doesn’t imply permanence. We should just drive out to Vegas. Or hit the courthouse in Denver and tell people we went to Vegas.”

Kay scoffed, shuffling his feet. Nick found a humorous relief in the old knight’s discomfiture. “Wayne’s wife is named Tara,” he said, just to tweak Kay. “With our family, they did the big church deal with a license and priest and it’s recognized as legal in every century.”

Diana bit her lip, suppressing a grin. “Tell us why you’re here,” she suggested.

Louise nudged another cup of tea his way. Once more Nick wished for a beer, thought what he wanted even more was the moral support of Wayne and Tara as he tried to explain how he’d wound up here.

He pulled up his phone and opened the file he had with the highlights of his research, the copies of the pictures Nadine had shared. “You were much easier to find than I anticipated,” Nick said.

Kay rumbled something unintelligible.

Maybe that wasn’t the best lead in. “What I mean is after Wayne peeked in on you, I expected to spend a few days in the wilderness searching.” He turned to Diana, raised his brows. “Should I assume you assisted Kay when he returned?”

“I did,” Diana’s wide smile brought even more light into the room. “I’m a direct descendant of the Avalon priestess who vowed to support Sir Kay’s quest against Mordred.”

“We succeeded as well,” Kay said. His gaze locked onto Diana. “Together.”

Nick swallowed. If the pattern held, Nadine and Bors would be in the midst of their own personal hell soon enough. Even if Nadine wasn’t destined for a romantic relationship with Sir Bors, Nick knew she wouldn’t be his either. The thought made him inexplicably sad for everyone.

“Are you well?” Diana touched his arm.

“I’m great.” Nick scrubbed at his face and pulled himself together. He swiped open the file on his phone. “Success or not, we have a new problem.” He explained the generally invisible, growing spiders and the little they knew so far. “Have you seen any creatures like this in the area?”

Kay shook his head while Louise eyed the pictures on the phone with focused concern while all of the color drained from Diana’s face. Jackpot, Nick thought, as Kay put a steadying arm around his wife.

“This is the work of Evienne,” Diana whispered. “Do you remember her?” she asked Kay.

“Yes,” he said, cringing.

“She was the last high priestess of the old religion,” Diana explained for Nick and Louise. “She bickered with the Lady of the Lake over politics and mystical power. She never forgave Arthur and Merlin for ousting her. She would often summon vicious creatures as tools. We were taught that the spiders in particular can be unobtrusive scouts or turn into a formidable army.”

Kay’s big hand rubbed small circles on Diana’s shoulder. “You’ve seen them here, love?”

“No. I would have told you immediately.” She reached up and squeezed his hand.

“If these were in the area our animals would be unsettled.” Louise tapped the counter near the phone. “We would all be unsettled. I imagine they give anyone who sees them quite a fright.”

“With good cause,” Diana said. “Sir Bors is one of very few known to survive an attack of the full-grown spiders. Evienne was banished long before Avalon faded beyond the mists. I can’t fathom how she survived or how she could get close enough to the borders to send these scouts into our world.”

“There are ways among those who study dark arts,” Kay muttered.

“True,” Nick agreed. “Wayne and Tara are in Brooklyn researching the O’Malley archives while I’m here. I’ll let them know you suspect Evienne.” It would give them a new direction, something they desperately needed.

“What of Sir Bors?” Kay asked as Nick sent a text message to Tara. “Has Gawain found him as well?”

“Yes and no,” Nick said.

“Which?” Kay grumbled. “It can’t be both.”

Nick decided not to argue. “Wayne used his gift and found where Bors should have been, but the knight was not there. He was spotted on a coastline with his hawk.”

“So he is awake and fulfilling his vow,” Kay stated.

“I hope you’re right. All we know for sure is that he’s awake,” Nick said, trying to remain calm. They needed answers. “The spiders might have nothing to do with his task. I’m told the spiders seem to be sticking close to leylines. According to Wayne’s vision, Bors isn’t anywhere near our place in Brooklyn.”

“Where the spiders are.” Louise gave a thoughtful hum and refilled her cup of tea.

“Do either of you know anything about Sir Bors’ task?” Diana asked. “Mordred appearing here as a mortal, making another attempt to secure a powerful talisman is what woke Kay.”

“The black knight was my last fight in my original lifetime,” Kay added.

That matched what Wayne had said during Nadine’s visit. “We think Sir Bors fought these spiders once before, but again, he isn’t in the vicinity of the spiders, so we’re just guessing until we can speak with him.”

“Awake, he will be guided as to where and how to proceed.” Kay pressed the heel of his hand to his sternum.

Nick hoped Bors would hurry. Even though he couldn’t see the damn spiders, knowing they were crawling around, circling the pub, made him itchy.

“My grandmother told the story of Sir Bors bravely fighting giant spiders singlehandedly while carrying something invaluable to Avalon from Merlin,” Diana said. “Somehow the spiders killed his horse. Without his hawk the item would have fallen into enemy hands.”

With Merlin, Evienne’s beasts, and Avalon in the mix, Nick didn’t like how things were stacking up. He wished like hell he’d gotten Nadine’s cell phone number. If she suspected Evienne, why wouldn’t she mention it? “Did Evienne control the spiders then?” Nick asked.

Diana nodded. She wrapped her hands around her tea as if seeking warmth. “I suppose anyone with the knowledge could, but according to the women in my line, such devious creatures were her specialty. She and Merlin were at each other’s throats at that point, vying for control of every wisp of power.”

“Merlin must have had any number of things she would want,” Nick murmured.

“Or want to reclaim,” Kay said. “The way I heard it from Merlin’s side, they bickered like children. If she sent in giant spiders she must have been after something she deemed critical to reclaiming her authority or…” He left the thought unfinished as Diana gripped his hand.

“The Memory Key,” she whispered. “Evienne must believe the key is within reach.”

“What are you talking about?” Nick asked.

“Reportedly it can shift the fabric of reality,” Diana said.

Nick caught the tsking sound and long look between her and Louise. “What?” he demanded.

“Merlin might have sent it to Avalon through Bors,” Diana continued. “It is definitely an item the hawk could have flown off with during the battle. Makes sense that Merlin would try to keep it out of her reach on Avalon.”

“You told me Avalon is gone,” Kay said. “How could it be an issue now?”

“Faded,” Nick corrected. “Beyond the mist and forgotten, but not gone. Something like a key could have disappeared any time.” He looked to Diana. “I’m going to need everything you know on the key, Evienne, and Avalon.”

Kay started to protest, but Louise silenced him with a single raised finger. “He is a traveler, rather like you,” she said with quiet authority.

Nick caught Kay’s incredulous expression, assumed his face bore a similar look. He had no idea what Louise was referring too.

“My friends will help you, Nick,” Louise said, looking to Kay and Diana in turn. “I will help by watching your home and companions while you are gone.”

Nick studied the older woman. Rather like you. What did that mean? He should ask, yet he wasn’t sure he wanted to know why she’d made such a statement. For a split-second he wondered if he was some modern rendition of Gawain’s squire, Peter. No, standard rules of genetics and memories blurred from long centuries of sleep had only made Kay and Wayne think so. He sure as hell wasn’t a knight from the past. His lineage and ancestry was well documented. If it hadn’t been, he wouldn’t have been trusted with the squire’s role.

“We’ll pack tonight,” Diana stated. “You flew into Denver, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not getting into an airplane,” Kay said. “No.”

Diana rolled her eyes. “You can’t run or fly that far on your own.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so.” She smiled up at Kay and he burst into laughter.

Nick smothered his shock. Could Kay change into any animal? He wanted to ask, but they needed to get back to New York and find a way to contact Bors.

Kay touched his forehead to hers. “Airplanes and helicopters are too flimsy for my liking. Can’t we drive, my love?”

“The time we waste in the car leaves everyone vulnerable to Evienne. Everyone,” she repeated. “Just because she hasn’t shown herself doesn’t mean she won’t. Whether or not this is Sir Bors’ fight, with my book, Wayne’s gift, and Nick’s archives we can find something to help.”

“She is ruthless,” Kay said in a deep, unhappy rumble. “How far is New York? I don’t want to fly in an airplane.”

Nick could understand that, just looking at the man’s size. After a lifetime of training and the past year working closely with Wayne to acclimate him to this era, Nick was prepared for this scenario. No sense putting Kay through the rigors of commercial air travel if he could help it. “We have a private service. You’ll have room to spread out, stretch your legs. Wayne loves it,” he added casually.

Kay’s eyes narrowed.

“Go save the world,” Louise said. “Your bear and lynx will be in good hands with Auntie Louise.”

Whatever that meant, Kay laughed, the sound rolling through the gallery. “Fine.”

“I’ll handle the flight plan,” Nick said. His branch of the O’Malley family tree had a wealth of resources and connections they used sparingly. The man was a hero and a knight of the Round Table after all. He deserved white-glove treatment when they could make it happen.
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“So tell me about this lie.”

Bors stared at his new, modern boots. He’d been waiting for this question for nearly twenty-four hours. Though his training kept the evidence from her, nerves shook through his system. Every time her lips parted he was sure it would be a set down, or worse, that she’d push him out of the pocket of safety she and her family had maintained to face his task alone.

Ridiculous to fear such a thing. For the last years of his life, and in all the times Merlin roused him for one purpose or another, he’d believed fulfilling his vow to Arthur would mean facing some terrible evil alone, with only a fleeting hope for the hawk’s companionship. He was capable against any fight as a knight, a man, and if needed a magician. His lie was a betrayal of all he claimed to be, a betrayal of those who’d trusted him.

Instead of demanding explanations she’d outfitted him for the modern era with comfortable new clothing and documents for himself and the hawk should they encounter what she termed as ‘the authorities’. She’d been pleasant, if a bit reserved, and completely focused on how best to search for a mystical key. She’d asked questions about the spiders, about his battle on the path to Avalon, but she’d neatly avoided any talk of his confession.

Who knew gratitude for what appeared to be acceptance of his failing could make him feel so terrible? Worse, being out here away from the cottage and the secluded beach, he felt weak as a newborn. Neither her camera nor Merlin’s hints compared to the startling reality in which he found himself. Why didn’t she just cut him loose rather than stick with him, an overwhelmed, deceitful knight from the past?

The place where the fire nymph had touched him burned more now than it had the day he’d received it. Guilt or guidance, he could not decide, so he did his best to ignore it.

“Sir Bors?”

He shifted his gaze to the window where fluffy white clouds blotted out the world below. An airplane, she called it, piloted by Tanner, one of her cousins. Private charter, as if the distinction made any sense, headed to New York, where she’d seen the spiders. He should be enjoying the view, reveling in a chance to see the world in a way similar to the hawk, yet misery plagued him. What if, by lying, he’d undermined the very tools designed to help him?

“Okay,” Nadine popped up out of her seat. “I can’t call you that. Bryce. Bryce,” she repeated. “That’s the name on your license.”

Yes, that was the small card she’d put in the wallet along with paper money before directing him to keep the wallet in the back pocket of his denim trousers. Jeans, he corrected. “But we are alone. You said—”

She shook her head, her hair a dark ripple down her back. “Well then call me a liar too. I can’t call you Bors, not even in private.” She turned and gestured to him. “Sir Bors is a legend, an ancient legend and you’re too… you’re too real,” she finished abruptly.

“I should hope so. I’m the same man I was then,” he pointed out.

A rosy glow rose in her cheeks. She folded her arms over her chest. “That doesn’t do a thing to fix my problem.”

“What problem?” He doubted calling him by another name would suddenly make working with a liar more palatable to her.

Her tongue slid over her lips and he tracked the delicate movement. In another time and place, he might consider it an invitation. An outrageous desire to taste her, to discover the texture of her skin, whipped through him. It had been centuries since he’d felt the unquenchable need she stirred in his body. She wasn’t a woman to toy with or tumble for quick relief regardless of how long he’d gone without a woman.

“What problem?” he repeated. Weakening willpower and a fear of embarrassing himself with his sudden arousal kept him in his seat.

“You do not appear ancient or decrepit.”

“That should be good news for our cause when we find the enemy,” he said gruffly.

“Yes.” Relief washed over her features. “I’m sure it will help if we meet any resistance.”

“When.” He might not yet be certain they were on the right path to the key, but he was sure they’d meet resistance when they found it. It was a good reminder. He had been forced into Nadine’s life for a purpose that surpassed his attraction.

“Right.” She pressed her palms together and sat down in a chair on the other side of the aisle. “Bryce is a modern derivative of your name.”

A sweet warmth slid across his skin. He leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees as he studied her green eyes. “Say it again,” he demanded.

“Bryce.” The new name emerged from her lips in a husky whisper and his gut clenched with need.

“This name is easier for you when you look at me?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He inclined his head, gave her a polite smile. “Bryce deGanis, at your service, Lady Nadine.”

“Gaines,” she said. “You’re Bryce Gaines.”

He wouldn’t argue, not when it seemed so important to her. “As you wish.”

Her lips parted and then she laughed, the merry sound dancing on the air. On the perch nearby, his hawk reacted with a warble and stretch. “That’s unacceptable in this era?”

“No, it’s fine,” she said between outbursts. “It’s a famous line from a movie.” She fanned her face. “Forgive me.”

There was nothing he could see to forgive. She was so lovely with her heart light, her eyes dancing. As lovely as she’d been on the beach when he’d flown his hawk. He had questions of his own, about her and her upbringing, yet she deserved an explanation for his error in the past and what it might mean to them now.

“You asked about the lie,” he began, a dull ache gripping his heart. “I carried the Memory Key to Avalon for Merlin, was set upon by giant versions of the creatures you saw. They killed my horse. Without Merrick’s help,” he tipped his head to his hawk, “the spiders might have succeeded.”

“Merlin didn’t send any protection with you?”

“In his way. King Arthur and I dispatched the monsters while Merrick carried the key to safety on Avalon.”

“Wow.” Her dark eyebrows arched. “None of the records mention Arthur.”

“Some secrets should stay that way,” he pointed out.

“And everyone has them,” she said, enigmatically, reminding him of her mother—grandmother many times over. “Why mention that you lied? I would never have known.”

Fear? Regret over things that could not be changed? He couldn’t be sure. “It felt like the right time to confess.”

“Gee thanks. I’m not a priest.”

No, she was not a priest. He swiveled the chair, avoiding her gaze. “You should know the risks of traveling with me.” He took a deep breath, and looked to his hawk for courage. “I have held the Memory Key, under Merlin’s supervision.”

Once more her eyebrows winged up, but she didn’t interrupt.

“Whatever research you’ve read is inadequate. The breadth of the key’s power is vast. Indescribable. It can warp a man’s character, tempt him to do things he might never consider in his right mind.

“The key I carried for safekeeping to Avalon was not the true key,” he continued. “It was a forgery, though Merlin infused the fake with enough mirrored power to convince me, and any who might come after it, that it was real. When I stood on Avalon with Arthur and the Lady of the Lake, she asked me if the protections outlined by Merlin were sufficient. I was the test, you see. I was the measure of the lock.”

He forced his mind from the haunting images of the past and studied the woman who’d volunteered her life to watch over a liar. “If I had been honest with them that I could still sense the key’s power despite the layers of protection, they might have done something different. Not only did I sense the newly hidden forgery, I could feel the pull of the original key still out in the world. I’ve never quite been free of that pull.”

Why didn’t she speak? Had he finally convinced her to see him for the failure he was?

“You’re not a liar,” she stated. “Not by nature. I trust you, Bryce. Sir Bors. By any name, you’re still a hero to me.”

He could barely comprehend her meaning, bowled over by her frank acceptance. How was it that this woman drew out his darkest secrets, his greatest shame, and washed him clean? He’d confessed all and she still gazed at him with those fathomless eyes full of admiration. As a liar, he wasn’t worthy of anything but her scorn.

“My time with Merlin rewrote something inside my heart,” he said. “I’m no longer sure I trust myself to honor my vow to Arthur. I fear when the time comes, I will choose the wrong side. You could suffer.”

She leaned forward, covered his white-knuckled fists with her elegant hands. “That’s why Merlin has used you throughout time, drawn you away from a peaceful rest to do his bidding.”

He shook his head. “I never saw the key again.”

“But you felt it, right?”

“Yes. There have only been two occasions when the key’s pull was muted,” he replied. “In the land of your ancestors and in the cottage.”

Her brow furrowed as she leaned back in her seat once more. He managed not to chase the warmth of her touch. “What about now?”

He rubbed his sternum. “I know where to look.”

“New York?”

“No.”

“Tell me. We can adjust the flight plan, retrieve the key and stash it somewhere safe.”

“Such as? Your own sources claim the key was stolen from Avalon. It might have only been a forgery, but where is a place safe enough for the real thing?”

“Then we’ll destroy it,” she insisted. “We have tools you didn’t have in the sixth century. We have lasers now. Hell, we could send it to space. There are plenty of options to keep the key out of enemy hands.”

She raised a point as critical as the location of the key. “And who is the enemy?” he asked.

Her shoulders sagged. “I don’t know. None of my research has given me any lead on who broke Avalon’s barriers and sent in the spiders. Then or now. I can’t even find the origin of the key itself.”

He had some of those answers. Keeping them from her would only protect her in the short term, though he didn’t think she’d enjoy what he had to say. “Arthur sent me to assist Merlin, in part because of my own abilities.”

“That light shield was awesome,” she said.

“Thanks.” He hoped he would do better should another battle arise. “More impressive that you muted it without extinguishing it.” If there was time in this life, he’d like to learn that trick. “I can’t begin to tell you the things I learned or saw in Merlin’s lair.” He rubbed at the raised hair at the back of his neck. “Most of it I’d rather not remember. The Memory Key was a gift from his father ages ago.”

“Hang on.” Nadine held up a finger. “Merlin had a father?”

“Surely you’re aware of procreation basics, Lady Nadine.”

“A sarcastic knight is just what I need in my life.” She wrinkled her nose. “If he wasn’t hatched, who fathered him?”

“That I don’t know for certain, only that he was powerful among the fey.”

“Naturally.”

He pressed on. “To continue, the crafty old wizard sensed something searching, coming for the key and assumed the seeker was quite powerful. He did what he could to shut out the would-be thief before I arrived. During my stay he whittled down the list of most likely suspects and realized the key was no longer safe in his possession.”

“Who was coming for it?”

“Evienne—”

“Sister of Mab,” she finished for him. “Have mercy.”

“She’s not known for it. Based on Merlin’s ramblings I believe she wants the key in a bid to reclaim her seat as high priestess of the old religion. No one wanted her to have that much power. Mab herself was integral in making sure Evienne couldn’t take over.”

“Good grief,” Nadine shoved up and out of her chair, pacing away and back to him. “Doesn’t anyone from your era really die?”

She was absolutely glorious with her body eager for a fight and temper igniting her green eyes. The more he watched her, the more they talked, the more he wanted to know about her. Did she study falconry as her ancestors had done? Had her mothers and grandmothers told her anything about him as a knight? How would her long limbs and honeyed skin feel under his hands? He yanked his mind back to the present before the fantasy carried him away.

“As an Amari daughter, you know the answer to that,” he said. “So many impossible things are real.” Including the legends of the immortal men and women of her clan.

“We’re blessed with long lives.” She gave the automatic response absently, her mind clearly on the more pressing concern. “The old religion.” Her toe tapped impatiently and then she resumed her pacing. “Why couldn’t I find any reference to that bitch being involved with this?”

He approved of the insult. “Merlin sent the key—the forgery—to Avalon with me to draw her out, yet her monsters fought in her stead.”

“Was she too weak to attack outright?”

“Her monsters were strong enough.” The heavy toll of that battle would forever annoy him. He rubbed at the ache in his chest. “But yes, that was the consensus.”

“Maybe Wayne will have more information or a way to track the spiders to the source when we get there. How did she get them from wherever she is into Brooklyn?”

He didn’t know, couldn’t work, the kind of elemental power Merlin and Evienne wielded. He struggled for a deep breath, as thoughts of seeing his friend again flooded his system with a tide of happiness. Gawain would understand his trepidation about the new world and would likely have good advice on how to adapt. Although he wasn’t excited to admit all the things he’d never told them, Nadine’s confidence gave him hope that any revelations or necessary deceptions would be understood. Forgiven.

The pressure behind his sternum suddenly built to outright pain and a ringing started in his ears. “Na-Nadine,” he gasped. One hand on his heart, one reaching for her, he tried to stand. He heard the cry of his hawk before his world went black.

*

Nadine jerked around as the floor of the plane shook under her feet. Not the result of turbulence, the knight of old had crashed like a redwood. Rolling him over—good grief he was heavy—she gave a startled cry. There was a gray pallor to his skin and his lips were tinged blue. He’d looked more alive when he’d been on the slab in the sheltered chamber.

She pressed her fingers to his neck, searching for a pulse. So faint she thought she imagined it, she shoved his hand from his chest and pressed her ear over his heart. Yes, still beating. That was a good sign. The only good sign.

He didn’t seem to be breathing. “You can’t die on me now, old man.” She bolted forward and told her cousin they had a medical emergency. On his promise to land at the nearest airfield she returned to Bryce.

Kneeling beside him, she took stock, smoothing his hair back from his face. What if moving him away from the cottage had somehow hurt him? Wayne and Kay managed their arrivals in this century, but maybe she’d pushed this knight too quickly. She wasn’t a healer, though she’d been trained in the basic family knowledge and she had a good understanding of modern science. If she didn’t do something, she might truly lose him.

The hawk called out again and Nadine murmured assurances to the bird. Closing her eyes, she brought to mind an image of her grandmother, one of the best healers her family had ever produced. Using her hands and insight, she checked for anything obvious blocking the lungs or airway. Everything was clear.

So why wasn’t he breathing? Desperate, she tipped back his head, pinched his nose and breathed into his mouth. His chest lifted as his lungs filled with her breath, and fell again on the exhale. He didn’t take another breath on his own. She repeated the process with no further progress. What the hell?

She felt the plane lean into a descent. Help would be close, but modern medicine couldn’t fix an unidentified problem of a magical nature. Had the mention of Evienne’s name somehow cursed him?

“Come on!” She tore open his shirt, running her hands over his torso, examining him for any evidence of a curse or latent wound. His hand had been at his heart when she’d turned him over. Moving on pure intuition, she placed his hand over his heart and covered it with hers.

Beside him, she sank deep into herself, into the lineage that defined her and pulled from her innermost strength. “Let my body do that to which it is called,” she murmured. When she’d muted his magic with hers that first night, she’d bumped into the leading edge of his gifts. She sought that whispering thread of power now, burrowing past his body’s troubles to find the source of the man beneath.

A pale light flickered behind her closed eyelids, so beautiful and true. She latched on to that light and brought it up like a sunrise within the man. She imagined all that light filling his chest, healing any ailment of his body.

Her heart beat in time with his, slow and steady. Her breath buoyed them both. Her starlight, his sunshine, working together and blending into something new. The light built and built in him, pouring over her, surrounding them.

“Nadine!” Her name burst from his lips as he reared up, clutched her to his chest with those strapping arms.

It was her turn to fight for breath, but she didn’t mind much. She murmured soothing nonsense as his heart thundered. She opened her eyes and discovered they were inside a bubble of light, cushioning them from everything else.

He shifted her in his arms just enough to lay his mouth on hers. No gentle kiss here, but a clear possession, a decisive claiming. She was his. That was fine, since it made the reverse equally true in her mind, her heart. He was hers. Her fingers sought purchase in the sculpted muscles of his shoulders. She could all but taste the light in him as his tongue stroked over hers, swept away by the heat and discovery of him.

He broke the kiss, cupping her jaw in his strong hands. “Nadine.” His lips feathered over her forehead and cheeks and once more across her lips. “Have I overstepped?”

Yes. No. A true answer failed her. She shook her head as her heart soared. If she opened her mouth, she’d likely beg for another kiss, for more than kisses. She recognized this as a defining moment, having had one or two previously. Kissing him had set her life on a new path, pushed her future into new territory, though she couldn’t articulate the ramifications.

His golden-brown eyes were lit with something indescribable that made her feel weak all over. More than physical desire, she sensed something deeper she’d never expected to know and wasn’t ready to face.

Startled and unsettled, she scooted out of his reach. Weakness wasn’t a reaction she tolerated, for any reason. She couldn’t quite bring herself to stand, mesmerized by the tan skin stretched taut over every firm angle and slope of his stunning torso. Smart, no, but she’d be an idiot not to enjoy the view. Sir Bors—Bryce—would always tempt her to stare, to fantasize about the man, the legend, and the impossible future.

“Feeling better?” she asked, cursing the breathless tremor in her voice. The bubble of light was fading and she felt the wheels of the plane touch down.

“What did you do?” He rolled to his feet and helped her up as well. “I haven’t felt this good since… well, I’ve never felt this good.”

The grin on his face sent her pulse into overdrive. So soon after that kiss and she might be at risk for a cardiac event of her own. Better to get them back on track. “Go reassure Merrick. I’ll tell Tanner to fuel up and get back in the air.”

“Wait.”

She did, watching him closely, braced for a relapse.

He closed his eyes. “We’re close.” When he opened his eyes once more, his entire face glowed with supreme confidence. “We’re close to the key.”

“You’re kidding. Joking,” she clarified when his eyebrows flexed in confusion. “That’s why you collapsed?”

“So it would seem. My connection to the key is stronger than any bond I’ve known.” He scowled at her, his gaze dropping to her lips. “I can’t adequately explain it.”

“It’s all right.” Understanding the physics of magic and innate power didn’t make the facts easier to share with someone else. She escaped to the cockpit, pushing the kiss and the feelings swirling around it to the back of her mind.

“Where are we?”

Her cousin turned around. Tanner was younger, but he would always appear older, having hit his full Amari maturity a bit later than she had. The disparity often made him forget she had more experience with the weird and unwieldy than he did. “Is everything okay back there?”

“Yeah, he’s fine now.” She resisted the urge to touch her lips.

Tanner stared at her a long moment. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

“Does anyone?” she snapped. “Where are we?”

“Pennsylvania,” he replied. “Was it the altitude that gave him problems?”

She covered her face with her hands before she let loose a wild, frustrated scream. “I have no idea,” she managed with a calm she didn’t really feel. “I don’t think he knows exactly what happened.”

“But you did something,” Tanner pointed at her. “I can see it in your aura.”

The problem with family is they always thought they knew best.

“I did what was necessary as guardian.” And then some, she thought. “He is well, alive to do what needs done.”

“Right.”

She bumped her head back against the door frame, as if she could shake loose some information about Pennsylvania. “Any leylines or power centers in this area?”

“Like I’m Wikipedia?” Tanner shrugged. “By the way, I cancelled the ambulance when I saw you two locking lips.”

Thank goodness she wasn’t prone to blushing. “You’re the best,” she said with syrupy sarcasm. She pulled up an app on her phone. “I’ll find a car rental and we can get moving.”

Tanner winked. “I’ll chaperone.”

“Absolutely not. I’m old enough to manage my own affairs.” She cringed at the poor choice of words.

“Then I defer to your vast wisdom.” He cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll fuel up, check things over and be ready when you are.”

“Thanks. Do me a favor?”

Tanner sat forward, feigning enthusiasm. “Anything, cousin.”

She wrote down the name and address of the O’Malley pub in Brooklyn. “If we don’t check in by dark, call and ask for Nick. Let him know where we are and that we’ll call when we’re headed his way.”

“I can let him know where the plane is,” Tanner said. “Would be nice to share where you’re going.”

“Hopefully in the right direction.” She relented. “We’re using Camelot Knight GPS. I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but right now that is as much as I know.”

“Fine.”

“Thanks for keeping us ready to move.” She ruffled his hair, just to remind him of the real difference in their ages, and went to find Bryce.

He was near the back of the cabin, speaking to his hawk, stroking the feathers on Merrick’s breast. Her own hand tingled, remembering similar sweet moments with her Caflice.

“Do you know where we need to go?” she asked. “I’ve arranged for a car, but neither my cousin nor I could think of a particular place of power nearby.”

Bryce glanced her way, his hand still soothing the hawk. “Is there a wild place?”

“Wild?”

“Uninhabited. Undeveloped. Forests or caves were Merlin’s favorites when it came to hiding things.”

She didn’t need him to point out that those places would also appeal to Evienne. “I’ll check.” It took her a moment to pull up the local area on her phone and then settle on the most likely search terms. They were almost equidistant between Philadelphia and New York City.

“This area is full of parks and protected land,” she said, scrolling over the map of the area. “There’s even a field of rocks where the stones ring like bells.”

That detail caught his full attention. “How is this possible?”

She raised her phone, inviting him to look. “According to the website some of the stones make a sound when struck.”

He was swiping the screen like a pro, studying the images. He even managed to figure out how to get the recording of the stones to play. Not bad for a man so new to the technology of the era.

“Car’s here,” Tanner called from the cockpit.

Nadine slipped her phone into her pocket and grabbed her camera bag. Bryce shrugged into the backpack with the rain gear and a few essentials, and then brought Merrick from the perch to his glove.

Better to go in light and fast on their search for the key. She had the family credit card in case they needed to make a run for it. Once they had the key, if Evienne came after them or if Bryce felt the need for advice or backup, they could continue to New York.

Or they might part ways, a voice whispered across the back of her mind. When he found the key, what would happen? Would he stay in this world as Sir Gawain and Sir Kay had done? How was he supposed to keep this kind of thing from happening again?

She had no hint about any of those answers and couldn’t pinpoint how any of it made her feel. Every moment in his company carried her deeper into that undiscovered territory where her light danced with his. Maybe it was the thrill of something fresh and new or the appealing anchor of his loyalty and commitment.

Her only certainty was that she was already half in love with a stranger out of time, a man who could ignite her soul with a kiss, a knight who must first fulfill an ancient vow to protect the world from evil.













Ten






Evienne wanted to call up a bolt of fire from the depths of the earth and march her spider scouts right into it. They should have made better progress on the key itself and instead they’d been distracted by a variety of magics lingering forgotten and ignored, all but crushed under the heel of the oblivious modern populace.

She held back, saving a column of fire for a time and place when it would be more effective than roasting mindless, eight-legged servants. They’d found wards aplenty along paths of power and rumor. Some her spiders could cross, others worked like a repellant, leaving them to observe from afar.

Tapping the forgery against her palm, she willed the key to give up its secrets. She cursed Merlin and the red herrings he’d scattered among the world. “I am no longer amused!”

The words bounced around the chamber as impotent and ineffective as everything else lately. She wanted her power restored. She’d earned the right to rule, if only by her continued survival.

Merlin was hardly more than a wisp of vague memory in the minds of humanity. A careless footnote in history, along with the Lady of the Lake who had let the beloved Avalon fade into obscurity. They’d muted their power, allowed humanity to grow unchecked. The natural world was practically begging for someone with the gifts and cunning to take control once more.

Evienne held every advantage. She knew what the key looked like, knew the unique magical signature that hummed within that invaluable metal. Forged by the fey long before her time, the key could give her what those lacking vision had determined she would never hold.

Forcing her mind away from the tempest of her emotions and settling her thoughts into the calm surface of a placid lake, she reviewed her options.

The key was essential to her claim as leader of the old religion. The key would assure she was recognized and honored, yet she already held the power within. No matter that she lacked the following or live audience, as high priestess, she could connect with every wild plant or animal, even in the new world. If the spiders were too young and so easily distracted, she would take matters into her own hands and teach them how to search properly. It would be good practice for all the others she would mold and guide once she assumed her rightful place.

The areas where her spiders had persistently congregated gave her the easiest access. She found the images they’d fed her of the new world more appalling than she’d expected, but being in the world was worse. Only minutes outside of her shadows and she felt herself weakening from the smallest exertion here where electrical impulses were everywhere and none of them in any kind of alignment or harmony.

Determined to end her unlawful banishment, she pressed on. Riding along with the cluster of spiders, she circled the magical wards guarding one particular building.

A tavern, she noticed with a merry laugh. Who would have thought she’d rely on the predictability of men to reclaim her place? Men never changed and they never went long without their comforts. An entry point indeed, she mused as new ideas danced though her mind.

The power within the wards protecting the tavern set her teeth on edge. An unmistakable hint of the bastard Merlin blended with a newer power and something less obvious, though equally ancient. She nudged the spider cluster closer, extending one segmented leg across the boundary.

The spider hissed and the cluster contracted as the leg was vaporized by the pure clean magic within the ward. She felt the sting of it herself and nearly drove the scouting cluster over the ward to fight.

Too soon. Too soon.

She retreated, assessing what she recognized and what she did not. Whoever placed the wards was no mere mortal. She watched the sea of humanity flow by, ignorant of the lethal threat looming over them. With a word she could reveal herself. Most would likely faint or drop dead from the shock. It was unfathomable that any of these pitiful specimens could have accomplished such a feat with the wards. Studying the old texts would not be enough. She knew of no one with power like this who would dare document the entirety of a spell or process. Especially not Merlin.

The ward should crumble at her touch—it was barely older than the building. By her very existence she should have been able to mute the damnable protection.

“Which of you is my enemy?” she murmured, peering down at the humans scurrying along the street. And why take such care with a common place unless there were worthy secrets inside? She didn’t sense the key, only power. Given time, this was power she might warp or steal and turn to her cause, she mused.

She could set her spiders loose with a word and clear the street in a blink. That would surely flush out someone protective enough to set wards such as these.

Tempting. So very tempting.

She and the cluster of spiders crept further from the temptation, evaluating the likely results and consequences. She was Evienne, the rightful high priestess, and this world needed her as much as she needed it. An aggressive assault now, without the key in hand, would be short-lived at best. A flashy return to her full power and a quick burnout was not what she’d been working toward all this time.

She listened, tuning out what she would one day eliminate. No whisper of the key reached her and yet her spiders returned to this place at every opportunity. Resigned, she waited, her temper simmering with boredom and the indignity of being pinned within this ill-fitting spidery form.

Soothing herself, she imagined her life as it soon would be, when she had the key and stood over this world in her full glory. Merlin and the lingering memories of her old enemies would wither in defeat.

She used that vision to entertain herself as the other spiders scattered to and fro over the nearby buildings, bringing her various views of the area.

Knowing what this isle had once been, her heart ached that so little of it remained. “Be patient, my loves,” she murmured to the earth, the water. “Order will return…” Her voice trailed off, her thoughts scattering as a vehicle stopped in front of the tavern. Pure power wafted up to her, fragrant and sweet as honey.

A man and woman emerged and Evienne’s breath stalled. An Avalon priestess, golden hair billowing in the breeze, stood proudly next to the formidable Sir Kay the Tall.

Impossible wasn’t in Evienne’s vocabulary. How the pair might be here was far less important than why.

As if willingly confirming Evienne’s identification, the woman turned, her face lifting bit by bit as her gaze unerringly tracked the path of spiders that should not be visible, stopping at the cluster bearing Evienne. It appeared Merlin had passed on more than a few of his tricks before he’d left the corporeal realm.

“Well, well. You were on the right track after all,” she whispered to her scouts. “I am quite pleased.”

A younger man urged them toward the front door, into the protective circle of the wards, his gaze darting about as if her spiders were stalking him.

“Yes, be wary, young man. There will be much to fear in time,” she stated, her next move almost decided.

Then the door opened and another brawny man stepped out. His fair aura made her cringe in distaste. Sir Gawain, beloved knight of Arthur’s Round Table. Whatever brought them to this place and time, she could not allow them to interfere.

In an earlier time it had been Sir Bors, another of Arthur’s famed warriors, who had lured her strongest spiders into battle when the false key had been planted on Avalon.

“Merlin, I’ll grant you’re clever, but I am the one still standing.”

The crafty, relentless wizard had to be behind this. It could not be coincidence that Gawain and Kay were here while she searched for the key. Did that mean Sir Bors was nearby as well?

If so, Evienne could find and follow Bors to the key. He’d been the only person capable of holding the key and resisting its power. It made no sense for Merlin to see Gawain and Kay into this world without sending Bors as well.

Evienne withdrew to her shadows, orders flying, calling up her best weapons. To keep her advantage, she must move quickly before that surviving priestess could give the knights any warning.

“Lamia, darling? Do you recall the fun of a good tavern brawl?”

“I do, my queen.”

“Wonderful. Here is what you shall do.” Evienne outlined her strategy and expectations.

While Lamia dealt with the knights and priestess here, Evienne would track down Bors, the only knight who could truly impede her ultimate plans.













Eleven






Bryce took stock of every detail as they left the airport. This vehicle was bigger than the one Nadine had driven away from the seaside cottage. The terrain blurring beyond the windows was a stark contrast to the soft tide rolling up the beach. He wanted to go back, and felt compelled to charge forward, despite the persistent concern that he could not hold the key against Evienne’s desperate hunger for the power.

He’d been struggling to regain his composure, to understand what had happened to his body in that plane before Nadine intervened. He might never understand what she did to save him, only that he’d been altered in a way that left him feeling invincible.

It was a heady sensation and one he feared could be his downfall if he dwelled in it too long.

“The air smells different here,” he observed, eager for a distraction.

“We’re inland. No ocean breeze. More trees and old mountains.”

He could hear the affection in her voice. “You enjoy the old mountains more than the beach?”

“It’s a big world,” she replied. “I enjoy many parts of it.”

She’d told him a bit about her travels as she drove. “Do you miss your home?” Her entire body stiffened and he felt the misstep as clearly as if the tide sucked the sand from under his feet. “My apologies.”

“Why?”

“I’m the reason you’re not able to be home.”

“Not entirely.” She cleared her throat. “We moved, most of us anyway, when things heated up with borders and politics. We’re used to relocating and adapting whenever it’s necessary. The cottage has been home—a good one—for many years.”

She slowed the vehicle to take a turn and suddenly the sounds changed again. He could hear the key beckoning him closer, no longer an undercurrent, but a voice on the breeze. He hoped, when they recovered it, that he wouldn’t do anything stupid with all that power at his disposal.

“Should I apologize for kissing you?”

“Please don’t.” Her teeth sank into her full lower lip.

“That can’t be considered appropriate behavior,” he said. The shock of that kiss still rattled him.

“Maybe not. But under the circumstances, it’s forgivable.”

“I see.” He turned his attention to their surroundings and the call of the key. Getting distracted by desire wasn’t a good idea when so much was riding on this search.

“What happened?”

Her quiet question gave him a start. “When I kissed you?” He wasn’t quite ready to delve into the sudden sense of loss the moment before he’d blacked out. And he definitely didn’t want to discuss the awareness, the serene fullness of time, place, and purpose he’d felt when he’d wrapped her in his arms and pressed his lips to hers.

She shot him a look from those dark eyes that saw too much. “I meant before that. You weren’t breathing, but your heart kept beating.”

He drummed his fingers on his thighs.

“Come on,” she pressed. “You scared me. Did we leave the cottage too soon? Are you really ready for this or are you in some sort of zombie-knight stasis?”

He didn’t want to know what those last words meant. “I don’t have full answers for either of us. When the fire nymph prepared us for this quest, we were warned things might go awry or that we would have untoward or unexpected reactions. I can only assume the nearness of the key prompted the trouble.”

“Huh. Like a homing beacon plucking you from the sky?”

He wasn’t sure he understood all of that, but agreed with her to end the discussion. “What do you know about this rock field?” And how had Merlin planted the key in such a place?

“Not much. It isn’t really on the radar as a place of power, but none of the experts have an explanation for the phenomenon of the stones.”

The key called to him, pulling with more insistence with every passing minute. He hoped it wasn’t much further as his blood seemed to heat and his pulse surged erratically.

They drove on in silence and he kept wondering what she was thinking of him rather than considering what he might do when he held the key again. If he brought the key into the open, he could almost guarantee Evienne would attack. When Nadine stopped the car, it was late in the afternoon and he still didn’t have a good counter-attack plan in mind.

Nadine turned in her seat, her dark eyes full of concern. “This is as far as we can go by car. Do you think we should wait until we’re alone up here?”

“I can shield us from curious humans,” he said. Since she’d pulled him from that strange abyss he’d felt a resurgence of the powers he’d once known. Whatever she’d done, he felt restored, more alive than when he’d first lived.

Her eyebrows arched and she took a deep breath. “Okay. That’s a good sign.”

“What?” He couldn’t interpret the small frown on her lips.

“Seems you’ve got your confidence back,” she said. “A good sign, as I said.”

He wasn’t convinced, but she scooted out of the car before he could ask what made her uneasy. Why would his restored confidence be a problem?

Tugging the protective leather glove over his hand, he brought Merrick out of the car and secured the jesses before removing her hood. He held out his arm so she could stretch her wings and take in the new scents and view the area. He didn’t plan to let her fly until he knew Evienne had not set a trap for them.

Nadine shrugged into her backpack and used her phone to touch base with her cousin waiting with the plane.

The urgency from the key was building now and on his arm Merrick felt it as well. They followed a marked path through the trees, hiking in closer to the field of rocks, passing people who were leaving for the day. Not for the first time, he wished he and his hawk shared the bond of sight as Gawain did with his hound. Still, he didn’t trust the area, didn’t trust Evienne to stay away if she wasn’t already lurking here.

“She is in our world,” he murmured to Nadine. He felt the evil presence as a cold spot between his shoulders. Alert for any sign of scouting spiders, he continued along the trail of the key.

“Bryce?”

Nadine’s new name for him didn’t strike his ear as odd anymore. Not from her lips anyway. She paused as another family passed them.

“She’s here?”

“Not here in this place.” Not yet anyway. “I believe she is close.”

“Could she have leveled you? On the plane,” she clarified.

He nodded. “It’s possible she is homing in on me much as I am doing with the key.”

“Then we can’t retrieve it.” Nadine’s voice faded to a mere whisper in his ear when he set eyes on the field of stones. “Not until we have a plan,” she was saying.

Normally, he would agree, now he was running on pure instinct. Whatever the key did next felt destined and well beyond the scope of any planning. They moved closer. On his arm, Merrick’s talons gripped the glove, her sharp gaze continually assessing their surroundings. The trees, many of them spindly and gray from losing their leaves to the season, surrounded the strange clearing filled with stones.

“Remarkable,” he murmured, awestruck.

Nadine raised her camera, capturing the scenery. The power in her words drifted over him as she uttered a spell to reveal any evil or creatures waiting to attack them at Evienne’s command. He could have confirmed they were alone, magically speaking. For now.

He moved away from her to explore the area, deliberately going in the direction opposite the key’s pull. The pain was deep, but not unbearable now that he knew what to expect. The key wanted to be found and it would be.

Bryce assessed the area. No, it wasn’t a place of power along the lines of Avalon or even Nadine’s cottage, but the key was here. Or rather, it was accessible to him here. Interesting. He supposed this was why Merlin kept so many secrets. If Bryce had been told what he would face, where he would face it and how, he would have thought the cagey wizard completely mad.

“Is this the place?” Nadine asked when he’d finished his circuit and joined her at the head of the path.

“I believe this place will serve.” He soothed Merrick, considering his next moves, his best options.

“It’s clear of troublemakers.” She offered him a look through at the camera, but he waved it off.

“I shouldn’t hold the key for long,” he said. “Having held it before, I might not be strong enough to resist its power.”

“Together we’ll manage,” she promised.

There was no sense in denying he liked the sound of that almost as much as he liked the sound of the new name she’d given him. “Merlin says whoever holds the key must be of clear mind and purpose.”

“Are you?”

He looked down into her gorgeous dark eyes and his body made immediate demands that would have to wait. “I am trying to be.”

She leaned close. “I believe in you.”

“Thank you. Should the key come to me here, we will need a way to keep it safe and away from Evienne or her monsters.”

“I’ve given that some thought.” She motioned for him to turn and helped him out of the backpack he carried, carefully navigating around Merrick. She dropped the pack to the ground and unzipped it. Rooting through whatever gear she’d stuffed in the pack, she pulled out a long, slim case, lined in a familiar fabric. “You know how the chamber was protected from the world,” she said, “this is the same concept on a smaller scale.” She held out the box. “Try it.”

He ran his hand through the space and immediately felt the power and gap within the box. Moving his hand back and forth, he felt the same charge he’d felt as they crossed the border of her protections around the cottage.

“Nicely done,” he said, admiring the craftsmanship. “That’s amazing and should be sufficient protection for the key.” At least temporarily. He didn’t see how they could allow the key to remain in this timeline. The world would never be safe from the threat unless and until Evienne was destroyed. Since he’d first woken to the key’s need, he’d suspected there wouldn’t be a good permanent solution other than to take the key back to Merlin to be destroyed.

“Thank you,” he said, wishing he could kiss her again.

“You’re welcome.” She practically glowed, clearly pleased by his praise. “Now tell me how to help.”

He moved closer to the nearest tree. “Will you please hold Merrick?”

At her nod, he perched his bird on a branch and gave Nadine the glove. When she offered her arm, Merrick happily accepted the new place. The interaction was flawless, confirming his suspicion that Nadine was an expert falconer. Another distraction he must put away until later.

He made himself comfortable at the edge of the rock field and cleared his mind of everything that wasn’t the Memory Key. Latching onto the pulse in his blood, he followed the irresistible lure. Wisps like smoke rose from the stones nearest him, tendrils of power guiding him deeper. He’d never expected to use the spells Merlin had taught him quite this way.

There was symmetry between this plane—as real and hard as the deep field of stones—and the plane where Merlin had hauled him to and fro. In that intangible plane where an airy nothingness tempted him, inviting him to give up his soul, he followed the call of the key.

Lives rushed past his peripheral vision, not unlike the view from the side windows of a moving car. It was a blurry mess of goodness and light chased by mean threats lurking in the shadows. He focused his attention deeper. His fingertips warmed, tingled. He was close now.

So close.

“Bryce. We’re here.”

Nadine’s voice floated somewhere above him, behind him. A light flashing in the shadows he passed on his way to the key. Merlin had taught him how to navigate this space where everything was real and nothing had substance.

“Sir Bors! This way.” That was Merlin, interrupting again.

He was Bryce. Nadine had said so. “Later.” He was in no mood for more tricks.

“Now! You’re a fool by any name,” Merlin scolded, reading his thoughts too well.

Bryce glared as the blurry image at the edge of his awareness took shape as the ornery wizard, standing tall, his beard shorter, more golden than gray.

Just how far had he traveled, Bryce wondered. “The key is in jeopardy,” he told Merlin.

“I know. You must take it now. Protect it.”

Bryce looked down as the cool metal key touched his palm. “You once gave me a fake key.”

“A necessary attempt to confuse and confound,” Merlin snapped impatiently. “Take it.” He tried to curl Bryce’s fingers around the key.

“Did it work?” Bryce asked, resisting.

“Yes.”

And yet here they were repeating history. Bryce bit back the pointless argument. Merlin would never admit an error. “Avalon is out of reach,” he said. “How will I keep the key safe?”

“Trust the woman until I return to you.” Merlin cocked his head as if he’d heard a sound.

All Bryce heard was a soft wind in the trees.

“Get back to her now and you will have won this battle.” Merlin gripped Bryce’s shoulder, his normally shrewd gaze revealing affection and a hint of pride. “You’ve done well. My thanks, Sir Bors. Now go. You must be alert and savvy to win the war that is nearly upon you.”

Merlin cupped his hands around his mouth and whispered a word of power.

Bryce tumbled like a leaf caught in the leading edge of a storm, unable to find a focus point in this ethereal plane or the real world running alongside it. Then he was back, Merrick’s shrill call in his ears and drops of moisture falling on his cheek.

“You’re back.” Nadine shook his shoulders and she swiped her cheek against her sleeve.

Had she been crying? “I never really left.” He looked around and spotted his hawk perched on the camera bag.

She glared, pressed her lips hard to his. Hauling him by his shirt to sit upright, she said, “You have to quit scaring me.”

He liked it better when she was bent over him. Even angry, her mouth had felt sweet on his. First things first, he thought, or Merlin would never let him rest. “The box.”

She scowled, handing it over. He dropped the key inside and slammed the lid closed on her soft exclamation.

“I can’t take a peek?”

He gripped the box, holding it closed. “That depends. Do you have any regrets?”

“Of course.” She sat back on her heels.

“Did you ever lose someone you loved?”

“Yes.” She folded her arms over her chest and glared at him. “And I know you have as well.”

“Were you trained by the rightful bearer of the key to resist it?”

Her ire deflated. “No. I’m not without self-control, you know.”

“I know.” He felt like a heel for denying her, yet the risks were too great. Merlin’s warning about a war echoed in his ears. “I promise, if there is ever a safe time for you to admire the key, I’ll give you the chance.”

She gazed at him for a long moment. “You mean it.”

Admit one lie and lose all trust, no surprise there. Not that he could blame her. With the key firmly in this world there was no way to tell how long the box would hold against Evienne’s scouts. “We need to get to an area where we can’t be killed with a careless thought.”

“Where would that be?” she asked, looking around.

“Less nature, more technology. Lots of people.” It was no guarantee of safety, but it would be a move in the right direction.

He slipped the box into his waistband at his back and took the glove from her. With Merrick on his arm they started back down the path to the car. “Merlin mentioned a war,” he said as the trees blotted out the stars popping to life in the twilight sky overhead.

“We should talk about that,” Nadine said. “Just one thing first.” She pivoted on the deserted path and pressed her body to his side, mindful of the hawk on his opposite arm. Her hand skated up his chest, caressing his neck. Her long fingers speared into his hair and gently brought his mouth to hers. The kiss, a brief simple meeting of lips, left him reeling. “Why?”

“Maybe I want to make it a habit. You pass out and we kiss properly when you come around.”

“I don’t pass out.”

Her mouth kicked into a lopsided grin. “Whatever you say, tough guy.”

She turned and he found himself enjoying the sway of her hips as she walked on. He moved to follow her and stopped at the sound of something rustling in the leaves just off the path.

He called on the light and cast a beam at the sound. A rodent scurried back, only to bump into one of Evienne’s spider-scouts. Bigger than those she’d shown him on her camera, this spider stunned the rodent and swarmed closer to the path.

Bryce swore. The spider couldn’t be allowed to inform Evienne of his presence here. Although he couldn’t fight with Merrick on his arm, he wasn’t entirely helpless.

“Run,” he shouted to Nadine.

Instead of running for the safety of the car, she charged back to his side. “You run.”

With a flick of her wrist a staff appeared. She twisted around him and struck the creature in the center of its greasy, black body.

“Move!” she ordered, directing him with the same sure authority of any battlefield commander in his past. He blasted out light to keep the path clear and together they made it to the car.

She drove while he twisted over the back of his seat to settle Merrick into the travel carrier Nadine had provided. He hadn’t put the hood on her, so he wrestled out of his shirt and draped it over the box to reduce any stress.

“Buckle up,” she told him as she drove. “This isn’t going to be a smooth trip.”

Her words proved prophetic as the first spider cluster, nearly as tall as Gawain’s hound, slammed into his side of the car.

“I’ll cast the light,” he said. There was no point in attempting to hide their location from Evienne now. “It will give you a buffer.”

The light started small as he tested how to hold it around the moving car. When he finally realized it was best to use Nadine for the centering point, he was able to expand the protection to cover the vehicle. It helped that he didn’t have to try and fight at the same time.

“Now what?” he asked when she was breathing easier as well.

“Call Tanner.” She wriggled in her seat until she could retrieve her phone. She talked him through the commands until they could both hear and speak with her cousin.

“Take the plane to New York. As close as you can get to Brooklyn,” Nadine instructed.

“What about you two?”

“We have what we came for and we won’t be far behind you. If we’re not there by tomorrow night, go to the O’Malley pub and tell Nick everything.”

“I still don’t know much,” Tanner said.

“You know enough to point them in the right direction,” she said.

“Who is ‘them’?”

“You’ll see,” she said.

“Fine.”

“Don’t whine at me,” she snapped. “This isn’t nearly as much fun as you think it is.”

On Tanner’s derisive snort, she reached over and ended the call.

Then she met Bryce’s gaze, her eyes sparkling and a big smile on her face. “See, you’re not the only one who knows how and when to tell a useful lie.”

He laughed. Laughter while running for their lives from Evienne’s growing spiders was a wonderful balm, easing the strain of sheltering them from the spiders. Sir Kay had been capable of giving him such a respite in the midst of a battle, but few others.

Nadine used the vehicle to send another spider cluster tumbling off the road and into the trees and gave a cheer. The woman was beautiful in battle.

Bryce decided to take her advice and enjoy the ride.













Twelve






Nick was downstairs in the pub, needing something to do while the knights, Tara and Diana gathered in the apartment over the bar. He’d left them comparing notes between the sixth century and the modern era and knew by now Diana was briefing the others on the Memory Key and Evienne’s nasty goals, rumors and legends.

Wayne had been overcome when Kay and Diana had arrived. He’d praised Nick, hugging him tight and thanking him profusely. Gratitude was super, Nick thought, but his station as ‘the squire’, one step removed from the action, quickly became apparent. Two couples catching up after centuries apart didn’t need an interpreter or anything else. Not with modern wives, one of whom could wield magic of old.

All four of them were grateful to him, Nick knew that, but it didn’t ease the sting of being the only single guy in the room. The only normal guy who had a working understanding of the mysteries the other men had been weaned on. Weary of being a fifth wheel Nick volunteered to run the pub tonight. He needed to focus on something tangible and useful. Nick Useful O’Malley. Maybe he should change his name.

He’d taken stock of the pub, made sure everything was working smoothly and then gone for a walk around the block. He noted the number, size, and positions of the spiders, and sent his report to Tara by text with accompanying pictures, thanks to the spell Nadine had shared.

Now, back behind the taps, his gaze kept drifting to the door as if he expected Nadine to return any moment, with Sir Bors in tow, of course. With Nick’s luck, Bors would kick open the door, his arms full of Nadine in a wedding gown and order champagne for the house.

He knew Nadine wasn’t the woman for him, but that kind of scene would be a brutal end to his crush on her. He wasn’t the only man in this century or any other who’d longed for a woman he couldn’t have. In the days since she’d left, he’d tried to pinpoint what drew him to Nadine, especially after seeing the couples upstairs. As he poured pints and chatted up customers, he blamed some of his obsession on being a fan of her stunning photography. More of his issue revolved around her powerful undercurrent of magic. He would never be able to share all of his work, his true passions, the stuff that truly mattered, with normal women.

Then the door opened. A chilly breeze was closely followed by a woman with fiery red hair and alabaster skin. She wore a dark green dress that hugged her like second skin to her waist, and flared into a softer skirt that swirled around her knees.

Beauty didn’t begin to function as a descriptor. The woman was an Irishman’s fantasy and as part owner of this pub, his mind laid claim to her immediately. Men stood crowding her as she perused the room. Women murmured in discontent as their men were so obviously distracted.

Nick shouldered his way through to greet her. “Welcome to O’Malleys. First round’s on me.” He stuck out his elbow to escort her to the bar.

She smiled, a slow, sultry curve of rosy lips and when her fingers curled around his arm he felt as if he’d slayed a dragon. Or ten.

All eyes were on her and Nick knew his claim would be tested. Fine. He’d close the place down before he let any one of the men in here touch her. His bar, his rules, and this would be his woman. If she didn’t want him, he’d know it when she left.

“I’ve heard there’s a man here who spins stories,” she said, her voice carrying the same lilt of his elders.

His heart danced a jig at the familiar sounds of Ireland he enjoyed whenever he went back to visit. “That would be me,” he replied. He signaled for a pint for her, but the other two men on the taps tonight only stared at her. “I’m Nick. What’s your name?”

“Ah, Nick. You’re so handsome.” She slid her hand over his biceps, back to his fingers.

He trembled.

“Are all your friends as handsome as you?” She trailed a finger along his jaw.

A drop of blood spilled on the bar, a minor distraction. Damn. He must have cut himself shaving. He reached for a cocktail napkin to blot the spot and another man moved in front of him, blocking his view of the phenomenal redhead.

Nick shoved him aside, into other men pressing close. He noticed women were leaving as it became clear their dates were no longer interested. Nick shook his head that the prettier part of the crowd was making a group exit. That was bad for business.

Then men shuffled and the Irish redhead’s face came into view again. He forgot everything but her. “She’s mine!” he roared and started throwing punches at the men between him and the woman. Where was a sword when he needed it? He grabbed a beer bottle, broke it against the bar and set to work clearing away the competition.

Someone had boosted the beauty onto the bar top and she watched the ensuing melee with an approving smile, giving Nick encouragement and praise.

Across the room, some burly guy tackled another and they crashed through the window into the street. The woman on the bar applauded.

“What the hell?” Nick shook his head and targeted another opponent, determined to reclaim and hold her attention.

Someone called his name, but it wasn’t her so he ignored it. He used fists, the bottle, elbows, tables, pieces of chairs and barstools, anything he could get his hands on to take down his competition. Unfortunately, as soon as he dropped one man, two more cropped up and all of them were as motivated as he. A beefy hand spun him around, right into the brutal fist of the biggest man he’d ever seen.

Sir Kay.

Stars danced in front of his vision and he tasted blood. Well, nothing worth having comes easy. Nick threw punches to the knight’s midsection. He wanted the beauty on the bar. He would have her. She was his, damn it. He’d seen her first.

A glimmer of blue light danced at the edges of the fight. Nick ignored that too. Could be anything. Then he caught the glint of light on a sword. Tara had Wayne’s broadsword raised over the beauty’s head.

He shouted a warning and lunged toward the bar to protect the redhead from the killing blow. The sword connected. Nick’s heart stuttered in his chest. Instead of the blood and gore he expected, the cloud of red hair shimmered as the sword slid right through her. Relief was short lived. The redhead was gone.

All that remained was an overwhelming sense of loss, a chorus of moans from confused and injured men, and the sharp scents of blood, sweat, and spilled alcohol thick in the air.

Nick’s breath sawed in and out of his lungs. He whirled on Tara. “What did you do?” How could his cousin kill the best thing that had walked into his life?

Diana stepped forward. Her palm glowed blue as she tipped his face side to side and lifted his chin. She brushed something off his jaw. “She just saved your life.”

“What?” His mind was clearing, enough now that he noticed he’d been fighting Kay. Wayne was walking up to Tara, hands raised in surrender. “No way.”

“Way,” Sir Kay said, dragging unconscious men toward the center of the room. “Can you clear them all, love?”

Diana nodded. “With time and a little privacy.”

“Put out the closed sign,” Tara barked at Nick, her furious gaze still locked onto her husband. “And pull down the window cover.”

“On it.” They’d been in business long enough to have protective metal shutters, painted with the pub logo, installed for occasions such as this. They could fix the glass magically, but better if they didn’t abuse that privilege and power.

“Evienne must be lapping up this mess with a spoon,” Diana said as Nick passed.

He started to ask if that woman had been Evienne, but Diana had already shifted her focus to the pile of men. One by one, she treated their injuries, wiped the lingering traces of dark magic from them and sent them on their way. He handed out raincheck coupons as they exited.

The cop who kept an eye on their block stopped by and though the interview should have been Tara’s to handle, Nick gave him a watered-down version of events. His cousin was still glaring daggers at her husband as they swept up debris at the other end of the bar.

The cop eyed Kay, who somehow managed to make himself look a bit smaller as he sorted broken chairs from those still intact.

At last it was only the five of them and Wayne’s greyhound.

Nick joined Diana and Kay who were seated at the only surviving four-top. “You’re saying Evienne walked into a pub and… what’s the punchline?”

“The punchline is you were compromised by a Lamia.” Diana pointed to his chin. “If she were strong enough, Evienne would simply have snapped her fingers and turned you into a toad.”

“Not a great joke.” Nick turned over the other name, trying to put it into context. “That wasn’t her name.”

“No,” Diana agreed. “It’s what she is.”

Tara, Wayne and the hound joined them. Tara poured white wine for her and Diana and Wayne pushed bottles of cold beer in front of Nick and Kay before drinking deeply from a bottle of his own.

“Why aren’t you as mad at him as she is at me?” Wayne asked Diana, tipping his head at Kay.

“Because I recognized the monster. Tara only saw a beautiful woman you were willing to go to war to have.”

“That’s crazy.” Nick looked to Wayne. “You’d only fight to the death for Tara.”

“So I thought,” his cousin muttered into her wine.

Diana reached over and gave Tara’s hand a squeeze. “The Lamia is a monster of chaos. It’s walked into war camps, forcing great armies to destroy themselves before the battle begins.” Diana flicked a hand at the destructive evidence in the bar. “It was summoned by Evienne, no doubt, to take out Kay, Wayne, and Nick, the strongest opposition to her goal.”

“What about Bors?” Wayne asked. “Everything points to this being his fight. The spiders, the key, and the manipulative, delusional bitch behind it all. Why did she bring it here to us?”

Nick felt a little sorry for Wayne. Tara didn’t seem all that eager to forgive him despite the explanation of a reality-warping monster.

“Can you create something that will let them keep their heads next time?” Tara queried.

“Unfortunately, no,” Diana replied. “The Lamia is too powerful for me. The only known weapon to succeed against her is a female, and that’s not always guaranteed.”

Tara snorted. “I’d like another chance.”

“You did well—” Wayne’s praise was cut short with another hard glare from his wife.

Kay coughed to cover a laugh, only to get an elbow from Diana. “Just because I saw the monster, doesn’t mean you’re out of the doghouse. We will talk later.”

“Right.” Kay sobered in a hurry.

“My bigger concern at the moment is Nick,” Diana said.

He sat up in his chair. “Why?”

“She touched you, drew your blood for a reason.”

“I feel fine.”

“I’m sure you do, kid,” Kay said.

Embarrassed, Nick bristled. “I meant I don’t feel muddled or obsessed with whatever it was anymore.”

“That’s a good thing,” Diana soothed, eyes full of sympathy. “It’s impossible to know how Evienne will use the blood the Lamia collected. It might be best if you kept your distance while we try to find and help Bors.”

“Keep my distance from the pub?” Nick asked, incredulous. Getting fooled by one monster shouldn’t put him on the bench. “You all know I can help.”

Wayne, Kay, and Diana exchanged a look. Tara stared into her wine.

“Better if you help from a distance, brother,” Wayne said as the others nodded.

Tara just turned her wine glass in circles, not looking at any of them. Would no one back him up?

“I have skills,” he protested.

“And we need them,” Diana said.

Her kindness made him want to scream.

“We need all the help you can give us,” Wayne agreed. “From the brownstone.”

“This sucks.” He pushed back from the table, an outsider more now than ever. He wondered if his ancestor, Wayne’s original squire, ever got so frustrated with the knights that he was tempted to walk out and just keep going.

He swiped at the spot on his chin and blood streaked the back of his hand. Crap. He was tempted to ignore it, or use the small wound to see if he could track the Lamia. When he felt himself getting way too eager for that, he shook it off, determined not to make another mistake.

“Diana?” He returned to the table and lifted his chin so she could take another look at him.

He heard the others murmuring as she tended to the wound. He bit back an oath as she pulled what appeared to be a short, dark needle from his jaw. She placed it on the table and it started to twitch and wriggle.

Tara leaped up and returned with a pint glass, trapping the thing. “What is it?”

Nick recognized it first. “It looks like a piece of one of the spiders hovering outside.”

“Spying for Evienne,” Diana said. “No doubt of it now.”

“I still don’t understand why she came after us and not Sir Bors,” Nick said, concerned now for the knight as well as Nadine.

Wayne leaped to his feet, his hound following suit. “We don’t know that she hasn’t.”

“Divide and conquer.” Kay nodded slowly. “Do you have a way to contact him?”

Wayne shook his head. “I can only scry and search. It might be enough to give us a direction.”

“Sword or mirror?” Tara asked him.

Nick, anticipating the answer, was already moving for the sword. He handed it to Wayne.

“Hang on,” Diana said. She pulsed a blue orb under the edge of the glass and they all watched the dark appendage wither and crumble into a small bit of ash. She smiled. “Rock crushes scissors and good smothers evil,” she said. “Now go ahead.”

Wayne stepped back from the table and swung his sword in an arc over his head, then brought it forward.

An image rose up from the blade and Nick recognized Sir Bors through the windshield of a compact SUV. Nadine was at the wheel. They were driving erratically, as if hell itself chased them. With obvious effort, Wayne expanded the image to reveal a road cutting through a rural area and spiders as big as ponies tailing them.

Kay swore and Nick echoed the sentiment. The women gasped as the car veered back and forth, knocking away clusters of spiders that came too close.

A soft glow surrounded the vehicle clearly offering some protection from the onslaught. As they watched, a spider leg lashed out at the tire. Nick could almost smell burning rubber as the tire smoked.

Miraculously, Nadine maintained control, barreling around the curve of an on-ramp and dodging traffic on a busier road.

The glow around the car winked out and the image hovering over the sword wavered. Nick caught the symbols on the road sign before Wayne’s spell broke apart.

“They’re in Pennsylvania,” Nick said. “Not far from here,” he said.

“If that’s recent.” Kay looked to Wayne. “How long past?”

“A few hours at most,” Wayne replied. “When they reached that road, Bors must have done something to block me.”

“Not you specifically,” Tara said. “He must be hiding them from Evienne.”

Diana agreed. “Pursued like that, he would be a fool to leave any channel open.”

“Pursued like that, it’s a safe bet he has the key,” Kay added.

“And we were probably attacked as a distraction or a lure.” Nick was furious with himself for nearly becoming a tool for the enemy. “We have to get the four of you out of here,” he said.

“Diana tells me those spider scouts continue to watch us,” Kay said. “Anywhere we go, Evienne will know and follow.”

Nick didn’t think so. “Her scouts might follow, but Evienne wants the key only Bors can find for her. She’ll be locked onto him.” He thought back to the few details they’d found in the hours of research. “You need a place of power, a place to lay a trap for her where the six of you have a better chance of survival.”

“Six only if they make it through the night,” Kay said. His fists clenched. “We should help them.”

Diana drilled a finger into his shoulder. “Have a little faith.” Her eyebrows knitting over her indigo eyes, she shifted a small blue orb from hand to hand. “She will be overconfident in a natural place,” she began, “convinced she has every advantage if we give her the right props.”

“Props?” Nick snapped his fingers. “You want a stone circle.” He warmed to the idea. “That’s brilliant. There’s one in the Midwest, it’s only a short trip by plane.”

Kay and Wayne both groaned.

“You told us Evienne wants to be recognized as high priestess of the old religion,” Tara said. “Doesn’t a stone circle give her every advantage?”

“Not if we get there first,” Diana said. “We just need to be sure Sir Bors gets there too.”

“They were headed this way,” Nick said. “I’ll arrange for the four of you to get out unseen and I’ll find a way to reach Nadine so they can join you.”

Tara studied him. “How?”

He straightened his shoulders. “You should know by now that squires have skills.” He winked and pulled her into a fast hug, released her. “Thanks for having my back with the sexy monster.”

“Ewww.” She wrinkled her nose.

“Agreed.” He tried to laugh it off and almost succeeded. “Go on now. You and your knight need to pack up whatever is necessary to defeat the wanna-be witch-queen. I’ll get the distraction ready to clear your way.”

Once more, Nick was grateful to the original squire and his abundance of caution and unflagging preparedness. With the tools at his disposal, he knew he could give them a clear head start. When the two couples and the hound were ready to go, Nick asked Wayne to cast a glamour spell over them and he used a similar spell on the pub.

It was enough of a magic signature to keep the spiders convinced they were all still present until it was too late to follow.

Hopefully it would hold long enough to give him time to find Nadine and Bors and get back to safety before Evienne sent that terrifying Lamia thing after him again.













Thirteen






Nadine’s heart still pounded as they entered New York City. They hadn’t seen the spiders since they’d reached the interstate, but she wasn’t ready to let down her guard. She glanced toward the man in the passenger seat. He looked pale, though it was difficult to tell for sure under the streetlights. “You doing okay?”

Bryce nodded. “I cast a different protection spell. Evienne and her spiders should be blind to us.”

“That’s a neat trick,” she said, curious now.

“It just came to me,” he admitted. “Sort of like breathing again.”

He made that concept sound so normal she laughed, the sound edging toward hysterical thanks to the adrenaline surging in her system. “Please don’t be offended,” she said, following the signs to the airport Tanner was most likely to use. “I’m not laughing at you.”

“You’re not laughing at yourself,” he pointed out.

“A little actually.” She braked, joining the long line of cars strung out ahead and behind them. “We’re both so different from everyone else. What’s normal for us, like you learning to breathe, would be bizarre if someone else overheard our conversation.”

“And that makes it funny?”

“Right now, yes.” She gripped the steering wheel hard. “You pulled a key out of who knows where and we outran an onslaught of spidery monsters. We laugh in the face of danger.”

“All right.”

The reference sailed right over his head. “Nevermind.” She needed to get control of her pin-balling emotions and reactions. “The point is we’re here. Safe. Your old friend Wayne can help us hide the key.”

“Tomorrow is soon enough,” Bryce said.

She noted the set of his jaw, the fingertip drumming on his thigh. What wasn’t he telling her now? “You do still have the key?”

“Yes.”

She sighed in relief. “The box is working.”

“Yes, thank you.”

The brief answers were starting to worry her. “Then why do you seem more tense with every passing mile?”

“The world has been changing so fast.” His voice sounded rough and rusty. “I fear I cannot keep up in this century.”

In her lifetime, she’d seen so much come and go, she could understand his concern. “I used to have a hawk named Caflice.”

“Brave,” he said, dropping his head back against the rest.

“Yes.” That he knew the meaning behind the name impressed her. “And he was. We used to have the best time hunting.” Those had been sweet and simple days, before her immortality had settled in and she’d volunteered to watch over a comatose knight. “Unlike your Merrick, he wasn’t blessed by the Lady of the Lake so his lifespan would match mine.”

“How old are you?”

She winced. In terms of years spent breathing, she was actually much older than him. “Typically a lady doesn’t tell.” In her family a woman avoided the conversation entirely unless she was speaking with the man she hoped would stick around for the duration of his lifetime.

“I beg your pardon,” he said.

Bryce was different. He knew more about her than a random stranger. He’d spent time with her family long before her birth and they had clearly trusted him with the most private of Amari secrets. How else would he have known to ask about the source of her strength? Whether or not they had a future, an unlikely scenario, they sort of shared a past. “I have been an adult for more than eighty years.”

He sat up and his jaw dropped as he stared at her, shocked speechless. She nearly laughed again. “Caflice was a birthday gift long ago. Losing him broke my heart and I decided not to leave myself vulnerable to that sort of pain again. When my family urged me to bond with another hawk, I threw myself into travel and photography, determined to learn all I could about the world as a whole.”

“No relationships?” he asked.

“I’m very careful not to get too attached.”

“That sounds like a lonely life, Nadine.”

“You should talk. My ancestors were your next of kin, right? No wife or family was waiting in Camelot for your return. I became guardian to Sir Bors of the Round Table.” It finally sounded cool rather than endlessly infuriating. “It continues to be a worthy endeavor and a fulfilling life from my vantage point.”

If she hadn’t been watching him, she would have missed the small tic in his jaw. Pain or something more he wasn’t sharing? “Were you tagged by one of the spiders?”

He shook his head, his lips set in a grim line. “It’s the spell,” he said. “As good as I felt earlier, it would seem I’m not the man I used to be. I don’t know how much longer I can keep us hidden.”

She could see the fight draining out of him. “Don’t worry about it. We’re surrounded by concrete and machines now. You said that would impair Evienne.”

“It’s not foolproof.”

“It’s enough.” For the short term anyway. “Let go, Bryce.” If they had to fight again, they would figure it out. “Tanner can fly us out of here on short notice. We’ll rest for the night and be gone before she can get a lock on us.”

“I hope you’re right.”

So did she. Something was wrong with him. She reached over and covered his hand, the chill of his skin shocking her. Whatever was happening wasn’t the same issue he’d had in the plane. Good thing too. Blocking traffic on a New York City thoroughfare wasn’t the best place to try and bring him around as she’d done on the plane.

She held his hand a bit, no hardship there, working some heat into his skin. He was overextending himself to protect the key, her, and his hawk. Well, two could do that. She weaved in and out of traffic as fear for him and fear of failure dogged her. They’d soon know if his concealment spell worked on law enforcement.

By the time they reached the hotel, Bryce was nearly too weak to push open his door.

“Drop the spell,” she said as she propped him against the side of the car.

“In a minute,” he mumbled, his words slurring.

“Fine. Wait here.” She got them checked in and managed to get him and the key box into the suite. Dumping him on the king-sized bed, she pulled the blankets up over him and then went back for Merrick and their belongings.

She returned to find him shivering, even under the layers of covers. The moment she entered the room she noticed he’d had to let go of the spell, too weak to continue. She admired the grit and strength he’d used to hold it as long as he had. “Serious skills,” she said, pressing her lips to his forehead. “Thank you. I’ll take it from here.”

He was still too cold, but she had to protect the room first. She didn’t trust the urban environment to keep Evienne or her spiders at bay and Bryce needed time to recuperate.

Although she’d managed to create the box for the key, she could not do the same for their room within the hotel. The space was too big for her to handle alone. The chamber had been created by the strongest of her family and the key box worked in part because she’d used pieces from that chamber.

That didn’t mean she didn’t have options. She pulled a knife from her pack and cut a short line into her palm. Using the blood puddling in her palm, she drew the runes of protection her family had perfected through the ages over each doorway and window. The spiders had avoided the good magic and wards around the pub, hopefully this would be enough to protect them and the key while Bryce recovered.

She ordered food, one of the best perks of hiding in the city, and got Merrick settled for the night. While she waited for the delivery, she checked on Bryce time and again. She wished for a better answer, but it was increasingly clear he was simply spent from sustaining a complex spell for too long. Only rest and time could heal him.

She ate and showered and sent Tanner a text message that they were in town. Then she stretched out on edge of the bed and tried to sleep. She wouldn’t do Bryce any good if she was overtired tomorrow.

The rustling feathers and chuffing sounds from the hawk woke her first. Raised in a family of falconers, she was attuned to such warnings. Keeping her eyes closed, she listened for whatever had upset Merrick.

On the far side of the king sized bed, Bryce moaned. She sat up and turned on the lamp on the bedside table. Quickly she scanned the room for threats, but they were alone. Bryce was tangled in the bedding and the mattress sagged as he twisted and thrashed, kicking out in his repeated attempts to shove aside the blankets.

“Bryce, wake up.”

He fought harder.

She hurried around the bed and reached for his shoulder, but her hand bounced away before she made contact. Something or someone had created a barrier around him.

“Merlin.” She said it like a curse. “Let him go,” she demanded, trying to reach through that barrier again. “He can’t be your errand boy right now.”

Bryce flung out an arm, connecting with her thigh. That would leave a mark. “Convenient for you that contact only goes one way,” she said to the room at large, hoping Merlin could hear her.

Damn it. She’d protected every access but the most important one: Bryce’s mind. Sweat beaded on his forehead, drenched the dark hair at his temples. His fists clenched around something only he could see, unwilling to let go.

“Find someone else, you blasted old fool. Bryce is exhausted.”

Though she didn’t expect her words to have any impact, she kept up a one-way diatribe on the off-chance Merlin would hear her and get a clue. Helpless against whatever power or nightmare tortured him, she sat as close to him as she could get and waited it out, dodging his flailing limbs.

Hours later, his body relaxed and Nadine pulled him into her arms and smoothed his thick hair back from his face. She murmured a small charm to help him rest, dreamlessly. If she had any say at all that would be the last time Merlin used this knight to carry out his schemes.

Sunrise was a faint band of hope on the horizon when Bryce sighed and shifted.

“Nadine?”

“I’m here.”

He curled into her, wrapping her close and then relaxing on a heavy sigh.

The next time he woke, he sat up, blinking at her as if she were a mirage. His gaze roamed over her body, hair to toes and back up again. Desire pooled low in her belly. His color was back, his skin felt normal, and the spark of interest in his eyes unlocked a treasure trove of tantalizing fantasies in her mind.

“Good morning,” she said, suddenly shy. She’d stripped off all but her tank top and panties before going to bed, while he remained fully clothed.

“Did I…” He cleared his throat. “Did we, um?” His stomach growled, reminding her of more pertinent concerns.

“We did not ‘um’,” she said, rolling away from him and climbing out of the bed. “And I won’t have this conversation before coffee.” She grabbed her jeans and tugged them on. “Go take a shower. I’ll figure out breakfast.”

She heard the water running and tortured herself with images of him naked, water and soap sliding over that perfectly sculpted body. Shaking back her hair she twisted it up and clipped it out of the way as she tried to keep her mind on coffee.

Why did a coffee pot take so long to fill?

She yanked open the refrigerator and stared at the leftovers from last night. Those would work for the two of them, but the hawk would need something more appropriate. She picked up the room service menu and then, dissatisfied, grabbed a flyer for a local grocer.

The long lists of offerings blurred from lack of sleep and worry over what they might face today. The high from last night’s success had worn off. Tanner could fly them out of harm’s way, but where could they go? What did Bryce or Merlin have in mind to keep the key out of Evienne’s hands?

She sensed Bryce behind her a moment before his hand skimmed over her nape. She wanted to arch into the touch. “Coffee isn’t ready yet,” she said.

“The shower is. Have you seen the bathroom?” he asked. “It’s big enough for both of us.” He turned her into his embrace, his lips soft and seeking as they brushed over hers.

The kiss spun her out, out of the room, away from any and all troubles, more satisfying than a full night’s sleep. She leaned into that hard body and the capable support he offered, giving herself up to the promises his lips and hands were making.

He’d wrapped a towel around his waist, leaving the rest of him available to her touch. Every discovery was a new flicker of pleasure. The whorls of hair on his chest, the warm skin over his well-honed muscles. His lips nibbled a path over her ear, down her throat as his fingers toyed with the hem of her tank.

If this was simply him seeking a physical erasure of the nightmare, she was okay with it. Comfort and passion made good partners and both were acceptable responses to the rash of danger and stress they’d faced. If she’d learned anything through her long life it was to enjoy the moments. Moments became lasting memories.

She nudged him back toward the bathroom and discarded her clothing along the way. His hot, hungry gaze was almost a reward in itself. Then he caught her up and carried her into the steamy shower.

Under the glorious fall of water, entranced by his hands and mouth, Nadine reeled under the sensual blitz. He suckled her breasts while his hands sought all the secrets of her body. Sliding between her thighs, he teased the slick folds. It wasn’t enough. She bucked her hips and he chuckled, his breath rough against her skin.

Need arced through her like lightning. He dropped to his knees, kissing a path along her inner thigh until his lips rested against her core in an intimate kiss. The whiskers on his jaw were an enticing burr against her skin.

The first touch of his tongue to that bundle of nerves stole her breath. She cried out, clutching his hair as those big hands pinned her to the tile while he explored what she liked and what made her beg for more. As she sailed into that wild wash of starlight, her body collapsed into all his strength.

She hadn’t caught her breath before he boosted her up, his hot, heavy erection poised at her entrance. She rocked her hips, urging him to plunge deep.

“Nadine, look at me.”

She lifted her gaze to his and saw so much more in his golden eyes than she expected. Far more than she needed or wanted to contemplate in this moment. She pressed her hand to his heart, felt it hammering against his ribs. Her heart kicked in her chest. Here was love, as clear as it was sudden.

He shifted, his arousal sliding an inch deeper. She ached for more. For all of him.

“Nadine, my love, say my name.”

My love echoed in her ears, throbbed in time with her pulse. “Bors,” she replied.

His smile was wicked and wry. “My new name.”

She stroked the water from his cheek. “Bryce.”

“Yes.” He brought her down over his shaft as he flexed his hips, filling her completely.

The connection was perfect. She’d never felt so whole, so vital, so cherished. Her body clung as he glided in and out, each thrust better than the last. She stroked her hands over all that delicious skin, rising on another crest of pleasure until she could only hang on, gasping his name as the release broke through them both.

Spent, she let him gather her close. Soft kisses fell over her hair and cheeks. He set her under the spray of the water as if showering together was a normal occurrence. When they were both clean, she turned off the taps, stepped into the towel he held out for her.

Emotions brushed across her senses like a field of wildflowers. Love, happiness and the unmistakable awareness that she would be forever tied to this man, this moment. It was so easy with him, so beautiful she could almost ignore the frightened voice in her head asking what she’d do when he fulfilled his quest and moved on to whatever came next for a man out of time.













Fourteen






Nick was relieved to get Wayne and Tara and Kay and Diana safely away, but he didn’t breathe easy until he received word they’d made it to the stone circle without any trouble. Hidden deep in a national park, the location wasn’t widely known and it was rarely visited despite the park service’s cluster of rental cabins near the circle.

According to the latest message from Tara the four of them were settled in and making plans. Plans that wouldn’t be complete without Sir Bors and Nadine, Nick knew.

He might not be able to help out in person, but with the pub closed he had plenty of time on his hands for research. Unfortunately, the details on Evienne and the Memory Key itself were too thin to give him any real insight. He’d spent the day in the family archives and wasn’t any closer to a solution. They already knew she had an affinity for manipulating nature and they’d learned the hard way she remained powerful and cunning.

Should Bors find the key before Evienne, it wasn’t as if they could put it behind glass in a museum. Too often things that powerful went missing. They needed a way to lock Evienne out of the world, permanently.

Annoyed, Nick grabbed his jacket and went for a walk through the neighborhood to clear his head. With the spell Nadine had used, he caught the movement of spiders around the brownstone now. The damn things had doubled in size and were settling in at alley entrances, hanging in webs between buildings.

Watching.

He was sure Bors and Nadine were out there searching for the key, doing all they could to fulfill Bors’ centuries-old vow to Arthur. But they were up against an equally determined Evienne who would clearly stop at nothing to possess the key. There had to be a way to let Bors and Nadine know they had backup ready and waiting. He didn’t look, didn’t want to tip off the spiders that he could see them, but he sensed them creeping along, pacing him as he circled the block on his way to the pub.

There were fewer spiders here, as if they knew the Lamia had driven everyone important out of the building.

As Nick approached, he saw a young man test the handle on the front door, then cup his hands around his eyes to peer through the door window.

“Place looks closed to me,” Nick said, wary of yet another trap.

“You know the owners?” the man asked, turning.

“I do.” Nick saw the resemblance to Nadine immediately. “What do you need?”

The man shoved his hands into his jacket pockets. “My cousin told me to swing by.”

“Is he a fan of the beer or the stew?” Nick asked, testing the stranger anyway.

“She,” the man corrected, his eyes on the people across the street. “I’m Tanner Amari.”

“You’re looking for me.” He stuck out his hand. “Nick O’Malley.” He saw recognition dawn in the stranger’s eyes. “We had some trouble here last night. I’d rather talk elsewhere.” He stepped to the curb and signaled for a cab.

The other man accepted Nick’s concern and slid into the cab when it pulled to a stop. “You’ve obviously met my cousin Nadine.”

“Yeah,” Nick confirmed. “What’s happened?”

“She said if she didn’t check in with me, I was to come here and tell you she and Sir Bors have what they came for. Whatever that means.” He shook his head. “She told me to give her until tonight, but…” He shrugged. “My gut said to move sooner.”

“I understand.” Instinct wasn’t something to ignore. “Can you get a message to her?”

“She hasn’t answered my texts. One more reason I came over sooner rather than later. They were heading into New York City from Pennsylvania last night. I can only assume they made it. No one matching their descriptions wound up in a morgue or hospital.”

“Let me have her number?”

Tanner rattled it off and Nick put it into his phone. He dialed the number with a modern variation on an old tracking spell. A map filled his screen and pinpointed the phone’s location near the airport.

“Well that’s a start.” Tanner took a deep breath.

“Send her another text,” Nick said.

The reply came back almost immediately. Tanner showed him the screen.

“Looks like they’re okay,” Nick said, relieved. “Tell her the good guys are waiting on them right here.” Nick gave him the address for the stone circle. “The sooner they get there, the better.”

“I can get them over there today,” Tanner promised.

“Good. I think they’re running out of time,” Nick said.

“Time for what?” Tanner asked.

“For all of us.” Nick rubbed the lingering ache in his jaw where the splinter from the Lamia had been shoved under his skin. “Let’s get you to the airport.”

“You’re as cryptic as my cousin.” Tanner leaned forward and gave the driver the address of the airport. He sat back, shaking his head. “She’s kept her cards really close on this one.”

“I bet. I don’t like it either, but it’s for the best.”

“If you say so,” Tanner muttered.

Nick debated sharing more, having been in Tanner’s shoes. Eager to help, he even considered reading Tanner into the whole mess and creating a support plan for those about to take on Evienne. Although being kept out of the inner circle was irritating, Nick had a feeling this was an instance when only the truly powerful had a place in the fight.

Anyone else would only be pawns for an evil witch like Evienne to exploit.













Fifteen






Bryce and Nadine, with time to kill before meeting Tanner at the plane, wiled away the hours simply talking about his past and hers, the changes she’d witnessed in her long life, the things he’d missed. They fueled up body and spirit with flavorful foods he’d never tasted and warm lingering touches that gave way to hot, searing kisses.

It was the best day he could recall in either of his lives.

Her perspective on life and living helped him connect the dots between his death in battle and his new existence here. His body was loose and relaxed after their incredible shower. Worshipping her body with his had done nothing to slake his desire for her. Nothing would, and the sweet awareness brought a smile to his face, his soul.

This time with her was a priceless gift and he would treasure it always, no matter what challenges awaited him.

He should tell her the truth about his nightmares last night. He knew she had questions and he believed above all she deserved answers. Merlin would disagree, but that wasn’t Bryce’s main concern. He never wanted Nadine to have reason to distrust him or this idyllic interlude.

The wizard had a singular intention with the key, had told Bryce things he’d much rather forget. Waking in Nadine’s arms, he’d quickly figured out that his nightmare had woken her and she’d done what she could to ease his distress.

She was a marvel.

They were seated on the couch, chatting over nothing in particular, yet he knew they both had important things to share. He reached over and caught a lock of her dark hair, winding it around his finger. He wanted to remember the silky texture forever. “Why don’t you ask?”

She tilted her head, her green eyes full of daring. “Is there a reason you don’t just tell me?”

“Yes.” He didn’t want to hurt her and he needed to be convincing when the trap Merlin prepared was sprung.

“Then I’ll wait.”

Feeling unworthy of such automatic and gracious acceptance, he made up his mind right then to tell her the full story. Merlin would be furious, but Bryce had given the wizard enough control over his life, his death, and his destiny.

“As I’m sure you suspect, the nightmare was another errand for Merlin,” he began.

She gave him her full attention, only to mutter in annoyance when her phone sounded. “You weren’t in any condition to help him last night.” She stood up and padded across the room to check the device.

He’d heard her, had been moved by her protectiveness and more than a little inspired to finish his task quickly and get back to her and the world that felt more real to him than any other.

She scowled at her phone. “It’s Tanner,” she said. “He’s irritated I didn’t check in. The message I sent last night must not have gone through. Hard to know if that was a fault in technology or magical interference.”

He didn’t pretend to understand, but when her expression turned serious, he joined her. “What is it?”

She rolled her shoulders. “I’m restless. We need to be ready for anything on our way to the plane.”

“I can cast another protection spell,” he said. “I’m feeling much better.” And he was certain it was because of the woman in front of him. Something had passed between them on that first flight and a deeper bond had been forged when they’d made love this morning.

“I’m glad to hear you’re feeling better, but I don’t want you draining yourself again so soon. The airport isn’t far.” She jumped as the phone sounded in her palm. “Tanner says Wayne, I mean Sir Gawain, and Sir Kay are waiting for us in a remote location. They’re working on a plan.” The phone hummed again. “They sent a map.” Her gaze narrowed as she studied the image. “Looks pretty remote.”

“How remote?” he asked.

“Very.” She held the phone so he could see it as well. “Oh. They found a stone circle. My bet is they plan to draw Evienne in, control the inevitable battle.”

Smart, Bryce thought. Merlin couldn’t have scripted it better. Evienne would relish the opportunity to claim her throne in a stone circle.

She pressed a button and the phone went dark. “Tanner says he can have us there in just a few hours.”

“I was hoping to drive,” he said, thinking aloud. Merlin wanted him to lose the next skirmish for the key and make sure Evienne took possession of it. Whatever the wizard had in mind, Bryce wasn’t keen on going another round with Evienne’s spiders.

Nadine stroked his arm, concerned. “We can drive. Do you think the flying or altitude is what made you ill last time?”

There was his easy out, a logical excuse to put him more in line with Merlin’s scheme. “No,” he replied honestly. “Driving would give us more time together, right?”

“It would,” she said.

“That’s all I wanted,” he said, pulling her into his arms. She fit perfectly against him, her cheek over his heart.

“Aren’t you eager to see your friends?”

“I haven’t decided,” he admitted. In fact, he was helplessly conflicted about the potential reunion. His friends had been successful in their quests and here it seemed he was doomed to fail. At least that’s how it was supposed to look. Sweeping Nadine’s long hair back over her shoulders, he caressed her neck. “Do you trust me?”

She looked up at him through those dark eyelashes. “If I didn’t, you wouldn’t be this close.”

He chuckled and then kissed those lush, irresistible lips. “You’ve changed everything,” he whispered. His heart was full to bursting and his soul had never felt so fresh and complete.

Her eyes were bright. “I could say the same of you.”

“We’ll take the plane.” He took her hands in his. “I’ll teach you how to fight the spiders.”

“Okay.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Not the most romantic of conversations, but necessary I’m sure.”

“Necessary.” His thumbs stroked across her palms and he noticed the healing wound from last night. He wished he could take the last of the sting out of it for her. “Merlin has a plan. He knows Evienne will attack us as soon as possible. The remote, undeveloped area will be ideal for her. We will fight and lose the key to whatever creatures she sends.”

Nadine shoved him back. “Are you mad?” Her mouth closed with a snap. “No, not you. Merlin. Merlin is insane.”

He nodded, in complete agreement with her sneering assessment. “Last night, he dragged me somewhere in the dreamscape. I believe he did something to prevent Evienne’s success with the key.”

“You believe.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Should we just leave it here wrapped in a bow? Or maybe it’s better if we drop it by accident on our way to the car.”

“No.” He managed to smother the laughter. “She’s arrogant, but she’d never believe that kind of luck.”

Nadine snorted. With that battle light in her eyes, she was more beautiful than ever.

“Merlin fooled her once with the false key. She knows I am the link to the real one. We must make her believe she earned the rightful key.”

“But it is the real key,” Nadine protested. “Can we take that kind of chance?”

“Yes.” He was growing more comfortable with the plan now that Nadine was on board, despite her valid concerns. “What Merlin has in mind will bring Evienne back to us. She will be furious and overconfident in that remote area. The stone circle will make it more enticing for her.”

Nadine pursed her lips, brow furrowed, deep in thought. “It probably isn’t a very powerful circle.”

“You saw the spiders near the rock field. She needs only the slightest opening. It will be perfect.” He could see the doubts clouding her gaze. “Trust me?”

“Fine.” She covered her face with her hands and made an exasperated sound. Planting her hands on her hips, she glared at him. “Fine,” she repeated. “We’ll do it your way. Just tell me one thing before we go.”

“Anything.” He could never deny her anything that was within his power to give.

Her gaze locked with his. “Is there any recourse if Merlin is wrong?”

“Yes.” Knowing she wouldn’t approve, he didn’t elaborate on the alternative. As the link between past and present, if Bryce died, the key would no longer function in any era.

“Then let’s get to it.”

She clearly wasn’t thrilled, but she was cooperating. Bryce appreciated her efficiency as they cleaned away the wards she’d cast with her own blood and made their way back to the car with Merrick and their few belongings. As she drove them out to meet the plane, he contemplated all the ways this idea could fail, and the lengths he would go to for Nadine to set things right.

It seemed Arthur and the Lady of the Lake had been right. Love was the most powerful force in the universe.

***
Nadine wasn’t entirely convinced of the wisdom of going out and about without any protective measures, mainly because she sensed Merlin was still pulling Bryce’s strings. But she trusted the man, if not the wizard, and she believed his intentions and solutions would work no matter what happened in between.

She dealt with Tanner’s surly attitude, but it was Bryce taking the time to chat with her cousin before takeoff that seemed to make his day.

“Tanner ordered another car to meet us at the airport,” Bryce reported as they settled in for the flight. “Do you think it will be much of a drive to the stone circle?”

“Long enough.” In that area, Evienne could make mincemeat of them within minutes. She decided they couldn’t waste any time. “Let me know what kind of fight we’re in for once we get out of the car.”

Bryce explained, in graphic detail, how the spiders banded together in a cluster, exponentially increasing their effectiveness and reach. “If one spider in the cluster is injured, the mass will absorb it and fight harder. When they reach a certain size, the lower limbs can turn to whips. Those will sting.”

“Whips?” she echoed.

“The reach and potency of the sting is dependent on the size of the spider, of course.”

Wasn’t that logical? “Any weaknesses?”

“They are sensitive to the light I can cast.”

That was something positive to cling to. “Good to know.” Having a few magical skills of her own, she considered alternatives and strategic options. “How can we protect your hawk?”

“I’ll let her fly. She’ll make it.”

“Tanner could watch her, keep her out of harm’s way,” she suggested. “We can send an all-clear when the battle is over.”

He rubbed the scruff shadowing his jawline. “I’d rather have both of you close,” he said. “We’ll make the final decision for Merrick when I can see the terrain.”

She understood what he left unsaid. He thought he’d need them both if things went sideways. “Then we’ll be right there with you.” She smiled, though it wasn’t easy.

“What else troubles you?” he asked.

“Pretty much everything about this, besides you and Merrick.” Now that they were at altitude, she stood up and stretched her legs. She really should be as forthright as him, but she didn’t see any good that could come from sharing her concerns. Nothing she said would change the plan now. “When will you let me shelter you from Merlin?”

“Come here.” He held out a hand.

She was defenseless against that outstretched hand and the warm, welcoming gaze. With him was exactly where she wanted to be. Where she’d wanted to be since he’d found his way into this century.

He tucked her close to his side, made her feel cherished as his arms came around her. “The moment Evienne is defeated, I would like that very much. The wizard has invaded my dreamscape too often.”

She would give him that peace, no matter what his fate after this quest was completed. It was something to look forward to, a light of hope in a foggy future. “I’m glad you woke on my watch.”

“Me too.”

She yawned, suddenly quite sleepy, and he snuggled her closer.

“Rest now,” he said. “You’ll need to be sharp when we land.”

A few hours later she woke refreshed as the wheels touched down on a runway. Her cheek pillowed on Bryce’s chest she realized he’d cast a charm to help her sleep. “You sneak,” she accused as the plane taxied to a stop.

He kissed her nose. “You stayed up all night for me. It was the least I could do.” His smile oozed confidence. “Now we’re both as ready as we can be.”

She couldn’t argue when she felt like she could take on an army singlehandedly. Staring into his eyes she saw so much light and affection she didn’t ever want to live without him. Whatever he needed, today or in the days to come, she’d give.

“Let’s do this.”

Those three words were better than the three words locked in her heart. As much as she believed in seizing moments, she didn’t want anything to distract either of them from what had to be done. She’d give him those precious words on another day when the shadow of evil wasn’t hovering over them, eagerly seeking a way to change the fabric of the world.













Sixteen






Evienne knew the moment the knight and the woman with him were on the move. Like a bloodhound, she followed the scent, stalking the immortal and the damnable knight who had assisted Merlin in the past.

More than that, she could feel the tremendous power of the key. If only she’d known, she never would have been fooled by the forgery.

The surge of raw potential was indescribable, drawing her like a moth to flame. In shadow, she craved it, seeking the best way into the new world. Her spiders were less than effective in the city and though she would happily target the knight with the Lamia, such an attack required time and space, and preferably a crowd, to cause the most damage.

Fortunately, the key shone like a beacon as the knight and the immortal took to the air once more in a futile attempt to outrun her. She knew the moment the key was within reach, it left such a glow, brightening the shadows she’d known for too long.

For a moment, when key and knight were back on the ground, she doubted. Then she followed the power of the leylines and had a better idea of what Sir Bors intended. Too bad for him, she’d had the time to get familiar with remaining power centers in the world.

“Lamia, my dear. I’m sure the key will be with the old knight. When my pets separate them,” she stroked a finger over the glossy head of the nearest spider, “stun the knight and bring me the key.”

“Of course, my lady.”

Evienne sent the army, Lamia at their heels, and watched it unfold from the softening fringes between the shadow world and the world she would soon rule. She’d outlived Merlin and the Lady of the Lake. The fey and the few like her had retreated far from the humans. This was her time, her reward for her infinite patience.

Soon the world would be put to rights, on her terms, and those who wanted a piece of it would have to come to her and beg.













Seventeen






Nadine didn’t need any of Bryce’s history or mystical gifts to know they were in trouble. Merlin’s plan aside, she worried they wouldn’t get out of this part of the program alive. The spider clusters were bigger than the rental car and closing in on both sides. Knocking into them was only tearing up the car. She’d expected rural, but the trees here were tall and thick and crowding the road, giving the spiders the advantage.

She took the next turn too fast and the car fishtailed. Wrestling back control, she gunned the engine, but there would be no outrunning Evienne’s eight-legged army. “We have to make a stand.”

“Better now than later,” Bryce said. He had one hand on the hilt of his sword and the other already glowed with light. “I’m ready when you are.”

She pulled the wheel all the way to the left as she braked, sending the car into a skid. The move batted the spiders between them and the stone circle into the trees where the grotesque black bodies and tangled legs broke apart.

As that cluster scrambled to regroup, Nadine cut the engine and they leaped from opposite sides of the car. Once he’d seen the terrain, Bryce had released Merrick at the airport, giving her a chance to get high enough to evade any spiders in the trees and reach the stone circle with a warning for the others.

Her staff in hand, she kept the car to her back as she struck and hacked and drove back the cluster of spiders. Flashes of light popped on the opposite side of the car and soared over her head as Bryce fought his share of the monsters.

She wasn’t as strong with casting light as Bryce but in combination with her skill with the staff even her weaker efforts paid off, holding back the clusters. As a team they fought valiantly and it was a struggle to remember they were supposed to lose, or at least give Evienne an opening to seize the key.

But it wasn’t Evienne who walked out of the woods to claim her coveted prize.

At least, Nadine didn’t believe the would-be high priestess would appear as overtly sexual as the feminine creature sauntering toward Bryce. Yes, Nadine was distracted by the fight, but she wasn’t sure the creature was even a woman—there was something off. Her red hair flowed around her shoulders, her flawless skin glowed with health, but her eyes were dead.

Under the shockingly beautiful exterior, Nadine sensed death and despair.

Yet Bryce didn’t fight back as the creature approached. He lowered his sword and the light he’d held at the ready faded from his hand. A cluster of spiders closed in on him and he flinched, his body jerking as spiders stung him, lashing out with those whip-like forelegs.

“The key, Sir Bors.”

To Nadine’s shock, he handed it over. “What the hell?” If this was Merlin’s play, she didn’t like it at all. The wizard couldn’t possibly mean for Bryce to offer himself as a sacrifice like this. Except he’d been Sir Bors in his first life and the knights had regularly put self-preservation behind doing the right thing for God, king, and country.

The redheaded creature turned back for the trees and Bryce started to follow, his sword dragging in the dirt.

“No!” Nadine screamed and charged, sliding over the car’s hood to block his path while he was in this trance. “Bryce, snap out of it.”

Something powerful hit the cluster of spiders in front of her and they burst into flame. Nadine turned in time to see a woman who bore a striking resemblance to the portraits of Avalon priestesses firing a crossbow. Another ball of flame erupted. Nadine used the opening to get closer to Bryce and grabbed his belt, struggling to haul him away from the danger.

“This way!”

Nadine spun toward the sound of another female voice to see Tara emerging from the trees, motioning her closer. “Help me! He won’t listen or cooperate,” she said, using both hands now and digging in her heels to keep Bryce from following the thing that had taken the key.

“Allow me.” The priestess lookalike leveled her cross bow at the redheaded creature. The tree nearest it exploded and the woman faded from sight. The giant spiders scurried after her. “I missed it,” the woman said, swearing.

“I’m sure she took a splinter at least.” Tara gave Nadine a one-armed hug as she helped keep the dazed Bryce with them. Her body trembled. “I hate those spiders. Wayne saw smaller versions attacking your car. Do they ever stop growing?”

“I don’t think so.” At least not while Evienne existed. Nadine turned to the woman she hadn’t met and extended a hand. “You must be Diana.”

“Wife of Sir Kay, at your service.” The woman smiled, her indigo eyes still blazing with the heat of battle. She leaned the crossbow against the battered car and pulled Nadine into a hug. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

“My dad, uncles, and hours and years of practice,” she said. “What was the redhead? Not Evienne?”

“No,” Tara practically growled the answer. “The Lamia is a monstrous thing. I hate her more than the spiders.”

Diana arched an eyebrow. To Nadine she said, “She’s mad because Wayne fell under the Lamia’s spell. All men do.”

“I’m mad,” Tara clarified, “because that bitch wreaked havoc on my pub.”

“That too.” Diana’s gaze turned to Bryce. “Will you let me take a look at his wounds? When the Lamia attacked the pub, she left a splinter in Nick.”

“Nick’s okay now,” Tara said when Nadine gasped. “Obviously, or he wouldn’t have been able to tell you how to find us.”

“What else do you know about that Lamia thing?” Nadine asked.

Tara folded her arms and glared at the trees. “Diana says the Lamia deals in illusion and is highly effective at turning men against each other. Even friends turn on friends with the hope of winning her affection.”

“Especially friends,” Diana murmured, tending to Bryce.

“She caused a record-breaking bar fight before I managed to put Wayne’s sword through her,” Tara said. “I’d been hoping Sir Bors would prove immune to her charms.”

“Guess not.” Nadine frowned at him, trying to get all of the pieces into the right order. Had Merlin known and been counting on Bryce following the Lamia back to Evienne? She wouldn’t put that kind of tactic beyond the hardnosed wizard.

Bryce came around as Diana finished cleaning the wounds from the spiders. “What the hell happened?” His gaze darted between the three of them, finally settling on Nadine.

“You were used, mostly according to plan,” she replied. She introduced him to Tara and Diana. “These women saved us.”

“Where are Kay and Gawain?” Bryce demanded, pushing to his feet.

“When Diana sensed the Lamia, they had to wait back at the camp,” Tara said. “Trust me, they aren’t happy about it.”

Bryce scowled. “That’s outrageous.”

“It was practical.” Nadine explained what the Lamia could do cautiously pointing out how Bryce had been affected by the creature. “The two of us might have had a chance against the spiders, but Evienne’s new monster sidled out of the trees and you handed over the key.”

“What?” Diana gasped. “No. No! We must get to the stone circle immediately.”

Nadine shook her head. “The world won’t end just yet,” she said. “Better if he can explain it to all of you at the same time.” Sharing Merlin’s plan only once more would be better for him than going over it multiple times. She suspected they would all have similar questions.

“Still, dawdling out here isn’t the best idea.” Tara rubbed her arms as if she was chilled.

“Wait.” Bryce whistled, scanning the clear sky overhead.

Nadine’s heart lodged in her chest until at last Merrick replied, circling high above the road. “Now we can go,” Bryce said.

The four of them piled into the car and Nadine followed Tara’s directions, skirting around the stone circle to the cabins where Diana explained Kay, Wayne and the hound were waiting.

Nadine knew it wasn’t injury or fatigue from battle that had Bryce hesitating in the passenger seat when she parked the car and cut the engine. Diana and Tara had barely waited for the car to stop moving before they were out and rushing to their respective men.

“I can tell them you need time,” she offered. “I’m sure they’d understand.”

He gave a bitter snort that couldn’t be called a laugh. “I’ve had too much time already.”

“As have they,” she pointed out.

“They look happy.”

“They do.” She wanted to hold him, to simultaneously break down his barriers and shelter him from any more harm. “I’m sure they’ll be happier to see you’re well.”

His breath came and went on a gusty sigh. “I’m a coward.”

“Never.”

“Nadine, they did what was necessary…”

She thought she knew where he was going. “Neither of them did it alone. Wayne has Tara and Nick and his greyhound. Diana is more than a pretty face, she’s a descendant of Avalon,” she said. “Kay has—”

Bryce turned to her, his face alight. “His bear is here?”

She thought it best to let Kay answer that question. “You’d better ask him about that.” She pointed to the porch rail of the nearest cabin. “One of us should reassure Merrick.” As she’d hoped, that prompt was enough to get him out of the car.

Watching the three men embrace, reunited after all this time, after so much blood, sweat and sacrifice, was a rare gift. This scene would be one she shared with her grandchildren and their children, in the spirit of the stories her elders had passed on to her. Tales of daring travelers who fought with such bravery and gallantly that they were swept up to the heavens, becoming bright stars, eternal guides in the night sky offering hope to anyone with the courage to look up.

***
Bryce could see Tara and Diana had clearly been anticipating his arrival with Nadine and they were eager to celebrate his reunion with his old friends. Refreshment had been offered immediately as well as that easy camaraderie of friends, he hadn’t realized he needed even more. Once he’d explained all was not yet lost, though Evienne currently held the key, the other couples turned the evening into a true celebration. Over a hearty meal and astounding conversation full of various revelations, the last of Bryce’s doubts about his place among his friends were erased.

Kay could change into any beast to serve his purpose. Though he’d lost his first bear companion to Mordred’s surprise attack, he’d found a new cub in this era to raise. Wayne could see further than he’d ever let on and with his hound Sterling, he had an extra set of eyes. Diana and Tara were no less impressive in their strength and skills than his own Nadine, though he worried that they didn’t share her immortality.

With all of their secrets out in the open, baring his soul lifted the last of the weight from his weary shoulders. Trusting these men and the women they’d forged new lives with, he shared the plague of Merlin before and during his centuries of rest. And then he shared the latest stunt in the wizard’s plan to defeat Evienne.

In the silence that followed, expecting judgment, he was blessed with Kay’s raucous laughter. The sound was a welcome distraction, chasing away Bryce’s fears for the battle ahead.

“The selfish bastard,” Wayne stated.

“He didn’t count on her having a Lamia,” Diana mused.

“No,” Bryce agreed. “That didn’t come up.”

Kay slapped him on the shoulder, nearly knocking him into the fire they were sitting around. “I say it’s high time he learned Arthur’s knights make lousy pawns.”

“Well, you certainly can’t do as he directed and allow her to take you into her shadow realm,” Tara said. “That’s idiocy.”

“That’s Merlin,” Nadine muttered, drawing more of Kay’s laughter. “We have something different in mind,” she assured them, linking her hand with his. “It will take some creative finagling, quick thinking, and more than a little magic.”

“And teamwork,” Bryce added.

“We’re good at all of that,” Wayne said. “Tell us what you have in mind, my friend.”

Bryce outlined his plan and together the men and women around him helped refine it based on their specific skills into an impeccable battle strategy. He felt real hope at last.

“When she discovers she can’t work the key, she’ll come for me,” Bryce told them. The wood in the fire pit snapped, sending sparks high into the velvet black of the night sky. “I don’t know how long we have. I only know she won’t be subtle about it.”
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For six days they trained and planned as a small army and enjoyed every moment they could pack into each day as a makeshift family, greyhound and hawk included. They had time as individuals and as couples and, as frequently as possible, Nadine, Tara, and Diana gave the men ample room to reconnect as friends.

She couldn’t give voice to her longing for Bryce to choose to stay here in this time as his friends had done. Though the women would understand, she couldn’t add that to the pressures he bore. Not now. Not here.

Diana raised a hedge around the perimeter of the stones, leaving openings at the compass points according to Bryce’s instruction and the group plan. With Wayne’s help, Tara built on the courtyard she’d started around the central fire pit, raiding the empty cabins to create a long table where they could share meals and talk about anything and everything, past, present, and future.

Kay no longer scared her, only a few minutes of watching him with Diana proved the honor of his character. The morning he transformed to fly a perimeter with Merrick, searching for spider scouts, won her over completely. Maybe when their task here was done, she would seek out another hawk. Bryce had given her so much in these recent days, but reminding her to be open to the love of friends and companions, despite the pain of eventual loss, might be the greatest gift of all.

Evienne would come at them with every weapon at her disposal, they knew that, and they would all be ready for her in their own way. In the meantime, it seemed they were in tacit agreement to remain resolute and determined to be as happy and romantic and adventurous in the time she was giving them.

For six nights, she and Bryce had made love and slept soundly in the aftermath, uninterrupted. Though she hadn’t yet cast the spell to shield his mind in sleep and she’d been alert for any nightmares, none came. If only she could believe that Merlin was finally done using him.

In the faint light of dawn on the seventh day, Nadine heard Evienne’s rage as clearly as a bell tolling from a mountain top. The would-be high priestess arrived with a crack of lightning that singed the air and vining weeds that sprouted black and raced along the ground to wind around their cabin door and weave dark shadows over the windows.

She was out of bed in a hurry and dressed for battle moments later. “The root of this evil is at the stone circle,” Nadine said, crushing the nearest runner under her boot.

“And together we’ll make this her last day in this world,” Bryce vowed.

In a voice as sweet as an early spring breeze, Evienne called Sir Bors to the stones.

All six of them knew she wouldn’t be alone. Her best first tactic would be to send the Lamia and gain Bryce’s full cooperation by magical means. Nadine glanced over as Tara and Diana emerged from their cabins, weapons in hand and their men behind them.

“We’ll be ready to strike as soon as the Lamia is down,” Bryce said. He pulled her in and kissed her forehead.

She stepped back. Any further affection would wait for the victory party. “Wait for our signal,” Nadine ordered. They’d been over this time and again and still she worried he’d let chivalry blur the battle plan. The women joining her sent equally hard looks to the knights they loved.

“Be swift,” Bryce said. “Strike sure.”

“Count on it,” she replied. Giving him a wave, she turned her mind to the battle. Until she and Tara and Diana dispatched the Lamia, the men would be no use to them. Worse, they’d be in danger of becoming Evienne’s soldiers.

Nadine kept her gaze forward as the three of them ran for the stone circle. She loved him and though she kept the words close, she knew he saw it in her eyes, felt it when she touched him. Anything else she needed to say would wait until his quest was complete.

All six of them had a role to play today if they had any hope of defeating Evienne. First, they must destroy a would-be high priestess of the old religion, before anyone could talk about life with any measure of confidence.

***
Bryce had sensed something weighing on Nadine and though he’d been curious he hadn’t pressed her for answers. As he watched her leave, he regretted the lapse, but they were out of time. Though the key wasn’t working properly for her thanks to Merlin, Evienne’s power was increasing. The black vines that had been new tendrils minutes ago were full vines, thick as his wrist. Worse, they were well out of sight of the circle and one look at his friends told him they all felt the draw of the Lamia.

“Come on, ladies,” Kay muttered. His big hands fisted and relaxed as he bided his time.

Bryce too, despised holding back, no matter how smart the tactic.

“We’ll see plenty of action soon enough,” Wayne said. “Sterling has Evienne and her spiders in sight.”

On his shoulder, Merrick flexed her talons, as eager as the rest of them to put an end to Evienne’s terror. He removed her hood and jesses and bid her well. She launched into the sky, wings pumping, as eager as Nadine had been to get into the fray.

“Hold, men,” Wayne said as a particularly strong current from the monster brushed their position, seeking them out.

“I never thought I’d long to be a woman,” Kay grumbled. “Any form I like and always male.”

Bryce and Wayne grinned, a mix of sympathy and humor. Knights in prime condition weren’t meant to sit idle while others fought in their stead. Letting their women go in to battle before them grated against all they held dear.

He considered moving closer. Surely they could safely watch from the hedge Diana had grown. He only wanted a peek into the fight to admire the prowess of the trio.

“Don’t do it,” Wayne said.

“You read minds now?” Bryce grumbled.

“Don’t have to when you’re all but standing here waving a white flag.”

Kay snorted. His hand transformed into a bear’s brawny claw-tipped paw and back to human in two heartbeats. “Come on mama bear,” he said to himself.

Bryce couldn’t take it. He stayed low, following one of the black vines toward the circle.

Wayne punched him hard when he caught up. “You’re a fool. We were supposed to wait for the signal.”

“Shut up and look,” Bryce said.

The three of them edged closer to the break in the sheltering hedge. The women were magnificent, fighting Evienne’s Lamia. The creature held less sway over the female mind and the three women battling her now employed the strength of numbers and superior tactics. Still the Lamia did not go down or disappear.

His gaze locked on Nadine. With her long staff, she attacked, swirled, and retreated to make room for one, often both, of the women fighting with her in a glorious, deadly dance. Wayne had trained Tara well with both long and short sword techniques and Diana deployed her magic to full effect.

Kay and Diana used forces that more closely resembled his own, though he felt they were far more natural with their gifts than he ever would be. He could never be sure how much was an innate talent and how much was Merlin’s influence.

“They’re glorious,” Kay whispered in awe.

“It’s almost a joy to sit back and watch,” Wayne added.

His words raised an alarm in Bryce’s mind. “Almost.” He knew the worst awaited them. He could already sense the spiders waiting to attack and the pull of the Memory Key urged him out of hiding. “Evienne is near.”

“We knew that.”

Bryce shook off the distractions buzzing in his mind, clouding his judgment. The temptation to attack and seize the key clawed at his gut like a trapped beast. With the key and a single thought, he could erase her from existence in any realm, just as Merlin planned.

He didn’t understand why Evienne allowed the women to keep the Lamia away from the goal, when she could render him and his friends as useless as newborn pups or pit them against each other.

Unless they’d misread this entirely. Lamia dealt in illusion, diverting her foes with the lure of sweet, dark promises that whispered across a man’s mind. “Look away,” he barked to Wayne and Kay, closing his eyes tight. “What do you hear?”

Suddenly sounds of a vicious battle raged. All three women were shouting warnings, their voices bouncing off the stones. Bryce heard the skittering of spiders and the harsh breath of his fellow knights as they listened to the pained cries and desperation of the women they loved fighting on two fronts.

“The Lamia and spiders will overwhelm them,” Kay said. “We must go in.”

“No. We cannot fight blindly,” Wayne said through gritted teeth. “The spiders would shred us. My hound was deceived as well. He’s down, compromised. I know only that he breathes.”

“Any predator I become will fall under the bitch’s spell,” Kay added, equally dismayed. “I can sense Diana’s magic waning.”

Bryce cursed himself for a fool as he struggled to remain calm enough to find a solution. “Evienne knows she will never rewrite history while any of us draw breath. If she can convince us our women succeeded, the Lamia will render us helpless against the spiders.”

Working on instinct, he sank deep into his mind, reaching across time and space as he had so many times for Merlin. This time it was both easier and harder as he lent what aid he could to Nadine. Even then, he felt the soft lull of the monster. He distanced himself immediately, before the Lamia could capitalize on a moment of weakness.

“Do not reach out to them, or all is lost,” he told his friends.

Kay gave a vicious opinion on that.

“I know,” Bryce said. “I cannot bear what I hear any more than you two. Failure here means the world falls to Evienne’s madness.”

“Think faster.” Wayne shoved Bryce. “I won’t allow Tara to keep fighting alone.”

“Hold,” Bryce ordered. Their carefully constructed plans were falling apart. If they broke ranks now, Evienne would triumph and sidle off with him in tow, able to use the full power of the key to control the fate of the world.

Kay was fighting the urge to transition into God-knew-what. “Hold!” Bryce repeated the order.

“Be quick, damn you!” Kay’s words were barely intelligible through the growling of whatever he was about to become.

Swiftly, Bryce ventured deep into the lessons and memories Merlin had set upon him through the centuries.

“Kay.” He clapped his large friend on the shoulder. “Can you gather a rainstorm?”

Kay blinked. “Easily. We’re in a valley.”

“Do it.”

Immediately the light faded and the air cooled as Kay drew in heavy clouds and set to work.

“Can you rouse your hound and send him to the western side of the circle?” Bryce asked Wayne.

“Of course, but why?”

“I want a lookout posted far from the Lamia.”

“The western side will be drier,” Kay added. “I know the hound isn’t fond of rain.”

Wayne nodded somberly and closed his eyes again to connect more quickly with his hound.

Nadine’s voice carried through the din of battle and stormy weather and her pain threatened his resolve. He willed her to hang on a few more seconds while he worked out a spell on the fly. Drawing from Merlin’s well-aged methods, his own intuition, and more than a little of the new connection he shared with her, he used Kay’s rainstorm to erase the Lamia’s illusion.

He had to trust his ears when he wanted to lean on his sight to know if the spell had any effect. Nadine, Tara, and Diana reacted moments later with a shocked pause followed by shouts of victory.

The sky overhead glowed with the eerie blue of Diana’s magic against Kay’s gray storm.

“The Lamia is gone,” Nadine called. “We trapped her and crushed her.” She gave a wild cheer. “It’s safe.”

The three knights burst from their hiding place to join their women. It seemed all were battered, but none of them suffered terrible injury. A charred circle of earth marked the monster’s fate. “Banished,” Diana said. She moved closer, purifying the area as her ancestors on Avalon would have done.

Puffs of steam rose from the blackened area as Kay’s rainstorm continued to cleanse the bitter tang of battle from the air. Bryce knew they probably didn’t have long to celebrate. “It sounded like hell,” he said.

“That about covers it,” Tara admitted. “The spiders kept us hemmed in.” She ran to Wayne, leaping into his arms for a kiss.

“They retreated in the rain, running from Diana’s light trapped by the clouds,” Nadine explained. “That was a great improvisation.”

“Good.” Bryce caught the flicker of secrets in her dark gaze. “I’m glad you’re well.”

“More spiders are rolling in from the west,” Wayne said, his eyes glazed by the connection to his hound. “How did you know to set the watch there?”

“Evienne,” Bryce said. “Her skill with the key grows with every hour. We have both held it, giving me insight to her methods and motives. We might already be too late.”

“No,” Nadine said emphatically. “She’s about to discover that today is not her day.”

“Agreed,” Diana leaned against Kay, smiling up at him despite the rain spilling over her face.

Bryce pulled Nadine aside. “You were magnificent,” he murmured in her ear.

“I believe you were under the influence of an illusion,” she teased between great gulps of air. There were smudges under her wide, dark eyes.

He cupped her cheek, studying her closely. “Are you well?”

She bobbed her chin. “Come on. We must close the trap before Evienne realizes her fate. We can—”

The cry of alarm from his hawk cut short whatever she might have said. The six of them raced into position according to the compass star they had cast days ago. Each post had been reinforced by burying tokens imbued with power that would bind Evienne to this stone circle.

With Diana and Kay at the north and Wayne and Tara at the south, Bryce and Nadine moved to the east and west points in the hedge just as Evienne appeared in the center of the stone circle.

He could see how she might have been beautiful in her time. Her dark hair flowed like a river down her back, past her knees. Her gray-green gown shimmered in the drenching rain of Kay’s spell and her ivory skin reminded him of the delicate color of the shells he’d found on the beach near Nadine’s cottage. But lovely she was not. Not today when madness and fury blackened her eyes and twisted her features.

“Join with me and release the power of this key, Sir Bors, or your friends shall die where they stand.”

“I will not. My friends are warriors.” He felt a power welling up and for the first time, he was happy to feel Merlin’s presence. Determined they would succeed, he held his ground. “My friends have pledged their lives to goodness,” he said. “Each of them would rather die than see me cooperate with you.”

“So be it,” she said with an arrogant sneer. “Their blood is on your hands, knight.”

With terrifying speed her enormous black spiders surged through the rain, surrounding the stones and his friends who protected the circle. The five went into action with all the skills and weapons at their disposal. Swords clashed with the spiders, shouts and cries and the sounds of battle resonated all around him. Bryce couldn’t risk eye contact with Nadine or the others, but he trusted each of them implicitly to hold their positions and keep Evienne rooted in this rather weak circle.

“Join with me or perish!” Evienne spread her arms wide and the stones trembled. Arms lifted to the cloud-scudded sky, the stones rose from their seats in the thick grass. “I will crush them with these stones. Slowly,” she vowed. “You will grieve for an eternity.”

“No.”

She snapped her fingers and four spider clusters sprouted from the grass inside the circle, edging toward each binding point. “Stop this foolishness. You have no choice, Sir Bors.”

“No.”

The word rang with a familiar authority. The stones shivered and the grass rippled under the weight of that one syllable. For a moment, the rain itself seemed to pause, each drop startled out of its intended path to the earth. Bryce’s heart thudded in his chest. All the time in that space beyond death had given Merlin a bridge to this world, this fight. Merlin’s presence, knowledge, and awareness pressed along Bryce’s soul, merging with his consciousness.

Evienne’s eyes widened as she struggled against the enemy she could not see.

If he’d learned anything from the crafty wizard, it was how to manipulate time and space. And if he’d learned anything as a warrior, it was how to make the most of a diversion. He applied his sword to the spider cluster advancing on him and gave over his magical gifts to Merlin’s control, hoping the combined tactics would be enough to save them all.

Dispatching the immediate threat in a few quick strikes, Bryce cast a dome of light over the stone circle. With Merlin’s help, the light was bigger and brighter than he’d ever done on his own. The spiders shrank a size or two and the ground shook as the stones Evienne had held dropped back into place.

Bryce whistled, the piercing call carrying well past the fight. Merrick fell out of the sky, through the dome of light in a steep dive, aiming for Evienne. The hawk came in so fast, the witch could only scream, duck behind her hands. Merrick snatched the key from her grasp and delivered it to Bryce, or rather Merlin hovering within Bryce.

More light flashed, all Merlin’s work this time, cycling through the standing stones. The clusters of spiders exploded and did not return. “You are lost, Evienne,” Merlin said through Bryce. “At last, even the shadows shall be free of you now.”

Evienne screeched, her hands turning to claws as she tried to summon more spiders.

Bryce watched, astounded, as the key dissolved into his palm and the presence of Merlin faded out of him. “Tis yours to finish, Sir Bors.” The words whispered across his mind and Bryce knew what to do.

Evienne screamed, lunging for Bryce. The binding spell held her in place. “What is this? What have you done?” she wailed.

“I have bestowed upon you your rightful due, my lady,” Bryce replied. “You are now the high priestess of your very own circle.” This time the light he cast met the buried tokens and became a lightning-like current of power that surged around the circle and then struck Evienne at the center. With each of them standing in place, they watched her body turn to stone, forever rooted in the center of the stone circle.

All around Bryce cheers erupted. Belatedly he realized it was over. The nightmares were done, the niggling worry gone. The inexorable draw to a dangerous power tugging at his soul had finally been quieted. The sky cleared in an instant thanks to Kay’s gift and Nadine threw herself into his arms.

“You were amazing, my love. Absolutely amazing!” She kissed the lingering raindrops from his cheeks and lips.

He held her tight as the others closed in, reveling in the pure joy and triumph of success.

Diana touched her hand to the earth, making sure no sign of the spiders or black vines remained. At the eastern point, she raised a sweet patch of daisies. Plucking several, she wove them into a crown and Wayne dropped it on the head of Evienne’s statue.

“I brought some champagne from New York,” Tara said, smiling. “It pays to think positively.”

In full agreement, the six of them returned to the cabins for a proper celebration.
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Hours later, a sky full of stars overhead, Bryce was pleasantly tipsy from a little too much champagne as he walked with Kay and Wayne to be sure their camp was safe for the night. “I must go back and tell Arthur we succeeded,” he said.

“Is that a one-way trip?” Wayne asked.

“It could be,” he admitted.

“Don’t do it,” Kay rumbled. “His confidence in us is enough assurance. You have a life here now if you want it. Like us, with us.”

“He would never expect you to make such a sacrifice,” Wayne added.

Bryce followed their gazes toward the fire pit where the women were toasting a treat Diana called s’mores.

“Still I will go.” Bryce rubbed at the tension behind his sternum. By intent or design, Merlin had left him a wealth of knowledge. He understood how to get from here back to Arthur, he just couldn’t be sure he would remember how to get back here again. The idea of leaving Nadine put a knot in his gut. Of all the sacrifices he’d made for Arthur on this quest, to leave her felt nearly unbearable.

Kay’s oversized hand landed on his shoulder. “Then go now. We will tell Nadine.”

“No.” He would hear the echo of her voice calling him a coward the rest of his days if he didn’t say good-bye in person. “I appreciate the kindness, brother, but there is more I should tell her.”

He walked up to the fire where she laughed with Tara and Diana. They were a trio of rare beauty and exceptional courage. It should have helped, knowing that she was an immortal Amari and that whatever befell him, she would go on, as she had before he’d woken up and disrupted her life.

Her face radiant, she hopped up and walked into his arms. He’d become addicted to her body, lithe and warm beside him, her fresh hope and sweet joy infused his soul every moment they were together.

He guided her away from the others, where she could shout and rail at him without fear of being overheard.

“You’re not staying,” she said, stopping on the dark path.

Her statement startled him and as he fumbled for the right words, she reached up and brought his face to hers for a lingering kiss. She stepped back, her eyes so serious it pained him. “Go. I understand, Sir Bors.”

She hadn’t spoken his original name since she’d changed it on the airplane, the day they’d left the cottage. And her use of his old name now only reminded him of the heavy responsibilities resting on his shoulders. The small distance between them was too much. He pulled her close, tucking her head to his chest. “Thank you,” he murmured against her hair. “Arthur deserves to rest in peace, knowing we have completed our quests and fulfilled our vows.”

“Your king gave more than the world will ever know,” she whispered. “Thank him for me.”

“I will do so for you, but why?” he asked.

“Without Arthur’s vision and proactive measures, I wouldn’t have had even this brief time with you. I wouldn’t know the bliss of being loved by you or the joy of loving you.”

Loving him? Oh, Lord, maybe Kay was right after all.

She had to know this could be a one-way trip, yet she accepted him now as she had from the first moment, just as he was. “If there is a way to return to you, I will find it,” he vowed. He pressed her hand to his heart, covered it with both of his. “You are my true north, Nadine. I love you.”

He lifted his hands to cradle her face. When she looked up, unshed tears welling in her eyes, he nearly changed his mind. A sly, selfish voice in his head suggested Arthur would want his happiness above all else.

And yet Arthur’s happiness and peace mattered as well.

“Will you watch over Merrick?” He knew he asked too much, yet he didn’t have a choice.

“I will,” she vowed. “We will keep and comfort each other.”

“If there is any way—” he began.

“You will find it,” she finished. “My heart is of the stars and yet I found new strength with you. I will forever be yours.” Her brave smile wobbled. “Go now, before I beg you to stay.”

A begging Nadine was unfathomable. “You couldn’t.” He kissed her again, lightly. He’d never forget the taste of her lips, the soft heat of her mouth or the feel of her hands on his skin. He poured all he couldn’t say into one last kiss, all the gratitude and joy, all the sorrows that if given a voice would make it impossible for him to leave her.

It was her resolve, her step back that allowed him to go. And it was her smile in his mind as he closed his eyes and cast the spell that swept him back across the centuries to find Arthur.

***
Nadine told herself there would be time for tears later, one of the perks of being immortal. If a life alone was the worst of the aftereffects from this ordeal, they’d done well. Technically, she wasn’t alone. She stopped at the cabin to check on Merrick before she returned to the celebration around the fire pit. She and the hawk would get through this together. “We’ll get on fine, my brave friend.”

He would be back, she told herself, just so she could smile as she joined her new friends.

“He’s gone?” Kay asked, his gaze shuttered.

“Yes,” she replied.

Tara wrapped her in a warm hug, drew her to a chair. “Why didn’t you tell him?”

Nadine shot her friend a look of dismay.

“Tell him what?” Wayne queried.

Suddenly Nadine felt herself pinned by four powerful stares. “I’m pregnant.”

Kay pushed to his feet, then turned on Diana. “You let her go into that battle carrying a child?”

“You’re implying I had any say in the matter,” Diana scolded gently. “Nadine is her own woman, she knows her strengths and limitations.”

“And I know—knew—Bryce’s weaknesses,” Nadine added. “He didn’t need one more worry on top of all the rest.”

“He would not have seen your condition as a worry,” Wayne said. “He would never have gone back to Arthur if you’d spoken up.”

“Which is why I kept my peace,” she said, struggling to retain her composure. “He would never have been content in any era knowing Arthur died wondering if Morgana’s cult, Mordred’s manipulations, and Merlin’s enemies had destroyed the future.”

Kay swore. “She has a point.”

“And she has family,” Tara said, linking her arm with Nadine’s. “Your own of course, but now you have all of us too.”

“I thank you,” Nadine said, overcome by the affection surrounding her.

Tara refilled champagne glasses and handed Nadine a bottle of water. “To your health and to the first baby in our new family.” They all raised their glasses in salute.

“Being different, do you think you could have gone with him?” Diana asked quietly once the men had drifted back their own conversation.

“I believe so,” Nadine admitted after giving it some thought. “It might have taken some time to figure it out and Bryce would not have been happy to wait.”

“Nick might turn up something helpful,” Tara said. “I’ll have him start searching the archives as soon as we’re home. With these quests fulfilled, I suspect he’ll need something new to focus on.”

They were all being far too kind. “If Bryce can return he will,” Nadine said. She had to believe it or she’d break down.

“And I’ll talk with Louise.” Diana pursed her lips, deep in thought. “She said something during Nick’s brief visit that piqued my curiosity. That woman knows more than she’s ever had a chance to pass along.”

“Really, I’ll be fine,” Nadine assured them. “I would’ve suggested going back with him if I wasn’t so selfish.”

Tara gave a snort. “You, my friend, are the opposite of selfish.”

Nadine chuckled. “Hardly. I wasn’t eager to risk labor and delivery without the modern drugs and conveniences.”

“Right,” Diana scoffed. “I know better. You didn’t want to risk tampering with the timeline.”

“Proves my point,” Tara said, tapping her glass to Diana’s. “Nadine is unselfish to the core.”

She found their assessment flattering, despite it being irrelevant. Relief and loss brushed against her like the unrelenting waves racing up the sand with the incoming tide. Suddenly all she wanted was the peaceful solitude of the cottage. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m for bed.”

She walked to the cabin and sent Tanner a text message so he would have the plane ready for the flight to Florida. She’d go first thing, before anyone else woke up. The cottage was the closest place she could be to Bryce, to feel his memory and presence. Had it been only a couple of weeks since she’d stood outside the thick walls drenched in ancient spells and found him lacking for not waking when she deemed it appropriate?

Murmuring a good night to Merrick snoozing on the perch in the corner, she gave into her emotional exhaustion and stretched out on the bed, wishing for one more night in Bryce’s warm embrace.

***
Sir Bors felt the quiet first, all of his senses at ease after the constant hum and buzz of the future. He was back. Neither the quiet nor the ease lasted as he instinctively murmured to his absent hawk and reached for Nadine. He felt more alone than ever and regret pierced his heart for choosing Arthur’s peace over his own happiness.

His lips were too stiff to smile and his heart felt sluggish in his chest. When had he become the gloomy man who sought the negative side of every circumstance? When he’d left the woman who mattered most, he thought.

He strode on toward Camelot, giving thanks for the beautiful moments he’d experienced in each of the eras he’d known. The castle and surrounding grounds were at the peak of glory, Arthur’s vision fulfilled. It was a bittersweet victory, knowing how limited the days of Arthur’s reign would be. He found his king in the bailey, training with the next generation of knights.

He hesitated at the gate, belatedly concerned that someone would recognize him when he was reportedly dead on the other side of the world. He smudged his face with dirt and found a lad to carry a message to the king to come to the mews.

He stood just inside the door, the air cool and the light faint. Arthur arrived within minutes.

“Sir Bors?” he called softly.

“Here, my king.” He stepped forward. “I bring you news of our success. Gawain, Kay and I have fulfilled our vow.”

Arthur’s relief was palpable. “Success.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Friend,” Arthur corrected. He pulled Bors into a hard embrace. “What can you tell me of the future?”

“It is not as any of us expected. Gawain and Kay, surviving, have found wives and continue to build new lives.”

“I am delighted.” Arthur’s voice was only contained due to their location. “We should have a feast.”

“We cannot,” Bors replied. “I am presumed dead in the Holy Land, am I not?” He caught the shadow of movement as Arthur nodded his agreement. “I only wanted you to know how we fared so you could rest easy.”

“Thank you.”

“I believe the others would have done the same had such a trip been within their power.”

“Dare I ask how such a feat is within yours?” Arthur asked.

“Blame Merlin.” It was all the explanation he could offer.

Arthur grunted. “When I see him next I will thank him and then scold him.”

Bors laughed, the merry sound carrying to the hawks perched above. The birds rustled and warbled. Now that he was here, he only wanted to be back with Nadine. “If it is all the same to you, I should like to attempt a return to the future. I would prefer to live out my days with Kay and Gawain.”

“Old friends on a new adventure,” Arthur mused. “I daresay they will fare better for your presence. Please give my best to each of them.”

“Consider it done, sire.” Bors bowed. “Friend,” he corrected himself. “We were each humbled and honored by your trust in us.”

“And I am forever grateful for the demonstration of tremendous courage. Will all of you be happy?”

Leave it to Arthur to show such caring. “Yes.”

“Bors?”

“Yes?”

“Does anyone in the future know of…” His voice trailed off. “I cannot even complete such a selfish thought.”

He understood what Arthur needed. “Camelot and Avalon and even you, sire, live on in legends and philosophy. The world is better for all you build here,” he said. His throat tight, he clasped Arthur in one last embrace before he walked out of the mews. Now he had to find his way back to a time that felt far more familiar, a time and place where his soul wasn’t grieving a love lost.

Would it also be a time where Nadine and his hawk waited for him? A time where he was known and loved as Bryce, a version of himself that felt more right than any he’d ever known.

Winding through time was never easy. Going back had the benefit of landmarks and the potential pitfall of changing things. Leaping ahead held the challenge of a ‘blind’ landing and exposing the reality of the magic involved.

Playing it safe, Bryce aimed for the place he knew best, the truest anchor point, to use Merlin’s term.

He knew he’d made it, though he couldn’t be precisely sure of the date, when he saw the moon gleaming on the tide softly lapping at the white sands. Over the dunes, he saw the darker roof of the cottage. The windows within were dark, yet Nadine’s fragrance brushed across his senses. She was here. He turned the door handle and his hawk squawked a greeting as he stepped over the threshold.

“Hello, Merrick. Am I terribly late?”

He moved toward the open bedroom door and saw Nadine curled up tight on one side of the bed, her dark hair spilling over the white pillowcase. Afraid of scaring her, he flicked his fingers and cast a low light, just enough to find his way without tripping over anything and making a noisy scene.

Lying on her side, her hand tucked under her chin, she appeared almost angelic. And if she found out he thought it, she’d disabuse him of the notion immediately. He smoothed a tendril of hair back behind her ear. Her skin was soft and her face seemed fuller. Taking a closer look, he thought all of her seemed more rounded than when he’d left.

With her lineage and the powerful magic in her veins, it was impossible to know at a glance if he’d returned within days, weeks, or even decades. He stepped back, determined to get it right when she caught his hand.

“Stay, my love. Please stay.” Her voice heavy with sleep, he was sure she thought him merely a dream.

“I will, darling.” If she’d allow it, he’d never leave her again. He eased back, planning to crawl into the bed on the other side.

Her grip tightened and her eyes opened. “You’re here. Really here.”

“I am.”

She levered herself up and wriggled back to lean against the headboard. The sheet fell, revealing a belly round with child.

“Nadine?”

She brought his hands to her belly as the baby started to kick. “Meet your baby,” she said, her eyes gleaming with happiness. “I’ve been telling her all about you.”

“Her?” His knees gave out and he sat down hard on the edge of the bed. He couldn’t process all of this quickly enough.

“Well, I don’t know for sure, but it feels like a girl,” she said. “I’ll be happy either way. Happier now that you’re here.”

He bent close. “Hello little one.” The baby kicked again. He chuckled as he indulged his joy and kissed Nadine. “Are you well? I’ve missed everything. Forgive me, please.”

“Hush.” She wiped tears from his cheeks, kissing him soundly. “You had to go.” She kissed him again. “You’ve missed nothing important.” Another long kiss full of yearning. “Yet.”

“I disagree,” he replied, smoothing his palm over her belly. “How long have I been gone?”

“Only a month or two,” she replied vaguely, moving over so he could stretch out beside her on the bed. “I’m just glad you’re back now.”

Struck dumb, he didn’t know where to look, what to say. She carried his child. Their child. He leaned forward and kissed her gently, utterly humbled to return to this.

“Did you find Arthur?” she asked, running her hands through his hair.

“Yes.” Bryce focused on more important things. “You knew.” His fingertips grazed the curve of her belly that her tank didn’t quite cover. “Before I left, you knew. This is what you wouldn’t tell me.”

Her lips curled into a smile so full of love and understanding and not an ounce of regret. “How was Arthur?” she asked. “You’re glad you went, right?”

He couldn’t deny it. “Yes. Arthur will have peace, knowing we were successful and that his philosophies and legends live on even now.”

“That was an important errand,” Nadine said softly. “For everyone involved.”

It was, but it didn’t change this miracle before him. “What if I had stayed in the past?” he demanded. Suddenly angry with himself, with her for not telling him, he pushed out of the bed, away from her embrace. An unbearable ache washed over him.

“I would have raised our child with the loving support of your friends and my family. Our child would know his father to be honorable, wise and compassionate.”

Her serenity over all of it only sparked his temper. Rarely angry, he didn’t know what to do with the emotions barreling through him. It was as if he was fighting for survival on the battlefield again, an all-consuming intensity to live for one minute more. “You knew before we went into battle against Evienne.”

“I did.”

The potential disaster, the mere thought of such an unbearable loss swamped him. His knees quaked and his voice cracked. “My God, the risk you took, Nadine.”

She rose, pure fantasy in motion, and took his hands in hers. She kissed his knuckles, then smoothed his hands over her belly once more. “Yes, there was risk. And this is the reward, Bryce. We won, remember?”

He was trying to.

“We were all needed that day to defeat Evienne, or there would be no future for our child or any other. You know that here.” She touched her fingertips to his heart.

The fire nymph’s touch pulsed as strongly now as it had on any other part of his wild, convoluted journey.

“You know it here.” She drew his forehead down to meet hers.

Peace washed over him from his head to his toes. Whatever had passed, he was home, and they were safe. All three of them. “Yes,” he murmured.

“You know it here.” She kissed him, teased him out of the fear, closer to the joy.

“Yes.” He took the kiss deeper, wrapping her in his arms as he slanted his mouth over hers, her belly safe in the shelter of their embrace. “I love you, Nadine Amari.” He stroked her belly again. “I love you. Both of you.” He dropped to his knee. “All that I am, I pledge to you and our children, from this day forward.”

She beamed down at him, her face wreathed in a joy that reflected everything in his heart. “Amaris are blessed with long lives,” she reminded him. “You’re making a big commitment.”

“Commitment doesn’t scare me.” He surged to his feet, feeling an irrepressible grin cross his face. His heart swelled with pride and love for this incomparable woman. “Nothing scares me if I know we’ll face it together.”

“Together it is, my dear, dear knight.”

On another wave of joyful laughter, he scooped her up and carried her back to the bed and just held her close, dreaming of the glorious possibilities ahead of them as a family.

 


The End

*

I hope you’ve enjoyed the Knight Travelers trilogy! Visit my website to get swept away in more action-packed romances!

Click HERE for a free read!

*
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