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More than seventy years have passed since Neirin du Lac was banished from the dragon clans he called home. Though he misses them, he and his dragon Troyes have built a happy life with his lover Barra, and their friends Devlin and Midnight. It is not a life he would ever trade, not even for a chance to return to the clans.

Then the very last person he ever expected to see again comes begging for help: Prince Avalon Pendragon, ruler of the clans, a man Neirin once called friend, once wished to call lover. When Avalon tells him why he needs Neirin's help, it's not a request he can refuse, nor can his friends refuse to help him.

But the men bold enough to steal from the clans are men not to be trifled with, and in the midst of fighting for their lives, Neirin also finds himself caught between the man he loves now and the man he never truly left behind…
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The Banished Knight


Desperate Times

"Damn it all, I just bought these."

"You mean I just bought them," Devlin said in the snotty tone he only used when he was in a truly foul mood and wanted company for his misery.

Neirin looked up from his charred and blood-spattered trousers, casting Devlin a look that held every bit of the ire he was feeling. "Shove off, Winterbourne, or I'll toss you right into that pile of ash and stomp on you. The trousers were bought with your coin because the pair they replaced was set on fire. By you. While I was wearing them. I think I'll throw you in that ash anyway."

"Someone is getting tetchy," Devlin drawled. "Lack of food? Lack of sleep?"

Refusing to dignify that by acknowledging it was said, Neirin bent to retrieve his poor sword, which looked the worse for wear after their fight with rogue wolves and a handful of particularly nasty trolls. Standing, he pulled a piece of cloth from an inner pocket of his jacket and tried to clean the worst of the mess from the blade. He frowned at the nicks and a scratch that no amount of buffing was going to save. Damn it.

He shoved the sword back in its sheath and tried to think of something else. Troyes growled sleepily beside him and rubbed his head along Neirin's thigh. Neirin stroked his scales, silently soothing him. "Food soon, I promise." He looked at Devlin. "Are we done here?"

"One should hope." Devlin threw out a hand to recall his runes, kissing the last as he dropped them into the bag in his jacket. "Let's be on our way. The sun is rising faster than any of us wants." He strode off across the yard, looping around the house rather than choosing to cut through it.

Once had certainly been enough. Neirin dragged himself after Devlin, fighting the exhaustion that washed over him but not quite managing to stifle a yawn. The carriage was where they'd left it, the horses waiting patiently… but there was no Barra or Midnight.

"Would it be so difficult for people to stay where I tell them just once?" Devlin grumbled.

"Oh, yes, because you did such a bang-up job of staying where you were told last month when we were dealing with that demon," Neirin said.

Devlin didn't bother to look at him as he replied with a few choice words regarding Neirin's parentage.

"You two are in fine form tonight," said a smooth, cheerful voice.

Neirin could practically see the unhappiness drain from Devlin's body as he turned and held fast to the figure that practically threw himself into Devlin's arms. Devlin kissed him softly and then drew back with a stern frown. "Where did you go?"

Midnight rolled his eyes. "We made one last sweep of the house and two more of the little terrors bolted into the woods. They're gone now. Barra stopped at a creek to wash the blood from his hands."

"Fat lot of good that did," Barra grumbled as he came out of the woods, clothes a bit askew and a leaf in his hair. He smiled when he saw them, laughing softly as he reached Neirin. He pulled a kerchief from his jacket pocket and reached up to wipe at Neirin's cheek. "Ash."

Neirin captured his chin and leaned down to kiss him, enjoying the smell of fresh leaves that clung to him and a faint tang that belonged wholly to his werewolf blood. He smiled as he drew back. "Shall we be on our way now that this little side trip is at an end?"

"Yes, we shall," Devlin groused and climbed into the carriage.

Barra lifted his eyes to the sky then slipped away to mount the driver's seat. Next to Neirin, Troyes shifted into his human form. He smoothed down his clothes then lifted his head in silent demand. Neirin gladly acquiesced and kissed him, the hot, metallic scent and taste of dragon surrounding him, mingling in his mouth with the lingering taste of Barra. If there was anything better than his dragon and his wolf, Neirin never wanted to know it.

Troyes nuzzled against him and slipped away to join Barra. "Wolf-elf kiss."

"Stop trying to be bossy." But even as he issued the reprimand Barra was leaning in to kiss him.

Smiling, Neirin unbuckled his sword and followed Midnight into the carriage and settled across from him and Devlin, setting his sword next to him on the seat. "Well that is certainly enough of that. I suppose there is little chance of dinner now."

"We'll muster up something," Midnight said with a smile. "I do not want the two of you cranky on through morning."

Devlin grumbled, but Neirin let the words wash over him, leaning back against the plush cushion of the carriage and closing his eyes. He was tired. They'd been on the road for a month, going here and there as they tracked down the rogue monsters of an alchemist who had lost his bloody mind.

And throughout the affair—actually starting a few days before it—he'd been plagued by a constant feeling of being watched. The prickle on the back of his neck had been there so long, he was almost growing used to it. Even now his fingers itched to try and rub it away.

He ignored it. Whatever was wrong would present itself eventually, and going out to find trouble was not something he cared to do. Well, not anymore. His days of guarding the border of Clan Pendragon territory were seventy-three years in the past.

Seventy-three years… yet he had scarcely aged a handful according to the mirror. Free of Pendragon lands, which always slowed aging a slight bit given how heavily steeped in magic it was, he should have begun to age more like a normal human. He still would have lived longer, but he was no sorcerer or witch to conceivably live hundreds of years. He had initially marked it down to proximity to Devlin and other nightwalkers. Barra's longevity was partly that, the rest accounted for by his elven blood. But for Neirin and Troyes, there was little explanation save that it was a residual effect from Pendragon.

It had never proven to be a problem, so he'd never pursued it and neither had the others. Tried not to think about the family that had lived and died without ever trying to contact him. The descendants who probably didn't know he existed. Did anyone remember him? He could think of one person, but if Avalon remembered Neirin at all, it was just as one more dusty, faded memory lost among a hundred thousand others.

"You seem particularly foul of mood this evening."

Neirin dragged his eyes open. "Yes, and you're so cheerful. We were meant to be home hours ago. I'm exhausted, hungry, and bloody damn tired of cleaning up other people's messes."

Devlin opened his mouth, and Neirin braced to hit him because that was exactly how this night was going—

"I think a good trip to the country would do all of us some good," Midnight cut in, voice as soft and sweet as ever. He was curled close against Devlin, their arms twined together, the brooding Mad Duke and his adoring draugr. They were the strangest pair Neirin had seen in all ninety-eight years of his life, but also one of the most beautiful in the strength and depth of their bond.

He would envy it, save that nothing could compare to having Troyes and Barra at his sides. Midnight and Devlin might be a beautiful pair, but Neirin was part of a beautiful three and that suited him far more.

Old memories filled his mind like faded paintings in a forgotten attic, but Neirin batted them away. Even before he had been banished, his daydreams had been only that: the foolish imaginings of a boy who fancied himself a man. His marriage had been arranged; his future laid out. Whatever he had truly wanted back then, it had already been out of his reach. He was much happier with his three than he ever would have been with four, be it daydream or arrangement.

Neirin drifted off to a tangle of memories and dreams, mouth pulled down and his brow deeply furrowed. Voices speaking in murmurs, occasionally saying his name, floated around him, comforting in their familiarity but not enough to help him escape the unhappy rest.

The jarring halt of the carriage did wake him, and Neirin jerked up and cast one hand toward his sword. Then comprehension fell and he sat back with a sigh. "Are we home?"

"Finally, yes," Devlin replied and swept out of the carriage as only a man so insufferably arrogant could. Neirin followed him, down to the dark street and up the wide steps of Devlin's townhome. Neirin's home for the past seventy-three years, when they weren't at Winterbourne Manor, anyway.

The smell of food washed over him as they entered, and he paused only long enough to discard his sword, coat, and jacket. Devlin was already seated when he arrived, and Neirin took his own seat, quickly followed by Barra on his right. Troyes, as usual, eschewed the dining room in favor of going straight to the kitchen. He'd eventually head up to the bedroom for Neirin and Barra to find him later.

"Where did the food come from?"

"I flew ahead and took care of it," Midnight said. "Not much available at this hour, but hopefully it's edible."

"It smells wonderful. Thank you." None of them said a word as they ate, not even Midnight, who merely sat there drinking from a cup made of dark green glass. When his plate was empty and his good mood nearly restored, Neirin pushed away from the table and rose. "I am to bed. I hope I do not see any of you again until late tomorrow."

Devlin grunted, not bothering to open his eyes or sit up from where he'd slumped back in his own seat.

Barra smiled and rose to follow Neirin, tangling their fingers together as they headed upstairs to their bedroom. Troyes was already fast asleep, sprawled out like a puddle of liquid metal on the floor at the foot of the bed.

Stripping, Neirin tossed the clothes in a pile with the rest of the wash and then climbed into bed. Barra followed him a moment later, and Neirin pulled him close. He mustered the energy for a kiss, murmured goodnight, and fell asleep breathing in Barra's woodsy scent.

He woke in the dark, gloomy, gray hours of earliest morning. Once upon a time, it would have been too early even for the lamp lighters.

But what had woken him? Barra was still fast asleep, warm and soft against his side. If he'd woken Neirin, there would have been no call for complaint. Sadly, that was not the case.

Thunder rumbled softly, but that wasn't likely to have been the culprit; he slept through raging storms all the time, much to the amusement and irritation of the others.

The prickling at the back of his neck was stronger than ever, an unsettled feeling strumming through him, making him want to lash out at the unknown threat. He gently extracted himself from Barra and slid near soundlessly from the bed.

A soft growl drew his attention to the window, where Troyes had pushed back the curtain to press against the glass—in dragon form, when he knew to be more careful when they were in London. Neirin joined him, pushing the curtain back further and resting his other hand on Troyes's head. "I don't see anything."

Troyes growled again, low and rolling, but beneath the displeasure was a hint of pain—anguish, in fact. Which could only mean one thing: he sensed clan. "Stay here." Troyes snarled at him. "Please," Neirin said. "I'd rather have you to protect me, you know that, but it's more important that you stay here to protect everyone else if someone from the clans has come to get rid of us once and for all. Even Devlin, as powerful as he is, won't be any match for the full weight of a knight following a kill order." Neirin moved away but turned back as Troyes whined. He knelt, hugged Troyes close, and kissed him behind one of his fanned ears. "I'll be all right, beloved. Take care of our wolf-elf and the other brats."

When Troyes growled in reluctant acquiescence, Neirin rose and went to get dressed.

He pulled on his boots, still caked with mud and gods alone knew what else after their fight the previous night. Shrugging into a coat, he headed downstairs. His sword was where he'd left it in the front hall, leaning against the table where Devlin seemed to have dropped everything in his pockets.

Buckling the sword in place, Neirin headed outside into the misty dark. The familiar, rarely pleasant smells of London washed over him, but laced through them was the unmistakable metallic tang of dragon. And the thick, spicy bite of power, heavy enough to coat his tongue and the back of his throat. Neirin's knees felt weak as the power washed over him, a familiar urge to kneel and bow his head jolting through him.

It couldn't be. He wasn't allowed to leave Pendragon lands, wasn't even capable of it for more than a few hours in a set span of time.

Neirin followed the feeling as it strengthened, down the street and through the thickening mist to an empty lot where a building had recently burned down, the victim of gas and a careless owner. His breath caught as he reached the center of the lot, one hand falling reflexively to the hilt of his sword. The rest of the world was drowned out by a buzzing in his ears as he stared in disbelief.

More than seventy years had passed, but Prince Avalon had not changed a day. He was tall, slender, and beautiful in a way the normal world would label effeminate. His gold-toned brown skin was paler than Neirin recalled it being, and his dragon-amber eyes were dim with exhaustion, or maybe worry. The hair was longer, woven into a heavy braid that fell over his shoulder and stopped halfway down his chest. Even tired and unhappy, he remained breathtaking.

Tears fell down Neirin cheeks, and he wiped them furiously away before bowing low. "Your Highness."

"Sir Neirin," Avalon said softly, a lilt to his voice that hinted at languages and accents long lost to history. "It's been a long time. I am glad to see you doing well. Rise, please."

Neirin rose. "What are you doing here? You can't leave—"

"I can for a time, and I have a couple hours to spare yet," Avalon cut in. "I know I've no right to ask it of you, but I need help and I know not where else to turn."

"Help?" Neirin's mouth tightened. His back ached with remembered pain. Though time had worn his scars away significantly, traces of them would always be there. "I am banished, Your Highness, have been for several decades. What help could I possibly offer?"

"You've been gone," Avalon replied, bitterness and something that might have been desperation lacing his words. "There is much to say, but I will try to be as brief as possible: a Holy Pendragon has gone missing; I believe there are traitors in Pendragon and du Lac; my Steward has gone missing, likely the thief who stole away the pendragon; and he took several grimoires as well. I fear the ultimate goal is to get rid of me and shift the seat of power. I no longer know who to trust amongst my own people. You are the only person right now, in literally all of the world, to whom I felt I could turn for help. Not for me, I would never ask you to help me. But I am begging you to help me save a dragon."

The damnedest part of it was that Neirin would have helped Avalon. However much he tried to hate Avalon, it was because of him that Neirin had lived long enough for Devlin and the others to rescue him.  Avalon was centuries old, must see Neirin as little more than a child no matter how old he grew, but he had always been kind and friendly to Neirin. Even when Neirin had broken rule after rule, defied so many of the constraints put upon him by clan life and the particularly rigid, old-fashioned mindset of Clan du Lac, Avalon had supported him as best he could.

"Maybe you and your dragons deserve to rot," said a cool, arrogant voice, and the lightning-buzz of wild witch magic jarred against the ancient power of Avalon and seemed to make the air crackle. Devlin appeared through the mist, dressed in dark blue that exactly matched Midnight's hair. "What in the buggering fuck are you doing here? Seeing you once was enough, and Neirin owes nothing to the likes of the bastard who saw him whipped damn near to death. If not for me, it would have been to death, and if you have come to make his life miserable again, I will show you what suffering means."

Avalon smiled, though it was tired and strained at the edges and never quite reached his eyes. "Yes, I recall your threats from our previous encounter. I have come to plead for his help because I am desperate, Your Grace. If there was anyone else to whom I could turn, I would leave him in peace." He turned back to Neirin. "I would. I know you've been happy, and that's all I ever wanted for you. If I did not fear for the dragons, I would not be here."

"Save them yourself," Devlin snapped, drawing close enough that Neirin was slightly behind him.

Neirin barely refrained from rolling his eyes. He had never been on the receiving end of Devlin's overprotective tendencies, as Devlin generally saw him as a partner in the protecting rather than a subject of fretting like he did Barra and Midnight. Neirin would like to say he was more reasonable than Devlin, but Midnight was not mistaken when he accused Neirin and Devlin of being far too alike.

Which meant he was most certainly not about to tolerate Devlin protecting him. He grabbed the sleeve of Devlin's jacket, yanked him back, and cast him a quelling look before turning back to Avalon. "I'll help for the sake of the dragons, Your Highness. But I—"

"We," Devlin snapped.

Neirin refused to acknowledge the relief that rushed through him. "We need more information—at the very least, a starting point."

He hadn't realized until Avalon abruptly relaxed just how tense he'd been. "Thank you. Words can never express my gratitude."

"Get on with it," Devlin said.

A brief smile flickered on Avalon's mouth as he regarded Devlin, but he said only, "Two months ago Caliburn's latest mate produced three eggs. One of them is a Holy Pendragon. We were obviously quite excited."

Elation and sadness tangled in Neirin's chest. That was cause for excitement. Holy Pendragons were the ruling dragons. None was quite as powerful as Caliburn, Avalon's dragon and the Holy Pendragon, but their presence helped to strengthen the clans and share the power of Pendragon throughout the world. Only three others existed, unless things had changed in his absence, which was unlikely: in Germany, Egypt, and France. Often Holy Pendragons died not long after birth, if they managed to survive the shell, as someone strong enough to wield them must appear within the first few weeks. The clans constantly searched for a way to overcome that, to give Holy Pendragons the same leisure to match as other dragons, but thus far it had never been managed.

That a Holy Pendragon had been stolen… Someone must have devised a way to keep it alive, or thought they had, at any rate. Such experiments, and the arrogance that always came with them, had always been the provenance of a particular clan. "Do you think Mordred has anything to do with this?"

"That is certainly what everyone else thinks and the path they think we should pursue," Avalon replied, "but no, I do not. Mordred would gain nothing by it, for even if they managed to overcome the limitations of the Pendragons, their curse would prevent bonding. Why risk the wrath of the clans all over again for something they cannot overcome? Mordred was never this… crude, either. No, I think someone within Pendragon has betrayed us. Especially as my Steward vanished the same day we noticed the missing egg."

"Steward Linden?"

Avalon gave a short, sharp nod.

Neirin's mouth tightened. The worst thing about it was that he did not feel surprised. Linden was shrewd and hard-working, but he was also power-hungry and status-obsessed. The entire du Lac family was much the same, and the reason that clan had changed little over the centuries, the reason more people than Neirin had chafed and fought. "Where could they possibly go?"

"We tracked them as far as Canterbury, but after they departed from there we lost them."

"Canterbury is on the edge of old le Fay territory," Neirin replied. "Those lands have been abandoned for decades."

Avalon gave another terse nod. "But old power lingers, power that the right people could use to wrest power from Pendragon." Power that would only be taken by killing Avalon and Caliburn, but it was typical of Avalon not to mention that. He reached into the pocket of his old fashioned jacket and pulled out a small book bound in dark green leather. "All the notes I've gathered on the matter, little enough though it is. Linden and two others who vanished the same day as he, as well as their dragons, of course. Everything we know, including the last sighting of them in Canterbury."

He reached into another pocket and pulled out a larger book bound in black leather and stamped with a familiar crest: a dragon clutching a sword, surrounded by an intricate circle of braided runes. The crest of Clan Mordred. "Our notes on Mordred, from the months leading up to their exile and everything we've gleaned about them since. It may prove useful, whether they are involved or not. Last… if you will accept it, that is…" Avalon drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. "My Steward has betrayed me, which leaves me with no Steward and entirely too much power in the hands of a traitor. Until I find someone new to take up the post permanently, I need someone I trust to serve as Acting High Steward. The places you will be going, it would benefit you to have my power and authority. I would make you my Acting High Steward if you are willing."

"Go to hell," Devlin snapped before Neirin could reply, the words nearly drowned out by the thunder slowly drawing closer. "If you are trying to draw him back into the fold by asking him to play rescuing knight, you are even more pathetic than I already believed."

Neirin rested a hand on Devlin's forearm, holding it down when it was clear he was intending to reach for the runes secreted inside his jacket. He stared at Avalon, heart pounding in his ears. "You can't be serious."

"The steward is chosen by the prince and the prince alone," Avalon said, amber eyes still vibrant with color but filled with pain and fear. "All those I call friend and ally and clan are bathed in shadows of doubt. The person closest to me has stolen that which is most sacred to the clans and seeks to possess it for himself—at the cost of my life and those of many more within Pendragon, and the ramifications of those deaths will spread to all the others. How many times must I repeat that I do not ask this of you lightly?"

Neirin bowed his head, letting his hand fall from Devlin's arm. "I serve the dragons, Your Highness, and for them I will do anything."

"Thank you," Avalon replied softly. He pulled a necklace from beneath his clothes and removed it. In his palm rested a small charm in the shape of a sword. Neirin wasn't surprised to see that hadn't changed. With a whispered word and thrum of magic, the charm turned into a real sword, magic pouring off it strongly enough to make even Devlin twitchy.

The dragons were the true swords of Camelot, but there had always been an actual sword, too, a thing of magic and power not unlike Devlin's runes, the grimoires of the paranormal world, and other such talismans and tools. The Sword of the King, wielded by Avalon and whomever he declared High Steward of Clan Pendragon.

"Kneel," Avalon said softly, and when Neirin had done so, he drew the sword from its leather sheath and lightly touched the tip of the blade to each of Neirin's shoulders. "Sir Neirin du Lac, I place upon you this sacred duty and burden, to speak for the clans and act in my name until such time as the dragons dismiss you from service. The heart of the clans is your heart. The breath of the clans is your breath. The soul of the clans is your soul. As we draw upon your strength, so too shall you draw upon ours. As the clan lives, so too shall you. As the clan dies, so too shall you. Do you accept?"

"I accept this sacred duty and burden. My heart is your heart. My breath is your breath. My soul is your soul. Until the dragons declare otherwise, I vow myself to them and the will and power of the Holy Pendragon." The blade shimmered and white-hot pain seared through Neirin. He bit back a scream only by force of habit, but blood dripped down his chin where he'd bitten his lip.

The blade withdrew, and Neirin accepted the hand that Avalon offered. His touch crackled, the sensation running through Neirin like the one time he'd accidentally gotten caught in the path of one of Devlin's lightning spells. He stared at Avalon, loneliness and fear and longing rushing over him like a tide. Avalon. He could feel Avalon. "What have you done to me?"

"I am sorry," Avalon said. "The years and decades and centuries pass, and eventually times and people run together. I forget far more than I remember. You, though, I have always remembered. I have only ever wanted your happiness…" He reached up and wiped away the blood with a handkerchief and brushed the back of one hand down Neirin's cheek, smearing the tears that had resumed falling at some point. "I am sorry I must drag you into my unhappy matters and place upon you the burden of High Steward as well. I promise that I will set you free once more when I have the Holy Pendragon safely back and the traitors marked, if not dead." He leaned in and kissed Neirin's cheeks, then hesitated a moment before brushing a last, fleeting kiss to his lips. Power thrummed in his touch, a blessing as soft as a whisper and as strong as a storm. "Should you need me, simply call my name."

Neirin nodded, throat too raw and clogged with stones to work. He didn't want this. He'd left all this behind, and even if he'd stayed, so great and terrible a burden was never meant to have been his.

"I should be going, there is not much time left and I would reserve some of it should you require me," Avalon said. He sheathed his sword, then pressed it into Neirin's hands and stepped away. The memory of his touch burned, and the heavy sword seemed to burn where Neirin held it. Avalon's eyes swept the area, as though there was more to see than charred ruins and morning mist. "The world keeps changing. I wish I could see more of it. At least I get to see a little here and there. Farewell, dear Steward. Thank you again for taking up this burden. I wish you good fortune on your hunt." He faded into the mist, and the force of his presence was gone in the next breath.

"What in the buggering fuck is going on?" Devlin demanded. "Why the hell are you suddenly some bloody damned Steward? Is there no one else those dogmatic imbeciles can foist this task upon?"

Neirin gave a shaky laugh, his head aching with all the new power that had just been thrust upon him. "You know there isn't. You heard him just as well as I. At least I'll have you haranguing me throughout. We'll resolve the matter in no time."

Rather than looking mollified by the compliment, Devlin only looked more troubled. "I thought your precious prince never left Pendragon lands."

"Let's discuss this in the house," Neirin said, and they walked together in silence back to Devlin's townhouse. Soft rain began to fall, thunder and lightning rolling through the heavy clouds, adding an ominous note to the morning.

Once in the house, Neirin didn't get the chance to speak further as Troyes tackled him to the floor with a resounding growl.

His scales looked more silver than steel and held a rainbow shine that was definitely new. Neirin could feel the new power in him, the greater strength. It was breathtaking.

"What's going on?" Barra asked, a tremble in his voice as he watched them stand. "Your eyes!" Barra stared."You have dragon eyes."

Neirin crossed the hall to where Barra lingered by the stairs, wrapped an arm around his waist, and hauled him in to kiss soundly, not stopping until he needed to draw proper breath. "We've been hired to solve a mystery and rescue a stolen dragon egg."

"The weight of those words is far too great for this early in the morning," Barra groused. His eyes narrowed as he stared at Neirin, something unhappy and suspicious in his eyes, but he only extracted himself from Neirin's embrace. "I'll go see about breakfast. Come on Troyes, we'll get you fed, too."

Troyes growled and after nuzzling against Neirin, followed Barra off to the kitchen.

"So tell me about your stupid prince who isn't supposed to leave clan lands."

"He can't leave Pendragon lands, literally," Neirin replied with a sigh. "It's a closely guarded secret, one that normally I could be killed for telling you." His mouth twisted, and he shared a look of sour amusement with Devlin before continuing. "All of the clans bear a curse, punishment for various transgressions. Once upon a time, Clan Pendragon, King Arthur himself and his descendants, let their power get the better of them. They turned greedy, reckless, began to take for granted the sacred gift bestowed upon them. King Arthur did not survive the fallout, and of his children, only the youngest, Prince Avalon, now remains. For his crimes, he is cursed with permanence. Like demons, he has power enough to control—or destroy—all the world if he so desires and is immortal, or near enough as to make no difference. But he cannot leave Pendragon lands for more than a handful of hours a decade. The exact number is known only to him. He risked more than you know to come beg for my help."

Devlin said nothing, but his brow was drawn in that way that said he was lost in thought. Some of Neirin's tension was greatly abated by knowing that Devlin stood with him, would help him. He'd never had a friend like Devlin back when he was part of the clans. Too odd, too defiant, too arrogant, they had declared him. Losing Devlin or Midnight or Barra would be as bad as losing Troyes.

Barra came bustling back into the hall, and at some point he'd gone upstairs to dress properly. "I've breakfast ready in the kitchen."

"Thank you, Barra," Devlin said and swept off in his imperious fashion.

"Are you all right?" Barra asked.

"No," Neirin said, "but that seldom stops any of us. What's wrong?"

Barra hesitated, looking unhappy.

"What?" Neirin pressed.

Barra looked at him, silent for a moment,  then slowly said, "Someone else kissed you."

"Oh, that." Neirin shook his head. "It was a ceremonial thing, that's all." He stepped in close, cupped Barra's face between his hands, and kissed him softly. "I love you, wolf-elf."

Barra covered Neirin's hands with his own. "I love you, too. Come and eat breakfast." He held fast to one of Neirin's hands as they walked, but though the frown had vanished from his mouth, it lingered in his eyes and remained there throughout breakfast and as they packed for the trip to Canterbury.
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They were just about to head out when the doorbell rang. Devlin scowled.

Barra sighed and went to answer it, returning a moment later with a calling card he handed to Devlin. "There's a woman who says she has a case of dire urgency."

"I don't help every fool off the streets—"

"Devlin," Midnight interjected.

Devlin cast him a look but ungraciously conceded with a bitten out, "Fine."

Barra slipped away again and returned escorting a tall, handsome woman dressed in the glass of fashion but with her hair pulled back in a simple bun that lent a severe look to her demeanor. It was dark red, and her face was smattered with freckles, her skin a delicate, pale brown. "Your Grace, thank you for seeing me."

Devlin set the calling card aside and settled into the chair he'd only just vacated. Midnight was still reclining lazily against the large window directly across from the sitting area while Neirin, Troyes, and Barra stood by the cold fireplace. "Miss Shelley, I am informed you require my assistance, but I am curious how you come to know my name. I am not at public disposal. My services are for Lord Tamor and those he requests I assist."

Shelley looked around the room, skin flushing as she took them all in, gloved hands clenched tightly in her lap. "Forgive my impertinence, Your Grace. I found your name in my father's records and a few discreet inquiries affirmed you were still in the business of solving mysteries. I was not aware you consulted privately. Nevertheless, I hope you will help me, as you once helped my grandfather."

"I recall no Shelley."

"No, Shelley is my married name. My maiden name was Black."

"Black," Devlin repeated slowly. "That is an old name, and it was not I who once assisted them. That would be my grandfather. But I recall the case. A grimoire was stolen from your grandfather's possession, and I believe used to cast quite a few nasty curses."

She nodded, voice barely more than a whisper, "Yes, and that grimoire along with several other books are gone again."

Devlin sneered. "I see your family does not learn from their mistakes."

"You know nothing," the woman snapped, tears filling her eyes. "They were locked away. My father recently died." She looked at her hands, tears falling down her face. "I was contacted by a buyer in America interested in the tomes. He wishes to remain anonymous with all except me but has been in correspondence to reassure me the books will be in safe hands."

"I presume the buyer was not so trustworthy?" Midnight asked gently.

"No, my buyer is quite trustworthy." She sighed and dragged her eyes up. "But my husband… someone came by the house while I was out and painted a believable story about being there to retrieve the books. My husband handed them over, convinced he was doing the right thing."

Devlin's frown deepened. "Why would he fall for such a tiresome trick?"

"Because my buyer is the demon lord Sable Brennus, and the man who came by used the surname Brennus and had paperwork aplenty to prove himself."

"Brennus," Devlin replied, his eyes filling with storm clouds. "I see. Leave all the details with my assistant Barra. We will set to work immediately and be in touch when we have something. Who precisely did this man say he was?"

"Mstislav Brennus."

Devlin nodded, rose, and strode from the room.

Neirin rolled his eyes and went after him, leaving Barra and the other two to deal with the woman.

Predictably, Devlin was in his library, which, though impressive, paled in comparison to the one at Winterbourne Manor. He was scowling at a particular set of shelves filled with private journals and case accounts all the way back to the days of the first White, who had a long history of powerful magic and loyalty to the demon who eventually laid claim to London.

"What's wrong?" Neirin asked.

Devlin pulled out a book, rifled through the pages, then put it away and pulled out a different one. Some of his tension eased as he clearly found what he sought, though he didn't look particularly happy about it. "Have you ever heard the name Sable Brennus?"

"Not until today. Since when do you care about demon lords?"

"Brennus is an old name, a modernized version of an ancient Celtic name. They were once an incredibly powerful family of sorcerers—powerful enough to make my family look like pathetic dabblers. But in the late fifteen hundreds and early sixteen hundreds, they were brutally wiped out. Murdered one by one, every last man, woman, and child who possessed even a drop of their blood. No one was spared. The last man to be hunted down was Sable Brennus."

Neirin shook his head. "I don't understand."

Devlin set the book on his desk. "If you were to ask some of the few who still remember that day, they will tell you that Sable Brennus killed the person who annihilated his family. But my grandfather was there, involved in the matter because of the stolen grimoires, because the real Sable Brennus was desperately trying to stop the demon slaying his family—the demon who ultimately killed him, stole the name Sable Brennus, and wiped the Brennus family from existence. If you ask anyone alive today, they will tell you Sable Brennus is a demon lord in America. Few are the people who remember that Brennus used to be one of the most powerful sorcerer families in the world. Fewer still remember they were some of the cruelest, most ruthless bastards to ever live and the world is better off without them."

"So… the demon missed one?"

"I don't know, but that name, Mstislav, means vengeance, at least in part. Somebody is out for revenge."

Neirin snorted, recalling a case where that had been their exact belief, only to find they'd been played for fools the whole bloody time. "Or wants everyone to think that's the reason."

Devlin grimaced. "Yes, or that. Whatever the case, I intend to find out, as much as I hate to be dragged away from this matter with the dragons."

"I would prefer to have your help," Neirin conceded. "I will be the first to acknowledge my judgment may be clouded, though I will strive to overcome that. But I doubt this matter will take you long, and then you and Midnight can join us. I fear my matter will drag on, though it can't if there is any chance of saving the Holy Pendragon."

Devlin stared at him for a long time then nodded. "We will be swift. I do not think it will take long, not if the culprit is so bold. He wants attention and trouble, and such types are easily routed. Have a care with your dragons." He stepped around the desk, tucking the journal under one arm. "And I'm sure I do not have to tell you what I will do to you if you cast Barra aside in favor of that bloody prince."

Neirin's mouth dropped open. "Why would you even think such a thing possible? Have you finally gone mad, Winterbourne?"

"I saw the way you looked at him."

"You saw shock and the past," Neirin snapped. "I won't deny I was infatuated once, but everyone is infatuated with Avalon at one time or another. It's hard not to be, really. I love Barra, and if you dare to imply otherwise again, you will not enjoy what happens to you."

Delvin drew back, nodded tersely, and clapped him on the shoulder. "We'll cross paths again soon. Try not to get yourself killed."

"Do the same," Neirin called after him.

Devlin lifted a hand in parting and then was gone.

Neirin stared around the library and heaved a sigh. How pathetic that old feelings were so apparent even to Devlin, who did his best to avoid ever admitting that feelings existed.

It hadn't ever been more than a boy's infatuation. He'd told the truth: everyone was besotted with the sad, lonely, mysterious Avalon at some point. There was too much pretty, childish romance spun up in 'the immortal prince' not to spin fantasies of being the one to Avalon. Eventually such nonsense was outgrown, turned to admiration and respect, and sometimes even true friendship.

He thought of how Barra, who'd noticed Avalon's kiss so easily, had looked so unhappy—but not remotely surprised. His breakfast churned unpleasantly in his gut. Did everyone believe him so fickle? So ready to cast aside the person he loved in favor of Avalon? He'd rather die than lose Barra. Even a chance to return to the clans was not enough to turn him from someone who had loved him despite having every reason not to, had loved him even when Neirin had not even a farthing to his name. When Neirin had been a right bastard to him when first they met.

But he was a banished knight, thrown out for disloyalty. A man proven disloyal once was a man who would be disloyal again.

"Neirin?" Barra called softly from the doorway. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing," Neirin replied and forced the unhappy thoughts aside for the moment. "Are we ready to depart?"

Barra nodded. "I had to pull the second carriage out of storage, but it's ready. Midnight and Devlin already left." He frowned as Neirin reached him and lightly touched his face. "You look so unhappy."

Capturing his fingers and kissing them, Neirin asked, "Do you think me disloyal in nature?"

"You?" Barra shook his head. "You're one of the most loyal persons I've ever known."

"I was banished for betrayal."

"You were banished because people are ignorant and afraid," Barra replied. "People see me and assume I'm a base, dirty mongrel with all the hostility of werewolves and fickleness of elves."

Neirin kissed him and shifted to press him up against the wide doorframe. He licked into Barra's mouth, tasted every nook and cranny of it, sucked on his tongue. He refused to draw away until they were both panting and Barra trembled against him. "I cannot say I'm sorry the rest of the world is comprised of fools, for if it wasn't, you might have chosen someone else for a mate, and I am selfishly pleased you chose me."

"Who has ever been capable of resisting a pretty, arrogant knight?" Barra asked with a laugh. "Especially one with a talent for coming to the rescue and an even greater talent for sucking—"

Neirin cut him off with a kiss, both of them laughing, curling his fingers around Barra's waist as Barra's fingers threaded through his hair. "I remember a time when you could barely stumble through a sentence intimating anything sexual."

"One loses modesty rather swiftly when sharing a bed with both a man and a dragon, neither of whom ever seemed to learn the words modest or moderation."

Neirin laughed and kissed his nose. "Don't remind me, or I'll torture myself with memories the whole of the carriage ride. But I do hope we have time soon to spend a night in excess again." He slid one hand down to palm Barra's cock, which was hard and jerked at his touch. He grazed kisses along Barra's cheek to nibble at his ear. "There's nothing like having a wolf-elf at my mercy, the way you stretch to take us both, and scream yourself hoarse."

"Stop that!" Barra hissed, face going bright red, because while he was much more relaxed and open than he'd once been, he'd likely never be quite as open and casual as the clans about such matters.

Still laughing, Neirin pulled away, took Barra's hand, and headed down the hall to where Troyes waited for them by the front door. His gold eyes gleamed and they'd barely reached him before Neirin found himself shoved against a wall and attacked with sharp, greedy kisses. His bottom lip split, but Troyes simply licked the blood away and kissed him again.

Turning away after a moment, Troyes dragged Barra in and kissed him too, and then Neirin needed to taste them on each other's lips. They stopped only when Neirin realized they were moments from stripping and fucking right there in the hall, which he would not stoop to because if Devlin found out, he would never let Neirin live down such uncivilized behavior.

"Come on," he said. "We're supposed to be working, however much I wanted to spend the day in bed." Pulling away was harder than he would ever admit, but he made himself do it all the same. Retrieving Avalon's sword, ignoring the tingle that shot through him whenever he touched it, he led the way outside and down the stairs to the waiting carriage.

Barra and Troyes swung up to the driver's seat. Smiling faintly, Neirin climbed inside the carriage and settled in for the trip. He set the sword on the opposite bench and tried not to stare at it—but it was hard not to stare at a sword he'd only ever seen at Avalon's hip or, more often, as a necklace. Rarely, of course. He'd only ever seen the sword for his knighting, and when he'd been taken before Avalon for discipline.
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