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    and everyone who has supported me.


    And for every reader who loves a good tale


    of bravery, loyalty, and love.


  




  

    Prologue
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    DEEP IN AN UNDERGROUND CAVERN on the Isle of the Blessed, Queen Titania stood surrounded by glittering crystals of every size and shape. Her green eyes flicked from crystal to crystal, watching scenes from the recent past. She saw a young, brown-haired human girl cautiously making her way down a dark stairwell, drawn by a power she didn’t yet understand. The Fae queen’s attention was so focused on the images in the crystals that she didn’t bother to spare a sideways glance when she sensed the arrival of another presence in her private viewing chamber. Puck, the half-Imp, half-Fae trickster, moved silently through the air as he wove his way around the maze of crystal pillars.




    “What are you doing here, Puck? Should you not be off doing your master’s bidding?” Titania said as she continued to watch the changing images before her.




    “You mean my mistress’s bidding, don’t you?” His high-pitched voice echoed around the cavern, causing his long, pointed ears to twitch. “I am truly yours, after all.” At the queen’s behest, he played the part of a loyal servant to Oberon, king of Avalon and lord husband of Titania.




    She allowed the orange-skinned half-breed a glance and a perfectly arched brow. “So you say.” Her tone was haughty as she looked to another crystal. This one showed the human girl taking up a warrior’s sword to free the noble Sir Galahad from the stone prison he’d been trapped in for centuries.




    Still hovering off the ground, Puck peeked around Titania’s long, copper ringlets to look over her shoulder at the image. “Let’s see if I have everything straight. Your Destined One, this human teen Aliana, found a magical flower that awakened hidden powers within her. She passed your three tests of courage, wit, and faith, and then she woke King Arthur and reunited the Knights of the Round Table, reborn as most of them were.” Puck flipped upside down, his hands clasped together, his white-blond hair dangling.




    Most beings, even Oberon, would have rolled their eyes at this point, but Titania rarely let her poker face, as the humans called it, slip in front of anyone. Certainly not in front of one who may yet prove traitor. When the image of Aliana wavered, Titania turned to face another crystal as it grew out of the earth like a tree trying to reach the cavern’s crown.




    Puck’s large, molten silver eyes focused on the new vision of Aliana. The girl was trapped in Sir Galahad’s powerful arms. In the knight’s confusion, he’d mistaken her for an enemy and tried to subdue her. “Not the best first impression, that’s for sure,” Puck scoffed.




    Titania stared at him with an unamused look. His Imp features were more dominant than those influenced by his Fae heritage. He had a sharp, diamond-shaped face, and a long, beak-like nose. He wore the typical human clothing of jeans and a striped shirt. “You have spent too much time among the humans, Puck.”




    He waved the queen off, zooming to her other side and sitting cross-legged in the air like a genie. “They’re so entertaining, especially the Americans.”




    Titania turned sharply to the left and watched the Destined One breathe the essence of life into the sleeping king’s body. As Aliana’s lips settled against the handsome king’s, tiny, nearly invisible golden threads wove around the pair, originating from wherever they touched. Titania watched it all happen with a pleased smile.




    At Puck’s faint growl of impatience, Titania’s cunning smile widened. He spun in the air, calling images forth in all the crystals. In his best Shakespearian narrator’s voice, he said, “The brave Aliana then led her heroes back to the mortal realm. They fought and they danced and they kissed.”




    The Fae queen frowned when she watched Galahad hold Aliana close and kiss her passionately. With a quick, hard flick of her hand, she banished that image to watch another of Aliana’s magical and fighting skills growing quickly under Merlin’s tutelage.




    Puck flipped upside down again. “I have to admit, I didn’t think Aliana’s friend, the blonde, would survive Morgana. Maybe the witch has gone soft over the last century.”




    “Everything’s going as planned.” Titania glanced at Puck out of the corner of her eye. “Even the blonde has a part to play in this story.”




    Puck zoomed in front of the queen, a curious smile on his face. “Do tell, your Majesty.”




    Shooing the half-breed away, Titania continued. “I’m pleased that the Destined One has such strong connections to the elements. They enhance her powers. And I’m even happier Aliana thought to use Mordrid’s own dark magic to defeat him.” A wicked smile lit the queen’s cold eyes at the image of Mordrid and Morgana fleeing the battlefield in a blaze of icy fire.




    “Can you see what Mordrid and his prissy cousin Morgana have planned for the future?” Puck finally touched his feet to the ground.




    “No. They’re shielding their fortress as well as their plans from my view…for now. But neither of them is clever enough to outthink me.” Titania arched her brow at Puck as if challenging him to disagree. “I know their goal is to take ultimate power. I just need to discover the smaller details of their plan and figure out their hidden agenda regarding my Destined One.”




    “Speaking of the Destined One, is she all you hoped she would be?”




    “She is and much more.” Titania frowned as another vision caught her attention: Aliana and Galahad stood alone in the moonlight, holding each other in a lovers’ embrace. The barest hint of a silver light sparked between them. “This infatuation with Sir Galahad, however, could prove problematic if allowed to fester for too long.” With a wave of her hand, as if the very image offended her, Titania banished the scene.




    “Well then,” Puck said with a sudden jolliness, “I have a certain Gargoyle to find. Our king seems to have developed an interest in the location of the Grail of Power.”




    The queen’s face hardened. Why would Oberon take an interest in a relic of man? “See that its location is known to me first, Puck.”




    Puck swept his arm wide and bowed almost mockingly to the Fae queen as he disappeared from the cavern.


  




  

    Prophecy of the Destined One




    Before the darkest hour strikes, the Destined One shall come forth.


    Avalon’s lost daughter must thrice and alone prove her worth,


    Then can she fully possess the power to awaken the king.


    It shall become her destiny to reunite the Round Table,


    Unearth and reclaim their lost relics,


    Become the key to undoing the evil Mordrid has wrought.


    Only with her can the once and future king prevail.
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    If I hadn’t seen the pictures Aliana sent and spent an hour and a half on the phone grilling Lacy, I wouldn’t believe it. Magic, knights, Merlin, evil, Dragons—King Arthur, for goodness’ sake! And apparently my best friend is in the center of it all. This is just so freaking unreal. But the three of us—me, Lacy, and Lia—have always dreamed of being tied up in our own great adventure. Looks like we’re getting our wish.


    ~Dawn




    KING ARTHUR’S GAZE WANDERED the confined space, settling on Galahad stretched out on long cushions with Aliana tucked to his side. The dark haired knight’s eyes were closed, but King Arthur knew that, like him, he wouldn’t sleep. Not while they were on this metal bird that carried them to an unknown land across the sea—to Aliana Fagan’s home, Charleston, in a land called the United States of America.




    It had been late when the pale, emerald-eyed girl had come barreling into the study, her hair tousled from sleep, her nightclothes rumpled. She’d had a look of excitement on her face, but Arthur had also seen the hint of anguish in her eyes. He knew how to read her every move and look. Since she’d first awoken him from his enchanted sleep—only weeks ago—he’d spent many hours studying and befriending his…their Destined One.




    “I know how to find Excalibur!” she’d said with barely contained excitement. Finding the famous sword was the next step in fulfilling the prophecy surrounding the Destined One: unearth and reclaim their lost relics.




    “How?” Merlin had questioned.




    “I dreamed about my papa. He was a major Arthurian scholar, remember? He had a book with the Pendragon crest on the spine—exactly like Arthur’s crest! Something in my dream told me it’s in this book that we’ll find a clue to lead us to Excalibur.”




    “Where is this book now?” Lancelot had asked, rising from his seat between Merlin and Leo.




    Arthur had noticed her eyes dim then—only a little, but it was enough to tell him she was nervous.




    “It’s got to be with my dad’s old books.” She’d sighed. “We need to go to my home, to Charleston. The book will either be in his office at my house or with his things at the university where he taught.”




    It had taken almost a week for everyone to fully recover from their last battle with Mordrid, and during that time Merlin had arranged all the details, including having his private plane made ready. Arthur and Galahad had both been apprehensive when Merlin had explained the concept of flying. Arthur had hid his unease better than Galahad, but that didn’t mean the king hadn’t been anxious. Not that he would ever admit that out loud. Thankfully, Aliana, Lacy, and Wade had talked both him and Galahad through their departure, but Arthur knew one thing for certain: he never wanted to fly on this contraption again.




    His attention moved to Merlin and Lancelot, both talking in hushed tones as they examined several maps and scattered papers. Those two never stopped, and that worried the king. They seemed determined to handle every aspect of this quest themselves. Both Merlin and Lancelot had vowed to watch over their king while he’d lain trapped in his enchanted sleep in Avalon, yet each of them had broken his promise and returned to the mortal realm. Arthur had told both men that he understood why they’d left and that he forgave them, but neither man seemed to take any solace in it.




    The vows had been made in a pact with Queen Titania, and she wasn’t as forgiving as Arthur. Merlin had been banished forever from her realms—Avalon and the Isle of the Blessed—and Lancelot had been doomed to be reborn over and over again. His memories of each life returned to him in unforgettable and sometimes torturous detail. Arthur feared that the long centuries they’d lived with Titania’s punishments had left thick clouds of guilt and self-loathing to fester in their hearts. He hoped completing this quest would help them really live again.




    He moved his gaze to Percy and Aliana’s blond friend, Lacy. Those two had struck up a romance almost immediately after Aliana had introduced them. Now they curled next to each other in their seats, a blanket covering both of them as they slept. Meanwhile, Owen and Leo slumped in their seats, heads on pillows, arms folded as they too slept. The two of them had reformed their close bond of friendship after Leo’s return, and Arthur was glad for it. They were a formidable pair in intelligence and in battle—just as they had been in Camelot. Wade sat next to Arthur on the short couch, his legs kicked out, his arm and pillow tucked behind his head.




    Percy, Owen, Leo, and Wade were perfectly comfortable in the modern world with all its inventions. They had died in the final battle with Mordrid before the others had brought a mortally wounded Arthur to Avalon to be saved. The king thought he’d lost his brother knights forever, but like Lancelot, they’d been reborn in this century. Unlike Lancelot, they had no memories of their previous lives and were able to live each one anew—until a few weeks ago when Merlin had restored their memories of Camelot.




    The final member of their group was curled across the top of Aliana’s headrest. Daggerhorne was a small, marbled-silver Dragon. He’d been created to protect the Destined One. Arthur was happy to see how devoted the small creature was to his purpose and knew that he was not only Aliana’s protector but had also become her confidante and friend.




    During the past week, Owen, Leo, Wade, and Lancelot had returned briefly to London. Over his many lives, Lancelot had gathered several maps on which he’d detected a magical pattern. Tracking magic was a gift he seemed to have acquired during his punishment. This ability had helped him to track Morgana’s magic at least four times, and he hoped the maps would be helpful now. Owen and Leo had volunteered to go with him to search for other items in his collection that might aid them in their new quest to find Excalibur.




    Aliana had wanted to go with the knights so she could check her flat in the city for the book with the Pendragon crest. Everyone had immediately rejected the idea. She was still weak from using her magic to save them all, and she was a clear target for the evil duo of Mordrid and Morgana. Merlin had provided the most effective reason for her to stay—he’d promised to train her to use her magic for healing so she could speed Lacy’s recovery from the broken shoulder and arm she’d suffered at Mordrid’s hands. If there was one thing they could count on, it was Aliana’s penchant for putting her friends first.




    Wade had gone to London in her stead. Unfortunately, the search of her home had yielded nothing, but the maps and files brought back from Lancelot’s were a treasure trove. And, though it was no surprise to Arthur, Aliana turned out to have quite a gift for healing. After only two days, Lacy had been completely healed, and the group was able to set out on the next leg of their quest.




    After fifteen hundred years, Arthur finally had his inner circle—The Knights of the Round Table—back by his side, with three new, surprisingly amazing additions, and at least one more still to come. Aliana had pulled Arthur and Galahad aide and told them that as soon as they arrived in her homeland, she’d bring her other best friend, Dawn Anson, into their secret world.




    “I can’t lie to her,” Aliana had insisted when Galahad and Arthur pointed out how dangerous it could be for her friend. “She’ll never buy that I just up and found half a dozen new friends—not to mention a Dragon—and decided to bring them all home. I’m not saying she should be involved in the battles…” Galahad’s face had pinched tight, and Arthur had frowned. “But she needs to know so she can be prepared. She’ll be a sitting duck for Mordrid and Morgana if we keep her in the dark!”




    Clearly Aliana wasn’t going to be denied, and she was right about the danger of keeping her friend ignorant of their plight. Arthur had agreed to let the newcomer be brought into the fold and even agreed to not tell the others until after they’d arrived in the States, as Lancelot referred to the foreign country.




    Arthur’s eyes wandered back to Aliana and Galahad. The knight’s arm was circled around Aliana’s tall frame, her head resting on his chest. His thumb stroked back and forth on her bare arm, his other hand clasping hers.




    Longing filled Arthur’s chest. He wanted to hold Aliana like that—or if not her, then the ghost woman who still haunted his dreams. Arthur looked away from the pair, annoyed by his envy. Galahad had always been his most loyal knight, a trusted friend and brother. Galahad had denied himself the chance to find a woman to love, unlike the others. He had always put his duty to Camelot and his king first.




    But Arthur also knew Galahad better than most. He had long suspected Galahad’s reluctance to take a bride was caused by more than just his sense of duty. Galahad had lost his family when he was very young. Thieves had murdered them before his eyes. Because of that, Galahad was fearful of losing any more people he cared about.




    “Sire.”




    Arthur’s head snapped over to Wade as the American knight stretched.




    “I thought you were asleep.” Arthur kept his voice low.




    Wade shrugged his wide shoulders. “I don’t normally sleep very long on planes.” Wade’s faint Southern accent was slightly more pronounced in his waking state.




    Arthur nodded, his eyes involuntarily returning to Aliana. Her face scrunched up as if she was in pain. Whatever she was seeing wasn’t good. Seconds later her face relaxed and she burrowed closer to Galahad. Arthur looked away, trying to fight down his jealousy.




    “How are you handling all this?” Wade asked softly.




    “My mortal enemy is trying to destroy everything I hold dear and conquer the seven realms with an unfathomable power we know almost nothing about.” Arthur sighed in frustration. “I don’t have Excalibur and we’re still missing the Grail of Power with no idea of its location. And we are following a prophecy that none of us fully understand. I’m doing as well as can be expected under these circumstances.”




    Wade paused before replying. “That’s good. But that’s not what I meant.” He flicked his hazel eyes back to the couple.




    Arthur’s gaze followed, his golden eyes softening for an instant before he closed them, trying to push away the image of himself holding Aliana the way Galahad was. Being denied what he wanted most was something Arthur was accustomed to. Just like he’d done for Lancelot and Guinevere, he would step aside so his friend could find happiness.




    “Aliana’s blind when it comes to the way people feel about her,” Wade explained, his voice a whisper. “I doubt she even knew Galahad had feelings for her until he made his move.”




    “As long as she chooses to be his…” Arthur looked Wade in the eyes, making a vow. “I will keep my feelings for Aliana to myself. So long as she stands by his side I will be nothing more than a friend to her.”




    Wade nodded with a sadness Arthur wasn’t accustomed to seeing in the typically carefree knight.




    “Arthur,” Merlin whispered, catching the king’s attention. Lancelot motioned for Arthur and Wade to join them up front. Rising, the two men walked forward and took the empty seats across from the dark-haired knight and the blue-eyed Druid.




    “What have you two found regarding the possible location of the Grail?” Arthur asked.




    “According to Galahad, a small Gargoyle stole it from him before the Sidhe caught him,” Lancelot said.




    “The description of the Gargoyle sounded like it could be a guardian from either Atlantis or Olympus.” Merlin rubbed a hand across the light stubble on his cheeks. “Both realms have similar creatures. I’ve gotten in contact with several allies in Olympus to see what they can find out for us, but I have no contacts within the Atlantian tribes.”




    “Explain this whole realms thing to me again,” Wade said. Although Merlin had restored Wade’s, Owen’s, Percy’s, and Leo’s memories of their lives in Camelot, it seemed certain details were still hazy.




    “Atlantis and Olympus are two of the seven realms that make up our planet,” Merlin said. “All the realms exist on this planet but in separate spaces, or dimensions, as many have called them. Centuries ago all the realms had bridges allowing people to travel between them.”




    “That’s why our world has so many stories about these realms,” Lancelot cut in.




    “Yes,” Merlin said, taking over again. “But one by one the realms started to separate themselves from each other. Greed and lust for power overtook several of the rulers, and wars broke out with rulers trying to take over other realms. The tribes of Atlantis were the first to seal their entries after a DragonLord of Tir Na Nog caused the violent eruption of a volcano in Pompeii, the city outside Atlantis’s main gates. Within a hundred years, all the realms had sealed their gates. Now only those with magic or a tie to other realms can enter them.”




    “Will you be able to get us into these different realms?” Wade asked.




    “Not all of them.” Merlin sighed, shaking his head. “My connection to Avalon has not reawakened. I fear Titania’s banishment still stands for me. That also means the Isle of the Blessed will be closed to me as that is her ruling domain.”




    “Wait, I thought she ruled Avalon.” Wade’s brow furrowed.




    “No, she married King Oberon centuries ago to form an alliance between the two realms. Her people can move through his lands and his through hers. But Oberon alone rules Avalon, just as Titania holds all power on the Isle.” Merlin’s frown deepened as he shared a heavy look with Lancelot.




    “If the two of you cannot join us, we will have to ensure Aliana is properly trained to locate and open the portals into those realms,” Arthur said. His eyes skimmed the hand drawn maps of Avalon and Atlantis and other random papers, several of which had come from Lancelot’s stash. Much of the writing was in foreign languages Arthur couldn’t read, but he recognized a few, including the Fae script that covered a small piece of paper sticking out from beneath a scroll.




    “There’s something else that worries me, sire,” Merlin said, a slight hesitation in his voice. He glanced behind Arthur and Wade toward Aliana. “When I approached Allen, Aliana’s father, all those years ago, it wasn’t because he was a renowned Arthurian scholar. I had reason to believe Morgana may have somehow been influencing him.”




    “What?” Wade hissed through clenched lips.




    “Whether she was leading him to or away from the truth, I’m not certain, but I’m convinced she suspected, even back then, that Aliana was the Destined One.”




    Arthur’s brows shot up in surprised worry. Wade looked back at Aliana as if to assure himself that she was still there.




    “If that’s so—” Arthur pushed down the bile in his throat “—why didn’t she try to…stop Aliana when she was a child?”




    The dark thought spoken aloud was met by a silent pause.




    “I don’t know,” Merlin finally said, his steepled fingers tapping his chin. “She may have only suspected who she was, as I did when I first met Aliana.” Merlin sat back in his chair. “But I cannot say for certain that she didn’t make any attempts on her life.”




    Anger boiled in Arthur’s blood as he remembered the story Aliana had told about getting trapped in Mordrid’s prison chamber when she was only a child. Could Morgana have arranged that? A darker thought stole into his mind. Aliana hadn’t yet told him how her parents had died, but from what little he’d gathered, it hadn’t been a natural death. Was it possible Morgana had been involved?




    Wade’s next question to Merlin pulled Arthur away from his troubling thoughts. “Did you ever find out if Morgana was interfering with Allen’s work?”




    “Not definitively, no.” Merlin again tapped his fingers on his chin—it was the same tell he’d had back in Camelot when he was anxious about something.




    “We’ll need to be cautious when we arrive in Charleston,” Lancelot said. “If she was influencing him, whatever she was using to do it may still be in play.” He fixed a hard look on Wade. “I know Aliana and Lacy want to bring their friend into our circle, but I must protest again.”




    “Lancelot,” Wade growled in warning. “Dawn is trustworthy. Lacy, Lia, Dawn, and I have been friends since before we could run. She’s family.”




    Merlin and Lancelot exchanged guarded looks of frustration.




    “Aliana has already told her friend some of what’s happening,” Arthur said. He continued before they could voice their protest, his flint-hard gaze moving over the pair. “She did so with my blessing. Keeping Lacy ignorant didn’t keep her out of Morgana’s path in England. If she has been spying on Aliana and her family, then she knows how important Dawn is to her. By bringing Dawn into our fold we have a better chance of protecting her from any scheme Mordrid and Morgana may have in mind to use her against us.”




    Lancelot looked down at the papers on the small table between them. Merlin met Arthur’s gaze then nodded his acquiescence.




    “What’s with all the hushed conversations and cheerful faces?” Owen’s words slurred as he leaned around his seat, still looking half asleep.




    “Just planning what our next moves should be,” Merlin answered, straightening the scattered maps and papers.




    The intercom from the pilot’s cabin clicked on. “Excuse me, Mr. Wylit. We’ll approach the airstrip in about twenty minutes. Everyone will need to take their seats and buckle in.”




    With a yawn, Owen rose from his seat. “I’ll wake the happy couples,” he mumbled. Stepping across the aisle, he lightly smacked Percy’s blond head, jolting the tall knight awake.




    “What the…” Percy glared at Owen who was grinning like a fool as he repeated the process with Leo.




    Arthur smiled ruefully at the promise of payback in both Percy’s and Leo’s eyes.




    “Don’t even think about it,” Arthur heard Galahad grumble. Arthur knew Owen was smarter than to try the same wakeup technique with Galahad.
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    I could never have imagined this would be my life. It’s been over two weeks since I found Aliana in that hedge maze at Morgana’s mercy. In the last week, things have changed again. The visit to Lancelot’s storage locker was confounding. The weapons and artifacts I had expected. It was the sheer number of maps and files that threw me. I can’t fathom why he has so many, but Owen and I agree there may be valuable information within them that Lancelot either doesn’t know of or is purposely not telling us about. All of us are under an incredible amount of stress, but Lancelot worries me most. I fear our mate may be the closest of us all to breaking.


    ~Leo




    ALIANA WAS STILL TRYING to calm her fluttering pulse fifteen minutes after Galahad had woken her with a gentle shake and a tantalizing kiss. The second she’d first touched him, right after freeing him in Avalon, a band had formed around her heart, causing some sort of connection between them that went beyond their natural attraction to each other.




    Everyone was back in their seats, buckled in for landing. Aliana hid her smile when the plane tilted and Galahad’s hand involuntarily tightened on hers. She glanced at Arthur, surprised to see his calm expression. He seemed to be handling his first plane ride very well. Then she noticed his white knuckles as his fingers clutched the armrest.




    She looked out the window at the marshland, strips of beaches, rows of houses, and the outline of downtown Charleston. Galahad stared in awe when an old battleship in the harbor came into view. She’d have to take him to see it when they had a chance. Owen had never been to the States, neither had Leo nor Lancelot, and she wanted to show all of them the beauty of her historic hometown.




    The plane touched down on the tarmac with barely a bump, but Galahad’s jaw clenched tight. He breathed a small, relieved sigh when the plane taxied into a small hangar near the end of the private airstrip. It was funny—Aliana had lived here all of her life, but had never known this little strip existed.




    Unfastening her seatbelt, she sent a quick text to Dawn to make sure her friend had found the hangar all right. As soon as Aliana, Lacy, and Dawn had gotten their driver’s licenses, the three girls had made a tradition of meeting each other whenever one of them returned from a trip. The drive home usually consisted of giggling, gossip, and blasting whatever music they were into at the moment.




    “Let me talk to Dawn first before you just pop up, Dagg,” Aliana reminded her Dragon guardian as everyone stood and stretched. Dawn always had an open mind, but a Dragon, no matter how small, would be too much for most everyone.




    “Right, right,” he said.




    Smiling, she patted her guardian’s head and opened her black bag so he could jump in. There was still so much she needed to tell her other best friend.




    “Looks like Dawn’s right on time.” Lacy pointed out her window on the opposite side of the plane. Aliana leaned over Leo and looked out the window to see a short, chestnut-haired girl with her arms crossed over her familiar KEEP CALM IT’S ONLY FOREVER tank top.




    “I haven’t seen her since I left for London,” Aliana said. Dawn and her mom, Aunt Michelle, had watched over Aliana’s house for her while she was gone, with the help of Uncle Joe, who’d been a good friend and colleague of Aliana’s dad.




    “Let’s hope Mordrid and Morgana haven’t already been watching your friend. Otherwise she’s led them right to us,” Lancelot said.




    Ignoring the caramel-skinned knight, Aliana turned to Galahad. “Dawn will be thrilled to meet y’all.”




    “As nice as this plane is, I want to be on solid ground,” Lacy said, pulling Percy behind her as she followed Leo to the stairs. She glared at Lancelot as she passed.




    Following Percy and Wade, Aliana ducked through the doorway and descended the stairs.




    “Lia! Lacy!” Dawn’s voice carried through the echoing hangar. Aliana and Lacy bounced down the plane stairs in a quick dash as Dawn rushed forward to her best friends.




    “Incoming!” Aliana ignored Wade’s laughing taunt, grabbing her best friend in a crushing hug. Lacy joined her, and the three friends did a hugging, happy-girl dance. Aliana wrapped her arms around her girlfriends’ waists. They were like sisters to her.




    “D, I can’t breathe!” Aliana fake choked as her friend loosened her bear hug.




    “That’s what you get for being gone so long.” Dawn hugged them both again before stepping back. Her green-brown eyes flicked to Aliana’s bag as Galahad set it down next to the other luggage. She studied it for a second, looking confused.




    She shifted her gaze away from the bag and over to the guys. They were all in jeans, and all but Lancelot and Merlin wore plain T-shirts in various colors, each of them favoring the color that had represented their families back in Camelot. A grin spread across Aliana’s face as she pulled out her cell phone. She needed to have a group picture of these drool-worthy guys in America. Her eyes went to the silver cuffs Merlin had given each of them before they’d left London. The cuffs bore the Pendragon crest and matched the one Galahad almost always wore. Arthur had asked his knights to wear them as a sign that they were a part of the Round Table. It had been a moment of pride and joy for the eight brother knights.




    “So these are your fairy-tale friends,” Dawn said.




    Aliana pinched Dawn’s side in annoyance. She hoped her friend’s funny, tough girl attitude would help her deal with all that was coming. “Remember, they’re just people, not mythical creatures.”




    “But that doesn’t mean we can’t get one or two of your wonderful pictures, right?” Dawn whispered with a sly wiggle of her brows.




    “Yeah, buddy!” Lacy echoed eagerly.




    “Way ahead of you!” Aliana winked and held up her phone.




    “My man. Or rather woman.” Dawn winked, her words imitating one of her favorite radio DJs.




    “Hey, guys!” Lacy shouted.




    The knights looked over and Aliana snapped several quick pictures.




    Wade moaned. “I can’t believe we fell for that.”




    “You are so sending me those!” Dawn said. “I know exactly where I’m gonna put them. And if you don’t send them, I’ll take away all that delicious food I’ve stocked at your house.”




    “Well, I’ve got more pictures from the last several weeks. I’m thinking you might need them to believe everything we have to tell you.”




    Dawn fixed a stare on her. “Lia, you’re the one who needs pictures to see and believe what’s actually right in front of you. I like to go on faith and trust my eyes.”




    Aliana snorted and shook her head, leading Dawn to the guys. “Arthur, everyone, meet my other best friend, Dawn Anson.” Aliana pointed to each knight as she introduced him. “Obviously, this is King Arthur.” She smiled at the dark-haired king, dressed in a close-fitting red polo shirt. “And next to him is Galahad Scipio.” Galahad hadn’t liked the new last name Merlin had made for him, but he hadn’t fought it, either. With the fortune Merlin and Lancelot had amassed over their very long lives, getting modern identities for Galahad and Arthur seemed as easy for them as a kid buying a lollipop in a candy store.




    “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Arthur wasn’t the tallest of the group, but he still towered several inches over the girls. “Aliana has told us so much about you.” He smiled kindly, his golden brown eyes crinkling at the corners. Galahad gave Dawn a friendly smile and nodded hello. His brown hair brushed his chin, and the deep blue of his eyes was offset by his forest green shirt.




    “This is Merlin Wylit and Lancelot D’Arn,” Aliana said.




    Merlin gave Dawn a passive, “Nice to meet you.” His raven black hair was combed back in a fashionable style, and the sharp angles of his face were highlighted by the early afternoon sun. Lancelot’s smile was slightly warmer that Merlin’s, but his impatience was plain to see on his Roman features and in his pale green eyes.




    “This is Leo Kell, formerly Sir Leyon.” The quiet, whip-smart knight said hello, his Scottish brogue thick enough to make most females swoon. His auburn hair was cut close to his head, and his features were a little rougher than those of the other knights, but Aliana thought it made him look like the rugged Highlander that he was.




    “Percy Wincott, our fellow Southerner, aka Sir Percival,” Aliana continued.




    Dawn smiled brightly at the Georgia boy’s devilish grin. His Southern charm was in full effect. With his long face, thin mouth, lengthy upper body and wide shoulders, he wasn’t what would be considered hot by the CW TV network, but his quirky looks were one of the things Lacy seemed to like best about her boyfriend.




    “Pleased to meet ya, darlin’.”




    Dawn nodded, her smile pulling to the side. She had plenty of experience with Southern boys. Her eyes went to Aliana’s bag again, and one of her eyes narrowed.




    Playfully knocking Percy to the side, Owen stepped forward, offering his hand to Dawn. Aliana had met Owen soon after arriving in London, before her Arthurian adventure had begun. For the first few months of their relationship, she’d only known him as her long lost cousin. “Apparently, my dear cousin rightfully saved the best for last. I’m Owen Nyhart, otherwise known as Sir Owaine.” Dawn took his offered hand.




    Bringing her hand to his lips, Owen placed a kiss on her knuckles and winked coyly with green eyes the same shade as Aliana’s. He also shared his cousin’s light brown, wavy hair and fair skin.




    Dawn pulled her hand away, popping out her hip. “I bet you think that sexy British accent makes you quite the charmer, huh?”




    Wade frowned at Dawn and Owen’s flirting. How interesting, Aliana thought. She and Wade had been close for as long as she could remember. Of all the shocking things that had happened these past few weeks, finding out that her childhood friend was a reincarnation of Sir Gawain had to top the list. Though she shouldn’t have been surprised to learn that he’d been a warrior in a past life. Despite his laid-back behavior, he was arguably one of the best young martial artists in the world, with several tournament wins to prove it.




    “Excuse me,” Wade said impatiently. Dawn laughed as he pulled her hand from Owen’s and scooped the short girl up into a big hug. “It’s good to see you again, sunshine.”




    “How many times do I have to tell you not to call me that?” Dawn tried to look stern but failed. The bright blush on her pale cheeks gave her away. She’d never admitted to having a crush on Wade, but Aliana suspected the two of them liked each other. She just couldn’t figure out why they hadn’t acted on it yet.




    “Careful, big brother,” Lacy joked as Wade finally let go of Dawn. “You remember what happened last time you refused to stop calling her sunshine.”




    Aliana explained the joke, and to Wade’s credit, he didn’t pale at the memory of finding the crabs Dawn had put in his car as retaliation.




    Dawn’s eyes shot to Aliana’s bag again. “Okay, why the heck are my instincts screaming that there’s something in that bag of yours, Lia? I’m starting to think there’s someone else you need to introduce me to.”




    Aliana saw the top of Dagg’s head peeking out. She sent out a quiet prayer that Dawn was ready for this introduction before saying, “Come on out, Dagg.”




    The small, marbled Dragon flew from the bag to hover in front of the trio of girls. Dawn’s hazel eyes widened, her mouth falling open as she gasped. “Lia, is that a flying lizard or a really good prop from a photo shoot?”




    Dagg’s long mouth frowned and he flew closer, stopping in front of Dawn. “I am no prop.”




    Aliana opened her mouth to introduce the two, but Dawn spoke first. “You are so freaking cool!” Dawn held her hands out for Dagg. “I don’t know how or why, but I just knew something was hiding in that bag.”




    Aliana glanced at Lancelot and Merlin. Their previously annoyed expressions were now more assessing. Aliana let out a relieved sigh. Dawn had dealt with Dagg better than she herself had!




    With a big smile, Dagg landed in Dawn’s cupped palms. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dawn. Aliana has spoken of you often.”




    “None of the stories are true!” Dawn said, laughing. “Aliana and Lacy were the ones who talked me into all those pranks.”




    “Whatever!” Lacy and Aliana denied with fake indignity.




    “As entertaining as this has been, I suggest we get moving.” Lancelot’s impatience had apparently returned.




    The girls looked at each other and shrugged. With Aliana’s black bag in his hand, Galahad wrapped his other arm around Aliana’s waist and walked with her and the girls to Dawn’s old, but well-loved convertible. Next to the car was the monster SUV Merlin had arranged for them. As much as she loved the guys, Aliana was beyond grateful that she wouldn’t be stuffed between eight fairly large guys in there.




    “Pump your breaks, Romeo,” Dawn said to Galahad, holding her hand out to stop him.




    Galahad looked down at Aliana, confused.




    “Sorry, Galahad,” she said. “It’s kinda our girls-only tradition. Top down, blasting tunes, and gossiping.”




    The knight’s arm tightened around her waist. “I think one of us should be with you. Wade at the very least.”




    “Not a chance,” Wade said, glancing up from the back of the SUV, where the guys were loading the luggage. “I love my girls, but I’ll never ride in a car with all of them again! Besides, you should know by now that arguing with them is pointless.”




    Galahad sighed heavily as the other knights piled into the black SUV.




    “I have Dagg,” Aliana said, stroking the Dragon, who’d perched on her shoulders. “Plus we’ll stay close to you guys the whole way. I promise! And it’s not like we’re totally defenseless.” She held out her hand, glancing around to be sure nobody else had entered the hangar before summoning a small wave of her pink, sparkly magic.




    “OMG, Lia, that’s incredible!” Dawn cheered as the twirling pink lights flickered out.




    Aliana shrugged. “I hate to say it, but Merlin’s a good teacher. When he’s not being the grumpy Druid, that is.” Ever since the battle with Mordrid, Aliana’s magic had been getting stronger and easier to control. Something had happened when she’d connected to the earth and Mordrid’s gray magic, but she and Dagg had yet to figure out what.
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    I couldn’t stop my eyes drifting back to Galahad and Aliana on the plane. Every time I see them together a memory of Guinevere flares to life. I will never get to hold my love like that again or feel her soft breath on my chest as she sleeps. I hate myself for my envy, but there is something else that weighs on me about Galahad. He’s changed since the battle a week ago. I can’t quite place it, but it worries me. There’s darkness around him. It reminds me of a magical signature I tracked several lifetimes ago.


    ~Lancelot




    GIVING IN, GALAHAD PLACED Aliana’s black bag in the back seat of Dawn’s car. “Have fun with your friends. Try to stay out of trouble.” He claimed Aliana’s mouth in a quick but searing kiss that left her breathless and clinging to his shirt when he pulled back. Smiling at her dazed look, he helped her into the back seat, closing the door behind her.




    “Wow, protective and possessive, isn’t he?” Dawn asked, giggling as Galahad climbed into the back of the SUV with the other guys. Wearing a crooked smile, Aliana swatted Dawn.




    “You have no idea!” Lacy added through her own laughter. “Wait till the action starts. They all go crazy!”




    Aliana pulled her hair into a loose braid and slipped on her sunglasses while the convertible followed the SUV out of the hangar. Dawn hooked her iPod up to the car stereo and met Aliana’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “After that little display of pink glitter back there, you better get to giving me all the details you’ve clearly left out.”




    “It’ll take longer than a car ride to explain, but we can do a Reader’s Digest version.” Aliana paused for a breath. “You already know the gist of the situation—”




    Dawn nodded. “Right, crazy prophecy laid down by a psycho Fae queen, you saving Galahad and Arthur and setting out to help them save the world by finding Excalibur and this Grail of Power. And you and Lacy have, of course, gotten very cozy with two of the hottest guys ever.”




    Lacy frowned. “Because us getting boyfriends is the most important detail of all that.”




    Dawn stuck out her tongue, and then nodded for Aliana to continue.




    “Moving on. Except for Galahad, Arthur, and Merlin, all the guys are reincarnated.”




    Dawn’s eyes widened and the car swerved over the lane lines for a second. Aliana braced her hands on the back of Lacy’s seat. Her blond friend gripped the dashboard tightly, glaring at Dawn. “D, I love ya’ and all, but I think the rest of this should wait till we’re not in a situation where you could kill us before Mordrid and Morgana do!”




    Dawn nodded silently, her freckles standing out on her paled skin. Her shoulders relaxed as she continued to follow Merlin, who was barely doing the speed limit. After a few minutes, she began tapping her fingers with impatience. Aliana was impressed that the speed demon had been good for this long. “Could he go any slower?” Dawn whined. “How are we supposed to follow tradition if he’s moving slower than a snail?”




    Dawn and Lacy shared a devilish grin, and Aliana knew exactly what they were thinking.




    “It is tradition,” Lacy pointed out.




    “They’re gonna hate it,” Aliana told them through a small smile.




    “All the more reason to do it!” Dawn cheered and blasted the music as the song changed to Hunter Hayes’s “I Want Crazy.”




    “Just don’t get too far ahead,” Aliana warned, unable to contain her carefree smile.




    “Yeah!” Lacy and Dawn punched their fists into the air.




    Aliana heard Dagg’s resigned grumble, “I knew this was going to be trouble.”




    Checking that the road was clear, Dawn accelerated and zipped into the opposite lane, picking up speed and zooming in front of the black SUV. The girls sang off key at the top of their lungs and blew kisses at the guys as they sped past. Aliana turned her face up to the sky, loving the warm, humid air as it sailed over her skin. For the first time since her parents’ deaths, she let all the heaviness and angst fall away. Enjoying the energetic enthusiasm reminded her that she was only eighteen years old. Still a teenager. She should be letting loose and having fun with her friends, and getting into trouble. She shouldn’t be worrying about fulfilling a fifteen-hundred-year-old prophecy and wondering if she was going to be able to save the world from total domination.




    The song changed again, and Lacy started telling Dawn all about Percy and how he’d been such a great dancer at the charity party where they’d met a few weeks ago. She told her how he’d stolen a long, hot kiss after following her from the dance floor. Aliana couldn’t help remembering Galahad’s branding kiss from that same night and thinking about how their intimacy had only gotten better since. She rested her hand behind her head and accepted that she couldn’t control the future or what would happen to all of them over the next few months.




    “You have to take the good things when you can,” Dawn said, reading Aliana’s expression in the rearview mirror. “Enjoy the now and don’t let what has been or will be ruin it.”




    Nodding, Aliana closed her eyes.
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    Dawn turned the car off the highway onto a side road. Merlin was still several cars behind them. The street was lined with large live oak trees with thick, winding branches overrun with Spanish moss. The bright South Carolina sun saturated the trees and the surrounding areas, but the bright green leaves provided a cooling shade from the sun’s rays. It was picturesque, like driving through the scenery in Gone with the Wind.




    A gravel driveway led to the sprawling plantation-style house that Aliana’s family had owned since the nineteen thirties. The property comprised several acres of private land located near Folly Beach, but far enough from the public areas to feel secluded. It was the only real home Aliana had ever known. Growing up she’d spent so much time in hotels and camped out at dig sites that when she got the chance to be home, it was precious to her. She had many cherished memories with her parents at this house. Since their deaths, she’d spent very little time here. For the first few months after the “incident,” she’d stayed with Wade and Lacy’s family, but even that became too painful as she struggled to hide her guilt from her friends. When she’d found the courage to go home, she hadn’t stayed longer than a few months before fleeing the ghosts of her parents.




    Money had never been a real worry for her parents. Her mother had been a successful actress and both she and Aliana’s father had come from family money. After their deaths, Dawn’s mom had been entrusted to look after Aliana’s finances until she turned twenty one. Aunt Michelle had been her parents’ financial advisor as well as a good friend. She also worked in the administrative department at the same college where Aliana’s father had taught.




    It seemed like ages before the trees fell away to reveal the sprawling, three story plantation-style house made of red brick and white wood panels. Tall pillars stretched up from the edges of a wraparound porch furnished with a small table and chairs, perfect for lazy summer days. Aliana’s favorite part of her home was the small, private strip of beach that backed up to the property.




    The calm Aliana had achieved slowly slipped away and anxiety swept in, taking its place. It had been seven months and nine days since she was last home. At least this time she wouldn’t be alone. Surely a house full of hot knights and teenage girls would be distracting enough.




    Dawn pulled under the carport awning that stretched out from the side of the house, leaving enough room for Merlin’s SUV. “I wonder how pissed your Merlin will be when he gets here,” she said, shutting off the car and hopping out over the closed door.




    “Arthur and Galahad won’t let ’em say a thing,” Lacy assured Dawn as she and Aliana climbed out and grabbed their bags.




    Aliana inhaled the fragrant, sweet summer air that was only found in the South. She was vaguely aware of Dagg curling around her neck as she opened her magical senses to connect with the earth element. Magic was rooted deep in the area all around her, its slight vibrations whispering to her, offering strength. It was tempting to take what was so freely offered, so Aliana helped herself to a small sample of the power. It slid slowly up her body, finding a small place within her own magic to rest until she decided to use it.




    “Earth to Lia,” Dawn said, snapping her fingers in front of Aliana’s face. “You in there?”




    “Yep,” Aliana said, gently separating from the element. The power was a weight in her chest, warming her from the inside and giving her a comforting feeling of home.




    Dagg leaped from Aliana’s shoulder and flew off to explore the grounds.




    “We need to talk later.” Dawn’s sudden seriousness caught Aliana off guard. “I still have tons of questions!”




    Aliana nodded, amazed again by her friend’s strength. She could clearly see Dawn’s worry in her glassy eyes, but her friend didn’t let it rule her.




    “The guys just pulled into the drive,” Lacy called out.




    Sure enough Aliana could hear the crunch of gravel and the purr of the SUV’s engine.




    “Finally,” Dagg said, rejoining them. “Your home is wonderful, Aliana. There is already a strong layer of magic protecting the property.”




    “What?” all three girls screeched, surrounding the little Dragon.




    Before Dagg could answer, Merlin pulled past them and parked under the awning. Galahad was out of the car before it fully stopped and immediately at Aliana’s side. “You promised to behave.” He frowned down at her, his eyes deepening to an almost ocean blue.




    “No, I said we’d stay close and we did. Merlin was just going too slow.” She fought back her smile. Galahad’s overprotectiveness warmed her.




    “There is a strange magic around your home, Aliana,” Merlin said as everyone gathered at the front of the house.




    “It’s stronger than the magic that protected your flat in London,” Lancelot added, studying the area.




    “It feels like there are two magics overlaid,” Merlin said.




    “I don’t feel anything. I didn’t in London, either.” Aliana frowned and opened her senses again. After pushing past the power of the elements, she felt the blistering energy that surrounded her home. “No way!” She blinked away the sensation of magic from her eyes, trying to make sense of this new discovery.




    “I’m not sure who created this or why,” Merlin said. “But it’s powerful. We need to solve this puzzle.”




    “Agreed,” Arthur said. “Whoever has been protecting Aliana has done so for a reason.” His golden brown eyes ran over her as he smiled. “Anyone so powerful would make a great ally.”




    “Why do I suspect we’re going to need a great deal of those?” Leo grumbled as everyone grabbed their bags and headed into the house. The first order of business was to search the home office for the book Aliana had seen in her dream. She’d described it enough times that the others would know it if they saw it, and she wasn’t quite ready to go in there yet, so she said she needed to check all the bedrooms to make sure they were ready for guests while the knights searched the shelves.




    “We found nothing,” Merlin said as Aliana descended the stairs to meet them on the first floor.




    Aliana wasn’t surprised. The dream had shown the book in her papa’s university office, after all. So she moved on to the second order of business: getting them settled in their rooms. “There are three levels to the house,” she explained. “You can choose which rooms you want, but a few of you will have to bunk up. The top floor has my room and the one Dawn and Lacy will use.”




    Merlin and Lancelot took the two bedrooms on the ground floor, and Percy volunteered to room with Lancelot. It was easy for them to stay together because they’d already spent the last few years as friends and coworkers in London. The rest of the guys took over the second floor. Everyone agreed that Arthur should have the master bedroom. Aliana had cleaned out and redecorated her parents’ old room over a year ago.




    She followed Lacy and Dawn up to the attic level that her parents had converted into two small bedrooms with an adjoining bathroom. “Are you okay?” the Dragon asked quietly so the other girls couldn’t hear him from his perch on Aliana’s shoulder.




    “I’m fine,” she whispered, knowing it wasn’t true. Her insides churned and her skin was clammy. Being home again was harder than she’d anticipated. The stairs dead ended into a small box-like hallway with two doors.




    “Welcome home,” Dawn said, opening the door to the room she and Lacy had used since they were eleven. Aliana’s friends understood a lot about her personal demons, but they didn’t know the full extent of the memories that haunted her.




    “Everything will be all right.” Lacy squeezed Aliana’s hand and followed Dawn into the small room with white and brown walls and two twin beds.




    Aliana opened the door to her room, clutching her bags. The familiar paneled walls were covered with pictures she’d taken and some by her favorite artists. Her room was small but had a wonderful sloped ceiling with a big skylight over her queen-sized bed. A tall dresser and small vanity were tucked against one wall, and a desk was situated in front of a window on the far wall. Setting her bags by the closet, Aliana sat on the edge of her bed, which was covered with a black and white comforter with bright pink lines and circles. She stared at the vanity, picturing herself sitting there with her mother brushing her hair, teaching Aliana how to put on makeup. Her eyes moved to the desk where she could see her papa sitting next to her, helping her with a history report.




    She lay back on the bed and stared through the skylight. She couldn’t think about her parents without hearing their screams.




    “Aliana?” She shot up at Galahad’s voice. She loved the way he said her name, the way his accent drawled out his A’s and E’s. It was so much sexier than a normal British accent.




    “Hi,” she said weakly.




    “May I come in?”




    Nodding, she watched him look around her room, his eyes lingering on a large poster-sized picture of eight men standing in a fighting line. Their colored tunics and chainmail were covered in dirt. They wore grim looks of determination as they waited to fight an unseen enemy. Behind them was a ghostly image of a red and gold flag with a large crown and a sword through it. It was a print from Aliana’s King Arthur series.




    Aliana smiled as she saw realization enter Galahad’s expression. His eyes drifted to pictures of Aliana with her friends and another with Aliana hugged between her parents.




    “I know they weren’t your real parents,” he said, taking a seat next to her on the bed. “But you have their smile and kind eyes.”




    “Thank you,” she whispered, turning into him as he wrapped his arm around her shoulder and kissed the top of her head.




    “I see why you liked it here so much.”




    Not wanting to deal with any more memories, Aliana changed the subject. “Did you pick a room?”




    Galahad nodded. “I believe I am below you.”




    Aliana smiled. It was fitting he took that room—there was a secret staircase that ran from her room to his and down to her papa’s home office on the first floor.




    “Why the smile?” he asked.




    “There’s something very special about that room.”




    “Oh?” He raised his eyebrows.




    “Yep.” She leaned back on the bed, pulling Galahad with her, their legs still dangling off the edge.




    Turning onto his side, Galahad propped his head on his bent arm and stared down at her. “Are you going to tell me why that room is special?”




    “Maybe,” she teased, looking up at his handsome face. His eyes were a stunning blue that she often got lost in. A piece of his wavy brown hair fell over one eye, and the band around her heart tightened.




    Before Galahad’s confession of love several days ago, Aliana would never have had the courage to reach up and brush the stray hair away from his face, but since admitting her own love for him, so many things had changed. The sizzling sparks that they felt whenever they touched each other’s skin had grown stronger and brighter.




    “You know I’ll find out eventually,” he warned, resting his free hand on her stomach just inches below her chest, his fingers tracing small patterns that sent warm butterflies frolicking in her insides.




    “I might tell you later…if you’re good.”




    A devilish smile formed on his lips. “I can make you talk,” he whispered, lowering his face close to hers. Aliana’s eyes widened, guessing what his next move would be.




    Before she could flee, his fingers started tickling her side. He had discovered her ticklish spot weeks ago, and since then Galahad had taken great pleasure in torturing her with it. Aliana shrieked in laughter and pushed herself further back on the bed, trying to escape, but Galahad followed her. One of his legs tangled with hers, his body rising over hers as he caged her with one arm next to her head, the other still mercilessly tickling her.




    “Galahad!” she gasped between breathless giggles.




    “Are you going to tell me?” he asked, delight in his eyes, his cheeks flushed with laughter.




    “I give!” she finally cried, her sides aching from laughing too hard.




    He wound his fingers with hers and pinned her hand next to her head. The cool silver of his knight’s cuff contrasted with the sparks that flew between them as he settled himself on top of her. Breathless with delicious tension, Aliana laid her free hand over his wildly beating heart. It was intoxicating to know she had the power to do that to him.




    His face was so close to hers, she couldn’t help sneaking a peek at his mouth, hoping he was going to kiss her. Her knight in shining armor didn’t disappoint.




    He moved in closer, his lips gentle and unhurried as he kissed her once, then twice, and again. Wanting to deepen the kiss, Aliana boldly slid her free hand up his chest, over his shoulder, and into the thickness of his hair at the nape of his neck.




    She pulled him closer and sighed onto his mouth as the kiss became deeper and more passionate. His tongue danced with hers, his teeth scraping at her lips. He kissed her like they were the only two people in the world and nothing else existed.




    His passion consumed her. This kiss was different than the others they had shared. It was wilder, more possessive as the sparks of their bond speared through her.




    Eventually, he released her lips and they both tried to catch their breath.




    “Now you have to tell me the secret,” he said.




    “What?” Aliana asked, confused. Her spark-fried brain didn’t want to work.




    Galahad laughed. He kissed her again, reigniting their sparks. This time Aliana moaned as his tongue tangled with hers.




    “Ah…sorry to interrupt.”




    Jerking away from Galahad in surprise, Aliana glanced toward the door to see Lacy and Dawn with Dagg perched on her shoulder. All three of them grinned like fools with Aliana’s suitcase at their feet.




    Trying not to laugh, Lacy said, “Wade brought this up for you and said to tell you everyone is waiting on us downstairs.”




    Nodding, Galahad slid off the bed, pulling Aliana to her feet with him.




    “We’re right behind you.” He kept her hand in his as they followed Dawn and Lacy, who kept giggling and glancing back as they walked down the stairs.




    “You still owe me that secret,” Galahad whispered against her ear.




    Aliana couldn’t help the big smile that came to her lips. She knew exactly how she’d tell him about the secret stairs…or rather, show him.




    Down in the large living room, the others were spread out on the brown wraparound couch and pearl-colored armchairs and love seat. The house was decorated with a “modern Southern charm” as her mom had always called the contemporary furniture blended with the traditional Southern design of the house.




    “Now that we’re all here,” Merlin said as Aliana sat on the love seat with Dawn, and Galahad lowered to sit on the floor at her feet with his back resting against her legs, “we should try to get some training in today before the jet lag catches up with us. And I want to add another layer of protection to the one that’s already in place around the estate.”




    “Are you sure your adoptive parents didn’t have magic, Aliana?” Lancelot asked from his spot on the couch between Merlin and Leo.




    Aliana gulped; that was a question that had been lurking in her mind since she’d returned from Avalon.




    “We’d have known if they did, Lancelot,” Lacy said, rolling her eyes. Lancelot’s arrogant and judgmental attitude frustrated her as much as it frustrated Aliana.




    “Whoever this potential ally is could give us the extra power we need to face Mordrid again,” Merlin said, rubbing his fingers over his chin.




    “And that witch, Morgana!” Dawn added, her face fierce. “She tried to kill Lacy and Aliana.”




    Merlin’s eyes darkened to a grayish blue, his jaw going tense as it usually did whenever anyone mentioned Morgana. “Yes, she will also be dealt with, but to do any of this successfully, we need to continue honing our fighting skills as well as Aliana’s magic. We’ll need to do more magical combat training.”




    Aliana nodded nervously. They had only had two other magical combat lessons just before Morgana had attacked her twelve days ago. Twelve days? It felt like a lifetime since that first encounter with Morgana at the garden labyrinth. Of all the different types of training she’d done, lessons with Merlin were the hardest. He didn’t hold anything back, ever. After both magical combat lessons with him, Aliana had walked away with a dozen new bruises and aching muscles.




    “And of course Lacy and I will be joining you all,” Dawn said, way too excited in Aliana’s opinion.




    Arthur stood. “We would never deny you the right to join us for training.” He leveled a heavy look at Lacy and Dawn. “But I want you both to understand that neither of you are ever to join us in battle. Aliana is right that you need to know how to protect yourselves from Mordrid and Morgana, but in a fight, the two of you would be a distraction that could get one of us killed.” Arthur was kind but firm with his command, using the kingly tone that made everyone want to obey him.




    Lacy leaned against Percy, and though Dawn’s lips pinched tight, she nodded in agreement. But Aliana knew that just because her friends agreed now, it didn’t mean they wouldn’t do differently when they got dumped into the thick of it. She just prayed they’d use common sense and do everything they could to keep themselves safe. She couldn’t survive losing anyone else she cared for.




    Everyone went back to their rooms to change into workout clothes. Aliana pulled on a pair of cropped yoga pants, a sports bra, and a pink tank top. Dawn and Lacy exited their room seconds after she did with Dawn in a KEEP CALM AND KICK HIS BUTT T-shirt.




    “Do you ever tire of wearing those, D?” Aliana asked, smiling.




    “Never,” Dawn vowed. The brunette grabbed Lacy and Aliana’s arms. “Real quick, how does this magic training work?”




    Lacy answered first. “Lia and Merlin usually go off with Arthur or Galahad, and he teaches her how to use her magic in a fight. The others just spend the time trying to beat the pride out of each other.” The blonde rolled her eyes.




    Dawn grinned and shrugged. “They’re boys and former warriors. Did you expect them to act like civilized people?”




    The three best friends broke down in laughter.
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