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    Prologue




    THE UNDERLORD, master of death and the Underworld, stood and rolled his shoulders. His muscles stretched and his bones popped. That was a turn of events he hadn’t seen coming.




    “What have you seen, my lord?” asked his general, waiting at the bottom of the stairs.




    The Underlord turned, his jade green and earthen brown robes rustling around him. He’d been gazing into the gold and onyx Well of Realms. Such a well existed in all seven realms and was accessible only to those strong and clever enough to control it.




    He descended the worn, stone stairs. The area surrounding him was darker than a starless night sky.




    “Is she all right?” A thread of frustration slipped into the general’s usually calm voice. “Does Mordrid still hold her prisoner?”




    “You haven’t relaxed since Aliana first stepped foot in Avalon, General.” It amused the Underlord to see his formidable warrior so tangled up.




    The Destined One had a very special place in their world. Aliana’s extraordinary powers and family line made her unique and valuable. Her heritage had gifted her the emerald eyes of the Fae queen’s lineage. The only Fae to possess eyes any shade of green were those who shared Queen Titania’s blood.




    “She is free of him. For now.” The tension didn’t leave the general with the Underlord’s assurance. “How did she escape the dark wizard?”




    An almost amused sneer twitched the Underlord’s sharp mouth. “After the Fae Queen got through the barriers protecting his pocket realm, she trapped Mordrid in another void and sent Aliana Fagan away. That is after Mordrid got his bargained kiss,” the Underlord added.




    The general’s jaw clenched tight, hot anger flashing in his red-brown eyes like a Firebird’s wing. “I will kill him for this!” That evil boy taking such blatant advantage of the Destined One was unacceptable to him.




    The Underlord smirked at him. “I seem to recall you using a similar tactic to help draw your souls mate to your side, General.”




    The younger man, and one of the most deadly warriors in all the seven realms, narrowed his blazing eyes at the all-powerful ruler.




    “You know you will never kill him. Hurt him, possibly, but never kill him.” The Underlord’s tone was dismissing the event like it was nothing more than a flickering light in the darkness. “She has her guardian, Lord Daggerhorne, with her again.”




    Vicious satisfaction rolled through the general as the Underlord told him of Lord Daggerhorne’s purple fire burning Mordrid’s face.




    The Underlord closed his black eyes briefly, hiding his own approval of the guardian Dragon’s actions.




    “Where is she now?” the general demanded.




    “She has been sent back into the past. There is much she must do in Camelot to ensure that her own present time, and her future, unfold as they already did and still must.”




    “You know how it annoys me when you speak in your time riddles.”




    A devilish grin broke out on the Underlord’s harsh face, softening his hawk-like facial features just a fraction.




    “Is she safe?” The general would have no peace until he knew that at least.




    The Underlord sighed heavily. “As safe as she can be, considering the path she must travel to save the seven realms.”




    “What does Titania have planned for Aliana?” the general asked his king. A knife of fear and concern speared the general’s heart. He must find a way to ensure the Destined One came to no harm, from whatever treachery the Fae was weaving.




    The general clamped his jaw tight, his lips pressing into a thin line. He turned toward the magic Well only the Underlord used.




    Before the general could speak, a cool loving presence rushed over him as his souls mate appeared by his side. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever had the pleasure of laying his eyes on. The moment he had seen her nineteen years ago, he had known what she was to him, and that he would have done anything to possess the lovely creature. She was far shorter than him, her glossy, rich brown hair curling at the ends around her shoulders, accenting her rounded face and vivid emerald eyes. Those eyes were the only thing one could use to tell that the two powerful women were related—an event the Fae Queen, ruler of the Isle of the Blessed, had taken many steps to ensure. Any descendant of one of the four rulers would be powerful indeed.




    She bowed to the Underlord and then turned those big green eyes on her souls mate. “I’m sorry, my love, I could wait no longer for news about the Destined One.” Her warm, caring voice soothed the edges of his frayed nerves.




    “She is in Camelot,” the general answered.




    The Underlord nodded. “Merlin has been sent to her. She will be well cared for.”




    She gasped, her eyes widening and brows jumping up. “Did you know this was to happen? Did you know all along that traveling to the past was a part of her destiny?”




    The Underlord said nothing as a current of power rippled around them. The trio vanished from the Well of Realm’s hidden chamber. Seconds later they appeared in the courtyard of the dark, Gothic castle. The near black delicate blooms on the trees waved in the chilled breeze.




    “My lord,” she pleaded for an answer.




    He gave it to her. “The war for the realms is fast approaching and there is still much to be done, both by the Destined One and by the new Knights of the Round Table.” His voice lowered, the gravity of knowing the future evident in his perilous tone. “She is about to undertake her most dangerous challenge yet. And the foreign magics that war within her, for control of her emotions and heart, have not yet reached their cresting point.”




    “Can she not rid herself of those magics? How will she ever be able to decide her future for herself if other powers are trying to control her?”




    The Underlord started to laugh, but it wasn’t a kind laugh. “You two,” he said, looking both of them in the eyes, “should know better than most what the greatest power in all existence is.”




    The two lovers shared a long, knowing look. Yes, they knew what the greatest power was, but it was not a simple power to survive. And the Destined One was so much younger than they were when they had faced it.




    Nodding reassuringly to his mate, the general asked, “What is next?”




    “Prepare yourself, my son. She will be here soon enough.”




    The general straightened, his shoulders squared as he gripped the long curved sword at his waist. He looked to his mate, and her own determination and excitement matched his. “Yes, Father.”
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    Even the Fae queen, with all her accursed powers, doesn’t understand how these pocket realms work as well as I do. That conniving woman thinks she’s thwarted my plans to have Aliana, my Destined One, but she couldn’t be more wrong. I know what none of them do, that blasted Fae has played right into my hands. Time is a tricky mistress, but she is a very good friend of mine, and MY Aliana will ensure that my past unfolds the way it did and that my destiny as King of Camelot and the seven realms is fulfilled. The Onyx Dragons will once again claim their rightful place of power and control. But I must wait for Morgana and our teacher to help release me from this temporary prison.


    ~Mordrid




    IT HAD BEEN TWO WEEKS, six days and nineteen hours since the dark wizard Mordrid had taken Aliana Fagan, the Destined One, from her friends and the two men who loved her more than their own lives. Not that Flora was keeping track or anything. But really, who could blame the Pixie if she was?




    Life had been hell in the weeks following Aliana’s kidnapping. The Destined One had run away from the people who cared about her for a reason unknown to all of those still present except for the two men who loved her. After they had finally found her, thanks in large part to her best friend Wade Edrick, they discovered she had fallen into Morgana LeFay’s trap. The knights and their king, Arthur, had tried to save her but she had stepped in front of a magical attack that would’ve killed them all. They didn’t even know for sure that she was still alive.




    Then, nine days after her capture, Dawn’s mother Michelle, and Aliana’s godfather Joe, suddenly returned home, safe and sound, and with no memory of what had happened to them or where they had been. That was when they knew she was still alive. Mordrid and Morgana would’ve had no reason to return the pair without Aliana influencing the decision. The evil duo would’ve just killed them instead.




    Then Merlin, the strongest Druid to ever live, and Daggerhorne, the Destined One’s Dragon guardian, had the idea to try to create a link with Aliana through another kind of magic. Soul magic. And it worked! The little silver Dragon had managed to find her through an enchanted mirror Merlin had transported from his home in London. But the silver creature hadn’t been seen since.




    Now he and Aliana were missing, and every attempt to find them again had failed miserably. Their failure managed to drive a wedge of frustration and outrage deeper into the hearts of the new Round Table.




    It had been three months since Aliana had first entered the realm of Avalon and discovered her destiny as the one person in all the realms who could awaken King Arthur. It was her duty to lead him on the path to find all of his Knights of the Round Table. Together, they would reclaim the lost relics that were the only hope of stopping the witch Morgana LeFay, and her power-hungry-cousin-of-a-wizard Mordrid, from unleashing a diabolical kind of Armageddon on the seven realms.




    When she thought about it like that, it seemed so much bleaker. The Pixie wasn’t one prone to such angst, but it was hard to keep your spirits up when every day she had to see the devastation that all in the house were suffering.




    Flora flew through the narrow wood-planked hallway toward the office King Arthur had taken to hiding in when he needed to be alone.




    The pale-haired Pixie knocked on the door. “Excuse me, your majesty.” She peeked her head inside. She saw Arthur reclined in the brown leather chair staring at the cold, lifeless fireplace. “Your majesty?” she tried again.




    He didn’t even look at her. “What do you need, Flora?” His voice was somber and rough, not at all like the rich smoothness that normally came from his mouth.




    “I wanted to see if you needed anything?” She didn’t really know why she had sought out the golden king, but her instincts had told her to find him.




    “She’s out there, Flora,” he insisted, his voice gaining a little strength. “I’d know if she wasn’t.” He rubbed his hand over his heart. “Safe, somewhere.”




    A small sigh escaped the Pixie. Despite their despair, no one had lost hope. “What can we do, sire?”




    Arthur let out a heavy breath, roughly rubbing his stubbly chin. “Gather the others in the kitchen. It’s time we stopped chasing our tails and moping and did something to get Aliana and Lord Daggerhorne back.”




    The confidence in his voice, and the way he sat up straighter, made the spark of hope in Flora’s chest glow brighter. This was the king they needed right now.




    She zoomed down the hall and out the open back door. The first place she needed to go was the beach. Owen and Leo had started going there when the house became too confining. She suspected even Galahad would be found there, as it was the last place he had held Aliana.




    Two figures came into view as she neared the white, sandy beach glowing with the hot, late August afternoon light. The two men were grappling with each other, their chests bare, their shoes dumped next to their T-shirts. Owen Nyhart and Leo Kell had become very close since Leo had found them in London when the Scot saved Aliana from Morgana, after they had walked right into one of the witch’s traps. Owen was Aliana’s cousin, a cousin she had never known about until after her parent’s death, when she learned about her own adoption.




    After discovering that painful truth, she had fled to London to try to find her real parents, only to learn that her mother was dead. But, fate being the ironic thing that it was, she found Owen the day she found her mother’s grave, and the two hadn’t been apart since. At least until Mordrid had kidnapped the Destined One.




    Leo hooked his leg around Owen’s knee and pulled it back, simultaneously pushing himself forward. Caught off balance, Owen fell back and the two landed hard on the hot sand. Leo pulled back, his fist raised to deliver a blow that would knock the dark-haired British boy out cold.




    “You left yourself wide open, mate,” Leo chastised, dropping his fist and getting to his feet.




    Owen glared up at his best friend, pushed himself into a sitting position and rubbed the back of his head. “And you’re not pulling any punches today, mate.”




    Leo shrugged and held out his hand to help Owen up. The Brit grabbed the offered hand and got to his feet, grinning. Before Leo knew what had happened, Owen pivoted, his back hitting Leo’s as he leaned forward and flipped the bigger Scot over his shoulder. He landed with a dull thud on the sand.




    “Now who’s not pulling any punches?” Leo asked, springing back to his feet after a moment.




    Owen shrugged. “And you let your guard down. That can get you killed quickly. You taught me that, back in Camelot.”




    Flora smiled to herself. Owen was not the greatest fighter of their lot, even with the memories and skills Merlin had restored to all the reincarnated knights.




    Just then the two guys turned to the Pixie watching them. “Is everything all right, Flora?” Leo asked. The Pixie never sought them out unless they were needed.




    “King Arthur has requested everyone meet him in the kitchen immediately. He says it’s time we found Aliana.”




    Owen’s green eyes, so similar to their missing friend’s, sparked with cautious hope. Every idea they had all come up with in the last few weeks had come to nothing.




    Leo bent over, grabbing his shirt and tossing Owen his. “We’ll go there now and fetch Merlin, Percy, Lancelot and Wade on the way.”




    Flora mourned the loss of the fantastic sight of the knight’s muscular chests. Lacy, Dawn, and Aliana had a running joke about the guys secretly hoping to be GQ models. The gods know the women of the world would snatch the magazines up quicker than free money. They all may not be classically handsome, but they all had a charisma and confidence that seemed to draw the fairer sex to them.




    Flora shook her head, snapping herself out of the hot-guy daze she had fallen into. “Is Sir Galahad out here as well?” She’d bet her hidden supply of Pixie dust he was, but it didn’t hurt to ask.




    Leo tilted his head to the left, past a high dune covered with tall grass. “He headed that way.”




    The Pixie shot off as the two boys took off toward the house. She made it to the knight’s side in seconds, but he just stared out at the Atlantic Ocean, his mind so far away he may as well have been back in Camelot.




    “Sir Galahad?” Flora asked, hesitant to disturb him. Since the last battle, there had been only two incidences when the knight had shown any real frenzied emotions: once after Mordrid had vanished with a limp Aliana in his arms; and then, after Lord Daggerhorne failed to return with his lost love.




    Everyone knew now of the magic heightening his emotions, particularly when concerned for the safety of the people he cared for.




    “What do you need, Flora?” Galahad asked. Much like Arthur, his voice was somber and gravelly, holding so much leashed pain and anguish Flora felt her throat tighten with unshed tears.




    No one but Arthur, Galahad, and Aliana knew the details of what happened on the beach between them that night. All they knew was that the two best friends had gotten in a fight over the girl they loved and she had somehow rebuilt the shields that helped Galahad control his baser emotions.




    “The king wants to see everyone in the kitchen. He wants to come up with a new plan to find Aliana.”




    Galahad sighed, still staring out at the ocean. His eyes turned to the Pixie who was the size of a small child, only three feet tall, with white blond hair and cerulean eyes that complemented the glow of her dragonfly-like wings. “I screwed up, Flora.”




    The Pixie’s blue eyes widened at his admission.




    “I never wanted to hurt her. I thought I had it under control. I knew what I was doing was wrong, that I was hurting and betraying her. I tried to stop myself, to free her, but my body betrayed me. My fear and need to protect her was like a demon controlling me.”




    Flora gulped down the scratchy lump in her throat. The brave knight’s words were so heavy and tortured. How was he still able to think straight when he was clearly suffering so much?




    “Then, when I saw Arthur kissing her, what little restraint I had left shattered to pieces.”




    “What?” Flora gasped. So that’s what happened, why the two brother knights had fought.




    “She foolishly got between us, stopping me when I couldn’t stop myself, again. She grabbed on to me and I think that’s when she realized what was wrong with me. I heard her in my head as she rebuilt my shields.” Galahad’s stormy blue eyes finally focused on the Pixie. “She was surprised that the magic Mordrid almost killed me with had damaged the protection she had created.”




    Flora remembered when they had returned from the Isle of the Blessed weeks ago and Galahad had thrown himself in front of a magic attack meant for Aliana. Aliana had nearly killed herself saving his life.




    “I kissed her and then she pulled away screaming in pain. Everything happened so quickly after that, and before either Arthur or I could help her she just vanished.”




    Flora remembered Merlin mentioning that Aliana had managed to tap into shifting magic, something only extremely powerful magical beings could use. Even knowing what they did of Aliana’s magic, the Druid had never suspected she had that kind of ability on her own.




    “We will find her. I can feel it.” And she could. Since she had awoken this morning, the Pixie had felt certain that today would be the day things changed.




    Galahad took a deep breath, his body rigidly controlled. Since his last outburst, he had exercised an unyielding control over himself. He was even deadlier and more calculated when he sparred with the others, and Flora suspected he would be far more ruthless than any of them had ever seen when they found Mordrid and Morgana.




    Galahad took a step closer to her. “We need to get to the house.” He vanished in a blur and Flora shot off after him. Galahad had been trapped for centuries in a magic prison the Sidhe had used to confine him and that magic had enhanced the natural abilities the white knight had always possessed. He was faster and stronger than any normal human, and even most magical beings.




    They made it to the house in seconds and saw Lacy Edrick and Dawn Anson, best friends and all but blood sisters of Aliana’s, sitting huddled together at the island in their friends’ kitchen. Dawn’s voice filled the room:




    “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!”




    Lacy groaned and dropped her head on her folded arms on the counter top.




    Dawn sighed, just as exhausted and frustrated as her friend. “We have to figure out if there’s anything in this prophecy that might help us find out where the heck Aliana is.”




    Lacy growled. “We’ve been over this stupid prophecy twenty-three times! Just like that stupid Fae queen, Titania, it’s vague and of no real help to us finding Lia!”




    “Stop this!” Flora yelled, her usually spunky bell-like voice taking on a more commanding tone. “Aliana wouldn’t want you two fighting like gremlins over a leftover bone.”




    King Arthur entered the kitchen on the heels of the girl’s statement. “Flora’s right. We can’t keep going for each other’s throats at the slightest frustration.”




    Lacy scoffed. “Like you’re one to talk, kingie. You and Galahad can’t even be in the same room for longer than ten minutes without having a go at each other.”




    Flora knew it wasn’t that Lacy disliked the legendary king, but Lacy firmly believed that Galahad and Aliana were meant to be together. The feelings that had grown between their missing sister and the golden king had only messed up the good relationship between Aliana and her white knight.




    Arthur’s golden brown eyes held hers for a second before flicking to his brother in arms, the man who had been Arthur’s best friend since they were children. The others came into the kitchen. “You’re right, Lacy. But that’s going to change. We’ve had no luck trying to find Aliana with the means at our disposal. It’s time we tried another approach.”




    “What do you mean?” Dawn asked, sitting up straighter. Unlike Lacy, the brunette firmly believed that Arthur was a better match for their friend. He was calm, rational, clearly devoted to Aliana, and unlike Galahad, not bogged down with an overprotective complex that had desolated their absentee friend’s fragile heart.




    Merlin Wylit took a seat at the kitchen table, the Druid spreading out several maps he had brought with him. Lancelot D’Arn helped his friend, adding several scrolls and papers of his own to the mix. One by one everyone took a seat around the kitchen table. The girls sat next to each other, Wade took the open seat next to Dawn, who’d given him the cold shoulder since the Aliana was taken. The dark-haired, lively knight had only managed to start thawing her frosty mood a few days ago.




    Percy took the open seat on Lacy’s other side. Unlike Aliana and Dawn, the blond girl had not shut out her gentle giant. She had been angry and hurt, sure, but she knew he had only wanted to protect her and their friend. He had sworn to her that he would never do such a foolish thing again.




    Flora studied the immortal Druid and the cursed knight for another moment. Both men had been profoundly changed after breaking their vow to Queen Titania and leaving Avalon. Lancelot was tormented with the haunting memories of his Guinevere. Merlin’s punishment had been strange, though. His banishment from Avalon, cutting off his link to his greatest source of magic, was bad, but Flora sometimes suspected there was more to it.




    Arthur and Galahad took their seats, an open space between them where Aliana would’ve sat. Both men looked at the empty space, then each other. Their eyes clashed and held for what felt like an eternity, their bodies stiff and on guard. Then something palpable passed between the pair and they started to relax, finally turning their attention back to the others.




    “I owe each of you an apology,” Arthur said as two of the other Pixies, Sabine and Stella, joined Flora in the kitchen. “I have not been the leader you needed these last weeks, but that is going to change now. Aliana needs all of us.”




    “But we have no idea where she is!” Wade spoke up.




    “Then we have to find out,” Galahad said, his voice deep and rumbling.




    Merlin agreed with his brother knight. “There are two possible sources that may help us find her location.”




    Lacy pulled out of Percy’s embrace. “What’s your brilliant plan this time?”




    Dawn voiced her support. “The last plan you had involved shipping my mother and Lacy and Wade’s parents on a two month cruise and banishing Joe to the west coast for a ‘guest lecture sabbatical.’” Dawn made air quotes with her finders. “You still have no proof that he was betraying us to Mordrid and Morgana! You just wanted him out of the way.”




    “Enough,” Arthur ordered, his I’m-the-king voice echoing around the kitchen. “You both know those decisions were for their safety more than anything else.” He looked to Merlin, dismissing the girls. “Continue with what you were saying.”




    “We cannot dismiss the possibility that Queen Titania is somehow involved in her disappearance.”




    Everyone bristled at the mention of the devious Fae queen.




    Merlin brought their attention back. “The other option is to find the Well of Realms. If we can locate it, we will have a way to find her, no matter where Aliana is in the seven realms.”




    “How? What is this Well, exactly?” Lacy asked, leaning back against her giant cowboy knight, Percy.




    Arthur leaned forward, resting his elbows on the kitchen table. “I remember my mother telling me of the Well before, though I admit I don’t recall all she told me of it.”




    “Because the Well is rooted in all the seven realms, it has a unique power to find anything.” Merlin pushed up the sleeve on his right arm, revealing the barely visible tracking marks that circled his wrist. Every member of the new Round Table had an identical mark on their right wrist. “I used the same principle when I branded all of us with these marks. With their aid, locating Aliana through the Well’s waters will be easier.”




    Arthur nodded. “We will split up. Myself, Lacy, Percy and Leo will go to the Isle and seek answers from Queen Titania.” He turned to his friend. “Galahad, you, Dawn, Owen and Wade will go to Avalon and try to find this Well. You have the contacts in that realm, and Dawn—” his eyes went to the short girl “—you are a wood Nymph, and they live in Avalon. You will have another unique connection to the realm, and people that may help us find it.”




    Dawn gulped nervously, but bobbed her head up and down.




    “What about Merlin and Lancelot?” Leo asked, his Scottish brogue rolling off his tongue.




    “We are still banished from both realms,” Lancelot murmured. “We will redouble our efforts to try to locate the Grail of Power.” The knight’s green eyes fell to Excalibur, hung over the back of Arthur’s chair. “Now that we have Excalibur, the Grail is the last item we need before we can stop Morgana and Mordrid.”




    “Lancelot and I will go to Mt. Olympus. Rothik sent me a message that he may have a lead on the Atlantian who came to Olympus after fleeing his tribe in Atlantis.” Merlin had introduced them to Rothik only a day before everything went to hell in a ripped-apart magical hand basket. The Chimera called Olympus home and helped teach the many who came to the famous realm to learn how to use and control their magic.




    Lacy crossed her arms over her chest. “That’s great and all, but how are we supposed to get into these realms? Aliana was the one who had the magic to get us in and out of them.” It was impossible to miss the hurt and resentment in her voice. Since learning that Lacy was half Fae and that Dawn was half Wood Nymph, Merlin had been trying to help them both learn how to use their powers. But they hadn’t had nearly the success Lacy had hoped for.




    “I’ll arrange for my jet to take Galahad and his team back to London. They can use the cave entrance Aliana first used to enter Avalon.”




    Galahad nodded at Merlin. He was prepared to do whatever he had to do to get Aliana back. He would prove to her that he had changed, that he could control himself, and that he trusted her and cared for her enough to let her make her own decisions. She had unimaginable magic and he knew it was wrong of him to think she couldn’t take care of herself. She had proven she could many times.




    And once she saw the changes in him, she would love him again, come back to him where she belonged. Assuming he hadn’t damaged their sparking bond beyond repair.




    “What about us getting into the Isle?” Lacy asked. “I still can’t open the gate between the realms.” Percy wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled the love of his life tighter against him.




    “I will give you a talisman that you can use as a channel to summon the power needed to open the gate,” Merlin said. “But you will need to be sure to push your own magic into the pendant so the Isle doesn’t recognize it as mine. We don’t know what would happen if to you all if it does.”




    Arthur stood up from the table. “Then it’s settled. How long will you need to empower this talisman, Merlin?”




    “I can have it ready by tomorrow.”




    Arthur looked at Galahad. The white knight inclined his head, his face set and eyes filled with life and purpose again. Much like Arthur’s.




    “Then we all depart tomorrow. Merlin, can you have your plane ready by then?”




    “Yes.”




    Arthur straightened. “Good. Then we all need to turn in and get some rest. We are going to have very long and hard journeys ahead of us.”




    “If it gets us closer to getting Aliana back and finding the Grail then it’s all worth it,” Owen said, passion infused in his every word. Wade, Leo and Percy voiced their agreement.




    Only the girls remained silent. They nodded to each other, a silent understanding between them. The guys, for all their cleverness, had no idea what the girls had secretly been planning to find their lost friend. There were still many mysteries surrounding this whole prophecy that Aliana had told them they needed to figure out. Answers that may hold the key to saving the realms and stopping their enemies. Answers that might give the Knights of the Round Table their lives and their freedom back.
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    I can’t stop thinking back to the beach and all that has happened. That kiss, to finally know how Aliana tasted, how she feels against me like that…but I can’t remember that moment without seeing her throw herself in the line of that attack Morgana intended to kill us with. I trust Merlin and Lancelot to find the Grail. I have to find Queen Titania and get the truth of Aliana’s location, and how to bring her home, one way or another. Even if it means I have to use every ounce of influence or force to do it. It took Aliana’s kidnapping to bring the Dragon side of my heritage to full life again. But now that it is, I must once again be sure I master its power. I have to remain focused, and not only on finding Aliana.


    ~Arthur




    ALIANA TRIED DESPERATELY to wrap her mind around the place—scratch that—the time—she now found herself in. Even the beautiful dress Titania had put her in felt so foreign and out of place, just like her entire world right now.




    Merlin’s brows shot up. “And what answer did you expect to receive, my lady?” he asked in response to her shock of learning where she was.




    Camelot. In the year five hundred freaking eighty-six!




    Aliana opened her mouth then shut it again, not sure what to say. Dagg shifted on her shoulders.




    She looked Merlin over again. Physically, he was the same. A few inches taller than her, his light brown hair was curlier than she was used to seeing it, but that’s what happens when you don’t have hair care products. His long silver cuff, branded with the Pendragon crest, a Dragon in flight, glinted in the sunlight. The wrist cuff was a sign that he was a member of the Round Table, and the king’s inner circle of warriors.




    He was so different, but still the same. It confused her to no end. His shoulders were more relaxed, even with a large shield strapped across them. He just seemed more open, almost happy, like he didn’t have a care in the world. He even seemed to respect Titania, not hate her like he did in her time.




    She really was back in time, back in Camelot, before all the horrible events that plagued her in her time had taken place. “Does Titania want me to change history?” she asked Dagg through their link, dumbfounded by the possibility. She could save all her friends the pain and suffering they had to endure for so long!




    “Absolutely not!” Dagg’s voice raged in her head. “We must be very careful not to tamper with the events that are to come. One small deviation could have devastating consequences in our time.”




    “I see you were not expecting that answer.” Merlin’s hushed voice drew her from her silent conversation. “You asked when you were. Not where.” She could feel his bright orange magic testing and checking out her own bubble-sparkly pink powers. His eyes widened, his magic clearly telling him something she wasn’t sure she wanted him to know. “Are you truly from the future?”




    Aliana’s jaw dropped. “How did you know that?” She gasped, slapping her hands over her mouth to keep any more secrets from falling out unintentionally. Wait a second…So far as I know English wasn’t a thing in the Dark Ages.




    “How do you understand me, and I you?” Aliana crossed her arms trying to get a grip on the crazy situation.




    Merlin grinned. “I was told to cast a spell that would allow me to communicate with one not speaking my language.”




    Aliana’s arms dropped along with her slack jaw.




    Merlin laughed with amused disbelief. “Now, why are you here? How did you get here?”




    Dagg jumped from her shoulders and hovered between the two of them. “The answers you want are complicated and dangerous to know.”




    Merlin’s excitement dulled a bit, replaced with a seriousness that reminded her of the first time he’d tried to teach her magic. That memory felt like lifetimes ago.




    “I understand, knowing the future is a very dangerous thing.” He looked past Dagg to her. “Do you know what the purpose is to your being here?”




    Aliana hesitated. “Kind of. We know of one reason, at least.” The item they needed to find that would lead them to the Grail of Power. “But Titania always has many motives for doing the things she does.” The queen had said that finding this artifact to lead them to the Grail of Power was not their true task here in Camelot, just linked to it. What would be more important than finding a way to locate the Grail, though?




    Merlin stroked his chin. It was weird to see him accept her answers so easily, to not have him look at her like he’s questioning her every move and thought, thinking it’s wrong or stupid.




    Oh god, if Merlin’s this different, how different will the others be? Her stress level shot back through the roof. She had only just managed to get herself together after escaping Mordrid. Her thoughts shifted to Galahad. How different would he be? Or Arthur? Both guys had told her many stories about their lives in Camelot, though she suspected they might have edited a few details for propriety’s sake. She remembered the last time she was alone with her brave warriors, on the beach by her house, and how disastrously the whole situation had ended. How was she going to be able to focus on anything if she had to worry about the magic bonds that existed between her and Galahad, and her and Arthur?




    Dagg’s claw gripped her shoulder, startling her from her panicked thoughts. Her green eyes went to the Druid knight, who seemed to be waiting on an answer from her. “I’m sorry, what was the question?”




    “I asked if you know how you were sent here.”




    She shrugged. “Titania sent us. I have to complete some obscure task for her and there’s something I need to find here. Something that I desperately need in the future…to save the realms.” She didn’t tell him from whom the realms needed to be saved. Dagg was right; they couldn’t interfere with the time stream. She’d seen enough movies and TV shows, read enough books, to know that the consequences could be disastrous. She was going to have to be very careful from now on what she said and did. Not like this wasn’t hard enough already!




    “Then we will need to help you discover your purpose here.”




    At least Merlin seemed like he was going to be more of a help than a hindrance. Maybe telling him the truth had been the right thing. It made her wonder if there were others here she could confide in too.




    “I’ll need to find a place to stay.” Aliana bit her lip trying to figure out how she was going to pull that one off without any money.




    “You will stay at the castle, of course,” Merlin answered like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “We will tell the king of your business here, that you are on a quest for the Fae Queen. He will welcome you as an honored guest. We already have one of her court staying at the castle.”




    “No!” Aliana and Dagg said together.




    “He can’t know why I’m here. No one can besides you. Clearly Titania wants you involved but we can’t risk telling the others.” She paused, Merlin’s other statement breaking through her momentary panic. “What do you mean you already have a Fae staying at Camelot?”




    “Delphina has been a resident of our court for several years now. You were sent by the queen, I am sure she will be of help to you as well.”




    Aliana looked at Dagg, her confusion and surprise surely all over her face. “None of the guys ever mentioned a Fae girl in Camelot before!”




    Dagg’s Dragon lips pulled tight. “I am sure there is plenty they never told you about their lives in Camelot.”




    Aliana felt her face turn three shades of green. She flashed back to Arthur’s story in the Isle about kissing other girls.




    “My lady, are you all right?”




    Aliana mentally shook away those thoughts. “Fine, but I’m very clearly not from your world, and your Delphina is not going to know who I am.”




    Merlin unhooked his shield from his shoulders and turned from Aliana. “I can take care of that,” he said, re-securing the shield to the side of his saddle. “We should cast a spell on you so you can understand the others, and they you. I can say I know your clan, that you are connected to my family. Arthur will accept that and I can make sure you have everything you need to get by in Camelot.”




    Aliana accepted the offer. Now she’d just have to be sure to figure out whatever it was Titania wanted her to do and what object would lead her to the Grail of Power. “I would like to draw as little attention to myself as possible, if I can. Not having to worry about communicating would help a lot. And we can’t tell anyone why I’m really here or that I have magic.”




    He nodded. The Druid looked at Dagg then down to the ruby on her hand, set inside the soft cloth gauntlet Titania had given her. It was the Prophecy stone Titania had created to bind her prophecy of the Destined One and link all of Arthur’s knights to this quest to save the realms from Mordrid and Morgana.




    “There is no way for you to hide your magic completely. I could feel it well before I got to you. Any of the other magic users in Camelot will know you have magic.” He looked at Dagg again. “And there is no way for you to hide your guardian here.”




    Panic rose in her chest. She didn’t want anyone to know the extent of her powers, or anything else about her.




    “Breathe, Aliana,” Dagg commanded. “We will find a way to make this all work. Remember Arthur has no objection to magic.”




    Merlin spoke again before she could answer her Dragon. “That stone of yours has great power. If you want to keep that part of you hidden, I suggest you create a very strong magic cloak to hide it.”




    Aliana frowned at Merlin. “How do I do that and hide my magic?”




    His brow knit together. “Do you not know how to use your magic?”




    Aliana flushed. “Yes, I do. But I’ve had a bit of a crash course lately without a lot of real instruction.”




    Shrugging, Merlin came to stand in front of her and held out his hands. “Then I will help however I can. Having such great power without knowing how to use it or control it can be very dangerous to you and everyone around you.”




    Aliana crossed her arms. “Like I don’t already know that.”




    He grinned. “Give me your hands, oh fiery one. We can also cast the language spell now.”




    Coughing a laugh, Aliana relaxed and placed her hands in his.




    “Relax your mind and focus on your magic and that of your ruby.”




    She did what he asked as Dagg curled around her shoulders again and her magic soared.




    “Good. Now imagine a veil surrounding both of them and seal it together, like tying off a sack.”




    Aliana even added a layer of shields around the thinly constructed veil.




    “Very well done. Now focus on your voice and ears.”




    Her vocal cords tingled, a faint buzzing nagged her ears.




    “Will your magic to make your ears understand all they hear.”




    The buzzing grew louder but Aliana kept her focus on her magic.




    “Now command your voice to be clear and understood by all others.”




    The tingling in her vocal cords turned to an itch. The abuse of her senses ripped at her, but she kept focused on maintaining her magic. Her ears popped like she was surfacing from a deep dive. The itch in her throat soothed over like honey was coating her vocal cords. Her shoulders sagged, a big sigh of relief escaping her.




    Letting go of her hands, Merlin stood back, a look of impressed awe on his face.




    “Your power and your connection to Lord Daggerhorne is like nothing I’ve ever seen. I have never met another with magic like yours.”




    Aliana dropped her hands to her side, her insecurities and doubts flooding her as she bitterly stared at the ground. “Yeah, that’s me, the freak magic user.”




    “You misunderstand me, my lady.”




    She looked up at the Druid, trying to put the lid back on her emotional hidey-hole.




    “It is not a bad thing, to have magic like yours. It’s amazing!” His jubilant mood dimmed for a second. “But there will be many who may want to try to use you. You will have to be very careful. The veil you created is doing a fine job of muting the extent of your magic, but I can still feel it.”




    She didn’t need him to tell her that, but Aliana nodded anyway, slightly grateful that he didn’t hold her magic against her. Curious, she opened her own magical senses and felt out Merlin’s powers. She had never tested his strength before, because it always felt like an invasion, and she didn’t want him doing it to her. But this Merlin was different, maybe he wouldn’t mind.




    His magic was there; right up front, no barrier hiding it. So vibrant and powerful, she had trouble breathing for a moment. She pulled back wondering why she had never noticed the strength of Merlin’s magic before. No wonder he was said to be the most powerful Druid who ever lived.




    “Like what you saw?” A heaping dose of masculine pride colored his arrogant words.




    “It’s not bad.” She made sure she sounded unimpressed. He certainly didn’t need any ego stroking.




    He laughed and gathered up the reins of his horse. His mount wasn’t nearly as big as Belle had been, the Pegasus that had aided her in Avalon so long ago, but the animal before her now was no small thing either. “Is that sack there yours?” he asked, nodding his head to a spot behind her. Turning, Aliana’s eyes fell on her colorful pack. Strange, she hadn’t had it with her at Mordrid’s…




    “But how? Who?” She turned to Dagg, but the Dragon shrugged.




    Trotting over, Aliana scooped it up and slung it over her shoulders. She knew it was hers; she’d have to go through it once she reached Camelot. Maybe Titania left her a clue as to what to do next? Only the Fae queen knew she was here, so no one else could have sent it.




    Merlin deftly lifted himself up into the saddle and held his hand out to her. “We need to get back to Camelot before dark, and it is a long ride.”




    Aliana took his hand, lifted her foot into the stirrup and gripped the back of the hard leather saddle. He easily pulled her up behind him, her hands grabbing at his waist to help steady herself.




    “What about your Dragon?” he asked.




    She looked at her little silver guardian hovering next to them. “I will fly ahead and scout the area. When we get close to Camelot I will be sure I am hidden.” Aliana knew he was referring to the bracelet form he took to keep others from seeing him.




    Kicking the horse’s sides, they took off in a fast trot. Aliana had to wrap her arms tight around Merlin to keep from sliding or bouncing from the back of the animal.




    “You haven’t ridden many horses have you?” Merlin’s voice in her head surprised her, but she shook it off.




    “I have, it’s just been a long time since I’ve needed to.”




    They rode for several hours, stopping only to water the horse and eat a few pieces of fruit they found along the way. Merlin disappeared for a moment to “relieve himself” and Aliana had nearly fainted from embarrassment when she had to do the same.




    One thing I definitely don’t like about the past, she thought to herself, having to use the forest as my toilet! So not sanitary.




    Thankfully Merlin didn’t seem to notice her discomfort and they quickly set back out on the road. Late afternoon settled in on them as Merlin told her about Camelot and the people who lived there.




    A pang of regret filled her heart. What wouldn’t her father have given to get to see Camelot like she was about to? Well, her adopted father, but Aliana had learned there was more to family than just a blood relation.




    “Your father would be proud of you, Aliana,” Dagg assured her.




    “Where are you?”




    “I am a few miles ahead of you two. There is a strange power around here that I am not sure I trust.”




    Aliana looked around nervously, opening her own senses. All she found was the strong magic of the elements, just there waiting for her to take if she needed them. “I don’t feel anything.”




    “I am going to look around, see if I can find the source of this power. I will meet you in Camelot. Please try to stay out of trouble until I return.”




    Aliana wished the smartass Dragon was near so she could glare at him. “Watch it or I’ll make you the pack mule again, or maybe I’ll just clip your wings!”




    Dagg’s laughter filled her mind before all traces of her guardian faded. Her last joke had her mood souring. The first time she had threatened to clip Dagg’s wings was when she and Galahad were flying through Avalon on Belle, racing to find Arthur so she could awaken him. The aching sadness she had managed to hide away almost leaked out, but she corralled it back in.




    Lost in her thoughts, Aliana didn’t notice the riders approaching them until Merlin slowed their mount.




    “Merlin!” a strong, smooth voice called. A voice she recognized.
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    Hours of searching yet I’ve found nothing. No trace of that magic’s source. It is familiar, but I cannot remember why. Even with the great distance between us I can still feel Aliana’s emotions. It’s a testament to the growing strength of our bond. Which is why I feel so guilty for not telling her how things were after she was taken. I worry telling her of the changes in Arthur and especially Galahad will hurt her even more. The way they both started to fall apart without her to hold the group together…is that Puck? What is he doing in Camelot?


    ~Dagg




    LOOKING PAST THE DRUID, she spotted a giant on horseback with a long face, quirky large smile, whisky-colored eyes and broad shoulders. Percy! Next to him was another rider with longer, dark brown curly hair, late afternoon stubble and friendly hazel eyes. Wade! she thought happily, but kept the names to herself, reminding her over-taxed brain that they didn’t go by those names here. Technically, she wasn’t supposed to know who they were. They flanked both sides of her and Merlin, both men appraising her with open fascination.




    “So, this fair maiden is why you took off from the castle so early this morning?” Wade joked with avid interest.




    Aliana fought to not roll her eyes. You’d think he’s never seen a girl before!




    “Enough, Gawain,” Merlin admonished, like a chastising father. “Lady Aliana is new to Camelot.”




    “Where are you from then?” Percival’s too large smile calmed her with its familiarity.




    “All over, I guess.” What other answer could she really give without giving away where she really was from?




    “And how does such a lovely creature know our killjoy Druid, Merlin?” Aliana giggled, turning toward Wade. His own silver Pendragon cuff was so well polished you almost missed the two long marks he had once gotten in battle. Percy’s was still in pristine shape.




    Gawain! She reminded herself. He’s Gawain here, and Percy is Percival! She hid a sigh; this was going to be a lot harder than she thought.




    “I have known Aliana and her family since I was a child,” Merlin said when she remained silent. “She has spent many years traveling all over and has now decided to come see me in Camelot.”




    It was amazing how effortlessly he lied to his friends. It set her a little on edge, but she reminded herself that this little white lie was for the good of her quest.




    “Will you be staying at the castle then?” Percy asked her.




    She nodded. “Merlin was kind enough to offer me a place to stay for the duration of my visit.” She cleared her throat. “And who are you two knights, if I may ask?”




    “My lady, forgive our lack of manners. I am Sir Percival of Camelot and that loud mouthed oaf is Sir Gawain of Camelot.”




    “I’m not the oaf here, you tree shaking giant,” Wade said with a fake heat to his voice.




    “Pleasure to meet you both.” She bowed her head to them and smiled. “I think we’re all going to be good friends.”




    Merlin sighed loudly and looked at both his brother knights. “Now that that’s settled, was there a purpose to you both finding us?”




    “Arthur was looking for you. You didn’t tell anyone where you were going and you’ve been gone for most the day.” Gawain, the knight who in her time was all but her brother, flicked his eyes quickly to her then back to Merlin. “He said there is an urgent matter he needs to discuss with you.”




    Her interest piqued, Aliana tried to pretend she wasn’t listening, hoping to find out what Wade, or rather Gawain, was talking about.




    “How long do you plan on staying in Camelot?” Percival asked, drawing her attention when Merlin quietly answered Gawain. Sneaky, sneaky Sir Percival!




    “I’m not sure.” She shrugged, putting on a flirty playful smile. “I guess it will largely depend on when Merlin gets tired of having me around.”




    Percival laughed, the booming sound drawing the attention of Merlin and Gawain.




    “If the king is waiting we need to hurry back.” Merlin kicked his horse back into high gear. Aliana gasped and tightened her hold on his waist again, her legs and thighs clenched tightly to the horse.




    The guys matched their pace and in no time they were clearing the forest road and entering a wide-open field filled with tall grass and a small patch of lavender flowers. The ground was wide open, and a lush, beautiful green was saturated by the sunlight. They made their way to a stark dirt road that led over a hill just in front of them. As they crested the top, as Merlin pulled on his horses’ reins and brought their little party to a halt. His horse trotted sideways so she had a clear view.




    Aliana’s jaw fell open, her eyes widening in delight. Settled near the edge of a cliff was the tallest castle she had ever seen. Its five spires looked like they were nearly touching the sky, with bright red and gold flags flying in the strong ocean breeze. It had to be four stories high at its shortest points and close to double that in others. Walls stretched from the sides of the castle down the sloping ground separating a small city-like village. Shorter walls ran through the village like a maze. Large inns and smaller homes were built in the areas in front of the majestic structure with another shorter wall protecting it—a village at the gates of one of the greatest kingdoms in recorded history.




    Aliana blinked and closed her mouth, but couldn’t banish her huge grin. “It’s beautiful, Merlin!”




    “Welcome to Camelot, Lady Aliana,” Percival said with a sweep of his hand.




    “Home to King Arthur and his legendary Knights of the Round Table,” Gawain added with a playful bow.




    Merlin swatted at Gawain, hitting his muscled arm with a loud smack. “Enough, the king is waiting.” He kicked his horse into a fast gallop, the other two knights racing beside them.




    Guards called to each other to open the gates as Aliana and the knights made their way to the outer walls of Camelot. It was weird to see all the soldiers and citizens of Camelot bowing their heads to the guys as they made their way up the slight slopes of the city toward the castle.




    The scent of roasting meat, herbs and livestock surrounding Aliana’s senses threatened to steal her attention from the colors and sights of the vibrant, small village. The sound of soldiers marching, people rushing about, some pulling carts, and merchants talking loudly to draw customers, had her eyes darting everywhere so fast dizziness was starting to set in. It was almost overwhelming in its difference from what she had always imagined Camelot would be like. But that was the thing about the Dark Ages: no one had any real proof of what things were like back then.




    Or is it now? This is going to give me a headache! Aliana shook her head as Merlin led his horse to the right and up a sloped alley into a wide open stable area. Servants scrambled to attention, rushing to the knights. A young boy—no older than maybe fourteen—rushed to Merlin.




    “Welcome back m’lord.” His smile was easy, excited and very friendly. And he couldn’t stop staring at Aliana.




    Fighting an uncomfortable blush and the desire to shy away, she offered the boy a smile. Take a picture kid, it’ll last longer.




    “Are you going to stare or help the Lady Aliana down, boy?” Gawain shot him an exasperated look. “You’ve seen beautiful ladies before.”




    The kid flushed, ducking his head, apologizing in a soft stuttering voice as he set down a stool another boy had brought over. The guys started laughing loudly and Aliana glowered at them.




    “Leave him alone, boys.”




    The kid flashed her an embarrassed but grateful smile. Leaning into Merlin, Aliana lifted her leg over the horse. The boy’s hand was at her waist steadying her as he took her hand and helped her down.




    “Thank you,” she said while Merlin and the guys dismounted. “I’m Aliana, what’s your name?”




    He never got to answer.




    “Raven is one of our newest stable hands.” Merlin looked like he was going to say more but another familiar voice drew his attention.




    “You’ve finally returned.” Lancelot’s voice was the same as it was in Aliana’s time, accented with just a touch of superiority. But the most surprising thing was the red-haired woman at his side, her arm tucked into Lancelot’s. Her skin was pale with a light dusting of freckles and rich brown eyes.




    “Lancelot, Guinevere!” Percival greeted the pair with a hard pat on Lancelot’s arm and a kiss dropped on Guinevere’s cheek.




    “Look who we finally tracked down,” Gawain teased, taking Lancelot’s arm in a warrior’s greeting, then kissing Guinevere’s other cheek.




    “And I see he didn’t come alone.” Lancelot regarded Aliana with an open and frank curiosity.




    Clenching the loose pink fabric of her dress sleeve, Aliana took a breath trying to stow her building panic. As familiar as all these knights were, it was impossible to forget that these guys weren’t her knights. They didn’t know her from Eve, and it was going to take more than Merlin’s vouching for her to get them to accept her.




    But then maybe it would be better if they didn’t really get to know her. It had been hard enough to not slip up with their names so far; what would happen if she slipped and gave herself away? She couldn’t risk doing damage to the world’s timeline.




    Merlin introduced her to Lancelot and Guinevere, telling the same effortless lie that he had to Percival and Gawain. He told them about wanting to introduce her to Arthur and getting her settled into a room in the castle.




    “Welcome to Camelot, Lady Aliana,” Guinevere said, coming to her side. “It will be so nice to have another girl around here. These men can get a bit boring at times,” she added in a fake whisper.




    Aliana giggled. It seemed like she and Guinevere would get along very well. Her delight faltered at the thought, however, since Guinevere was supposed to die.




    Before she could think on it too much, Merlin and the others led her out of the stables and up a staircase into a brightly lit hallway. The tall windows were exactly what she remembered from the ruined Camelot she had seen in the Isle of the Blessed, but they were much more beautiful now that the colored glass was whole and glowing in the late afternoon sun. Guinevere told her a little about the castle and the people who made their home there. All of the knights had their own rooms in the castle, as well as their own lands not far from the castle’s city. She also warned her about some of the women that lived there. Aliana flashed back to Merlin’s mirror room, at his house back in Aliana’s world. She remembered Arthur telling her some of the horror stories of the women who had vied for his affection, including one about a girl ripping another’s dress.




    They walked down another hall way and up a curving flight of stairs she recognized. They were going to the throne room! Her anxiety ratcheted up, as her experiences in that room weren’t exactly the best. Titania’s bombshell reveal that Camelot could live again. Learning Titania was grandmother to her and Owen. Her finally opening up to Galahad about her past and her ex-boyfriend. Then of course there was Mordrid’s attack that had nearly killed Galahad at the end.




    She shook her head, trying to dispel that horrible, gut wrenching memory.




    “Are you all right?” Guinevere questioned.




    Aliana smiled quickly. “I’ve never met a king before, in his castle. I’m just nervous, I guess.”




    Guinevere laid a sympathetic hand on Aliana’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ve known Arthur since we were children. He will welcome you to Camelot happily.”




    “Thanks.” She took a breath and pushed aside her worry, for now.




    Guinevere went to her husband’s side as Merlin dropped back to join Aliana. “You ready for this?”




    She nodded at the Druid. “I’m sorry you have to lie to your friends because of me.”




    He shrugged. “They would understand if they were in my position. Do not fret about it.”




    She still didn’t like it, but it was a necessary evil right now. She would at least be protected in the castle and have Merlin’s aid. She needed to quickly complete whatever task Titania wanted of her so she could get back home. To her family, to her friends and knights. They had to be going crazy by now.




    The beach, where she had last been in Arthur and Galahad’s arms, flashed in her mind, but the creaking wooden doors of the throne room opened, shattering the memory.




    Golden sunlight spilled into the room, and the large pit in the center popped and hissed as a servant fed a few logs onto the building fire. More than a dozen warrior-looking men were gathered around a large round table just the other side of the pit, most of whom she didn’t recognize as her knights. They all wore outfits similar to what her knights wore: dark-colored or white tunics, leather vests and jackets, dark pants and boots, and all the men were armed with their sheathed swords. Her eyes fell on one knight in particular, who had his sword strapped across his back. Leo. Owen stood on one side of his quiet friend.




    All the heads turned to them as they walked through the doors. Aliana fought to keep her feet from freezing where she stood when she met Arthur’s golden brown eyes across the fire. He was wearing a black shirt and leather jacket, his short dark hair swept across his forehead and tickling at his ears. He had the faint shadow of late day stubble and his features were just as strong and sharp as ever. But there was a presence about him, an utterly confident posture that was new.




    Her Arthur, in her world, was plagued with worry and doubt, with so much at stake and everything to lose. She had seen glimpses of the King Arthur she now stood in front of, but never quite like this. Then again, nearly dying, losing your kingdom and having to make a magic vow to Titania could definitely affect a guy’s confidence.




    Merlin’s hand rested on the small of her back and led her around the fire pit to where all the burly knights and advisors stood. Her eyes widened as she saw Excalibur secured across a tall chair beside the golden king.




    Arthur watched them approach, as did all the others, but it was Arthur who had Aliana’s hands trembling.




    “Glad to see you’re back, my friend.” The king set his eyes on her again, openly appraising her, though not unkindly. She knew Arthur’s looks, and she could tell by the tiny smile on one corner of his mouth that he was happy with what he saw. “Who is your companion? I don’t believe I’ve ever seen her in Camelot.”




    Aliana bit her tongue. He didn’t need to talk about her like she wasn’t standing right in front of him.




    Merlin grinned and nudged her forward. She curtsied slightly, feeling awkward with all the eyes in the room watching her. “Sire, this is Lady Aliana. Her clan has been well acquainted with mine for some time. She has finally decided to come and visit me here in Camelot.”




    “You traveled alone, my lady?” Arthur asked with a raised brow.




    She hid her annoyance that he would be so chauvinistic, but this was the sixth century after all. “I often travel on my own, your majesty.”




    He smirked, then turned to the men gathered around them. “I think we are done for tonight.” The men bowed and gathered their things before leaving hurriedly. Only Owen and Leo remained.




    “Do you plan to stay in Camelot for long, Lady Aliana?” Arthur crossed his arms over his broad chest as he leaned his hip against the sturdy wooden table. Aliana’s eyes roamed over his hot body quickly before meeting his eyes again.




    “I guess that depends.”




    Merlin drew Arthur’s attention from her. “I had hoped that you would allow Lady Aliana to stay here in the castle, during the duration of her visit.”




    Arthur’s lips thinned as he thought over the request.




    A door opened behind the group before he could answer. The only thing that kept her from gasping was the fact that all the air was stolen from her lungs. She watched Galahad stroll into the throne room, two girls flanking him on both sides. But she didn’t really see the girls; her eyes were focused on her former white knight, and the world paused.




    His wavy light brown hair was slightly shorter than it was in her world; it only just brushed the collar of his dark leather jacket and green tunic. His jaw was square and peppered with stubble around strong lips she had kissed too many times to count. The tall knight stopped as his clear blue eyes fell on her.




    A thrill of excitement laced with worry arrowed down her spine. His eyes roamed over her, much like the others had. She saw the heat that started to blaze in those eyes, eyes that had the power to hypnotize her with their intensity. She had given her Galahad her heart, her love and her trust, and he had shattered the fragile bond between them with one deed.




    “Ah, Galahad,” Arthur said as the world seemed to move again. “Come meet our guest.”




    Aliana raised her eyes, deftly avoiding looking at Galahad, focusing instead on the two girls who still flanked him. The first girl, in a simple dark green dress with a thick silver belt around her waist, was short with long curling brown hair, blue eyes, and an air of innocence that made her seem no older than fifteen.




    The other girl was a little taller, her gray dress highlighting her long apricot-flesh-colored hair and eyes of such pale green they were almost translucent. Her skin was a creamy pale with just a faint hint of blue.




    She had to be the Fae Merlin had mentioned, but Aliana’s overwhelmed brain couldn’t recall her name. The exotic, curvy girl glided to Arthur’s side, resting a hand on his muscular arm. Arthur turned and smiled at her, an air of such familiar comfort around them that a small spark of jealousy flared in Aliana’s chest. They held each other’s gaze for what seemed like forever, but really couldn’t have been more than a heartbeat.




    Clearly they had a very strong connection, one that Aliana thought she might actually be able to see if she wasn’t hiding her magic. She felt the blood drain from her face as one mystery of her Arthur’s past suddenly became clear.




    Green eyes.




    Green eyes that Arthur said were the only thing he could remember of the ghost girl that haunted his dreams. This Fae was his mystery girl! The girl he couldn’t remember but knew that he had loved at some point in his past. The past she was now trapped in.
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    I know we’re here for a very great reason, but this is my first time in London! I want to explore the city, not just look at it as we drive through it to pick up supplies for our trip to Avalon. The closer we get the more it calls to me. There’s something telling me I’m gonna find more there than just a way to find Lia. Lacy and I have discussed bringing the guys in on our plans, but we’re not sure they’d let us do it. Good thing we’ve created a way to talk to each other despite being in different realms. My stupid heart wants to talk to Wade about it, but I just haven’t been able to fully forgive him yet. I wish I could, I miss my other best friend, even though he’s right next to me!


    ~Dawn




    MERLIN’S HAND TOUCHED HERS inconspicuously, and she only then realized she had tensed up and clenched her fists. “Are you well? What is wrong?”




    Merlin’s questions in her mind were enough to snap her back to reality. With a ruthless determination she was sure would have met with Titania’s approval, Aliana wrenched her emotions back in check and made her body relax. Her fingers pressed against his, twining together for a moment and she met the Druid’s pale eyes.




    “Sorry, I’m just feeling a bit overwhelmed. Remember this isn’t my time. Is she the Fae you told me about earlier?”




    “Yes.” Merlin gave her a small smile of reassurance. Aliana discreetly pulled her fingers away hoping no one had noticed. From the questioning looks on everyone’s faces, that was an epic fail.




    “Lady Aliana,” Arthur took a step closer to her, the Fae girl’s hand falling from his arm as he did. “I would be happy for you to make Camelot your home for as long as you desire. You already know a few members of my inner circle, so please allow me to introduce you to the others.”




    Aliana smiled and looked to Owen and Leo. Of all the knights, they seemed the most similar to her knights, as they were in her time. Her soon-to-be cousin had his dark hair chopped short, his shoulders were wide, his long torso covered with a vest that seemed to be a leather version of chest armor. His slightly rounded face was open and honest, and his smile was just as easy as always.




    The sandy blond Leo was slightly shorter than Percival, Galahad and Arthur, his vest similar to Owen’s with the strap of his sword snug across his wide chest. His thoughtful dove gray eyes looked at her then to the side, in Galahad’s direction.




    Owen offered her a cool grin as he bowed his head to her. “I am Sir Owaine, it is a pleasure to meet you. It is rare we get to meet people from our Druid’s past.”




    “I am Sir Leyon.” His Scottish accent was present, just as it was in her time, but it was very surprising. What was a Scot doing in sixth century Britain?




    “It is nice to meet both of you,” she replied.




    She looked away, meeting the green eyes of the Fae who held Arthur’s heart. Aliana was stunned at the bold move the Fae pulled next. “I am honored to greet one of the queen’s lineage. May I greet you in the manner befitting one of your importance?”




    Panic resurfaced and Aliana replied hastily hoping to head off the girl. “Please don’t. Who my family is, is not something that is to be made known.” Aliana hoped the girl would assume that meant Titania didn’t want her identity known. How else would she have convinced Delphina to not give her away? “Thank you for the offer. I hope that we can have some time to get to know each other.”




    That added thought felt a bit masochistic, but she couldn’t stop herself from making the offer. Merlin had been right, she might be able to help figure out what she was to do.




    The Fae dipped into a small curtsy. “I am Delphina, ambassador of Queen Titania, ruler of the Isle of the Blessed.” Her voice was like that of a high pitched but soft musical note, pure and bright and genuinely warm.




    Aliana mimicked her curtsy and smiled. “It’s an honor to meet you.” Out of the corner of her eye she saw Galahad step up to her side and she felt a small tremor of dread.




    Knowing she couldn’t avoid it, she turned to face him, her hands clenched so tightly she could feel her nails pressing into her skin. It didn’t help that it felt like everyone in the room was watching her to see what she did, like she was the night’s entertainment.




    “I am Sir Galahad.” He smiled boldly, his deep voice rolling off his tongue with his lovely accent that drew out his A’s and E’s. His blazing blue eyes drank her up like a man thirsty for water, just like they had when she first freed him from his stone prison, in the Sidhe’s keep, so long ago. He had been out of control for those first few minutes, but then his sense returned to him and he became the man she had fallen in love with.




    He held his hand out to her, just as he had then, but Aliana couldn’t move her hand from her side. Thankfully the girl next to him cleared her throat loudly, drawing his attention, and he dropped his hand. Aliana knew she wasn’t strong enough to handle feeling their intense silver sparking bond right now. Her heart was still too raw and bloodied from his betrayal.




    “Forgive me,” he said with a grin, not seeming to notice her discomfort or hesitation. He placed his hand on the girl’s shoulder as she came closer. “This is my little sister, Lady Sophvira.”




    Aliana’s eyes widened. This was his sister? Surprised, she smiled at the girl, saying hello as she took stock of the similarities between the two. Their hair color was the same, just like their paler skin tone and distinctly Roman features.




    “Well, now that we are all acquainted I’m sure you’d like to get settled in to a room.” Arthur’s friendly words distracted her from Galahad. She looked at the man who, in her time, was one of her dearest friends.




    “The rooms near to mine are empty, Arthur,” Delphina offered quickly.




    “Merlin,” Arthur asked, “does that arrangement suit you?”




    Merlin nodded. “Thank you, sire.”




    “I can show you to your rooms!” Sophvira said with delight.




    “Why don’t all the women show Lady Aliana the way? I’m sure you three can see she is settled in and comfortable.” Arthur’s golden gaze returned to Aliana and held hers for a long moment, nearly as mesmerizing as Galahad’s.




    Gawain broke up the moment. “Yes, we still have a few things that need to be discussed.”




    Arthur gestured to Leyon and Owaine who started to redistribute the papers and maps that were on the round table.




    Guinevere came to Aliana’s side while Delphina led the way, Sophvira giddily following them. As they reached the door, Arthur called out to them.




    “Lady Aliana, I hope you will join us for dinner tonight. You must be desperate for a good meal after traveling all day.”




    Her stomach twisted at the thought of food. She hadn’t really eaten since before the whole beach thing with Arthur and Galahad. With the way time flowed between the realms and now her traveling to the past, who knew how long it had been since that last meal?




    “I would be honored,” she said, more than grateful that Merlin had helped her create the language spell.




    He turned back to his knights who all were hunched over the legendary Round Table. All except Galahad.




    His eyes met and held hers before she could tear them away. Her heart raced like a dragonfly’s wings and her mind screamed at her to look away. Another arrow of distress shot up her spine and she quickly broke away and motioned for the girls to show her the way to her room.




    She could feel the emotions she had been working so hard to deny. The proverbial dam was close to breaking. The sooner she got to a room, and the girls left, the sooner she could have her impending breakdown.




    Later when the heavy door to her room closed behind the three girls, Aliana was barely able to make it to the small wooden chair beside the tiny fireplace before her legs collapsed and the tears started to flow.




    In a matter of twelve hours she had gone from seeing Mordrid torture Morgana to the point beyond endurance; making a bargain with the devil—a devil she ended up kissing—to watching him be sucked into a black void; Titania sending her to Camelot, almost fifteen hundred years in the past without any clear indication of what she was to do; finding out Merlin knew she was from the future; meeting all her friends and while they were similar, they weren’t her knights; meeting two girls, who both seemed friendly, loving and wonderful, who were supposed to die; and she’d met the girl who haunted the dreams of the man she was falling in love with.




    She didn’t even want to think about Arthur and Galahad. But she couldn’t stop recalling the way they both had looked at her with open interest.




    And she was lying to all of them. How was she going to survive all this?




    “Aliana?” Dagg’s voice floated into her mind.




    “Dagg?” She lifted her head, her tear-filled eyes landing on the small snake-like Dragon flying through the open window next to her bed. She rushed to him, almost knocking the chair over as she got up. The Dragon met her halfway, a look of panic on his long angled face. She snatched her guardian up in a tight hug, his front claws wrapping around her neck as his wings curled around her hunched shoulders.




    She started sobbing harder, sinking to the cold stone floor.




    “Aliana, please tell me what’s wrong!”




    His worry broke through the fog, but Aliana couldn’t get her throat to unlock to answer her friend. She did something she swore she wouldn’t do again. She dropped her shields, exposing most of her memories and feelings and thoughts to him.




    A thin streak of purple smoke started to flow through her, soothing her ragged emotions and injured heart enough that she was able to take a full breath instead of coughing sobs.




    It was several minutes later when Dagg had seen almost everything and she was able to rebuild her shields and speak with her raw voice. “What am I going to do, Dagg?”




    The Dragon pulled back, his claws gently cupping her cheeks. “We will tackle one problem at a time, together, as a team. You are not alone in this.”




    “But what about…” She couldn’t say their names, afraid that she would break down again.




    “We cannot change what has happened.” Aliana thought that the Dragon was talking about more than just her heart’s issues with Galahad and Arthur.




    “You mean Guinevere and Sophvira?”




    He nodded sadly. “Their fate is out of our hands. We can only do what we were sent here to do and hope we get home in time.” His marble-scaled face tightened. “But I think there is something you need to tell me now.”




    Aliana felt her face go pale.




    “Something you and Merlin have been hiding.”




    Aliana’s heart kicked. She knew exactly what he meant. “The scroll.”




    Dagg jumped from her arms to the floor. “Why did you keep this from me?”




    Hands twisted together, she answered, “I was scared what you and everyone would do. You know how the guys would have reacted!”




    Dagg actually growled at her. “And you didn’t tell me, why?”




    Aliana threw up her hands in frustration, her emotions zinging around inside her. “What was I supposed to say? According to a stupid piece of paper, from that ridiculous iron-box-of-death, the only way the Destined One can defeat Mordrid for good is to sacrifice herself?” She shook her head, sucking in air. “You know you would have told the guys and they would have gone bat shit crazy.”




    The Dragon didn’t deny the accusation. He just stood there on the pale stone floor, disappointment pouring from him.




    Aliana fought the return of her tears. “It feels so hopeless, Dagg! Like I have no control over anything anymore!”




    “I am your guardian! More than that I am your friend. If you can’t trust me or our friends—no, our family—then we have already lost this war.”




    Aliana shoved both hands in her hair trying to quell her guilt. “I know, but it’s not that easy! I hate the thought of lying and keeping this from everyone, but it seemed like the best decision at the time.”




    Dagg growled again. “How did you convince Merlin to stay quiet?”




    Pulling her hands from her messed up braid she looked at her right palm. “I convinced him to make a magical promise to not say anything.”




    “And you promised—” Dagg paused like he was remembering what he saw “—that you would not intentionally place your life in harm’s way.”




    Aliana’s shoulders slumped, her braid slipping over her shoulder.




    “And that’s the real reason you couldn’t leave the house before Merlin sealed it when the knights went to confront Mordrid.”




    Aliana shrugged. “Now you know.” As hard as it was for Dagg to know, not having to hide it from him felt like a burden being lifted from her stressed and ravaged soul.




    Dagg’s stiff posture relaxed. “There’s nothing to be done about it now. But you know you’ll have to tell the others when we get home.”




    Aliana ran a finger over the nearly invisible brand around her wrist. Everything was so out of control.




    “It only feels that way because you’re letting your emotions take over. You must bring them back under control, just like when you are using your magic.”




    She let out a loud heavy breath. He was right, as always. “You’re a little know-it-all, you know that right?”




    Dagg grinned. “Don’t think I won’t remind you of it when you try to argue with me.”




    She giggled and got to her feet. Her pack was on the bed, covered with heavy blankets and two pillows that looked like they were stuffed with feathers or maybe something a little firmer. The room she was in was nice, with a tall dresser for clothes and even a small table with a bench and a mirror made of a brightly polished oval of metal. On a smaller table by her bed was a bowl filed with clean water and a cloth lying next to it.




    “You must have made quite the impression to have Arthur giving you such an extravagant room.”




    She flicked the teasing Dragon and tilted her bag upside down, its contents spilling out onto the bed. Considering that Titania had sent her the bag—after doing who knows what to it—it was hardly surprising when three beautiful dresses, several smaller pouches that rattled and clanged, and a pair of boots hit the bed.




    She had secretly hoped her camera would be one of the items tucked into her bag, but much to her dismay, it was absent. It’s for the better I suppose. That would definitely give me away.




    She grabbed one of the two leather pouches and pulled the flap up. It was filled with gold and silver coins and even a few precious stones. “How nice of her to be sure I had money to survive with.”




    Dagg fixed her with an exasperated look and opened the other pouch. It had a small round tin and three very small chopstick-like pieces of wood and iron. He grabbed the tin and removed the cap, sniffing the contents. “It’s a magic-based ink.” He sounded almost awed by that fact.
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