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      Gabriel

      I can’t believe I have to do this. I have more pressing matters than reuniting two star-crossed lovers, don’t I? But the apocalypse has started. Lucifer is free. And these two are vital to closing the seal and ensuring the demons don’t take control of Earth.

      “Why does it have to be me?” Gwen asks as we stand outside the door to the flat where my brother, the fallen angel Tamiel, housed our chosen one. The little witch shifts back and forth on her feet, clearly uneasy.

      The sounds of a busy London street outside filter in through an open window at the end of the hall. All these humans surrounding us are living their lives without any knowledge of what’s around them.

      Gwen shifts and sighs, not wanting to be confronted by her past. But she can’t be allowed to abandon him this time. Not with the fate of the world at stake.

      I can feel the magic of Excalibur from behind the door. Perhaps I should pay a little visit to Avalon. I haven’t spoken to the Lady of the Lake in quite some time.

      “You are the only one who can do this. You’re the only thing that remains from his old life. Now, stop whining.”

      I push open the door and shove her through, barely controlling my frustrated sigh. If God says jump, you say, how high? That’s how this works. Why do these creatures consistently fight me on this?

      The knight is asleep on the couch, complexion pale but with a little more life than I expected. No doubt his trace of fairy lineage has helped him combat the demon venom in his system. Honestly, the fact that he thought he could fight a horde of demons with nothing more than a sword—even Excalibur—was insanity. Clearing my throat, I use my grace to turn on every light in the small flat.

      He opens his eyes, blinks a few times, then his brows pull together in a frown as he stares from me to Gwen. “Guinevere?”

      “You.” She spits the word, a ferocity and venom coming from her I've never seen. "Of course, at a time when I don't have my magic."

      "You're a witch? That makes perfect sense to me now. Why else would I have sacrificed everything for you?" His voice is laced with anger and tight with pain, but there’s strength behind his words.

      Oh, Father help me. This is not what I expected.

      "Get me away from him," Gwen orders, urgency in her tone.

      "Gwen, really? That’s not an option.” I try to argue, but she's blind with anger. This is a Gwen I’m not familiar with. “He’s no danger now. He can barely move.”

      "He can't be trusted. First Tristan, then Paris. Don't you see? Even death won't stop Calista from ruining us."

      I do understand her fear. She and her coven had spent thousands of years cursed to die and be reborn because of Calista. “Do you honestly think I’d put you in danger? He’s the key to ending the apocalypse…to getting you your magic.”

      "This man might claim to be righteous and good, but he's not.” She glares at him. “You made certain I learned that lesson well, didn't you?"

      I look at the man whose face holds betrayal and confusion. "What is she talking about?”

      Gwen stares hard, rage on her face. "Why did you tell them your name was Arthur?”

      “I never said that.”

      She turns to me and I realize with absolute certainty she had no clue who was waiting behind the door when we arrived. “This has to be some kind of joke. Right, Gabriel? There is no way the archangels think I need to be tied to my former lover.”

      “I don’t joke. He’s your responsibility, Gwen. From now until I lift the enchantment, you are bound to Lancelot.”

      Then, I leave. The two of them can work out their issues on their own. I’m an archangel, not a therapist.
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      Gwen

      I promised myself I’d kill Lancelot if I ever saw him again. Now, here I stand, nerves fluttering in my belly as I face the one man who broke my heart and ruined me for anyone else.

      He’s beautiful. The same face I dream of every night. A face I’d thought I’d never see again. Dark hair tousled and falling into his eyes, the thick strands curling around his ears, shaggy to the point of being too long. But it’s his eyes that take my breath away. The truest blue I’ve ever seen, Lancelot’s eyes tell the story of a man who lost everything. He never could keep me in the dark if he let me see those sky-blue irises for longer than a few seconds. Right now, I see a culmination of shock, anger, frustration, betrayal…and the pain of long weeks spent near death.

      “Guinevere, what are you doing here?” His voice hits me like the strike of a whip. Painful. Terrible. Perfect. “Come to lead me to my downfall once more?”

      Oh, if only he knew. I may be a witch, a siren cursed to die and be reborn for all eternity without ever finding true love, but I never ensnared him with my song. “Look, I don’t want to be here either, but I have to. You saw as well as I, Gabriel sent me.”

      He cocks a rakish eyebrow. “As in, the archangel? What interest would he have in two adulterers?”

      Fighting a sigh, I avoid eye contact with him and turn to leave. I can’t be here. Not with this man I’d spent reckless nights with hundreds of years ago. “Never mind. This is daft.” I reach for the doorknob. “I’m leaving. Try not to get yourself killed, will you?” My arm throbs, a deep burn taking hold.

      Glancing down at my wrist, I gasp at the sight of three deep claw marks marring my once pristine skin. I’ve seen this injury before…on Lancelot only weeks ago. A slowly healing wound caused by the demon venom that nearly killed him.

      Damn it all to hell. Gabriel hadn’t lied. I’m tied to Lancelot. What happens to him, happens to me. And that means I’m stuck here…with him.

      My thoughts drift to my earlier conversation with Gabriel right before we left my sister’s wedding celebration. The archangel’s voice rings in my memory. “He knows nothing of this world, Gwen. He hasn’t been outside since he escaped purgatory and until he touched Excalibur, he didn’t even remember who he was.” I can’t leave. There’s more than just my life at stake if I do.

      “Change your mind, my lady?” His words send a shiver of longing through me. I remember him whispering those words against the nape of my neck as we’d snuck off into the woods together for the first time.

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      He lets out a dark laugh. “Of course. If you did, you’d have chosen anything other than me. How fitting.”

      There’s such bitterness in his tone, I almost ask what he means, but then I remember. For all his gallant airs, I know exactly who he is. The knight I sacrificed everything for. The knight who left me alone in the forest after promising me we’d be together forever.

      “I’ve been tasked to help you…acclimate to this time,” I grumble, hating the fact that I’m connected in any way to him. I don’t understand why Gabriel would do this to me. I’ve fought the good fight, given my all to the side of the angels, and now I’m punished to live without magic, and most of all, to stare into the face of the man who’d been my downfall.

      He frowns. “Why?”

      “There’s too much to explain right now. All I know is you’re the key to getting my sisters and I our magic, at least, that’s what Gabriel says.”

      The air around us shifts and I fight a sigh at the reappearance of Gabriel. His tall, broad form is encased in biker leathers, from his collar to his boots, but I catch sight of the paperback romance novel stashed in his pocket. He’s a closet romantic and he looks nothing like what I’d picture as the messenger of God.

      “What do I say?” he asks, leaning against the breakfast bar.

      “Come off it, angel. You know exactly what we were talking about. I bet you didn’t even really leave. I never knew angels were voyeurs.”

      He sniffs. “We watch. It’s part of the job.”

      Lancelot clears his throat and steps forward. “You. You were the one I saw in purgatory before.”

      Gabriel frowns. “Hmm. But the real question is, how is it I didn’t see you? A living soul in purgatory doesn’t seem like something I would’ve missed.”

      “I became quite adept at hiding in plain sight after I arrived.”

      “You must have.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and take a long breath. “All right, Gabriel. You’ve popped in and sufficiently broken up the tension in the room. Why are you back?”

      The angel settles his big body on the cozy armchair and stretches his long legs out. “I’ve come to lay down some…rules for you two. I realized I hadn’t given you enough to keep you from ruining everything.”

      “Rules?” I can’t help but bristle. I’ve spent far too long following rules that never worked to my benefit.

      “Yes. Since you’ve got no magic, you can’t really protect Lancelot, but you can protect each other.”

      No. I don’t want Lancelot looking after me in any way. He’s done enough damage to me. I open my mouth to protest, but Lancelot cuts me off.

      “I owe her no fealty. She is no longer my queen, no longer my duty.”

      Gabriel laughs and shakes his head. “She’ll always be yours.”

      What does he mean by that? I’ll always be his, or his duty?

      Lancelot scoffs. “She was never mine.”

      “How true,” I say. “If only you’d been so honest the first time.”

      Gabriel holds up his hands. “Now, now, children. Let’s not fight. Lancelot, you and Gwen have important roles to play and you can’t fulfill them without each other.”

      “So, what are we supposed to do? How can we finish this and move on?” I ask.

      “Lancelot must walk through his trials before he’s ready to do what he must to stop the apocalypse. I’m sorry. I can’t say any more.”

      Right, there’s that. As if we didn’t have enough happening with our magic being stolen and in the hands of some unknown enemy. We have to deal with the beginning of the end.

      “Of course, you bloody can’t. Typical angel.” I throw my hands into the air, desperate need to get away from all this clawing at my chest.

      “I can’t tell you more because I’m not sure what awaits him. My Father has a plan and all I can do is deliver His message. Stay together. Stay safe. I’ll return with more information once Lancelot is strong enough to move forward.”

      My ears pop and the hair on the back of my neck stands up as the air around me shifts. Gabriel is gone—again. Damn angels. They always pop in and out when they want and leave the rest of us to clean up their messes.

      Taking a long breath, I raise my gaze to Lancelot’s, but hesitate, settling on his full lips instead. That was a mistake. I mutter to myself, “Come on, Gwen. Don’t be a coward. He’s just a man.”

      If I had my magic, I’d throw a protection spell around him and leave, but I don’t. I’m basically human. My chest tightens at that thought. In all my many lifetimes I never thought I’d be…normal.

      “What was that, my lady?” His warm velvet voice covers me like a favorite blanket on a chilly night. Comforting, just right, and everything I need.

      I shake my head. “Nothing. It’s just…it would seem the two of us are linked. Gabriel shackled me to you…magically speaking.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I can’t leave even though I desperately want to. When I said I was tasked to help you, I meant it. God has put us together. God, or Gabriel…that angel is a menace.”

      He runs a hand through his hair and sighs, wincing with the movement. “He’s an angel. Don’t angels do good things, like save innocent people from imprisonment and death?”

      I can’t help but laugh. “I see purgatory didn’t change your trusting nature.”

      “Everyone deserves trust…until they break it.”

      That burns. He’s the one who convinced me to leave Arthur, to run away and never return. Without a single declaration of love, he took my heart as his and he hasn’t given it back. “I broke nothing.” I sigh, collecting the pieces of my ruined heart that escaped the prison I’ve made in my chest. I’m stronger than this. I will not let Lancelot be the reason the world ends. “You and I are stuck together until Gabriel sees fit to remove his curse. So, I suggest you get over whatever grudge you hold against me as we get you used to the world you’re living in now. We have work to do.”

      “Should we make the most of it?” A dark look takes me by surprise as he leans against the back of the sofa, his full lower lip between his teeth. “There’s no love lost between us, but if I recall, we were quite skilled at other things.”

      A shiver rolls through me, anticipation, hunger, desire, all working against my iron will. I’ve spent centuries without him, lifetimes alone, never knowing the touch of a man, and now, with a lip bite and teasing words, he’s got me needy. “Your pretty face fooled me once, but I won’t be letting you seduce me again.”

      He’s close enough to touch now, the heat of his body melding with my own. “Oh, my lady, are you so certain it was me who did the seducing?”

      “Ye—” I stop myself before I give in and argue. “There’s no point in fighting over this. You and I were the worst mistake in history. Quite literally. I won’t have you in my bed again. Not now. Not ever. So, you can just take your handsome, dashing self and find another willing woman. I’m not an option.”

      His eyes widen, but he smirks. “Always so easy to get a rise out of you. And your cheeks get so pink when you get angry. If I remember correctly, other parts of you are just as pink.”

      I groan in frustration and toss my hands into the air. “You’re impossible.” I turn and head down the hall in search of a bedroom I can claim as mine. My face burns with embarrassment, but there’s an ember of arousal smoldering in me as well. This man knows my body better than any other. He was able to play it like a finely tuned instrument, bringing about the most earth-shattering experiences I’ve ever had. But he also broke me and left me a shell of the woman I wanted to be.

      I peek my head into the first bedroom, a decent sized master with an attached bath. There’s no sign of anyone living here. The bed is pristine, drawers empty. Mine. If he doesn’t understand the value of a big ass bathroom, more’s the pity for him.

      An ache builds in the center of my chest as the sound of his voice replays in my mind. I had never thought I’d hear the deep rumble of his words again. The ache grows into a heavy pressure and I can’t breathe. My pulse races and a wave of sickness washes over me. I think I’m dying. He’s killed me. Pulling my phone from my pocket, I dial Helena. Her face pops up on the screen before I realize I made a video call.

      “Oh, dear God in Heaven, Gwen. What the bloody hell is wrong?” Her warm brown eyes are filled with concern.

      “I…can’t…do…this,” I say between gasping breaths.

      “What? Arthur? I know you said he killed you but is it really all that bad? I figured you two would just work together and move on.”

      “It’s not Arthur.”

      Her face pales. “What? I don’t understand. Is it a trick?” She glances over her shoulder and gestures wildly. My other sister’s face comes into view, her blond hair pulled to one side in a braid. “It’s not Arthur,” Helena tells her.

      “What do you mean? It is. That’s…Tamiel said it was.” Izzy’s brow furrows. “Do you need us to come get you?”

      My focus drifts to her round belly before I shake my head. “No. I…I can’t put you at risk.”

      “Out with it, then,” she says. “You call up here looking like you’ve seen a ghost, I expect you to explain what’s got your knickers in a damned knot.”

      “It’s Lancelot. The knight. He’s not Arthur. He’s the man I betrayed my husband with and the reason Arthur had to execute me.” It all comes out in a rush, and when I finish, they’re both staring at me.

      “I…” Izzy starts, but she is clearly at a loss for words.

      “Lancelot? Why would the angels put you two together? Your love brought down Camelot. You committed adultery, are one of the most famous stories of betrayal in the history of Britain.”

      “Yes, thank you, Helena. I understand.” I don’t need a reminder.

      She shakes her head. “I’m sorry. I just don’t know why this is happening. He’s the one who’ll help us? Is Gabriel sure?”

      “It seems that way. But I was so weak around Lancelot. He owned me. The man made me feel…everything all at once. I could’ve handled Arthur. We didn’t have passion or real romantic love. We were friends more than anything.” I twist my hair around my finger compulsively. “I don’t think I’ll be able to stand seeing Lancelot every day. Not after what he did. I’ll go mad.”

      “What did he do?” Izzy asks, eyes bright with curiosity.

      Helena elbows her in the arm and shoots her a withering glare. “Leave off her.”

      “What? She never told us this bit. All we know is how she died and that most of the stories are true.”

      “Haven’t you had some kind of vision to help gain insight into this?” Helena asks.

      I shake my head. “Nothing. I haven’t seen since the moonstone went missing.”

      Izzy’s expression changes from curious to alarmed. “Not even with the leaves?”

      I shrug. “I haven’t tried tea leaves yet.”

      “Wait, you must’ve. You told me you had a vision about my pregnancy.” Helena points to her still flat belly. “That was just today.”

      “I had that vision before we lost you and got you back. Before Tamiel brought Lancelot back from purgatory.”

      “So, our powers really are gone?” Izzy’s voice wobbles a bit on the last.

      “It seems that way. I’ve only got the angelic grace Michael gave me. I can’t do any of my witch magic anymore,” Helena admits.

      We sit in silence together and I miss them. I want to be with them, not trapped here with Lancelot. It’s in that moment, as I stare at their forlorn expressions, I understand I’ll have to get over my problems with my situation. “I’ll be fine. I’m a grown woman. Lancelot is the key to getting our magic back and I’m not going to let my issues with him stand in our way.”

      “There she is,” Helena says. “That’s the fiery witch we’ve been missing. I thought you’d lost your spark.”

      I shrug, not wanting to tell them how hard it’s been watching them both find their soul mates and fall in love, knowing that wasn’t going to happen for me. The man I loved betrayed me before I could utter the words. Wiping the tears from my eyes, I take a long breath. “Right, then. I’m off to save the world.”

      “Call if you need anything,” Izzy says.

      I nod and am about to hang up when I realize I’m here with absolutely no supplies. “Actually, can you lot send me some clothes? I can’t conjure anything.”

      They both smile and make promises to overnight me a suitcase packed with supplies. I don’t think I’d be able to do this without them. They might not be my sisters by blood, but they are my family.

      I have to do this, take on this task with Lancelot. If I don’t, my sisters and everything I hold dear will die.
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      Gwen

      I sulk in my room for a good two hours. I can’t bring myself to face him, not because I hate him, but because I’m afraid my body will betray me. He’s still the most handsome man I’ve ever seen. The man I fantasize about while I use my vibrator to bring myself off. Oh, if he ever knew that, he’d never let me hear the end of it. I wonder idly if Helena will rifle through my drawers enough to find my box of toys. Maybe she’ll do me a favor and send it—after she gives me shit for what she finds in there. I may be chaste, but I take care of my own needs.

      Lancelot is sitting on the sofa reading a book when I finally emerge. His broad shoulders fill out the cotton t-shirt he’s wearing well enough to make my mouth water. Damn, but the man could be a romance cover model.

      “Back for another fight, my lady?” he asks, cocking one eyebrow.

      “No. Back to see that you don’t hurt yourself with your idiocy. You’ve always been too heroic and reckless. But this time your life is connected to mine. I won’t have you accidentally cocking this whole thing up by electrocuting yourself or burning the flat to the ground.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I don’t know what electrocuting means, but I can assure you, I’m not likely to set fire to the place.”

      My stomach growls as hunger pangs remind me I’ve not eaten all day. I was supposed to be celebrating Izzy’s wedding, instead, here I am, babysitting. Gaze averted from Lancelot, I stride toward the kitchen, hoping for some sort of food. Canned soup, take away containers, pizza boxes, that’s all I find. “This is how you’ve been keeping yourself fed? Take away and sodium soup?”

      “I’ve done my best.”

      “Tamiel should’ve been taking better care of you.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Worried about me, are you?”

      I don’t want him to know that’s exactly how I feel. Regardless of my hatred for the man, I’m tied to him with or without Gabriel’s enchantment. That would give him power, and a man like Lancelot, chivalrous as he is, would revel in the knowledge that I depend on him. “Like I said. I’m responsible for you. It won’t do me any good for you to clog your arteries and die of a heart attack.”

      “I’m perfectly fine.”

      My arm burns where his scratches are mirrored on my skin. “Are you? Show me your demon scar.”

      His eyes narrow. “Why?”

      “It’s poison. I need to make certain you’re still healing. Izzy’s gift can only do so much.” But if my visions are gone, surely Izzy’s gift is as well. So how is it Lancelot has healed at all? The poison from a demon is deadly to almost every species on Earth.

      “I’m fine. I can walk, talk, feed myself. Much better than I was a few weeks ago when you sent me away. You truly thought I meant you harm?”

      Guilt hits me straight in the gut, but that’s quickly replaced by frustration. “You appeared after hundreds of years. After Tristan and Paris came back to kill Izzy and Helena, what else was I supposed to think?”

      “I spent all that time trapped in between realms. Alive. There’s not supposed to be a living soul in purgatory.”

      Shaking my head, I brush past him, not wanting our bodies to touch. If he touches me, I’ll feel the remnants of our past. I’ll want him again. “Don’t try to play the pity card. You’re here, in one piece.”

      Fingers on the doorknob, I glance over my shoulder. He’s standing with one hand braced on the back of the couch. Sweat beads across his brow and his face has gone pale. For all the bravado, he’s not well. “Where do you think you are going?”

      “To find us some food that doesn’t come from a can.”

      Straightening his shoulders, he clenches his jaw and nods before pushing off the couch and coming toward me. “I’ll accompany you.”

      “No. You can barely walk without pain. I’m a big girl. I can handle myself.”

      I leave before he can protest, wishing with everything in me I had my magic. I’d conjure us food and comforting things as he recovers, but most of all, I’d be able to heal him quicker and get this over with so the both of us could move on.

      The doors to the lift open with a ding and I step forward, ready to leave and get my errands done. A shout of alarm rings out behind me and Lancelot’s strong arms encircle my waist, tugging me back before I can get fully inside. With me in his grasp, he cradles me in his arms and holds me tight. The clean scent of him, the feel of his wide chest and broad shoulders combined with the domineering energy he exudes makes me catch my breath.

      “I said I’d be fine. Put me down.”

      He shakes his head, voice tight from the energy it’s taking to hold me. “I’m sorry, my lady, that I cannot do. There is no way I’ll allow you inside that strange box. You might become trapped.” The worry in his eyes makes my heart squeeze at the memory of the man he used to be. “Where you go, I go.”

      I fight a sigh and shut my mouth, not wanting him to see he’s gotten to me. “Have you even set foot outside the flat?”

      “No. I’ve only just recovered enough to be steady for more than a few minutes at a time.”

      I know it kills him to be so weakened. This big, strong man who would fight to the death anyone who threatened his sovereign, anyone who threatened me. “Things are quite a bit…changed since you were here.”

      “I gathered that.”

      The elevator doors close and I wriggle in his arms. “That’s called a lift. It won’t hurt us. Now put me down. I don’t want to have to take the stairs.”

      After a long pause, he finally gives me what I asked for and sets me on my feet. God, he’s still so beautiful. My chest feels like someone reached in and is squeezing my heart. Like he reached in.

      Pressing the button to call the lift again, I let my eyes wander over his form. He’s not dressed like the knight I knew, but he has an air of other about him. His fitted jeans look like they were made for him, hanging low on his narrow hips, well worn in all the right places, and the pale blue Henley accents his wide shoulders and firmly muscled chest. My nipples betray my attraction as I let the memory of the feel of his arms around me take control for just a moment.

      A weak moment.

      The elevator arrives and the doors slide open. I step inside and turn toward him. The man stares with a dubious expression furrowing his brow. “Come on, then,” I say. “Don’t you trust me?”

      He shoves his hands in his pockets and a dark look crosses his face. “No. I have no reason to trust you, Guinevere.”

      Ouch. “What are you—” The doors start to close and I scramble for the button to hold them open, but then think better of it. If he’s scared of a silly little lift, he can find the stairs. I’ll wait in the lobby. Or maybe I’ll just go ahead and get our shopping done. He doesn’t have to accompany me. I’m not in danger. To the rest of the world, I’m a normal human woman. No one is after me. I’m not cursed to die, no evil coven leader is out to get me or my sisters. I’m…free.

      But I miss it. My magic. I don’t even have my gift of foresight any longer. I’ve had that from birth in all my lifetimes. I’d thought nothing could steal the angel Sariel’s gift from me, but I haven’t had a vision in over a month. Not since Helena was returned to us…not since Tamiel brought Lancelot back with him from purgatory.

      I step free of the lift and glance around the empty apartment building lobby. The stairwell door is close, but if I run for it, I can leave Lancelot behind. Do I want to? Part of me calls out for his touch—the weak part—and the other part wants to leave him. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and I catch his scent which still lingers on my clothes. Memories long buried rush to the surface. His lips hot on mine, soft moans and harsh breaths, our secret trysts under the hawthorn tree. Arthur confronting us, betrayed and heartbroken.

      “My lady.” Lancelot’s voice breaks through my reverie and brings me back to the present and I’m thankful. I don’t want to relive Lancelot’s betrayal or my subsequent punishment.

      “Sir Knight.” A flicker of need lights in his eyes at my teasing tone, and I can’t help but let a slight grin turn up my lips. “You’re going to have to get used to things being different. I’m not yours. In fact, the only feelings I have toward you are misplaced attraction and hatred. But I have to keep you alive so you can serve your purpose.” I turn on my heel and head for the exit, but his large palm encircles my elbow, tugging me back to him.

      “What have I done to earn your hatred?” His eyes blaze with fury. “I did nothing.”

      “You ruined me.”

      His face pales and he steps back. “Is that truly what you think?”

      Traitorous tears burn in my eyes. “I’ve never told you a lie, Lancelot. I’m not going to start now.”

      “It would appear your memory of the truth is warped.”

      There’s something in his expression that sends a wave of pain through me. And I wonder if this isn’t a test set forth by God Himself to see if I deserve this chance at a full life.

      I clench my jaw hard enough to cause a dull ache in my temples. Fighting with him isn’t going to get us anywhere. “You know, you might be right. I’ve died enough times that it’s possible my past blends together. Perhaps we should put it behind us. It seems we remember things differently and there’s no way to change it. I think, if we’re going to get you through your trials so I can get my magic back, we should make a rule here and now.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Which is?”

      “As far as we are concerned…the past doesn’t exist. You and I were never more than a queen and her knight. There is nothing between us.”

      I watch his throat move as he swallows back his initial reaction. “As you wish, my queen.”

      Hurt stabs my chest to see him so defeated, but I don’t know what else to do. I don’t have time to fix the shattered parts of what was once us. We were a hurricane of lust and need, selfish desire, and the beginnings of what I’d thought might have been love. All we left in our wake was destruction and, in the end, death.

      “Teach me about your world so I can survive it without you.” His voice is filled with pain, but he’s right. He has to learn to survive without me because he’ll never have me again.

      I’ve at least had the benefit of living my life over and over, growing with the world even if I’ve had to be reborn more times than I can count. “Stay close. The last thing we need is for you to get lost.”

      He nods and takes my hand. Everything in me lights up with too many feelings to name. Before I can stop myself, I jerk my palm away. He doesn’t say anything, just walks silently beside me. But as we step out of the apartment building and onto the bustling sidewalk, I can’t help but smile at the wonder in his eyes as he takes in the busy road, the people, the buildings.

      Until he continues straight into the street and in the path of a bright red, double-decker bus filled with tourists.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      “Stop!” Guinevere screams, her small hand grabbing tight to the collar of my shirt. She pulls hard and I step backward, narrowly avoiding the tall, red contraption hurtling toward me.

      “What in the bloody hell is that?”

      “It’s a bus. An automobile. And a weapon of your destruction.”

      Glancing at the busy street, I take in all the automobiles of various colors and sizes. For the first time since Tamiel brought me here, I wonder if he’d done me a disservice in not letting me out of the flat. “Why are they all different?”

      She pauses and frowns. “I don’t know, really. It’s sort of like clothes. We wear different things to show our personalities.”

      I can’t stop my gaze from roaming her body. She’s clad in a flowing white shirt with flowers embroidered across the neckline and sleeves. She looks like a Fae princess with her long hair cascading down her back and those bright eyes shining in the light of day. My mouth runs dry at the flush on her cheeks and when she bites her lower lip before glancing away, I have to resist the urge to take her in my arms and relive our first kiss from hundreds of years ago.

      “If you’re coming with me, stay with me. I can’t risk something happening to you.” Her tone is clipped and high with fear. She really does care about me, even if she doesn’t want to admit it. But do I want her to feel that way? As much as she says she hates me, I despise her for not choosing me over Arthur. She broke my heart and I ended up a prisoner.

      “Why? Because I’m your charge?”

      “Because Gabriel linked us in more ways than one. What happens to you happens to me. If you die, I will too.”

      My chest tightens at the thought of something happening to her. But we’ll break the link and get her magic back. Then, maybe I’ll be able to let her go.

      “You have my word. I’ll be on my best behavior.” There’s no way I’ll be letting her roam this treacherous city without me by her side. Dangers are everywhere. Automobiles ready to strike her down, men and women in strange clothing, some with bits of metal piercing their noses, brows, lips, unnatural colors pigmenting their hair. Any of them could mean her harm.

      She turns on her heel and strides away, her small stature should cause her to be lost in the crowd, but Guinevere has always had a regal bearing. She commands respect in a subtle way. I catch up to her with little effort, my long legs closing the distance between us in a few steps. My palm finds the small of her back as naturally as if it were made to fit there. For a moment, the two of us are connected, walking together like two halves of the same whole. A pang of loss knifes my heart when she flinches away.

      “Don’t do that. You don’t get to be my valiant knight anymore.”

      “I don’t want to be. You never needed me and I was a fool to let you make me think any different.”

      “Stop that. No reliving the past, remember?”

      I lean close, my lips brushing her ear before I say, “As you wish, my queen.” Pleasure races over me at the effect my words have on her. The soft gasp, the stiffening of her slight shoulders, but to my disappointment, she doesn’t say anything. Instead, she makes a sharp turn into a shop filled with fruits and vegetables, rows of brightly colored boxes with caricatures of animals drawn on them.

      “Is this…a market?” I ask, taken in by the vast amount available. There’s no smell of dirt or meat that’s spent a little too much time in the sun. Everything is fresh and clean and wrapped in some sort of clear protectant.

      “Yes. Things are much easier to acquire nowadays. Here we just put what we want in a trolley and pay for everything. No hunting required.” She grabs a wrapped package of what looks to be beef and hands it to me.

      “What—”

      “Steak. That clear stuff? It’s called plastic. It keeps the meat fresh and clean.”

      I watch her inspect apples and pears carefully before placing her selections in the basket. We wander through aisle after aisle, her grabbing item after item, telling me what each one is and how to prepare the food. I feel like an incompetent child and it makes me angry. I’m not supposed to be here, lost in this new time. Until I was sent to purgatory, I’d been the one providing for Guinevere, keeping her safe, not the other way around.

      She places our items on a moving black surface and I can’t help but stare. This must be witchcraft. I look at her and murmur, “Guinevere, are you doing this?”

      She rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “Honestly, Lancelot.”

      The shop clerk gasps and squeals. “Oh my God, your names are Guinevere and Lancelot? How adorable is that?”

      Guinevere’s cheeks turn bright pink. “So weird, isn’t it?”

      The clerk giggles and I have no clue what just happened. “And you’re such a perfect couple.”

      Discomfort rolls off Guinevere in waves. “One might say doomed is a more apt word choice.” She digs in her bag as the clerk offers a total for the groceries. “Shitting hell,” she mutters before glancing back at the shop girl. “I don’t have enough.”

      “Shall we pop a few items back on the shelves?”

      Taking a deep breath, Guinevere nods. “The wine.”

      “It’s all right, love. It happens all the time.”

      Guinevere goes silent and passes her money to the clerk. Her eyes never leave the bag and before I can take the brown paper sack filled with her purchases, she snatches it and rushes out of the shop.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, running to keep up with her.

      “I’m so stupid. How did I think I was going to be able to do this without my magic?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I was naive to think being normal would be fun. I can’t even pay for a bottle of damned wine.”

      “And how did you manage until now?”

      She storms past the people milling about on her way back to the flat, a tempest wrapped in a gentle and beautiful package. I’ve seen this side of her once before. My Guinevere held off for so long before she finally gave in to the connection between us. But the night we came together as one, without Arthur’s knowledge, without the man she was sworn to love in attendance, that was the night she raged.

      I follow her up the stairs and stare as she stands at the door, defeat slumping her shoulders. “Guinevere, turn around. Look at me.”

      She does. Her stunning eyes shining with unshed tears of frustration. “First of all, we can’t be Guinevere and Lancelot in this life. From here on out, I’m Gwen and you’re…Lance.”

      I frown. I don’t like the idea of calling her anything other than the name I know her as. The name I whispered as though in prayer as I gave her all my love. “Why?”

      She closes her eyes and a tear trails down her cheek. I’m tempted to wipe the moisture away. I never could stand to see her cry. “Our story…it’s…more than just ours.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s famous the world over. Camelot, Arthur, Guinevere, and Lancelot. Our disgrace. Everyone knows about us. There are books and films, television shows, musicals. If we go around London as Guinevere and Lancelot, we’ll never hear the end of it.”

      Aside from not knowing what most of those things she listed means, I understand. We can’t move on if the world reminds us of our tragic love simply based on our names. “All right, my queen. From now on, you’re Gwen and I’m Lance.”

      She offers a weak smile and turns the doorknob. Then her gaze finds mine. “I don’t have a key.”

      “Allow me, my lady. This was the first thing the angel taught me.” I pull out the key on a metal ring from my pocket, step past her, and unlock the door, grabbing the paper sack from her hands before she goes inside. She heads straight for the kitchen, putting the kettle on to boil as I close the door behind me.

      I set the bag on the small kitchen table and grasp Guinevere’s shoulders with both hands, stopping her pacing as she waits for the water to heat. “You can’t be this upset over something as simple as not being able to buy something from the market.”

      She stares at me, fire in her eyes. “I’m upset because I’m useless. I haven’t had a vision in weeks. I have to keep you alive, and I can’t afford to keep us fed.”

      “Vision?” I can’t help but ask her. “You have the sight?”

      “Witch, remember? And yes, I have visions.”

      “Then you should be able to see that I’ll find a way to provide for us.”

      Guinevere laughs. She laughs at me. During our time together, she’d never have done such a thing to me. What has happened to her?

      “You can barely function in the world. You almost became a piece of handsome roadkill your first venture outside. No. I’ll have to get a job.”

      My jaw drops. “What?”

      “A job.” She yawns, her arms raising in a stretch that reminds me of a cat settling in for a nap. “Tomorrow I’ll start looking.”

      “And what will you do?”

      “I’m not sure. Someone is always hiring though. I’ve mixed my share of potions. Maybe there’s a holistic…” She looks at me and pauses, obviously searching for a different word. “Um, a natural healer.” Then a grin spreads her lips. “Or I could always get a job stripping.”

      “Stripping?” Stripping what?

      “Dancing and taking off my clothes for money. I hear it’s quite lucrative.”

      My vision runs red. “There is no way you’ll be doing that. The only man who should see your beautiful body unclothed is me.” It slips out before I can stop myself, but doesn’t that make it obviously true?

      “Not even you get to see me naked,” she says, holding her shoulders back and chin up. “And if I want to take my clothes off for men, I bloody well will.”

      “If you want to take your clothes off, please, be my guest. You’ll be doing it here, for me and that is all there is to it.”

      “I’d like to see you try and stop me.”

      I step closer, pressing my hips against hers and caging her between me and the kitchen counter. “I think you know exactly how successful I can be at getting you to do what I want.”

      There’s apprehension in her eyes, but she doesn’t back down. “You don’t have any say in what I do. You lost the privilege of having one long ago.”

      Heat collects between us, lightning in a storm as the tension builds and our bodies call to one another. My gaze focuses on her beautiful mouth, the plump lips I’ve memorized and agonized over are so close I can almost feel them. Maybe we should just give in and come together if only to ease some of this need.

      “Stop looking at me like that,” she murmurs. Her hands were braced on the counter behind her, but now her fingers have found their way to mine.

      “How am I looking at you, my lady?”

      “Like I’m something you crave.”

      I lower my head enough to place my lips at her ear and whisper, “But you are everything I crave. I was driven mad with wanting you before I finally had you, and when I lost you…” I brush her earlobe with my mouth and she shudders out a harsh breath. “When I lost you, I relied on my dreams to bring you back.”

      God save me, I’m hard as stone. She shifts her hips and the friction makes me bite back a moan. I’m desperate for her. Damn her and her wiles. My decisions are clouded by my need to be near her, to touch her soft skin and sate the longing in my body and heart. Some men turned to drink or other women to ease the loneliness when separated from their lovers. Not me. Guinevere has always been my vice.

      Her palm slides up my arm and across my chest, the sensation making my entire body heat. Why are we wearing clothing? We’re alone. We should be naked, in a bed, worshipping each other. But then, hand in the center of my chest, she pushes. “Stop.”

      That one word turns the inferno of desire between us cold. “Gwen…” I start but trail off. I don’t know if she’s right or wrong to put an end to this.

      “I’m going to bed. This can’t happen between us. We’ll get caught up in each other and forget everything that happened and abandon all that is to come.”

      “Did one of your visions tell you that?” My tone is clipped as I step away from her.

      “No. Experience did.”

      She brushes past me and marches down the hall, head held high, but I can sense the turmoil in her. She wants me just as I want her. We may not be good for one another, but we’re drawn together as we always have been. We spent years resisting the pull and it ended in nothing but pain and heartbreak. This time I’ve got no heart to break.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      My heart races as I walk away from Lancelot. The feel of his stubble on my skin still has my nipples tight and aching. I was always a sucker for him, slightly scruffy, a little rough around the edges. When I’m safely behind the door of my room, I lean against the wood and let out a long breath. My fingers trail over my ear where he’d kissed me. What is it about him that makes my blood run hot?

      I could have given in and let him have me. It would have been easy. Lance and I always came together in a blaze of passion. That’s what happens when you have an affair. Clandestine meetings, heated kisses, rough and fast fucks in the stables or an empty room. But my favorite was always the nights Arthur was gone and I could bring my knight to my bed.

      Fuck. I’m not doing myself any favors. Thinking about our time together is only adding to the desire between my legs. I strip down, dropping my clothes on the floor as I walk toward the bed. My breasts are swollen and begging for Lance’s touch.

      As I slip between the bedsheets, I close my eyes and give myself over to the memory. My fingers slide down my belly and under the lace knickers I’ve left on.

      In moments I’m back at Camelot, in my chambers. The dim light of the fire and a few candles cast a warm glow against the stone walls. I pace the floor, anticipation humming through my body. Will he come to me? I want so badly to feel his touch. Unable to stand the tension of waiting, I pour myself a goblet of wine and drink. My hands are shaking.

      “Do not fret, my queen. I am here.” Lancelot’s warm voice covers me as his hands slide around my waist and inside the robe I wear. “I will always be here.”

      His strong body presses against my back and I melt at his touch. My knight brushes the hair off my nape and pulls aside my robe, baring my shoulder as his lips press against the skin there. It’s my favorite place for him to kiss. “I thought you might not come to me,” I whisper. We keep trying to end this, knowing the depth of our betrayal, but as much as I care for my husband, I can’t seem to exist without Lancelot.

      “This time…this must be the last time we are together in this way, my love.”

      My chest hurts at the thought. But he’s right. I am the wife of the king and I must be faithful. “If this is the last time…” I begin, but my voice falters as he turns me in his arms and pushes the heavy fabric from my body.

      “Then let it be the one we remember for all time.” His eyes are burning pools of need. “On the bed, my queen. I would taste your sweetness.”

      I do as he asks, spreading myself on the mattress and watching in awe as he removes his own clothing. I’ve seen this man nude too many times to count, but it is always a thrill to see him hard and long, ready to take me.

      He stands over the bed, staring down at me and shaking his head. “I said, I wish to taste you. Open for me.”

      A thrill runs through me mixed with embarrassment. He has never done this before, but I trust him with my life. I still can’t spread my legs. Not knowing what he wants to do.

      He smirks and grabs my ankles, tugging hard until I slide toward him. Then he drops to his knees and spreads my thighs. “Perfect and pink,” he murmurs before sliding a finger through my arousal. “Wet and ready for me.”

      I buck and squirm, needing him to fill me not tease. “Lancelot, please,” I beg.

      “Patience,” he scolds. “You may be queen, but here I rule.”

      My heart pounds at the dominance in his tone. He’s right. This is the only place my Lancelot can take charge. And then his mouth is on my sex, licking and sucking, sending explosions of pleasure through me as his fingers sink inside and his tongue explores the hard button of desire between my thighs.

      I moan his name, threading my fingers in his hair and pulling because it’s too much, it’s not enough, it’s everything. Tears spring to my eyes at the overwhelming sensation and the knowledge that we have to stop doing this. But right now, I want to run away with him, to be his. That’s not entirely true. The thought of leaving Arthur hurts desperately as well, but we can’t give him what he truly needs. Even if we could, there would be no point. I can’t because in little more than a year my curse will take me.

      My climax builds and I moan and shudder as he takes me over the edge. He was right. This will be a moment never forgotten and Lancelot du Lac will be my last lover.
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      Lancelot

      I don’t quite remember where I am when I wake. This isn’t the bed I’ve grown accustomed to. But then the last night comes to me in flashes. Guinevere. The woman stole my bedroom without so much as a question of whether or not I was using it. So like a queen. Though I didn’t correct her. There was something innately satisfying about knowing she would be sleeping in my bed. And from the breathy cries of my name on her lips last night, she found her own satisfaction as well.

      I spent far too long reveling in those sounds as I tried to fall asleep. Eventually, I must’ve drifted off, but my dreams were plagued with sighs and moans, and I woke up hard and desperate for relief. I want her. I’ve always wanted her. Even as she broke my heart.

      I wander down the hall toward the living room, fatigue from a night of fitful sleep weighing on me. I need some hot tea and then possibly a cold shower. Music floods the room, fast-paced and strange, but I like it. And that’s when I see her dancing. Gwen is perfection in one of my few shirts. It’s too large for her small frame, falling at mid-thigh and offering the most enticing tease of her legs. With her hair braided to one side, dark strands framing her face, she looks like a siren sent to ensnare me.

      “Where did you find that shirt?” I ask, hoping she won’t hear the tension in my voice.

      She jumps in fright, eyes wide, a little squeak of surprise leaving her lips. “Holy hell, you scared the ever-loving shit out of me.”

      Her bare legs look smooth and soft and I want to touch them. “And you are a thief.”

      She cocks an eyebrow and crosses her arms over her chest. The movement lifts the fabric of her shirt higher, flashing a teasing view of the tops of her thighs. “Thief?”

      “That’s my shirt.”

      “I figured as much.” The kettle on the stove begins whistling and she breezes past me, hips swaying as she goes. I have to grit my teeth and take a long breath to stop myself from pulling her to me. Even still, I follow her into the kitchen and watch as she pulls two mugs from the cupboard. “Tea?” she asks, nothing but innocence in her tone.

      “Are you going to apologize?”

      “For offering you tea?”

      “For stealing what’s mine.”

      She bites her lip and ponders, but then shakes her head. “No, I don’t think so.” Pouring hot water into each mug, she keeps her gaze away from me. “It was hanging on a hook in the bathroom in my room.”

      “That’s my room. Another thing you stole.”

      “And what about the things you stole from me?” Anger burns through her words.

      “I stole something? Please, my queen, enlighten me.”

      Her gaze meets mine, fury and fire swirling in the depths of her eyes. “My life, for starters. You stole my life by being here. I could’ve been happy without magic, living with my sisters and doing nothing other than caring for them and their children. But no. You had to come charging in with your sword and your swoony hair.”

      Words fail me at her outburst. She drops a tea bag in each mug and picks up her cup. Then puts it back down.

      “Here. My sister sent me some clothes. They should arrive soon.” Before I realize what she’s doing, Gwen pulls the shirt over her head, baring her tantalizing breasts and perfectly curved body. My mouth runs dry and the erection I’d managed to tame comes roaring back to life.

      She tosses the balled-up fabric to me and grabs her mug. “I’ll be in the shower.” Then the temptress strides past me, breasts bouncing and begging for my touch.

      I have to fight a groan at the sight of her full, round arse covered only by a lacy undergarment. If I were a weaker man, I’d tear those off her with my teeth. But I’m not. I will not. Once she’s out of sight, however, I give in and palm my shaft through the fabric of my sleeping pants. I haven’t been inside a woman in close to a thousand years and Guinevere is testing me.

      The air around me shifts and my ears pop, the tension of my arousal vanishing as apprehension takes hold instead. Turning on my heel, I stop short at the sight of Tamiel, the fallen angel who brought me out of purgatory. He’s wearing a slight frown as he assesses me.

      “Where’s Gwen?” he asks, surveying the room before coming back to me.

      “In the shower.”

      “Ah, so it’s that way already, is it?” His frown turns to a smirk.

      “No, it’s not.” I pull the shirt Gwen had been wearing over my head. Fuck, it smells like her. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’ve come to make sure the two of you haven’t killed each other.” Then he holds out a large bag. “And to deliver this to Gwen.”

      “You’re an errand boy now?” I shouldn’t goad a fallen angel, but my mood is sour and it’s the only thing that makes me feel better.

      “Helena won’t use her power in her condition. She’s being…cautious. The woman is worried something will happen to our child if she transports herself  through her angelic grace.”

      I take the offered bag and nod. “I’ll see my lady receives this.”

      “You seem…better.”

      “Day by day. Though I’ll admit, I don’t know if I’ll ever be my old self.”

      He nods. “Demon venom is nasty stuff. I’m surprised it didn’t kill you outright.”

      “I thought it had. It seemed like I was in Hell.” I shudder at the memory of being forced to experience Guinevere choosing Arthur, growing heavy with his child, loving him instead of me. The two of them banishing me from their sight forever. I’d been trapped in an endless nightmare of the future I’d always been afraid I’d have to endure.

      “That’s the effect of the venom. I had to watch Helena die over and over until I came out of it. Not something I’d wish on my worst enemy, that.”

      “I wouldn’t call it pleasant.” I run my hand through my hair and sigh. “Is there anything else you require?” I want him to leave me to my Gwen. She could come out of the shower at any moment, wrapped in nothing but a towel. He may be married to her sister, but Tamiel is still a man.

      The angel chuckles and shakes his head. “Gabriel told us this is something the two of you must go through alone. He’ll return as soon as you’re healed. But should you need us to help, we’re just a call away.”

      I don’t understand what he means, but I am not going to ask. Instead, I nod. “The sooner this is over, the better.”

      He chuckles. “You two really don’t like each other, do you?”

      That makes me frown. I loved her until she broke our bond. I’ll never be able to get over that. “You try living with the woman who rejected you. It’s not easy. I just want this over and done with so I can move on with my life.”

      A smirk tells me I’ve amused him. “Best of luck with that one. I’ll leave you to your” —he gestures at me— “tea.”

      Then the pressure in the room changes as he vanishes. The leather straps of the bag filled with Gwen’s belongings cut into my shoulder, reminding me of the real reason for Tamiel’s visit. I head down the hallway, listening for the sound of water. When I hear the sweet sound of singing coming from the partially open door, my chest tightens. In all the time I knew her, Queen Guinevere never sang. But her voice is beautiful. Haunting and mesmerizing.

      I sit on the bed and just…listen, taking it all in. The harsh reality gripping me that once upon another time she could’ve been mine. But I wasn’t good enough. She chose Arthur.

      I grit my teeth and rest my head in my hands. Arthur. He was my best friend, my king. I loved him, and I betrayed him, for her. I suppose I got what I deserved, a heart ever yearning for the one thing the two of us couldn’t share. Gwen’s love.

      A soft shocked gasp pulls me from my wallow. Gwen stands in the doorway, long hair damp and dripping over her shoulder. She’s wrapped in a fluffy blue towel and her cheeks are rosy, eyes bright. She looks…perfect.

      “What are you doing?” she snaps.

      “Delivering your clothes. Tamiel says hello, by the way.”

      She pulls her towel tighter and glances at the door. “He’s here?”

      I shake my head. “Not anymore.” Then I rise, looking her over. “I didn’t know you had such a gift for song, my lady. Yet another part of yourself you kept hidden.”

      Her eyes widen. “Y—you heard me singing?”

      “I did.”

      Those perfectly arched brows pull together, a frown of concentration. “Sit down, Lancelot.” Her tone is strong and commanding.

      “Why?”

      She shakes her head and smiles. “Oh, thank heaven. It doesn’t work.”

      “What doesn’t?”

      “My song. I’m a siren, but along with my magic, the siren spell is gone.”

      Now it all makes sense. My wild and crazy abandon, the love that ate away at my sanity. Queen Guinevere never loved me. She craved me, wanted to control me, and bewitched me with her siren song in order to get what she wanted. She’s the one responsible for all my suffering.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      “You’re a siren.” Lancelot’s voice is rough and broken.

      “I am.”

      “So…none of what I felt…what I still feel echoes of…none of that is real?”

      How do I want to answer this? I could tell him I used my song on him, forced him to think he loved me so I could have him, but that would be a lie. I don’t know if I can lie to this man. But if I do, that will end everything between us. He’ll live under the false notion that our past is made from a spell and not a true connection.

      “I…Lance, I wish I knew what to say to make this better.”

      Blazing eyes lock onto mine. Anger, hurt, betrayal. “I was in love with you. I would’ve given my life for you, Gwen. But now I know it wasn’t real. How could you do that to me?”

      My heart aches for the sadness in his voice. As angry and hurt as he left me all those centuries ago, I can’t let him think his feelings weren’t real. “I didn’t.”

      “What?”

      “I have never used my song. Not a single time in any of my lives.”

      That strong jaw of his clenches and he stands. “How can I believe you? You could have me under your spell even now.”

      “Take off your clothes.”

      His expression is incredulous. “My lady?”

      “I said, take off your clothes.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t you see? If I had you under my spell, you would be powerless to argue. You’d do whatever I told you. No question.”

      He drags a hand through his thick hair and sighs. “I understand. I don’t know what is a worse fate, thinking I loved you and lost you, or thinking you betrayed me with magic.”

      “You never loved me. Neither of you did.” I fight the tears in my voice. “Because I loved you both, and if you had truly felt the same way, our tale would’ve ended very differently.” Now that I know love was the key to breaking my curse, it’s even more obvious that Lancelot wasn’t my true love. If we could have broken the curse, it would’ve happened long ago.

      “Don’t presume to tell me how I feel.”

      “I’ll tell you whatever I damn well please. Now get out of here so I can put some clothes on.” Anger boils my blood as the last few minutes replays in my mind. He basically accused me of being responsible entirely for our transgressions. The man put all the blame on me. He was willing to believe he’d had no choice in his feelings.

      “Gwen,” he starts, but falters.

      “Don’t even try. You’ve only proven to me that it was a blessing I never ran away with you.”

      The look in his eyes cuts me deep. There’s so much pain. “I didn’t think it was possible, but I believe I’d rather be in purgatory than trapped here with you any longer.”

      He stands and runs a hand through his hair again, that compulsive gesture something I used to live to see. There’s something about the way his body shifts and the expression on his face. It’s erotic. But right now, I want nothing more than for him to leave.

      “Get out.” I bite out the words because if I don’t, I might cry.

      With a slight dip of his chin, he leaves and as soon as the door closes behind him, I let tears trail down my cheeks. Taking a harsh breath, I wipe my face and pull myself together. I can’t let him hurt me any longer. There’s too much at stake. My sisters need me to be strong. I’ve been good at pretending since I lost Lancelot the last time. I’ll continue the charade and close myself off. He can’t hurt what he can’t find.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      I can’t stand being here, but I can’t get Gwen out of my head. She’s the only woman who has had the power to bring me to my knees. I pace the small living room, playing her words over in my head. I never loved her? I loved her more than life itself. More than my devotion to my king. I loved her with a fierce strength that blinded me from all else.

      My traitorous heart pulls me from hurt and anger into memories and I see it clear as day. Our place, the hawthorn tree where I pledged my everlasting devotion to my lady under the cover of a starry sky on a warm summer night. My legs tingle with restless energy as I wait for her. Even after all the time we’d spent together, the thought of seeing her, of holding my love in my arms, made me ache with need.

      The instant I catch sight of her royal blue cloak through the trees my heart races and my pulse pounds in my ears. Her face is hidden by the cloak, but I know it is my Guinevere.

      “My love,” I say, rushing to her, unable to bear not touching her. I push back the hood and cup her face in my hands. Those perfectly shaped lips turn up in a smile as she stares at me. Then she kisses me, a little moan falling from her at the contact and all is right in my world.

      A slight rustling in the brush has her pulling back from me, fear in her expression. “What was that?”

      I hold her close, not willing to let anything stop us from being together. This is the only time we have where we can be who we were truly destined to be. Here we’re Lancelot and Guinevere, two soul mates not separated by circumstance. I survey our surroundings, keeping her held tight to me with one arm while reaching for my sword with my free hand.

      The silence surrounding us eases my worry. “It’s nothing.”

      She nods, her fingers clutching my tunic. “We cannot keep doing this.”

      Her voice is small, but it slices straight through me as though I’ve been run through by a white-hot blade. The thought of losing her makes me desperate to do anything I can in order to keep her. “Don’t say that. I’ll die before I lose you.”

      Sadness fills her eyes as she locks gazes with me. “We are risking discovery every time we meet. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you because of me. If Arthur were to find out…to know things went beyond his hopes for an heir…he’d never be able to forgive us.”

      Flashes of the first time we’d been together, of Arthur watching me move into her body. His heated gaze had been on me, his arousal unmistakable. I’d thought that was the beginning of something intense and passionate between the three of us, especially when he gripped my arm as I filled his wife with my seed. But he’d shied away afterward, shame on his face.

      I press my forehead against hers, threading my fingers in her hair. “Run away with me. Leave him and be mine. You heard him, we can’t all be together like that again. But I can’t live without you. We can return to Avalon, request safety with the Lady of the Lake. Or we’ll sail to a distant land and take new names. I don’t care. I only want to be with you.”

      I see the indecision in her eyes. She’s never admitted her love, but I don’t need words. Her love doesn’t have to be expressed with words, it is given freely with tender touches and secret glances. Her duty to her king is what’s stopping us now.

      “My love, set aside Arthur, free yourself from your guilt. If you give him opportunity to put you aside as well, he can find a new queen. He can have his heir, Camelot will be secure, and we can be together.” It hurts to speak of abandoning the man who has become more to me than a friend. But he’s denying us all happiness because of his misguided notions of what love and marriage should be.

      She takes her lower lip between her teeth, tears swimming in her eyes, and for a moment, I fear she’s going to deny me. Then, she nods.

      My heart feels as though it might burst. She will truly be mine. “Tomorrow night,” I say, holding her tight. “Meet me here at midnight. Bring nothing. I will secure supplies for our journey. I promise, you will not regret this, my love. We will have the life we were meant for.”

      I kiss her then, deep and lingering. I’m not willing to let her leave me just yet. Tonight, I will spread my own cloak on the forest floor and love her until the sky fills with light. And tomorrow? Tomorrow we begin living our truth. Together.

      The sound of a door shutting pulls me from my thoughts. I don’t know how long I’d been there, reliving our last clandestine meeting, the one before she ruined me, but now I’m back in our flat and everything is different between us.

      Gwen doesn’t look at me as she brushes past and heads into the kitchen. She moves about as though she belongs here, making herself something to eat while I’m here, still reeling from the memory I’d been stupid enough to fall back into.

      A chime sounds from somewhere in the room. Disembodied and strange. Is this some sort of trick? I stand on my guard, ready to defend us both. But she pulls a slim device from her pocket and taps it a few times before smiling. That smile of hers has always melted me, even when I wanted to be anywhere but with her. It’s had me fighting temptation to betray my friend and king from our first encounter. Now I understand why it was so bewitching.

      “Izzy. Yes, I’m here. Yes, with him. No. I can’t talk about that now, okay? Later, I promise.” She turns away from me and I wonder if the woman has gone mad. She’s talking into this strange piece of…glass? But, then again, she is a witch. That was a little tidbit I’d not been privy to during our tumultuous affair.

      She sighs and walks down the hall, stepping into the bedroom she claimed as hers, and shutting the door behind her. I don’t know how I’m to survive her again. This woman destroyed everything good in me. Until her, I’d been virtuous, loyal, trustworthy. And then I threw it all away for love. But Guinevere never really loved me. It had been nothing more than a case of an unsatisfied queen punishing her king for straying. Even still, I’m the fool left behind in all this.

      While she’s gone, I finish preparing the meal she’d been making. My arm throbs, the slowly healing wound making itself known. After any kind of exertion, this is the result. My blood burns, my body aches, and my dreams are filled with darkness and death.

      The door opens and closes with a series of soft clicks as Guinevere returns to the living room. “Well, that’s settled.”

      “What’s settled?”

      “My job. I start tomorrow.”

      “And what’ll you be doing?” I imagine her doing something soft and gentle, perhaps selling flowers.

      “Izzy pulled some strings and got me a job at The Witch’s Brew Pub just round the corner. I’ve always wanted to try my hand at being a barmaid.” My shock must be apparent because her smile turns to a frown. “What?”

      This cannot be happening. There has to be another option. “And what am I supposed to do while you’re working all day?”

      “Oh, that’s easy. I’ll work the evenings. You’ll be sleeping by then.”

      No. There’s no way on God’s green Earth I’ll let Guinevere, my Guinevere work nights at a pub while I sleep. She’s a queen for God’s sake. “No. This is—”

      “Listen here, Sir Knight. You don’t own me. Not my body, nor my heart. I’ll be fine. I’ve taken care of myself for longer than you can fathom.”

      The thought of her having to fend for herself makes me ill. She may not want me around, but I won’t let her go without my protection. My queen is my responsibility. I stride across the room until I have her against the wall, and there’s challenge in her eyes, so strong it burns my soul.

      “I’ve never owned you because you aren’t a possession, but I’ll be damned if I let you out of my sight when God wills us to be together.” I can hear her sharp intake of breath and the delicious scent of lilacs nearly brings me to my knees. I spent many a night dreaming of the soft flowery scent of her hair. She tips her head and stares into my eyes, the shade of her irises so different from the copper I knew so long ago. Her mouth is close enough to kiss. I could give in to this raging desire between us, bridge the gap and remind her of what we had, but I can’t move beyond the color of her eyes.

      “Your eyes…” I murmur, allowing my thumb to brush her cheek.

      “I was cursed when we knew each other. Now I’m free.”

      “Cursed?”

      I want to taste her lips, just once to see if they’re still as sweet and soft as I remember. Her skin is warm and everything about her is calling to me. “Lance,” she breathes. “Lance, this is the opposite of what we should be doing.”

      A sigh escapes me at her words, but I know she’s right. Instead of claiming her mouth and rekindling the fire between us, I step away and head into the kitchen. There’s a solitary bottle of white wine sitting unopened in the refrigerator—which, is a life-changing creation. When Tamiel showed me how the kitchen works, that had been my favorite aspect. I pull the cold bottle from the shelf and free the cork. Gwen stands at the entry of the kitchen with her fingers playing at the side of her neck. I know that gesture well. She’s aroused, intrigued, and it’s all for me.

      I watch her as I pour us both a glass of wine, and when I move toward her, she takes one small step back, as though she’s afraid to be too close. Leveling my gaze on her, I say, “Now, tell me about this curse.”
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      Tell him about the curse? Lancelot just expects me to fall at his feet and tell him everything that’s happened to me since the last time he saw me. I shouldn’t be surprised. That’s always how it was between us. Except there was far too much he didn’t know about me when we were diving head first into a tumultuous love affair.

      “It’s…complicated.”

      He takes a long drink of his wine and leans against the bar. “I happen to have an abundance of time, Guinevere.”

      “Gwen,” I correct.

      He nods. “Gwen.”

      An involuntary shiver of longing rolls through me. His voice. It doesn’t matter how long it’s been, that deep rumble, velvet soft and dark, lights a fire inside me. I stare at the golden liquid in my own wineglass and swallow hard. Liquid courage. That’s what I need. In a few short steps, I walk to the worn oak table and take a seat.

      “You won’t like it,” I say.

      He takes the seat across from me and stares me down. “I already don’t. I never thought I’d see you again. God in Heaven, I promised myself if I ever looked upon your face, I’d curse you to the ends of the earth.”

      I laugh. The sound is bitter and painful, but I can’t help it. Then I down my glass of wine and let the alcohol warm my belly. “Too late.”

      “Why did you leave me? Why did you choose Arthur?” His questions take the air from my lungs like a punch straight to my stomach.

      “Are you insane? You think I chose Arthur? I chose you. I broke his heart because of you. It was you who left me to be discovered and captured. I committed treason for you. Treason. Do you remember the punishment for a crime like that?” My heart is racing at the threat of those vivid memories.

      “Death. But obviously you escaped that fate. Here you are.”

      I shake my head. “If only. That was part of my curse. To die at twenty-seven and be reborn. Every lifetime I was alone, save the few times I found one or both of my sisters. Except for the one where I found you. I thought you might be the one to keep me safe, instead, you abandoned me.”

      His eyes widen and a soft intake of breath betrays his shock. “He…Arthur had you executed as a traitor?”

      Even now I can feel the heat of the pyre my husband had tied me to. The first witch to be burned at the stake. Of course, the stories romanticized the end of our legend. In most cases the writers gave me a reprieve and made Lancelot the great hero, riding in and rescuing me. Maybe if he’d done that, we wouldn’t be here now. Perhaps we’d have truly had our happy ending.

      Swallowing past the lump in my throat, I close my eyes and take a deep, steadying breath. “Yes. And you were off with Lady Elaine. When I found that you’d absconded with her, that you’d gotten her pregnant and abandoned me—”

      “How did you hear that?”

      “What does it matter? It’s true, isn’t it? Lancelot the virtuous. What a load of rubbish.”

      My visions are never false. The night I made my journey to our secret meeting place and found no trace of him, no gallant knight ready to steal me away from a fate destined to end in my misery, my gift of foresight showed me the truth.

      “Whatever you think of me, you must know I have never lain with another. Only you. Is that why you chose Arthur? Because someone fed you lies and deceived you?”

      No. This can’t be true. I don’t know what he thinks he’ll gain by telling me this. “Lies?” I push back my chair so hard it topples, but I don’t pick it up. Instead, I stride to the kitchen and fill my glass to the brim. “My visions aren’t lies. I saw you with her. Married. Your child growing in her belly.”

      “No!” he shouts, slamming his palm on the table. “I was faithful to you. I would’ve followed you anywhere. You mean to tell me a vision led you to crush my heart? A simple vision?”

      “My visions don’t lie.”

      “Are you so sure? Did you truly have so little faith in me? In us?”

      I can’t do this. “Stop! Enough. There’s no point in drudging up something so painful. We aren’t together. End of story. I can’t look at you another minute if you’re going to continue trying to be the good guy in our tragedy. There is no good guy.”

      “You need to understand one thing, Guinevere. I would never have left if you hadn’t pushed me away in the first place.” He stands and rakes a hand through his thick hair.

      “How? How did I push you away? I wanted everything with you, even if only for a short while before my curse took me.”

      His jaw tightens. “That’s not what you said to me under the hawthorn tree.”

      “I said many things to you under that tree.”

      “But only one of them broke my heart.”

      I don’t understand what he means. “I wanted you.”

      “And you had me. Multiple times if my memory is correct.” He sighs and shakes his head. “You’re right. Now is not the time to reopen old wounds. It’s late and my muscles ache. I haven’t been so active since before I escaped purgatory.”

      He looks weary, face drawn and pale. “How’s your arm?” I ask, stepping a little closer. I know what his answer will be. He’s in pain. I feel it too.

      “Hurts, but that’s not new.”

      “You know, I might not have my magic, but I can sense your pains just by reading the look in your eyes. You’re suffering more than you let on.” My hand goes to the place on my arm where the echoes of his demon scratches ache.

      Swallowing, he clenches his teeth and looks away. “Don’t treat me like you’re my nursemaid. I need rest and I’ll be set to rights tomorrow.”

      “You need a good soak in a hot bath to ease your limbs first.”

      He cocks an eyebrow and smirks. A slight hint of teasing glinting behind tired and pained eyes. “Are you attempting to get me naked?”

      I let out a disbelieving laugh. “No. But I can’t get my magic back if you’re dead from exhaustion. Wait there.”

      He doesn’t argue or follow as I make my way to the kitchen and search the cupboards, laughing to myself when I find the cheese and butter stored there rather than in the refrigerator. I move those to their proper place and grab the herbs I need along with the Epsom salts I’d had the foresight to buy.

      “What is all that?” he asks, eyeing my armload of items.

      “Herbs and salts. To help soothe your body.”

      He frowns. “Witchcraft?”

      “Don’t worry, it won’t shrivel your bollocks or turn your cock useless. That’s not the kind of magic I use.”

      “But you said you don’t have magic.”

      “It’s really just an herbal remedy. Trust me, I need you in working order. There’d be no sense in me doing something to hurt any part of you.”

      My cheeks heat at the thought of his body. The nights we’d spent under the stars still replay in my dreams even though I don’t want them to.

      “Fine, my lady. I’ll wait here until you have finished.”

      He won’t look at me, but there’s a spot of pink on his cheeks and I know his thoughts must’ve drifted, same as mine. I don’t say another word, just walk past him and down the hall. There’s an en-suite attached to the master bedroom and I smile at the sight of the large soaking tub. I’d opted for a shower earlier, but that tub is calling my name. The flat may be small, but the bathroom makes up for what the rest of the space lacks.

      As the hot water fills the tub, I crush the herbs and add them to a bowl of Epsom salts I poured. I mix everything into the water and soon it smells divine. Soothing and perfect.

      The creak of a door catches my attention and I shake my head at the typical behavior of the man. He never could sit still for long.

      “Lance?” I call.

      He doesn’t answer, and a chill runs down my spine. Is someone else here? Standing, I turn off the water and walk into the bedroom to find him sitting on the bed, sleeves rolled up, the demon scratches an angry red and I shove up my own sleeve to see my arm mirrors his.

      “Guinevere,” he says, his voice faint and pained. “I can’t…I can’t see.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      My vision is dark. All I can make out are vague shapes and shadows. This has happened before, during the early days of my recovery as the poison worked its way through my system, but I could usually feel it coming on. Not this time. It hit me like a kick from a horse—hard, fast, and unexpected.

      “I’m here,” Guinevere says, her soft words a comfort as I try to force the veil of shadow from my eyes. “Come. Take my hands and I’ll guide you. We need to get you in the water so you can calm your body.”

      “Your hands do nothing to calm my body,” I say, my thoughts drifting of their own accord to the feel of her skin on mine.

      “Charming. Come on, Sir Knight. Your wound looks worse rather than better. Izzy said it’d take time for you to heal. That means you should be resting, not posturing to impress me.”

      A chuckle rumbles in my chest at the idea I’d try to impress her. I have not had to try. Guinevere may have never once said she loved me, but the look in her eyes when they’d catch mine told me the truth. I was special. Until she left. “Can’t have you thinking I’m weak. A knight is only as good as his ability to defend his queen.”

      “Well, you’re basically blind right now, so how good does that make you?”

      She tugs on my hands and I rise, following her with nothing but shadows to guide me. But I know she won’t steer me wrong. As she said, she needs me. The scent of herbs and flowers overtakes me, soothing and invigorating all at the same time. “What’s that smell?”

      “Your bath. It’ll ease you. I promise.” She hesitates, tension radiating off her even though I can’t see her. But she’s still holding my hands, her fingers shaking ever so slightly.

      “What is it?”

      “I…I’ll need to help you into the bath.”

      “I hadn’t thought that far ahead. I suppose you will. Though, truth be told, my vision should return soon. These episodes never last long. They aren’t real. Just a hallucination.”

      She releases my hands and part of me wants to reach out and pull her back. But then her fingers trail across my brow.

      “This has happened before?”

      “It used to happen daily. But like I said, they’re short-lived bouts of blindness. Minor inconvenience.”

      She laughs, the sound making my heart ache. “Minor?”

      “Well, perhaps minor isn’t the right word.” I feel her close the distance between us and I swear I can make out her shape, still shadowed, but somehow lighter. “What are you doing?”

      Her fingers play at the hem of my shirt, gripping the fabric and tugging upward. “These herbs work best when they’re in hot water. I’ll help you into the bath and then leave you be. It’s not like I’ve never seen you naked.”

      Oh, but she hasn’t seen me in far too long. As angry as I am with her for leaving me, my body responds with a primal need to make her mine again. I don’t want her to see how she affects me. “No. I’m not a child. I can undress myself.” I’m sure my words are too harsh, but I am barely holding on to my control as it is. If she puts her hands on my bare chest, I might give in and do something we both aren’t ready for.

      “If you kill yourself trying to get into that bath, I’ll never forgive you.”

      I almost laugh. “I don’t want your forgiveness.”

      “Good. Then I won’t ask for yours for what I’m about to do. Now, off with the shirt and trousers.”

      “Oh, I understand now. Is this all a ploy to see if I still look as fit as I did when we were together? I can assure you, I’m not much changed.”

      The light in my vision is growing, a pinprick in the center, spreading and vanquishing the dark. I can make out her face, blurry but close. She’s grinning.

      “I was hopeful you hadn’t let yourself go. After all, you’re pushing what…a thousand years old?”

      Her beautiful lips are the first thing I see clearly. It takes everything in me not to taste them with my own, feel if she’s really as perfect as I remember. “And you…you’re quite youthful for a dead woman.”

      “Not dead. You can’t be dead if you’ve been reborn.”

      I pull my shirt over my head and let it fall to the floor. Her eyes widen and she allows herself a moment to appreciate my toned body. Oh, no, I’m not going to let her know I can see every expression on her face right now. I’m going to take it all in and relish the hunger in her eyes.

      I almost flinch when she reaches out toward me. I crave her touch. But she pulls back and shakes her head, taking her bottom lip between her teeth. Then, clearing her throat, she says, “Trousers, Lancelot. You can’t experience the full healing power of these herbs if your skin doesn’t touch them.”

      “Lance,” I tell her.

      “What?”

      “I’m Lance, remember?”

      Her cheeks go pink and she touches her fingertips to her lips. Turning away, she gathers a towel and places it on the bench near the bath. Then she sits on the edge of the oval-shaped tub and tests the water. Her hair falls forward, covering her face, but reminding me so much of the girl she’d been when we met.

      I step free of my trousers and underclothes, my cock threatening to rebel and show her exactly what she does to me. I can’t make her help me now that I don’t need her aid. It wouldn’t be fair for her.

      “Throw me the towel, my lady. Then I’ll be fine on my own.”

      Her shoulders stiffen, but she keeps her gaze away. “But your eyes.”

      “Have recovered. I assure you, I can settle myself in the bath.”

      She grabs the white towel and holds it out toward me. “Take care not to fall asleep in the water. I need you here.”

      She needs me. Oh, God but I’ve wanted to hear those words. Unfortunately, they’ve come too late. Hearts aren’t easily mended, and mine is beyond saving.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      I stare at the tea leaves in the bottom of my cup, frowning down at a whole lot of nothing. Even my ability to see fortunes seems gone.

      “Ugh, bloody hell,” I mutter, shoving the mug and saucer away. It’s no use. I can’t force a damn thing.

      “I’m not sure what the tea has done, but you appear mightily cross with that mug.” Lance’s voice rolls over me, a wash of warm honey with the promise of perfection and safety. I haven’t spoken to him since last night, successfully avoiding him all morning and into the afternoon. We’re both performing delicate balancing acts to try and keep ourselves from falling into old habits. It’s hard to be near him and not want him. Lancelot is engraved on my heart as surely as a tattoo. And sure enough, with his teasing tone, he’s softened me once again.

      I slump in my chair and rest my head in my hand. “I can’t even read tea leaves. What use am I?”

      “We’ll get your magic. The angels seem to think I’m the man for this quest.”

      I laugh. “Sure, that’s what Gabriel said, but how? I have no magic. You have no magic. We can’t even pay for our food at the moment.”

      He covers my hand with his and stares into my eyes, the look in his making my chest tight. “I was your champion once, no magic required.”

      Angry or not, he is still the same devoted knight. “I…I have to get ready.”

      A frown furrows his brow. “For what?”

      “Work. It’s my first day, remember?”

      “Work.” He says it like a dirty word—something unfit for a lady.

      “Yes, Lance. Work. You know that food you like so much? Since Tamiel isn’t here to provide it, and I have no magic, I have to work to get it for us. I explained this already.”

      “And you’re certain this is a safe place for a lady such as yourself?”

      No, not really, but I’m not going to tell him that. “It’ll be fine. My sister Izzy worked there before she met her husband. She managed with no trouble.” I think back on her past experiences and wonder how I’ll fare. Izzy is fiery and strong. She doesn’t put up with anyone giving her shit. Am I cut out for this?

      “If you would have me, I’d accompany you and see you safe, my lady.”

      There’s nothing but propriety in his tone. He really only wants to do his duty as my sworn protector, but Lancelot in a pub would be a disaster. “No. Stay here. Your arm is still healing and I can’t babysit you while I work.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Babysit?”

      “Mind you. You know, like a child.”

      “A child? Need I remind you how much of a man I am?” His voice holds that deep growl. The one that tells me I’m about to be breathless from his kiss alone.

      I push back my chair and tear my gaze from his. “No. I am well aware. Come along if you must, but stay out of my way and don’t try to interfere.”

      He grins. “As you wish, my lady.”
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        * * *

      

      I can’t stop thinking about him. As I scrub my body in the shower, I’m assaulted by memories of the two of us bathing together under a waterfall in the moonlight. I ache for his touch, but I know that way lies trouble. Stepping out of the shower, I wrap a towel around myself and grab another to wring the water from my long hair. As I select a pair of tight jeans and a blue V-neck sweater, I’m hit with a wave of longing for the look in Lance’s eyes every time I’d wear this color.

      When I’m finally ready, hair dried and styled into glossy chocolate waves, lips painted red, I make my way into the living room. Lance is seated on the sofa, his back ramrod straight and tense.

      I open my mouth to speak but pause when I see the glowing sword Excalibur laid across the coffee table. He reaches out, hand shaking, as though he’s afraid to touch the engraved steel.

      “What is it?” I ask, making him flinch. He drops his hand to his knee and the sword stops glowing.

      He shakes his head. “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie. The sword responds to you. But I thought only Pendragon blood could wake it.”

      “I’m not sure. It calls to me, but I’m afraid to touch it again. The last time had me on the ground as though lightning struck me.” I bend down and take the hilt in my hand. “My lady—” Lance protests, grabbing the sword away.

      “There now, you seem right as rain.” I smile and gesture to the blade. “You’re holding it.”

      He stares from me to the sword in shock. “You tricked me.”

      “Guilty.”

      “I can’t believe—” His words end abruptly as his eyes glow a golden color and the blade emits a light to match. Wind whips around us both and I swear I hear a voice whisper his name. Then his eyes return to normal and the blade dims but retains some of the ethereal glow.

      “What was that?” I ask.

      “Morgan.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Morgan? As in Morgan le Fay?”

      “Yes. I’d know her voice anywhere. She can’t possibly still be alive.”

      My chest tightens. “You’d be surprised what witches can do.” Morgan, the woman who’d been instrumental in bringing my affair with Lancelot to light. I’d always known she was a witch, but her unhealthy obsession with both Lancelot and Arthur had kept me from forming a bond with her over magic.

      “I’ve learned the hard way that people are capable of many things I never thought possible.” His gaze burns into mine and there’s a darkness in him I hadn’t noticed before. It’s both terrifying and thrilling.

      But as I look at him, coldness creeps into my chest. I reach out and home in on his energy, willing my powers to return if only so I can see his aura. But, of course, it doesn’t work. Something isn’t quite right with him. And Morgan is nothing but trouble. If she’s alive, we’ve got bigger problems than our past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      “Why would she be calling to you?” Gwen asks.

      I brush it off as unease grips my chest. “Perhaps it’s an echo? A spell attached to the sword?” I don’t tell her that Morgan calling to me means the end of my life as I know it. I can’t. If she truly is still alive and finds me, I’ll be forced to pay my due.

      “Perhaps. She was as much a witch as I am. What aren’t you telling me? Your face is doing that stone facade thing again.”

      I shake my head. “Nothing. I’m sure it’s something she did to Excalibur in an attempt to keep Arthur close.”

      She glances at the clock and frowns. “I have to go. We’ll talk about this later. I can’t…process all this now. Morgan has been far from my thoughts for nearly a thousand years. You’re enough of a reminder of that time. I’m not ready to venture farther back there.”

      “Rest assured, I’ll do my best to keep your thoughts on the present.”

      “I have to leave now or I’ll be late.” She locks eyes with me, a challenge burning in her gaze. “You’re still coming with me, then?” she asks.

      My gaze travels her form. Perfect breasts on full display in a tight fitting shirt, thin enough I can see her nipples pressing against the fabric. And her slim legs are encased in the denim so many people here favor. “With you clothed like that? I will not deign to leave your side.”

      She lets out a sigh of utter annoyance. “Lance, this is how women dress. We show our bodies, celebrate our forms.”

      “You can celebrate it without showcasing every last curve.” My protective instincts have me unable to come to terms with her being so incredibly exposed. By the look on her face, it was the wrong thing to say.

      “I’ll do as I please. Now, if you’re coming, let’s go. Otherwise, you can leave me be.”

      I want to fight her, to tell her she has no power over me any longer, but that wouldn’t be true. She’s my queen. “Would it be so terrible to have me at your aid should you require?”

      “Yes. If you’re going to constantly judge me.”

      I fight the retort building in my chest. “I am always going to want to see you safe. Do you remember the types of men you encountered during your time with me?”

      I see it in her eyes. She remembers. My queen remembers the time I didn’t save her. Her lower lip trembles and she swipes at her cheeks. Damn it, I’ve made her cry. “How could I forget?” Her words are laced with accusation and hatred. She has so much more to be angry about than I do.

      Resignation sits heavy on my shoulders. She will never forgive me for arriving too late to spare her the unwanted touch of a man who’d wanted a taste of the queen. I need to trust her to make the right decisions. “Fine. I will stay behind. But, my lady, should you require my help…” I don’t know how she could possibly get ahold of me.

      She takes a long breath and walks toward the strange black thing hanging on the wall. It looks like some sort of stick. Then she removes it and holds it out to me. “This is a phone. See these numbers? Push on them in the order I give you.”

      I take the phone from her outstretched hand and do as she says when she rattles off a string of numbers.

      “Hold it to your ear,” she says.

      “My lady, I don’t—” A strange sound fills my ear.

      “It’s ringing,” she assures me. Then her pocket begins playing a song and she pulls out the slim device she’d used earlier, bringing it to her ear and grinning. “Hello?”

      Her voice fills my head and I step back. “Gwen?”

      “This is how a phone works. You dial those numbers and get me.” She presses on her phone and puts it away, her voice disappearing from my ear. Then her eyes lock on mine. “Wherever I am.”

      She smiles wider and takes the receiver from my hand, turning it over and pointing to a button that says Answer. “Push that if it rings. I’ll call you if I need you. I promise.”

      I hate this. I hate that she’s leaving. “I will answer your call.”

      It physically hurts me to not follow her as she leaves the flat. The door closes behind her and I’m alone. As I’ve been these last many centuries.

      Hours pass slowly and my discomfort grows. Every time I close my eyes a dark curl of jealousy hits. She’s out there, her sweet smile on display, possibly being offered to every man who enters the pub. My fingers clench into fists and I grit my teeth against the unreasonable reaction. I should have more control than this, but Gwen has always broken down my barriers.

      I need a distraction. Something to steal my thoughts from the woman I shouldn’t want. My gaze turns to the sword, the light hitting the ruby encrusted hilt. Morgan’s voice whispers through my brain, a memory of the worst mistake I’ve ever made. I’d begged her to use her spells, to take away my love for my queen. And she did. She took it, buried it, and trapped me in purgatory with no way out. But none of that occurred without a blood-sealed bargain first. The words of her spell are forever etched in my mind.

      
        
        Bound by blood,

        transformed in time,

        your soul once pure,

        shall then become mine.

      

      

      As though she can sense me, Morgan’s laugh echoes in my mind and my blood burns, darkness flooding my vision. I made a deal with a wicked sorceress and she’s coming to collect.

      My ears pop as the air changes pressure sending my head spinning even as I leap to my feet, ready to defend myself.

      “Now, now, Knight. Calm yourself.” The angel Gabriel stands against the front door, a pleased expression on his face. “I’ve come to deliver unto you a message.” He glances around the flat and frowns. “Wait, where is Gwen? You two were meant to stay together.”

      “She went to…work.”

      He sighs. “Work?” Annoyance radiates from him. “I tell her to stay with you. I even link her to you and still, she refuses to listen. She’s practically human and you let her go out alone? Things are more treacherous for her than ever.”

      Unease curls in my gut. “What are you talking about?”

      “There are a great many threats to humanity and all of them want the same thing, to keep you from closing the gate between worlds. Gwen is vital to your success and your trials need to begin. But that can’t happen until you take up the knight’s mantle again.”

      He walks across the floor until he’s standing over the coffee table, staring down at Excalibur. “Please, go on,” I mutter.

      “This sword…it holds great power.”

      “For someone of the Pendragon line.”

      He shakes his head. “No, no, no. For someone worthy. Arthur was a changed man after Gwen’s death. Excalibur stopped responding to him and it drove him mad. We had to remove it from him until his death.”

      I can’t stop my laughter. “And you think I am worthy? Surely you know of all my transgressions. I am stained. I betrayed my friend, my king. I sinned.”

      “If all sinners weren’t worthy, this world would be doomed.” He picks up the sword, holding it out as though testing its weight. “You saw Excalibur’s gifts during your time with Arthur, didn’t you?”

      I did. I saw my king get run through by a Saxon warrior only to rise as though he’d only been knocked down, not dealt a mortal wound. “It protected him. He never shed blood when the sword was on his person.”

      “That’s not one-hundred percent truth. That’s why your demon wound is slowly healing rather than non-existent. Well, partially. I don’t truly understand why you’re not dead. I believe the sword is helping, but you won’t take it as yours. And you’re missing its other half. Only the sword and its scabbard offer that kind of protection.”

      My thoughts drift to the jeweled leather belt Arthur always wore with Excalibur. He’d told me it was made with spells woven into the intricate detailing. I should’ve known he was telling the truth. “But we don’t have the scabbard.”

      Gabriel sighs and rolls his eyes. “Just as Excalibur had been entrusted to the archangels, this has been hidden in a place no human can easily access. You must find the sheath and claim it. Claim the belt and take Excalibur as your own.”

      “And Gwen? How is this supposed to help her?”

      “I’m…not sure. You two have to figure this out. But I know you’re instrumental in getting her magic back.”

      “Unlink us,” I say, needing to know she’ll be safe if something happens to me.

      Gabriel frowns. “Hmm…no, I don’t think I will.”

      “Unlink us, or I refuse to take this quest. God gave humans free will. I won’t be forced.”

      Letting out a long breath, he sits on the arm of the sofa and groans. “Oh, all right. But if you tell her she’s not bound to you, she’ll run as far as she can. I don’t know what you did to her, but that witch despises you.” His skin glows momentarily before returning to normal and he lets out a grunt. “Done. Now, honor your side of this bargain.”

      He tosses Excalibur into the air and the blade flips and glints in the overhead light. Instinctively, I reach out and catch it by the hilt. The blade begins to glow, but there’s no voice calling to me this time. Gabriel smiles and crosses his arms over his chest.

      “When wielded by the one meant to hold it, this blade’s magic will send demons straight back to Hell with one blow to the chest.” He chuckles to himself and mutters, “I know a vampire who would’ve liked to have that a few years earlier.”

      “Will I need to be defending myself against demons?”

      He looks sad for a moment. “Yes. They are flooding the Earth and soon they’ll be strong enough to start stealing the souls of the innocent. Gwen didn’t share that tidbit?”

      Dread curls in my stomach. “No.”

      “Lancelot, the apocalypse has begun and without the witches, we can’t close the first seal. The second is getting closer to opening every day, but the angels don’t have the kind of magic needed to stop it. The witches will. It is written.”

      Hand on the sword I ready myself to go after my Gwen. I can’t leave her out there alone with demons roaming. As though he senses my unease, Gabriel steps forward and places a hand on my shoulder. Searing pain burns along my side and Excalibur disappears. “What did you do?” Panic clutches my chest at the thought of losing the sword.

      “Relax. I do have some powers, you know. I just made the sword a sort of…invisible sheath for now. Draw your sword, knight.”

      He’s gone mad. But from the look in his eyes, I know I have to humor him. I make to draw Excalibur and rather than empty air, my hand grips the ruby encrusted hilt. I pull the sword and the blade appears. “That is…brilliant.”

      “Thank you. Protect your queen. Excalibur will aid you, if you let it.”

      Then the angel vanishes, the only remnant of him a book on the sofa. I pick it up and see a picture of a knight holding a maiden in his arms astride a horse. I take a deep breath and head for the door with nothing but hope that I can keep Gwen safe and by my side.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      It’s strange to be on the other side of this bar, working, pulling pints for customers. I was accustomed to seeing Izzy play this role. Human barmaid. It’s surprising as well that I find mixing drinks soothing and a lot like mixing potions. A pang of loss hits me at the thought of my magic.

      “Hello, there. You must be our new hire.” A rough, deep voice curls over me sending a shiver down my spine. When I turn my head, I catch sight of a golden-haired Adonis standing at the end of the polished wood bar.

      “Gwen,” I say, holding out a hand as I approach him.

      “Brooks.” His palm fits against mine and, God forgive me, I feel a pull toward him. His true blue eyes lock onto mine, the intensity in his gaze making my breath hitch. There’s something eerie and mesmerizing about him.

      “I thought it was just me and Liza tonight.” I pull my hand away and begin wiping down the bar as a cover for my flustered reaction to him.

      “Oh, I’m not working. I just wanted to pop round and see who my manager hired.” He takes a seat and cocks a golden eyebrow. “Pint of bitter…please, Gwen?”

      I can’t fight my smile as I pull his pint and slide it across the bar. Before I can continue our conversation, the door opens and a group of guys stumbles in. They’re a little roughed up, a lot rowdy, and before long, it’s clear they’re a rugby team celebrating a win. Liza helps me manage their booth, and the whole time, I feel Brooks’ gaze on me.

      “Why is the owner of this pub watching you like he wants to eat you?” Liza asks.

      The owner? I shrug, trying to brush off my nerves. “I think he’s making sure I know how to do this job.”

      “He never came in to check in on me.” She glances at him as she places empty pint glasses on a tray. “That man is fucking fit though. And rolling in it. Take my advice, little girl. Get after it. Hook that man and get yourself out of the service industry.”

      My cheeks heat at the thought. I’ve never given myself the chance to entertain a future with a man, especially after the one I thought would never hurt me did just that. But I’m not cursed anymore. Once this is all over, once Lance and I stop the apocalypse, maybe there will be room for…more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen

      “Mother of God, who is that?” Liza, the woman I’ve been working with this evening stares over my shoulder, eyes hungry and mouth slack. “Stand back and watch how it’s done.”

      It’s Lance. I can practically feel his presence. It’s always been this way with us. My body is in tune with his. It has been since we first met. Over the years it became harder and harder to hide my reaction to him at court. No wonder there had been so many rumors of our betrayal of Arthur. We were obvious even before we gave in and slept together.

      I turn and there he is, standing in the doorway, looking every inch the gallant knight, even if he’s dressed in jeans and a dark blue Henley. My heart stops at the look in his eyes. He’s determination and confidence, regardless of the fact that he’s only ever been out in this world once before.

      As he stalks across the nearly empty pub floor, Liza preens and pulls her shoulders back to offer him a better view of her breasts. But Lancelot isn’t looking at her. He doesn’t spare her a glance. His eyes are on me.

      “What can I get you, darlin’?” Liza asks, pushing in front of me.

      “Gwen,” he says, ignoring Liza completely. She huffs but makes her way to the other side of the bar where a couple has just settled themselves.

      Brooks is still in his place at the end of the bar, his blue gaze trained on Lance. There’s a strangely defensive expression glowing in his eyes.

      “Why are you here?” I can’t help but hiss the question at Lance. He’s drawing attention to himself. “This is far from staying out of my way while I work.”

      “We have to leave.”

      A laugh escapes from me before I can stop myself. My shift is over in five minutes, but I’m not going to tell him that. “What?”

      “You will accompany me now, my lady, or I will toss you over my shoulder and carry you from this place.”

      “I’m sorry. Did you just threaten to steal me away like some kind of…of…”

      “Knight sent by God?” His eyes blaze with determined fury. “Yes. That is precisely what I threatened. The angel delivered his message and things are more dire than we first believed. Now, I’ll say it once more and give you a chance to save your dignity. We have to leave.”

      I glance across the bar at Liza and then to Brooks. I’m just hoping neither of them heard Lance. “Sit. Wait. I’m done in five minutes. Have a pint, on me.”

      I pour him a brown, something that would be as close to the ale he’d been used to. Then I finish up my last few duties, aware of both Brooks and Lance watching me.

      “You all right over there?” Brooks asks, leaning close. His cologne smells rich and warm.

      “Yeah. Just…a houseguest who fancies himself my protector.”

      “Ah, I would’ve thought him to be a boyfriend by the way he watches you.”

      A thrill runs through me at the word. “No. Not in a very long time.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      Is he…flirting with me? He can’t possibly be. “So, you’re the owner. Aren’t you a little young?”

      His finger traces the rim of his glass as he stares at me. “This place has been in my family for generations. I inherited it when my mum died.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      A slight shrug of his shoulders is all I get. I really put my foot in it with my new boss.

      Lancelot clears his throat and places his empty pint glass on the bar with a loud thump. “Five minutes has come and gone, Gwen.”

      I turn toward him, frustrated but also angry with myself for being spiteful enough to allow Brooks to flirt in front of Lance. “So it has.”

      “Come.”

      I want to fight him, but truthfully, I’d rather walk home with Lance over anyone else. He’s always kept me safe, regardless of whether we were lovers or not.

      He walks around the bar until he’s right next to me, his large form equal parts comforting and terrifying. This man was my undoing once upon a time. “Allow me to escort you home, my lady.” He holds out his arm, and I take it. The slight wince when I brush his injury barely perceptible. Instinctively, I place my fingers on the identical spot on my own forearm, but I don’t feel pain.

      Again, I glance at Liza. “Night, Liza.”

      She stares open-mouthed and then narrows her eyes. “Is he…whisking you away?” Then before I can answer, she mutters, “Lucky bitch.”

      Lance takes my hand and squeezes, his warmth flowing through me. “Come,” he says again, and this time there’s a promise of much more buried inside that word.

      Hanging my short apron on the hook under the mahogany bar, I follow. I let him lead and hope he’s not taking me over a cliff. There’s too much truth in his eyes to leave room for doubts. Lancelot is loyal to his causes, whatever they may be.

      Together we leave The Witch’s Brew Pub and there’s a tingle of magic about him that wasn’t there before. I can feel power surrounding him as we walk through the door and into the cool night air.

      “You’re…different,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I am the same man I’ve always been.”

      “No. You’re stronger. You feel…like Arthur.”

      He flinches at that but doesn’t respond. I’ve hurt him. Gaze forward, he focuses on the path before us, his long strides causing me to run to keep up.

      “Lance, I’m sorry. Slow down.”

      A slight shake of his head is all I get. God, this man. We were both hurt by the other, our pride and our hearts permanently scarred and damaged. But he’s not angry with me, not really. He’s still holding onto the guilt of falling for his best friend’s wife. That won’t stop him from punishing us both.

      “Lancelot, stop!” I shout the words with every ounce of regal authority I possess. His shoulders stiffen and he stops. Tension radiates from him, but his loyalty to his queen is ingrained in him.

      When I catch up, I place one hand on his elbow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to compare you to him.”

      His eyes won’t lock on mine. He’s looking straight through me. “I am not Arthur and I never will be.”

      “I know that.”

      “And you…the way you looked at that man tonight. The easy smiles and soft words. I should have known better than to think you reserved those wiles for me alone. I will always be second.”

      Guilt swims to the surface. I had known it was cruel to allow the flirting. But Lancelot isn’t my true love. Should I really deny any other possibilities because he is here?

      “Brooks is my boss. He’s not someone I want to date.”

      “Date?”

      “Court. Woo. Canoodle.”

      Fury blazes in his expression. “Until our task is complete, there will be no…canoodling.”

      “What happened when Gabriel visited?” My segue isn’t the cleanest, but we’ll go round in circles if I don’t change the subject.

      Those blue irises find mine and something curls low in my belly— need, passion, desire. “I took up Excalibur. The sword is mine.” He touches his hip and the glowing outline of the blade shines in the dark. It’s faint, and if you didn’t know to look for it, you wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary, but I’ve spent enough time around that sword to recognize the power.

      “I thought only Arthur—”

      He cuts me off with a sharp, “Not anymore. Apparently, he lost his way after we left him. Gabriel says the sword only responds to one who is worthy. Our king was no longer that person.”

      My heart breaks for the knowledge of Arthur’s downfall. He may have been the instrument of one of my deaths, but it was solely because his hands were tied. I had been exposed as an adulteress, accused of witchcraft, and convicted of both by his counsel. But I can’t let those feelings interfere now. One ghost from my past is more than enough. Lancelot and I have to stop the end of the world together, and to do that, I have to trust the angels.

      “So, you’re the guy now?”

      He nods. “I am…as you say, the guy.”

      “Okay, hero, what’s next?”

      “I have no idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Lancelot

      “You’re serious?” Gwen stares at me with utter disbelief written all over her face.

      “I have to walk through trials. I don’t know what they are, but Excalibur will lead us.”

      She sighs and rolls her eyes to the sky. “Oh, Heaven help me. So, we’re following the lead of a magic sword. Are we just going to wander aimlessly around London in hopes of finding the right path before we die of exhaustion?”

      I have to work to push away the annoyance building in my chest. She’s right. We have no horse, no supplies. How are we supposed to do this without even the most basic items? Automobiles speed past us, as we walk down the darkened path. “Do you have one of those?” I ask, gesturing to the road.

      She grins. “I don’t. But I can get one.”

      Hand in her pocket, she pulls out her phone and dials. “What are you doing?”

      “Calling reinforcements.”

      We walk back to the flat while she chats with Izzy and makes arrangements for us. I don’t understand most of what Gwen says, but I hear the excitement in her voice. She wants to do this with me. When she hangs up, she turns to me, her eyes bright and smile wide. She looks so like the woman I loved. “All set, my lady?” I ask.

      “Your iron steed will be here in the morning.”

      “Iron steed?” I frown as I picture a horse made of iron. How could that work?

      She laughs. “It’s called a motorcycle. You’ll see when Grant arrives.”

      Motorcycle. I roll the word around in my mind. Intrigued by the prospect of mastering a modern beast. As we approach the building where our flat is housed, unease prickles along the back of my neck. I sense them before I see them. A faint scent of sulfur fills the air. It could be paranoia after my dealings with demons, but I’m not willing to take that chance. Putting myself in front of Gwen, I draw Excalibur as two dark figures step out of the alley and block our entry to the building.

      “Lance, what the hell?” Gwen complains, grabbing my shoulder as though she’ll be able to move me. I will not let any harm come to her under my watch.

      “Don’t, my lady.” She tries to step around me and I move to keep her hidden.

      “I told you he had the sword,” the tallest man says, his thick cockney accent clipping his words. “Take it from him.”

      They’re demons. I can see it in their eyes, but more than that, I can sense the evil in them as Excalibur’s power runs through me. A soft gasp of surprise falls from Gwen and I turn, dread curling in my gut. She’s in the arms of another demon, one I hadn’t thought to look for. I’m rusty, not prepared for this modern world and its overwhelming sights and sounds. They ambushed us and I fell for it.

      The smaller of the three men rushes me, I hear his sharp intake of breath just before he takes off. Swinging the blade as I turn, I catch him across the chest, the wound a burning slice through skin and bone. He screams as light fills his body and he vanishes, taken to Hell where he belongs.

      “Motherfucker,” the tall one mutters, stopping where he stands with fear in his eyes. That doesn’t stop me. I surge forward, sinking the blade deep into his chest and vanquishing him as well.

      I turn my attention back to my lady, struggling against her captor. She grits her teeth and lunges forward, but he holds her fast. Her head hangs, and just as I think she’s given up, she slams the back of her skull straight into his nose. The crunch of breaking cartilage is gruesome and he groans in pain, releasing her as blood gushes down his face.

      “How? You’re so small. They said you’d lost your spark,” he whimpers.

      She stares down at him, breathing hard as she watches him writhe on his knees, hand over his nose. “I am not a damsel who needs saving. I am a queen. I save myself. That’s where you went wrong, demon.”

      Then, for good measure, she walks up to him and kicks him in the bollocks, as hard as she possibly can. He falls to his side, coughing and moaning.

      “I’ll leave my knight to dispatch you.” She looks at me and nods as I take up Excalibur once more and end him.

      When I focus on her again, I can see the fight she’s having for control of her body. Her eyes are shining with fear, but her jaw is set and palms clenched in tight fists. She’s strong, always strong, but on the inside, she’s a mess.

      “Inside, Gwen. We need to get inside.” I open the door and wait for her to go in, then follow behind, watching for any sign she’s going to lose the battle and fall.

      To her credit, she leads the way into the lift and stays strong, head held high. But I know her. By the way her lips are pressed into a thin line, it’s obvious that she’s barely holding it together. The elevator doors slide closed and we stand there in silence, both staring at each other, hearts pounding, fear turning to something much more volatile as I close the distance between us.

      I reach out to brush a stray piece of hair away from her face and she catches my wrist. But instead of pushing me away, she pulls a red button on the lift’s control panel and everything stops. “Don’t be tender and sweet, Lancelot.” Then my Gwen grips the back of my neck with the hand that had been holding my wrist and she pulls me to her.

      It’s pure passion, undiluted and uncontrolled, when we connect. Just as it’s always been. Her lips beg me to take her as mine and never let go. They’re the cause of my fall from grace, the temptation I couldn’t abstain from, the sin I’d gladly commit for the rest of my life. My fingers find their way into her hair, twisting and tugging as I devour her like my life depended on her kiss.

      A moan falls from her and she hitches her leg over my hip, the movement confident and wanton. It only serves to arouse me even further. My cock is hard and aching to be inside her again. After centuries without her, I don’t know if I can resist her much longer.

      “God, Lance,” she murmurs against my lips. “We shouldn’t—”

      Her hands drift over my shoulders and down farther until they reach the button of my jeans. A ripple of need runs through me at the promise of her hand on my length. The world around us fades away and it feels as though we’re suspended in mid-air. Everything is right when she’s in my arms.

      “This is the fire brigade. Everyone all right in there?” A disembodied female voice fills the lift. Gwen and I break apart, both of us back to the real world.

      “Yes. We’re fine. Just settling an argument.” Gwen’s words are tight with embarrassment. “Sorry.”

      She reaches out and pushes the red button and the lift starts moving again. Her cheeks burn crimson, but there’s a smile on her lips. Lips swollen from my kisses.

      The doors slide open and she steps out, into the hall and just like that, our moment is lost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooks

      I didn’t expect her to be so beautiful. Gwen. My newest task. A witch without magic.

      The bar is long closed as I sit and sip my scotch. The amber liquid burns and leaves a smoky aftertaste in my mouth. It takes everything in me to stay in my seat, to keep myself from going after Gwen and her knight. The two of them have no idea of the true danger they’re in, but I can’t interfere yet. Not until word comes down the ranks.

      The air around me shifts and my ears pop. A chill runs down my spine as I feel his presence in the darkened space before I see him.

      “Father,” I mutter, eyes trained on the corner where I sense him.

      “Brooks, you look well.” My father steps forward, his translucent wings glowing behind him. He says they’re a shadow of what they once were when he was a full angel. He’s worked hard to take back what he lost after he fell. He searched the earth for my mother and thirty years ago, he found her. Then I was born.

      “Things are falling into place with the witch. But Lancelot has Excalibur. That wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      He grins. “Wasn’t it? I’m sure Gabriel hopes the knight will choose the side of good. But I fear he’ll go dark and we’ll lose him, just like we lost Arthur, before he can serve Gabriel and Michael. The man has been keeping far too many secrets.”

      Unease pricks at my spine. I could tell from the moment I met her that Gwen was special. The last thing I want is her to be in danger. “And I will keep Gwen safe. She won’t understand until it happens—until Lancelot loses control. But maybe…maybe I can separate them enough for her to avoid repeating her mistakes with him.”

      My father’s eyes glow amethyst. “She’s not safe if she’s in his arms, son. Your destiny is twisted with hers.”

      I think of the possessive way the knight stared at Gwen, the lust in his gaze. He covets her. “But what can I do aside from watch over her?”

      He steps closer and takes my hand, placing it on his chest. “Close your eyes. This is going to hurt.”

      I do as he asks, and bloody hell, he’s right. My whole body burns as though he just doused me in petrol and lit me ablaze. But then it’s over, and I’m strong. Stronger than I’ve ever felt in my life. “What did you do to me?”

      “I simply unlocked your power. You are Nephilim, Brooks, you know that. Now it’s time you stepped out of the sidelines and joined our ranks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen

      “You’ve got demon blood on you,” I say, gesturing to Lance’s stained shirt. It’s not a lot, but I need something to give us some separation. That kiss was more than I’d expected, oh, who am I kidding? It was everything. There was a strange sense of completion when we were joined, the flow of what felt like magic easing the missing part of me. I’ve spent these many lifetimes avoiding men, not able to handle the thought of sex. Sex led to my death, so naturally, I never gave myself that option. But really…if I’m being honest, aside from Arthur, I wasn’t interested in sex with anyone other than Lancelot.

      He glances down at his shirt and runs a hand through his tousled hair. “I suppose I should have a shower.”

      I nod. I need the time to figure out the tangled web of emotions coursing through me. Our kiss felt so right. It was like two halves to the same whole finally being reunited. But then I think of all the times Helena and Izzy had been wrong. For God’s sake, Tristan returned and dosed Izzy with a love potion—twice. She’d thought him true, and he tried to kill her.

      I pace the floor, listening as the echo of water on tile filters from the open door to the bedroom. My fingers rest on my lips, savoring his kiss as I try to come to terms with the effect he has on me. Am I really going to leave myself vulnerable to this man again?

      But Lance seemed so genuine when he said he’d never lain with another. Had he not left me? Was it all a misunderstanding? Fear strikes me, sharp and cold. Was my vision not true?

      Shaking my head, I fight with myself as I sit on the couch. My visions aren’t wrong. I saw them together.

      Excalibur lies across the coffee table, the shining steel calling to me. Reaching out, I touch the hilt, then the blade. A burning pain has me letting out a soft yelp of surprise and when I glance at my finger, I see a bead of dark blood welling on my skin. The drop falls to the blade and without warning, everything goes dark.

      My tall, forbidding husband stands over me from inside my tower where he imprisoned me after the guards caught me trying to find my lover. He shakes his head and sighs. “Guinevere, my beautiful queen. I loved you. I truly did. But now? Now you’ve spoiled everything. All that’s left for you is to beg mercy and condemn your knight to death.” Heartbreak colors each of his words. “If…if there was a way to prove you were carrying my child…perhaps I could spare you.”

      I could save myself a terrible death if only I’d accept his offer. But I’d been taking a potion to prevent pregnancy since I’d married Arthur. There was no way I’d bring a child into the world knowing I’d be leaving him or her alone when my curse took me. I look him in the eyes and lie to his face. “I’m barren. You know this. We’ve been wed close to ten years and you’ve not once gotten me with child.”

      He grits his teeth and growls, a fierce anger building in him. Betrayal shining in his eyes. “I suppose now that everyone knows about the two of you, it would be too easy to question the legitimacy of any child carried by you while Lancelot still lives.” He drags a hand through his hair and locks gazes with me. His eyes are red-rimmed and pleading. “You were never supposed to fall in love. Either of you. I gave Lancelot to you in secret with hopes you’d provide me an heir. In this case, your empty womb is a blessing.” That sends a sharp stab of hurt through me. Particularly after my vision of Lancelot with a wife awaiting a child.

      I swipe at the tears that escaped down my cheek. “Stop.”

      Then, he takes my hands and falls to his knees. “Please, save yourself. Don’t make me go through with this sentence.”

      I shake my head. “I won’t be the reason Lancelot dies.”

      Anger colors his features then. He leans close to me and brushes his knuckles over my collarbone. “You know, my dear, your knight has abandoned you. He’s eloped with your very own cousin, Elaine. Morgan alerted me to his betrayal only an hour ago. He is faithless…to both of us.”

      His confirmation of my vision releases the wave of grief and despair I’ve been holding at bay. I sob. I cry for Lancelot, for the broken trust and shattered beginnings of love.

      “Guinevere, what’s happened?” Lance’s voice pulls me from the vision and I realize there are tears streaming down my cheeks and a pain deep in my chest, and blood dotting my jeans.

      Sitting up straighter, I wipe the moisture from my eyes and clear my throat. “It’s fine. I’m fine. I…I touched the sword and it sent me back to the moment Arthur…” I can’t continue.

      “You’re bleeding,” he says, taking my hand in his. The wound has already begun healing and now looks worse than it is.

      “I said I’m fine. It’s just a scratch.”

      My gaze roams his form and my breath catches. He’s clad in nothing but the white towel, those defined muscles making it clear this man is a warrior. I had fooled myself into thinking I could forget him, but I remember. I remember every scar from battle, each freckle, and the birthmark on his hip which peeks up from the edge of the low-slung towel. His demon scratches are barely visible now, just faint pink lines.

      “My lady, you stare as though you see something you’d like to eat.”

      My cheeks go hot at his words. In all these lifetimes I’ve never stopped wanting him. And now he’s here. This beautiful knight, brave and bold, faithful and loving, has returned to me. But the devotion he once had for me is gone. He’ll defend me, that much is true, but he’s not mine anymore. Now that I can have him without fear of discovery, of punishment, he doesn’t want me.

      “You know I’ve always appreciated your body, Lance. After all, it’s the only thing you gave me that Arthur struggled to provide.”

      His eyes flare at the mention of his king. “You never let him have the chance.”

      A laugh escapes me without warning. “I was a dutiful wife, believe me. It was your king who rarely visited our marriage bed. And when he did…” I trail off, not wanting Lance to know the depth of Arthur’s conflict.

      The clenching of his jaw betrays his reaction. He’s angry. “When he did? What happened? Please don’t tell me my dearest friend mistreated you. He only ever spoke of his love for you.” He rakes a hand through his wet hair, the muscles in his torso flexing with the movement, drawing my gaze down his body again. “It’s no wonder I was imprisoned in purgatory. I should never have let him convince me to help provide an heir. I knew once I had you I’d be lost to you.”

      My heart gives a pained lurch. Our past is a minefield of wounds. “No, that’s not it.” How do I tell him that it wasn’t only my name Arthur called when we would come together as husband and wife, but Lancelot’s? The High King of England’s forbidden and unrequited love. He loved us both and he never truly had either of us. “Arthur was good to me.”

      “And yet you came to me willingly. You planned to continue our love affair until when? The end of our days? Were it not for Morgan discovering us in bed together, would you have ever left him for me?”

      I shake my head. “I never planned to leave. But not because I didn’t want you. If our circumstances had been different. If I hadn’t been destined for a young death, I would have happily lived out my days with you.”

      He sits next to me, his big body so close I can feel his heat. I want to touch him, but if I do, we’ll likely end up killing each other or fucking…or both. Our relationship was always passion filled, but this anger between us stirs a different level of desire. This would be a hate-fuck. Lancelot isn’t the type of man who’d allow himself to indulge in that way. He taught me many things Arthur couldn’t, but my knight had always treated me with tenderness and care.

      “I want to believe you, my lady. I truly do, but your words don’t match the truth you spoke when last we saw one another. You need me now, you’ve said as much, but I doubt that is because of your love for me. Now I understand how it is between us. You’d say anything to get me to help you recover your magic.”

      Oh, this man is the most frustrating person I’ve ever known. I stand, not willing to let him hurt me with sharp words. “You’re right. I need you for nothing more than as a way to stop what’s coming and to restore my sisters and me. Thanks for the reminder.”

      “My queen,” he starts as I leave. When he moves to rise, I hold out a hand, stopping him.

      “I’m not your queen anymore. You don’t have to stand when I enter or leave.”

      “You’ll always be my queen. I can’t think of you any other way. That’s why this is all so strange. You walk around in breeches, your gorgeous rear end on display for every man to see, and your shirt so thin I can see your undergarments beneath it. You’re the picture of temptation, but then you always were. The forbidden fruit I shouldn’t covet. My best friend’s wife. God help me, but even now, I want you.”

      That has my breath catching in my throat. I swallow past the tightness and tell myself this is a bad idea. “We’re no good for each other, Lance. You know as well as I do. We’ll bring each other nothing but misery.”

      He stands, his face serious and gaze filled with need, irises nearly glowing from the arousal burning in him. “Will we?” I back up slowly as he stalks toward me. “You’re here, brought to me by an angel. Would God really toy with us like this? I suffered nearly a thousand years in purgatory. You’ve died time and time again. Would he deny us this now?”

      I cough, choking on my own words. “It’s late…we…we need to…we should go to bed.”

      “I remember very clearly the nights you spent in my bed. You had no care for the late hour.” His strong arm wraps around my waist, pulling me against his nearly naked form. He’s hot. His skin burning me like a fire. His eyes, nearly pitch black, flash red for just a moment, but I must’ve imagined that. When I focus on them again, they’re only darkened with arousal.

      “Lance…you’re—” I lose all power of speech when he presses his lips to the sensitive space between my neck and shoulder. Shuddering in pleasure, I give myself to the feeling I’ve been missing since my nights with him. His hands slide up my back, under my shirt. Oh, the feel of those fingers, rough with the hard won toughness only a knight who has seen many battles can claim. I lean in instead of pulling away. He’s right. Gabriel didn’t say anything about keeping our hands off one another. I’m not married. I can finally be Lancelot’s without any guilt.

      “Oh, Gwen, my Gwen,” he murmurs against my skin. There’s such desperation in his words. I can feel the hard length of him pressing against my belly and I ache for him just as I did in the lift when the adrenaline of fighting with those demons got the better of me.

      My head spins and the world tilts, but this time it’s not because of his touch. Everything fades as a rushing pulse of power fills my ears. Shit. After all this time without one, I’m finally having a vision of the future.
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        * * *

      

      Lancelot

      Gwen is my home. From the moment I pulled her to me, I knew I couldn’t deny my need for her any longer. But I hadn’t planned to do anything of the sort. My desire and my control have been waging war since she was brought back to me. This time, desire won and I couldn’t stop myself from taking her into my arms. I’m a weak man. I spent my life waiting, serving my king, loving my queen, and living as a sinner.

      The depth of my betrayal of Arthur goes so much farther than taking his wife to bed. In his eyes, there was nothing to forgive. It had been his idea. He had watched us and enjoyed it. Who better to help provide England with its next king than his most trusted friend and knight? He knew I’d never breathe a word of the child’s true parentage. I’d pledged my loyalty to him and his queen. But, he didn’t know the sinner I became. And oh, how I sinned.

      I coveted her. I wanted Guinevere more than my next breath, and after I had a taste, I became a glutton for her. I worshipped at her altar. I put her above all else. Even my king and my God.

      She’s as perfect as I remember. Her soft floral scent reminding me of waking with her perfume still on my bedclothes. I trail my lips up her neck until I reach her earlobe. I know the small places that make her moan my name. But she stiffens in my arms and groans as though in pain.

      “No,” she murmurs, panic in her voice.

      “What is it?” I pull back and stare down at her, shocked to find her eyes closed, lids fluttering.

      Her breath comes in harsh gasps as her brows furrow and she trembles in my hold. She doesn’t answer me and fear takes hold in my gut.

      “Gwen. Answer me, please?”

      She comes out of her trance almost as quickly as she fell into it. Her face pale and eyes tired. “We’re destined for tragedy. We always have been.”

      “We aren’t. We’re destined to finally have our life together.” I know it in my bones. This is our second chance.

      Pulling away from me, she shakes her head and crosses her arms over her chest. “No. Loving you ends in our deaths. I saw it. You’re not here for me.”

      “Stop it. You can’t know that. Your visions about me aren’t always true. They’ve led you astray before.”

      She won’t look at me. Those beautiful eyes are cast down and she closes herself off. “I…we’ll stop the end of the world, but after that, you have to move on. Find someone else. I’m not meant for you.”

      Gwen leaves me in silence, my body unfulfilled and throbbing with wanting her. But the worst part is the ache in my chest. Her visions ruined us once before. She’s clearly going to let the same be true today.

      I don’t go after her. I made that mistake once and she left me. Instead, I make my way into the bedroom. I can hear Gwen moving around in the kitchen, the hiss of the water boiling in the kettle, the clink of a mug and saucer. She’s troubled. The woman always busies herself when her mind is full of worry.

      My room is at the end of the hall. A small space, fit for a man such as myself. I don’t need much, just a place to rest. Letting my towel fall to the floor I stride across the room to the chest of drawers in the corner. I select some boxer briefs, as the angel Tamiel informed me they’re called, and step into them. My cock is still hard as stone and I suck in a harsh breath at the contact while I adjust myself. I haven’t spent my pleasure in far too long—not since Gwen—and the nearness of her now makes me wild.

      Perhaps I should take myself in hand and stroke my aching length until I release, if only to temper some of my desire. But it would be a temporary reprieve. With her in this flat, I can only imagine this will be a persistent problem. I let out a long sigh and close my eyes, willing away the arousal coursing through my body. I’m not ready to take to my bed, not when Gwen is fretting.

      The sound of a pained cry and a clatter from the kitchen has my heart lurching and I’m opening the door before I can calm myself. It’s always been my first response to her distress. Protect. Defend. Rescue.

      The thought of her being harmed brings to mind one particular terrible moment in our history. Her tear-streaked face, torn gown, and the haunted look in her eyes as she stood over the body of the man who’d tried to rape her. I never want to relive that moment.

      “Gwen,” I call, working to keep the fear from my voice.

      I round the corner and find her holding her hand under the running water of the sink. Her palm is an angry red, the kettle on the floor at her feet offering clear evidence that she’s burned herself.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I was a bloody idiot and forgot that metal gets hot on the stove.”

      I can’t help but laugh as I take her hand from the water and inspect the burn. “Such language, my lady.” I can’t help myself. I press my lips to her palm in hopes of soothing her hurt.

      She locks eyes with me and I can see the warring emotions. “Please don’t be gallant. Don’t save me. I’m past the point of rescue.”

      “I will always save you, Guinevere. It’s who I am. Your knight. Your champion.”

      She bends down with a rag in her hand and picks up the hot kettle before placing it on the stove. Then turns to me and whispers, “I don’t want a champion.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooks

      “Are you feeling settled in?” I ask as Gwen fills her glass with water. I don’t usually work behind the bar, but I need to be close to her and this is the only way. The shift is almost over, and I’ve barely been able to talk to her.

      “It’s not too taxing. Although, I haven’t worked a weekend shift. Liza tells me those are pretty awful.” She won’t meet my gaze, not completely, and I wonder if it’s because of the spark between us or if she’s uncomfortable with me.

      “To be honest, I rarely work more than a few shifts a month. Most of the time I’m behind the scenes.” She lifts a brow in question. “It’s important for me to understand what’s going on. I see that now. I need to be more involved. More present.”

      Her little smile makes me fight back a wave of want. That mouth of hers is perfect. Maybe I can do more than protect her. Maybe I can make her mine.

      Everyone has a soul mate, one person destined for them. The problem is, it’s not easy to find your fated love. If it were, no one would get divorced. But I know it’s possible. My father fell from Heaven because he knew he would find my mother, and there have been others who did the same.

      She reaches for the bag of lemons and accidentally hits a pint glass, knocking it off the bar. A soft yelp of surprise falls from her, but my reflexes are better than they’ve ever been and I catch it before it shatters. “There we are. No harm done.” Her fingers brush my forearm and I feel it, that pulse of connection.

      She is made for me.

      “That was…kind of impossible. You were too far away to get there so fast.” Her brow furrows and she backs away.

      “I’m just fast.” I hate lying, but she’s not ready to know the truth. Is she?

      “I don’t believe you.” Her eyes are wide, blue crystals. “Do you think I was born yesterday? What are you?”

      “What?”

      “No way can a normal human be that fast.”

      Bugger. Do I play dumb? Make her think I’m harmless? I don’t think I can. “This isn’t the place to talk about such things.”

      She sucks in a sharp breath. “I was right. You are…other.”

      Then the beautiful little witch steps close, so close I could count her eyelashes if I wanted. She smells like everything I will dream about tonight. “Gwen…” I begin, but trail off when she links our hands.

      “What are you?” she asks again.

      The door jingles as someone steps inside even though we’re past last call. “We’re closed,” I call, but the customer ignores me.

      “Sorry, mate. I’ve got business with Gwen.”

      I glance at her and my defenses go on high alert at the fear in her eyes. When I swing my gaze to the man sauntering inside, my gut clenches. A demon.

      “Kit?” she whispers. “But you’re…”

      “Imprisoned in a sightless invisible circle in the middle of Manhattan?” He tuts and shakes his head. “Sorry to disappoint. Funny little thing, magic. It can be broken…for the right price.”

      She holds my hand tighter, fear resonating in every move she makes. “Run,” she whispers.

      “You can’t be serious.” There’s no way in Hell I’m leaving her alone with a demon. “You don’t have any magic. How are you going to defend yourself?”

      A slight gasp is my only clue of my mistake. “What do you want, Kit?” she asks.

      The demon takes a seat at the bar. “I want to make a bargain. Your magic for your knight.”

      “No. You must think I’m desperate.”

      “From the look on your face and the” —he leans in and takes a long sniff—“scent of normal coming off you, I’d be desperate if I were in your place.”

      “No thanks. I’ll pass on stooping so low as to make deals with bottom dwelling demons.”

      A low growl rumbles in Kit’s throat. “We’ll see who’s a bottom dweller.” With a slash of his hand, he goes for her throat, long claws barely missing her delicate skin. Almost without thought, I grab a knife and stab it straight through the center of his hand, pinning him to the bar. I focus my newly unlocked angelic grace on the hilt of the knife and send it into his wound. His blood reeks of rotten eggs and instead of screaming, he laughs. But I can tell it hurts. “Oh, that’s rich. A goddamned angel baby has me pinned. What are you going to do now?” He tugs at the blade, but it doesn’t move. “I’ll get free before long. And I can smell her a mile away. Her virgin cunt is begging to be broken in.”

      Anger races through my blood, but I don’t have anything that can kill him. My grace will wear off sooner rather than later.

      “Come on,” I say, tugging Gwen with me. “We have to get as far away from him as we can.”

      Kit’s maniacal laughter fills the bar as we head for the street where I’ve parked my car. As soon as she’s safely in the vehicle, I step on the gas.

      “Wait! Wait! We can’t leave Lance. He has to be with me.”

      I hate that she wants the man, but she’s right. I ask for her address and head in the direction of her flat. We need Excalibur and, damn it all to hell, we need Lancelot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen

      My heart is racing as Brooks pulls up in front of the apartment building. “I need you to explain, right the hell now.”

      He drags a hand through his hair and sighs. “I’m not exactly…human.”

      “Bloody well right, you’re not. Kit called you an angel baby. I doubt that’s a term of endearment.”

      “I’m Nephilim.”

      I can’t fight my gasp. A Nephilim. A fucking child of a fallen angel and human. “What? I didn’t think there were any of you left.”

      “There are more of us than you know. A small army really. We’re fighting to redeem the sins of our fathers.”

      “And you’re somehow involved in all” —I gesture around vaguely—“all this?”

      “I was told to keep an eye on you. To help you should you require aid.”

      “And I guess you did a good job of it.” He smiles at my compliment and the tiniest twinge of attraction takes hold in my belly.

      “I’m sorry to drag you from…whatever it is you’re doing with Lancelot, but we have to get out of here.”

      I nod and renewed fear grips me. “Right. I’ll be back with him.”

      Brooks grabs my hand and runs his thumb over my knuckles. “Be quick, and be careful.”

      I feel his eyes on me the whole time I’m walking inside. I wish I had my magic more than I’ve ever wished for it in this moment. I could throw up a protection spell, keep our presences cloaked, give us time to get away with everything we need. My blood hums in my veins, laced with adrenaline all the way up in the lift. The key shakes as I slide it into the lock and Lancelot is there, opening the door, his eyes worried.

      “Gwen, what is it? You came without me. I was about to leave to see you home safely.”

      “We have to go. Right now. Shove everything into my bag as quick as you can. It’s not safe here.”

      To his credit, Lance doesn’t argue. He runs. The man scoops my clothes from the drawers and dumps them into my large bag, then collects his own.

      “Do you have Excalibur?” I ask, wishing I could sense its magic.

      “Always.”

      He hitches the strap of the bag on one shoulder and places his palm on my lower back. “Now, where are we going?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      A sense of dread settles over me, sulphur rising from the elevator shaft. We’re not safe. Not in the least. “The stairs,” I whisper. “We have to take the stairs as fast as we can.”

      Lance nods and removes his hand from my back. He’s ready to use the sword if he needs to. Moving as quietly as possible, we rush for the stairwell and make our way down. The sulphur scent gets stronger as we get closer to the lobby. “He’s right outside the door,” I say, heart in my throat.

      “There’s more than one. Can’t you feel them?”

      Excalibur appears in his grasp, the ruby hilt catching the light and accenting the glow of the blade. I press my palm to his chest. “No. You can’t. There are people out there.” The doorman, a drunken couple coming home from a night out, so many innocents. “If they see, the demons will kill them.”

      “Not if I’m fast enough,” he says, the fight radiating from him.

      “No. Not this time. Life is different in this time, Lance. We can’t charge in, swords drawn. It’s our responsibility to keep the human world ignorant of the rest of it.”

      I watch from the small window as Kit, a woman and man I hadn’t seen at the pub, as well as a small child all get into the lift together. All four of them are demons. Disgusting tricksters.

      “Now,” I hiss, my heart jumping as I pull open the door and run for the exit. Lance is by my side, his hand on my elbow as we burst out into the night. “No! Bloody hell, where’s he gone?”

      My heart sinks at the sight of an empty street. Brooks has deserted us with four demons on our tails.

      “Where’s who gone?” Lance asks, his anger palpable. “Come on, let’s take the motorcycle. It’s right there.” He gestures to the bike Grant delivered a few days earlier.

      But then a red car I recognize zooms around the corner and Brooks pulls up, the passenger window not even fully lowered as he yells, “Get in, you lot!”

      Lance balks but follows my lead as I dive into the back seat. Brooks takes off, tires squealing. “Where are we headed? Who is this man?” Then Lance stares at me, hard. “Wait, this is the blasted man from the pub. The one who did nothing but eye you all damned night. Why are we in his automobile?”

      Oh, bloody hell, I hadn’t even thought of that. “Lance, he’s one of us. He knows everything.”

      Lance’s hand grips my knee. “What do you mean?”

      “She means, I know who you are and I’m trying to help.” Brooks’ voice holds a tinge of frustration, but he keeps his foot on the gas and takes us swiftly toward the limits of the city.

      “He can’t possibly understand the gravity of our task. How can you trust such a man?” Lance’s words hold much more than a simple question. He’s…jealous.

      “He is the son of an angel, Lancelot. He’s fighting for our cause. He saved me from…” my voice goes tight at the memory of Kit.

      Lance pulls me to him. “It’s all right, my queen. The demons are gone. We’re away.” There’s warmth in his voice as well as possession. “I won’t let any harm come to you.”

      “Neither will I,” Brooks says, his tone serious.

      Lancelot’s hold tightens and all conversation stops as we make our journey to God knows where. I can’t stop my gaze from flicking up to the rearview mirror where I see Brooks’ eyes focused on me.

      My head goes fuzzy, the world around me drifting out of focus. And then I’m standing in front of my sisters, both of them smiling at me with their babies in their arms. The world safe, all of us alive. A warm palm fits itself to mine and I feel the cool metal band of a ring against my finger. Turning my head, I look at the man next to me and see Brooks, smiling, love shining in his eyes. And then the vision fades and it’s Lance holding me and the world is still ending and no one is safe.

      Sliding out of Lance’s arms, I lean against the opposite window. Not again. I will not find myself caught between two men.
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        * * *

      

      Lancelot

      Brooks. I think I hate the man. But he saved my Guinevere’s life when I was not present to do so. How can I hate him? If it weren’t for the way his eyes linger on her, the man might be someone I could call a friend. We stopped after two hours spent on the road. The sprawling home he brought us to is too large for my liking. Gwen shouldn’t be far from my side, but with so much space, there are too many rooms to separate us. Already two nights have passed and we’ve barely spoken.

      “Gwen?” I call, needing to be near her. I stride through the drawing room and into the hall. She’s nowhere to be found. “Guinevere.”

      Soft giggles filter through the doorway at the end of the hall and my chest turns to stone. I push open the door to find her there, playing a game of cards with him. Brooks laughs and smiles, leaning close and murmuring something that makes her blush. White hot rage boils in my chest. She is mine. She has to be. After everything we went through, everything we felt for each other, everything I still feel.

      “Having fun?” I attempt an unaffected timbre, but even I know I’ve failed. Gwen flinches, her eyes not meeting mine.

      “We’re playing Hearts. Would you like Brooks to teach you?”

      Would I like him to teach me? No. I certainly would not. “I think…no. We have been here two days and I can’t continue to stand by while the world around us grows closer to its end.”

      Gwen stands and crosses the room, the placating expression on her face making my cheeks grow hot. She looks at me the way a woman would see a petulant child.

      “Lance, stop. Brooks has put me in contact with a coven. He thinks we can find a way to tap into my magic, to find the moonstone and release my power.”

      Brooks. Of course he does. “Then why am I even here? Brooks seems to be able to solve all our problems.”

      “You’re here because Gabriel—”

      And there it is, the truth. “Gabriel saddled you with me. He linked our lives because I have to be with you.”

      Brooks stands and crosses his arms over his chest, a smirk turning up his lips. I reach for Excalibur, tempted to drive the hilt against his nose so he won’t be so pretty any longer. “I’ll, um…I’ll leave you two to it, then. I’ve got some calls to make anyway.” He leaves the room and I stare at Gwen, willing her to tell me something I don’t already know.

      “Lance, it’s not just—”

      “No, Gwen, it is. Tell me the truth. If we weren’t bound to one another, would you still be with me?”

      “I’m not with you.”

      There it is. Four words that rip my heart straight from my chest. I wasn’t prepared for them. I didn’t realize how far I’d fallen since we were reunited.

      With a nod, I turn and leave her, my desperate situation bringing back memories of the pain of losing her long ago.

      The hall is quiet because my Gwen hasn’t followed me. Her heart isn’t mine. It doesn’t belong to me and never has. The ache in my chest becomes so strong I fear it might explode. I need fresh air, open space, I need a damn horse to ride and rid me of all the trappings of this modern world.

      I shove open the massive front door and step into the afternoon light. Instantly, I know I’ve made a mistake. My limbs are weighted down as though cast in stone.

      “Look what we have here. A handsome knight.” A tall woman with pitch black hair and ebony skin stands at the edge of the path that leads to the house. She has one hand raised, scarlet painted nails filed to sharp points.

      “Release me,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Doubtful. I’m not likely to let you near me with that…sword you’re packing.”

      She shouldn’t be able to see Excalibur with Gabriel’s enchantment. “Who are you?” I need to get free, get to Gwen. “You don’t feel like a demon. But you don’t feel entirely pure either.”

      Two more women appear out of thin air and I realize who they are. The coven Brooks called. “Heather, let him go.” The woman to her left chastises the witch who has me captive and smiles, her red hair swirling in the wind. “It’s Lancelot. You can’t possibly have forgotten. He’s got Excalibur for pity’s sake.”

      Heather sighs and twists her hand, the pressure on my limbs releasing with the gesture. I take a deep breath and put my hand on the hilt of my sword.

      “Whoa, there, handsome. You need to get to know me before you show me your sword.” Heather takes a defensive posture but doesn’t enchant me again.

      “Relax, Lancelot. We’re here to help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooks

      The more I’m around Gwen, the deeper my suspicion that we’re fated grows. Every smile, glimmer of amusement, soft word from her makes me crave her more. And now, as I watch her sit in the center of a circle surrounded by Heather, Rachel, and Anya, I wonder at what she would look like at full power.

      “Calm your mind, Gwen,” Anya says. “You’re too tense. There’s something blocking your power. Your inherent gift shouldn’t be tied to your magic.”

      Gwen takes a long breath and forces herself to relax her brow. “I…I have had a few visions over the last week.”

      “Good. That’s great. Okay, what were you doing when that happened?”

      Her cheeks go pink. “One was more a flashback to my past. I cut myself on Excalibur.” My heart lurches at the knowledge of her being hurt. Why wasn’t Lancelot there, with the sword stowed safely?

      “And the others?” Heather asks.

      “I was riding in the car to come here. And then I had one after Lance and I…got close.”

      Jealousy boils near the surface. Close? How close?

      “Oh, you two are an item, then?” Rachel cocks an eyebrow.

      “No. No. It was a mistake.”

      The brunette witch shakes her head and glances at Heather and Anya. “Love is never a mistake.”

      “I don’t love him. We’re not…it can’t be like that.”

      “Which is it? You’re not or it can’t be?”

      Gwen’s expression is distraught and I want nothing more than for this conversation to be over. “Can’t you see you’re upsetting her?” I bark.

      Heather takes a hand of each of the women in her coven and Anya joins hands with Rachel. “You’re right. So, Gwen, first we need to unlock your visions. Then we can trace your magic from there.”

      Gwen nods and closes her eyes. “Just tell me what to do.”

      “Place one hand over your third eye, the other over your heart.”

      She follows the instructions and takes a deep breath. “Okay.”

      “Now, you let us do the rest.” Heather looks from woman to woman and nods. The three of them raise their faces to the ceiling and begin softly chanting, an incantation I can barely make out. Soft blue light emanates from each of them, swirling around until it raises over all of them and collects into a brightly shining ball of magic. Their words grow louder until, as one, they stop.

      The sphere of light hangs over Gwen and then Heather whispers a single word and it bursts. The magic falls onto Gwen, surrounding her and disappearing into her being.

      “Fuck,” I whisper. The four of them get to their feet, all smiles, and I can’t help but go to Gwen. “Are you all right?”

      I take her hands in mine and stare into those beautiful eyes of hers. “Maybe? I don’t know. I feel fine. Normal.”

      “Normal is good.”

      She smiles and doesn’t take her hands from mine, but the knowledge that she and Lance were…close, still burns in my mind. Can I compete with Lancelot? He’s her knight. All the stories say so. If anyone is fated, wouldn’t it be them?

      My heart picks up speed when she releases my hands and leans into me, wrapping her arms around me. “Thank you for bringing them here,” she murmurs. “Thank you so much.”

      I can’t help it. I trail my fingers through her hair. “Gwen,” I start, wishing the coven would leave us. “I know this isn’t the right time, but I have to say something.”

      She pushes away and stares at me, her gaze searching. “What?”

      “I feel this…pull. There’s something here. Something fated.”

      Her eyes go wide and she backs away. “No. Not now. We can’t.”

      Shit. I knew this wasn’t the right thing to do, but if Lancelot has thrown his hat in the ring, I’ll be damned if I’m not going to add mine. I pull her close again and drop my lips to hers. Soft and pliant, her mouth is exactly as perfect as I imagined. Then I back away, releasing her and giving her space.

      Her mouth is swollen from my kiss and my heart is racing. She looks like she’s about to say something, but I can’t let her. “Listen to me. I’m not saying now. I’m saying that when this is all over, you and I will be having a conversation about us.”

      She takes her lower lip between her teeth and a frown furrows her brow. “I don’t know. It’s not…I’m not sure.”

      “You don’t have to be sure now. But I need you to know I’m in this. Just like him.”

      Shaking her head, she stands in the doorway. “There is no this. There’s no me and Lancelot, just like there’s no me and you. Right now, there’s a looming apocalypse. That’s it.”

      “We’re going to win. You’ll see.”

      She presses her fingertips to her lips and nods once before heading down the hall. From the corner of my eye, I see a shadow in the doorway that leads to the library. Lancelot stands there, eyes blazing, hands curled into tight fists.

      Gwen might think there’s nothing between any of us, but she couldn’t be more wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen

      “Where the bloody hell are you?” Helena isn’t amused by my vanishing act. Her brow is furrowed, an unsightly wrinkle forming in the middle of her forehead. I should’ve declined the video call, but I miss my sisters and wanted to see them.

      “I’m with Brooks. He took us to a safe place.”

      “Brooks? Who the fuck is Brooks?”

      I roll my shoulders and fight the memory of his lips on mine yesterday. My vision says we’re supposed to be together, but my body says it wants Lance. “He’s the owner of the pub.”

      “No, he isn’t!” Izzy shouts from somewhere unseen. “Moira is the owner of that pub.”

      “Not since she died,” I say.

      “She died? Oh, no. That’s terrible.” Izzy’s voice is filled with emotion.

      “Brooks is her son. He took over.” I know I’m leaving out a very important detail, but I have to tell them about the coven first. “Listen, that’s not what we need to be talking about. I’ve met a coven. They helped me try to unblock my visions.”

      “A coven? Are you kidding me? What if they’re part of the whole mess? What if they’re the ones who took the moonstone to begin with?” Helena is incredulous.

      “I’ve already had three visions since before I met them. I think it’s worth a shot.”

      Helena’s eyes widen. “You have? What were they about?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just the end of the world and some such nonsense.”

      “Gwen,” she scolds. “It’s never nonsense.”

      I fight the hurt in my chest when I think of the vast differences between my visions. “One was of Lancelot dying in my arms, the world ending around us, me telling him I loved him. The other was all of us happy, the world saved, me married…to Brooks.”

      “Well…that’s different.”

      “I know. I’ve never seen myself happy with any man. But the things I feel for Lance…anything with Brooks pales in comparison.”

      She takes a bite of a biscuit and a sip of tea. “I’m going to say something you won’t like.”

      “Go on.”

      “Lance is your lost love. He ruined you, stole your heart, left you a disgraced adulteress.”

      “Do you have a point?” I really don’t want to rehash all this.

      “Don’t you think it stands to reason that you’d always have feelings for him? Intense ones.”

      I nod. “Perhaps.”

      “And don’t you think that it makes sense for you to be projecting all those feelings because you’re linked to each other? I mean, for fuck’s sake, Gwen, he was supposed to be your curse breaker. Lancelot isn’t evil. He was goodness personified. If anyone was going to break your curse, it should’ve been him. Instead, you loved each other but couldn’t ever say the words.”

      “So? What do you think I should do about it?”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “Fuck, marry, kill.”

      I choke. “What?”

      “Fuck Lancelot. Marry Brooks. Kill whoever stole our magic.”

      “Like it’s that easy.”

      She shrugs. “It is. You can’t live your life based on your visions. You’ve seen for yourself, sometimes exactly what you’ve seen happens, but it doesn’t end with the result we’ve interpreted.”

      I hum as I ponder her words, but don’t speak.

      “The thing about Lance is you already know how hot it is. I mean…it must’ve been if you’re still fantasizing about him.”

      My cheeks burn. “It was as passionate as all the stories say. I couldn’t stay away from him. I wanted him all the time.”

      “Then get it. Take what you want. You can cut him loose after. If the two of you aren’t meant for a life together, it won’t be hard to break it off later.”

      “It’s tempting. Are you sure you’re really part angel now? You’re playing Devil’s advocate very well.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “God only knows why the archangels gave me grace.”

      “There’s one more thing I need to tell you.”

      Her eyes go wide. “Oh, sweet Jesus, you’re not knocked up, are you?”

      “No! I haven’t even had sex.”

      “Yet,” she interjects.

      “Yet.” I twirl my hair between my fingers. “It’s about Brooks.”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s a Nephilim.”

      Her gaze drops to her belly and back to me. “But I thought there were only a few.”

      “I think Gabriel has been holding out on us. It seems there’s an army of them. They’re trying to atone for their fathers’ sins.”

      “Well, shit. Angels and witches and shifters…oh, my.”

      “I think we all better prepare for things to get a lot worse before they get better.”

      She nods and sighs. “Can’t we ever just have a normal Sunday?”

      “Unlikely. The coven is going to help me locate the moonstone. I think with their power and Brooks’ grace, we might be able to tap into it.”

      “I hope so. I’m tired of being mostly normal.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “You’re filled with angelic grace. Izzy is a shifter now. I’m the only normal one here.”

      “And yet you’ve got two gorgeous men wanting to fuck you. Who’s the real winner here?”

      “How do you know Brooks is gorgeous?”

      “Come on, he’s an angel. They’re always gorgeous assholes.”

      I laugh. “True.”

      “Oh, you could just go full on ménage. Two men at your disposal.”

      “Shut it.”

      I hang up before she can say anything else, but the thought of having both men at once won’t leave my head. That’s not part of the plan. The plan is to stay away from them. Get my magic back. End the fucking apocalypse.

      But still, I scroll through Tumblr with a few naughty search words and the possibilities work their way into my mind.

      A soft knock on my door has me nearly tossing my phone across the room. “Come in,” I call.

      My door opens and Brooks stands in the doorway, a grin on his face. “You look like the cat who ate the cream.”

      “Nothing. I wasn’t doing anything.”

      “Okay, then. I just popped round to let you know I’ve been called away. Shouldn’t be gone longer than a day, but there’s some shifter business I need to help with.”

      “Shifter? I thought you were a Nephilim.”

      “Our army isn’t exclusive to the angel blooded. We’ve got shifters, witches, and even a few rogue demons helping our cause.”

      “Oh.” The word comes out with a combination of surprise and intrigue. I’d thought in my many lifetimes I’d seen all of the supernatural world, but apparently, there’s a whole army I’ve never heard of. I can’t help but wonder where their loyalties truly lie. Armies have leaders and Gabriel never mentioned this to us. “Will it be dangerous?”

      He smiles and steps closer. “Worried about me?”

      “Concerned, yes. In case you forgot, we’ve got a group of demons after us.”

      “True, but we also have a coven in the house. They’ve already begun putting up wards.”

      That makes me feel better, but jealousy colors the comfort as well. I should be the one warding the house. But I can’t. I’m useless.

      Brooks’ fingers brush my cheek, wiping away a tear I hadn’t realized I’d spilled. “Hey, there. Don’t cry. I won’t be gone long and Anya says they’ve nearly got the spell ready that should lead us to your magic.”

      He leans in and presses his lips to my forehead. It’s soft and tender and exactly what I need right now. The words Helena spoke flash in my mind. Fuck. Marry. Kill.

      Could I tie myself to this man? I’m not sure.
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        * * *

      

      Lancelot

      “Your aura is all out of sorts, Lancelot,” Anya says from where she’s draped herself over the couch.

      I stiffen. “What?”

      “It is. You need to balance your heart and clean this mess.” She stands and walks toward me, her eyes focused on something just a hair to the side of me. Raising her hand, she plucks at the air. “I can help you…if you want.”

      I shake my head. I know exactly how to balance my heart. Everything stems from Gwen. She is the reason I’m broken. “No, thank you. I can take care of this myself.”

      The witch offers me a sad smile and nods. “All right. But mark my words, Knight. If you don’t fix that soon, you’ll be sorry. Unbalance leads down a dangerous path when you wield power like Excalibur.”

      “I understand.” On reflex, my hand goes to the hilt of my sword. I have to see Gwen, to bring her back to me. Every passing day has me feeling farther from her, physically as well as emotionally. She’s leaving me bit by bit for Brooks but only because I’m letting her.

      I make my way up the stairs and to her room, my heart in my throat as I ready myself for a conversation I know will be filled with challenges. But we need to talk this through, set our hearts to rights, and move forward the only way we should—as one.

      My blood runs cold at the sight of Brooks leaving her room. His smile is filled with self-satisfaction and I wonder exactly what they’d been doing behind closed doors. No. My Gwen wouldn’t do that. She wouldn’t give herself to him. Would she?

      “Ah, Lance, just the man I wanted to see.” The man leans against the wall and crosses his arms over his chest. “I’m leaving on an assignment and Gwen is…unhappy about it. I know the two of you have your issues, but I also know your duty is to her. She can’t be alone while the coven and I are gone.”

      What is wrong with this man? Of course, I’ll keep her safe. Gwen is more than my duty. She’s the love of my life. “No harm will come to her under my watch. I assure you.”

      He claps me on the shoulder and walks away, his energy only annoying me further. What does he have to be so happy about? Did Gwen make him some sort of promise? Has she chosen him?

      I stand at her door, my hand on the knob and my heart pounding. Flashes of what I might find behind this bit of wood have me near panic. If she’s flustered, her lips swollen from his kisses, or, God help me, in a state of undress, I may not survive. Taking a deep breath, I knock twice before letting myself inside.

      She stands at the window, long hair tumbling down her back, regal, beautiful, sad. “Gwen?” I ask.

      “Leave me alone, Lance.” There are tears in her voice. Her words thick with despair. Is this for him? Because he’s leaving?

      I should go. I should leave her here with Brooks. She might not know it, but we aren’t connected any longer and I could cut ties with her, move on, find another way to stop the coming end of the world, if only to save my heart. But I can’t. Gwen has been a part of me since the first moment I laid eyes on her. She has always been mine. She always will be.

      “Gwen, please. What is it?”

      Turning, she levels her gaze on me and the pain in her eyes cuts through me like a freshly sharpened blade. “Why am I here? I have nothing to offer. I can’t protect us, I can’t do anything useful. I’m right back where I was before. Powerless. A maiden locked in a tower, watching everyone else go off to fight.”

      Relief floods me at her statement. This isn’t about Brooks leaving…well, not in the way I assumed. I make my way across her room and pull her against me without giving her the chance to protest. “You are anything but powerless, my lady. You’ll see. We will return your magic and together, we’ll put an end to this threat so we can start our lives.” I don’t tell her I plan for my life to be spent loving her. For that, the only thing to do is show her.

      She nestles against my chest, her soft breaths hitching slightly, but she doesn’t release me. I hold her close, desperate to take in her scent, to hold on to this feeling of her in my arms.

      “Gwen, I—”

      “Don’t say anything. Just hold me. I feel better when you’re here.”

      I tighten my arms around her and say a silent prayer that this is the right path for both of us.

      After a few minutes, she moves away, her hand on her forehead, face pale. “What’s wrong?” My tone is strained as she sits on the bed and groans. She looks ill.

      “You’re going to leave me. I’ve only just found you. You’ll leave…but you’ll be alive.” Her voice is haunted and slightly far away, eyes clouded and unseeing.

      “No. I’ll never leave.”

      Then she blinks and her brow furrows. “Oh, that bloody hurt.”

      “Was it a vision?”

      She nods, wincing. “Best not to make me move for a while.” Then she closes her eyes and lies back, one arm draped across her forehead. “It’s safe to say the spell worked. That was a doozy.”

      “They’ve not hurt you before. Not that I noticed.”

      “They usually hurt me. I thought it was a blessing that I’d been having visions with no pain.”

      I climb onto the bed with her and gingerly pull her into my arms. With strong fingers, I press against the base of her spine, massaging away the tension stored in her back, then move up until I reach her nape.

      “All right?” I ask.

      She moans and sighs. “Where did you learn that?”

      I chuckle and whisper, “I have my secrets.”

      “Don’t we all?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Gwen

      I wake up alone in my bed, the sun hidden behind thick, black storm clouds. Lancelot is everywhere even if he’s not with me now. I can smell the leather and spice scent of him on my clothes. My sight is still a little blurry, another aftereffect of a vision, and when I stand, I sway slightly. Taking a few deep breaths, I force myself to focus, to bring myself back from the edges of my gift.

      “Lancelot won’t die. Not if he leaves.” I say the words out loud, a smile on my lips. In my vision, we were together. We’d definitely been in bed. There’s something visceral between two people who’ve given their bodies to each other. It’s not something easily hidden. But what’s so different about this is that he’s not lying in my arms, bleeding to death. He’s leaving, but he’s unharmed.

      A soft knock on my door has me turning my focus from my revelation. Lance stands there, leaning against the doorframe, a soft smile turning up his lips, concern in his gaze. He’s even got a mug in one hand.

      “I didn’t want to wake you. You’ve been sleeping for hours.”

      I nod. “Side effect. They’re not always so bad, but I think this one hit me so hard because it’s been building.”

      “Rachel left you some tea. She instructed me to make sure you drink it all down. She said it’s to help you tap into your Earth-based magic. Does that make any sense to you?”

      I take the tea and inhale the scent of elderberry. “Yes. This is wonderful, thank you.”

      He watches me as I drink down the offered tea, but he doesn’t press me for conversation. There’s a certain unease in his tense body.

      “I’m fine, Lance.”

      “You looked like you were in such pain. It wasn’t an easy thing to witness.”

      Resting my palm on his forearm, I smile. “Pain is never easy. But, I promise, I’m fine. With any luck, before long we’ll be able to find the moonstone and end this.”

      My last words hang heavy between us. The unasked question obvious to both of us. When we end this, what will become of us?

      Lance shifts and shoves his hands in his pockets. “Would you like something to eat? I put together a meal.”

      “You cooked?”

      He shrugs. “I…put it together, as I said.”

      I can’t hide my smile. “Shall we go see what bounty you’ve put up for us?”

      I take his offered hand and try to ignore the rush of pleasure at his touch. We walk down the stairs, silent, comfortable, connected. Is this what it could be like? A normal life with him. Shared meals, tender moments, trust and…love. But he’s going to leave. In the end, he’ll break my heart.

      A basket sits atop the kitchen table, laden with sliced pears, strawberries, cheese, and chunks of bread. There’s an open bottle of wine and two glasses as well.

      “This looks vaguely familiar,” I say, my mind drifting back to the few occasions when my knight and I were able to sneak away for a picnic in a grassy meadow.

      “Only now we don’t have to hide.” His gaze is intense, and I know all I have to do is cross the gap between us and I can have him. I can soak up every ounce of happiness possible until I lose him. “I had hoped to enjoy this out of doors, but the clouds have had other plans it seems.”

      Glancing at the sky, I wish for sun and calm winds. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      He pours us each a glass of wine, the red liquid catching the light and glowing like a ruby. “Maybe,” he says, gesturing outside. The sun has begun to break through the clouds, bathing everything in a golden glow where the beams fall. “The weather looks to be clearing.”

      That’s odd. It had been on the verge of storming only moments ago. I take a sip of my wine and watch him do the same. His eyes close as he enjoys the rich flavor.

      “Come on, then. Let’s take our chances with the rain,” he says, handing me the wine before grabbing the basket.

      I laugh and grab a tartan blanket off the back of the sofa on our way through the house. There’s something so playful about all this. It’s what we’ve been missing. Our entire relationship had been based on lies and deceit. It’s different this time.

      Lance and I walk around to the back of the house, the sprawling countryside filled with rolling hills, trees, and wildflowers. It’s almost like we’re back at Camelot. Quiet, peaceful, still.

      He takes the blanket from me and spreads it across the grass at the base of a tree. “After you, my lady.” His voice is confident and strong, everything he’s always been for me.

      I settle on a corner, taking in the setting and letting the afternoon heat warm my skin.

      “Your hair is always the most beautiful when the sun hits it just right,” Lance says, so low I almost don’t hear him.

      I cut a glance at him and see he’s staring at me. “It’s brown. Ashy brown at best.”

      He reaches out and captures a lock between his fingers. “No. It’s gold and chestnut all mixed with strands of pitch black.”

      I laugh and tuck my hair behind my ear. “Only you would see that. Everyone else sees boring brown.”

      “I see you, Gwen. Every dazzling part of you.”

      Oh, swoon. How am I supposed to resist him when he starts being sweet and romantic? Clearing my throat, I tear my gaze away and reach for the basket. “Let’s eat. I’m famished.”

      He sits back and waits while I place the food in the center of our blanket. The two of us eat in silence, but it’s not uncomfortable. It’s easy and feels as though we were never apart. “It’s odd, isn’t it?” he asks after finishing off the last of the berries.

      “What?”

      “Having no fear of discovery. You and I have never been…us without Arthur. We are doing nothing wrong. There’s no urgency, no race to make every second count. In the past, we wouldn’t have lazed about together, taking our time with our meal.” His eyes darken and desire creeps into his tone. “We would’ve torn at each other’s clothing, devoured every kiss, every moment, like the selfish creatures we were.”

      My belly tightens, a throbbing need taking hold in my core. “Do you wish—” I start, but he interrupts me.

      “No. I wouldn’t wish away this second chance with you for anything in the world.”

      My Lancelot, my knight, leans forward and presses his lips to mine. I’ve kissed him countless times, and each one felt like the last time. But this one feels different. It’s a beginning. Before I know it, his hands are in my hair and he’s pushing me down until his body rests against mine.

      “Tell me you don’t want him,” he groans between kisses.

      My blood runs cold. “What?”

      “I shared you once, and it nearly drove me mad. Please tell me I don’t have to worry about Brooks stealing your heart.”

      I shove him off me, anger rolling through me. “Fuck you, Lance.”

      “I…perhaps I don’t understand your meaning. Isn’t that what we were about to do?”

      I stand and let my rage run free. “Do you think I wanted to be shared? I didn’t have a choice when it came to marrying Arthur. I tried to be the best wife I could, I gave him my heart until you happened.”

      “Oh, so this is all my fault? You wicked temptress. I hadn’t even considered falling in love with a married woman until the day I saw you. I couldn’t stop myself. You were meant to be mine and it was a cruel twist of fate that you’d been bound to another.”

      I can’t listen to this any longer. The sky rattles with a roll of thunder directly over our heads. As though in tune with my emotions, everything changes. Wind whips my hair around my face and the clouds, which had been non-existent by the time we settled under our tree, hung fat and purple all across the expanse of sky.

      “Lance…” I begin, but trail off when the clouds open and torrential rain falls. Lightning strikes in the distance, but it’s too close for comfort. “We have to get inside.”

      He moves to collect our picnic, but I shout for him to leave it. The last thing I want is to be the reason Lance ends up dead. I’ve seen that once, I don’t want it to be proven true.
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        * * *

      

      Lancelot

      We run for the house, our feet slipping in slick grass and mud. Once, when Gwen catches her toe on a rock, I barely catch her before she lands. After I have her hand in mine, I don’t let go. This is unnatural, dangerous, and violent. It’s eerily similar to the night we first gave in to our desire without Arthur present.

      “Gwen,” I say as we reach the door. The wind is whipping so fiercely the bloody thing is nearly ripped from its hinges before we get inside. “Gwen!” I finally shout.

      “What?” She turns angry eyes on me.

      “I think you’re doing this.”

      “You can’t be serious. I have no magic, Lance. This is not me.”

      My gaze drifts over her shoulder and to the horizon where a cone-shaped cloud begins to descend from the wall of purple and green. “Gwen…”

      “It can’t be,” she whispers.

      Instead of letting her figure it out on her own, I pull her to me and crush our mouths together, pouring every last ounce of love and comfort I have into the kiss. “Calm yourself, my love.”

      Her breaths slow and she rests her forehead on the center of my chest. “No. You’ll leave.”

      “I swear to you, I will never leave. Not by choice. I am yours, heart, body, and soul.”

      I run my fingers through her hair and her tension turns to sobs. “You will. You will and I can’t stop it.”

      The world around us settles and what was once a terrible storm eases into a soft breeze whispering through sunny skies.

      “Gwen, look.” I turn her in my arms and she gasps, stepping away from me.

      “It was me. Oh, my God. I almost killed us.”

      “Thank God you didn’t.”

      “But I don’t understand. The moonstone holds all my power.”

      My chest tightens, but she didn’t see herself. She didn’t see the rain not touching her until we started to run, her eyes glowing so bright they looked like burning sapphires. I saw it all.

      “It was you.”

      She holds up her hands and stares, fear etched on her face. “I could have…we…we’re linked. We could have died and the world would’ve been lost.”

      “Gwen, stop it.” I reach for her, but the moment we touch, I’m thrown across the room. Pain blossoms against my shoulders as I connect with the wall.

      Her eyes go wide when she realizes what she’s done. “Don’t. Don’t touch me. Don’t come near me. I will not be the instrument of your death.”

      I don’t go after her. My queen dashes up the stairs and I hear her door slam, but damn me and my own fear, I don’t go after her. Is she dangerous? Is this one of the trials Gabriel mentioned?

      The rain starts again, hard but not wild, not violent, and I make my way to the kitchen where there sits a full bottle of scotch. The cork squeaks as I free it from the top and the smoky aroma warms my chest almost instantly. I grab a glass and pour a liberal amount of amber liquid, then a little more. I’d almost convinced her to be mine. But almost doesn’t count.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooks

      Next to witches, shifters are the most difficult group of creatures I’ve ever encountered. The five men and two women sit around the cracked oak table, a few of the guys with beers in their hands. They won’t say a word to me. The women won’t even glance my way. I’m not part of their trusted pack.

      “Okay, listen, this is bloody ridiculous. I’m here to help,” I say, dragging a hand through my hair.

      “Where is Sam?” the largest of the men asks.

      I cock an eyebrow, knowing full well he means my father. “Sam?”

      One of the women, the dark-haired woman with bronzed skin and striking green eyes, shakes her head. “I told you we can’t trust this half-breed.”

      I pour myself a glass of scotch and toss back the amber liquid. It burns and settles warmly in my stomach. “I’m here to help track down your missing mate. But in turn, I’m going to have to call in the favor you seven each owe my father, Samyaza.”

      “Sam is your father?”

      I nod. “He unlocked my grace because we need all the power we can get.” Closing my eyes, I press my palms to the cool wood of the table top and let my grace flow through my hands. A collective gasp fills the room from the shifters. When I open my eyes, I see the grain of the wood glowing with my power. “Is that proof enough for you?”

      “Where is he? Where is Logan?” The female’s voice cracks with desperation.

      I take her hand and hold tight, not letting her pull away. A low rumble fills the air and it takes me a moment to realize the sound is coming from the rest of the pack members. “I can use their mate bond to help find him,” I say. Then I turn my attention back to her. “What’s your name?”

      “Kiki,” she says.

      “All right, Kiki. This might hurt a bit.”

      She nods, and I send my grace through her. Her sharp intake of breath and the tension in her hand tell me I was right. It hurts. But I keep going, pulling on the link between her and Logan. My heart sinks at what I find. Releasing her, I stand and pace in front of the window.

      “Did you find him?” she asks.

      “He’s alive. But he isn’t on this plane of existence.”

      Brow furrowing, she stares hard at me as though trying to puzzle out my meaning. “What?”

      “I think he’s in Avalon.”

      “We have to go get him.” She glances from person to person, waiting for them to agree. But no one does.

      “Kiki, we can’t. If you go to Avalon uninvited, you never return.” The other woman’s voice is soft and low. Any other day I’d call it soothing. But now, it’s laced with sorrow.

      “We have to. We have to get him back.” Kiki is bordering on hysterics now, but I can’t do anything to calm her. “How did he get there? What could’ve happened that made him go?”

      You can’t get into Avalon without a willing heart. Therein lies the problem. Kiki’s mate chose to leave her.

      “I’m so sorry, Kiki,” I mutter.

      “No. He wouldn’t leave me. There’s no way.”

      “I don’t know what else to tell you. I can’t risk going in without an invitation, and unless they let him go, he’ll be there forever.”

      Tears shine on her cheeks, but she takes a heavy breath and holds her head high. “Then we’ll have to find a way to get invited, because I’m not going to accept that my mate left me. Something happened to make him go.”

      I understand her determination. I’ve only known Gwen a short while and I’d do anything to bring her back if she were lost. I stare into Kiki’s green eyes and make a promise I don’t know if I can keep, but with Excalibur and Lancelot at our side, perhaps it’ll be possible to deliver Logan. “I’ll do what I can to find him. I might have a way to get us invited.”

      “Thank you.” Her lip wobbles but she holds it all together.

      The biggest guy at the table stands and walks around it until he’s standing right in front of me. At first, I mistake his tension for aggression, but he offers me a handshake.

      “I’m Rhys.” His skin tone and eyes match Kiki’s, but his hair is dark as ebony where hers is a rich coffee. I shake his hand and glance from him to Kiki. “She’s my sister,” he offers.

      “I thought as much.”

      “Now, what do you want in return?”

      Here’s the part I’ve been dreading. “There’s a war brewing.”

      He laughs. “There’s always a war. Demons and angels, fallen and their brothers, witches and other witches.”

      “This one means the end of the world.”

      “What else is new?”

      “I’m not being dramatic. I’m charged to help stop the apocalypse. But the demons aren’t relenting, and the key we need to close the gates between worlds is in danger. I need your help.”

      Rhys looks me dead in the eye and nods. “You tell us when and where.”

      “Thank you.”

      My phone chimes from my pocket and I pull it free, glancing at the text message from Rachel. Why is the bloody witch texting me?

      Something is happening at the house.

      I type back a rapid response.

      Where are you?

      Grand coven meeting in Devon. We thought it would be safe with the wards we put up.

      Shit. “I have to go. I’ll be in contact.”

      Rhys nods again and shakes my hand once more. “We’re at your disposal.”

      I rush out the door and to my car, nerves prickling the back of my neck. Something is wrong. Gwen’s in danger. Dammit. She’s in danger and I left her with Lancelot. I’ve fallen into the same sense of false security she has about the knight. My father warned me once. Gwen won’t see the risk of trusting Lancelot, even after he’s gone dark. If he goes dark.

      I peel out of the parking lot and head toward her. Hours. It’s going to take me hours, and that’s precious time I don’t have if something has found them. If Lance hasn’t protected her.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      I can’t sleep. The rain won’t stop hammering on the window panes, reminding me of the storm I caused. Was I still causing it?

      The clock in the hall chimes midnight and I huff, tossing the blankets off my legs and standing. I need tea and a good book. Wrapping in a sweater, I make my way down the stairs. My belly flips at the clink of glass from the kitchen.

      “Lance?” I call, hoping to God I’m not wrong.

      “My name…is Lancelot,” he says, his words a slurred mess.

      “Are you drunk?” I ask, taking in the nearly empty bottle of scotch on the table.

      “Does my queen disapprove?”

      Grabbing the bottle, I pull his glass toward me with my free hand and pour. Then I drink the entire thing down in one gulp. I sigh and set the glass on the table. “No. It would seem neither of us can sleep.”

      “Do you really think we’re not destined to be together? That someone else can love you like I do?”

      “Don’t do this.” I turn away and walk to the window, the rain pelting the glass and running down in rivulets.

      “I can’t keep lying.”

      That gets my attention. I whip around to face him. Even drunk as a skunk with his hair mussed and his clothes disheveled, he’s so handsome I ache for him. “Lying?”

      “You ran because of our link. You didn’t want to hurt me.”

      “Of course. I’d never hurt you willingly.”

      “But I never told you what Gabriel did.”

      My stomach turns to stone. “What are you talking about?”

      “We haven’t been linked since before we got here. I made him break it. But you’ll leave me. If I tell you the truth…you’ll leave.”

      His slurred speech makes him hard to understand, but I got the gist. He’s led me to believe one thing when the opposite is true. “We’re not linked?”

      “No. I couldn’t let you be with me because you felt obligated.”

      My heart hurts. Would I have run? Maybe. Gabriel knew what he was doing when he linked us. I’d never have given Lance the time of day if I hadn’t been forced. Now, I don’t think I could leave him if I wanted to. He’s complicated, but he’s my complication.

      “Lance, it doesn’t matter, okay? We’re here now.”

      He stands and sways as he walks toward me. “You would have left me, wouldn’t you?” Then his big body is inches from mine and he’s running his knuckles over my cheek. “But I would have done the same thing at first. It hurt too much to see you.”

      I reach up and cup his jaw. “It hurt me too.”

      “I need you to give us a chance, Gwen. Let me show you how good we can be again.”

      I can’t resist him. My lips are like magnets attracted to his. I lean forward and take his mouth with mine, tasting the scotch on his tongue. His hands are in my hair and my body molds to his.

      Then the sound of a throat clearing breaks us apart. My heart lurches when I see a shadowed figure in the hall.

      “Sorry, am I interrupting?” Brooks’ voice is cold and distant, but there’s something in his eyes. Desire?

      I cross my arms over my chest, guilt and confusion swirling inside me. “No. I…couldn’t sleep. I didn’t know you were coming back tonight.”

      “Rachel texted me. She said something was wrong. Are you all right?”

      Lance curls an arm around me and says, “She caused a big storm.”

      “You?” Brooks asks. “You used magic?”

      I nod. “I think so. It was wild magic, not the controlled spells I’m used to.”

      He sags in relief. “I thought something had happened.”

      Lance laughs. “It did. Guinevere happened. She tried to take out the house with a wind storm.”

      I move out of Lance’s arms and stand between the two men. “It was an accident.”

      Lance’s fingers twine with mine and he pulls me back, but Brooks takes my other hand. “Come on, Gwen. I’ll walk you to your room.”

      “She was perfectly happy with me until you got here.” Lance’s voice is laced with venom.

      “Well, she doesn’t seem to feel that way now.”

      That’s it. I am not a possession for the two of them to fight over. “I am standing right here, and I assure you, I’m quite capable of making my own decisions.” I pull my hands free of both men’s grasps and straighten my shoulders. “Good night. Both of you.”

      My footsteps are too loud on the old wooden staircase, but I don’t care. Someone is behind me. One of them followed me. My fingers itch with the desire to cast a binding spell, something to stop him from asking more of me than I can give, but I resist. I don’t want to hurt him.

      “Gwen, wait.” It’s Brooks. His fingers wrap gently around my elbow and I stiffen as we both reach the top of the stairs.

      “I just want to go to bed. A lot has happened. I need quiet.”

      He pulls me until I turn around and face him. “So…the nothing that’s between you and Lancelot…it doesn’t look like nothing. You’ve made your choice?”

      “I don’t…I don’t know.”

      “I knew I shouldn’t have left you with him. He’s dangerous to you. Don’t you see?” His eyes lock on mine and I can’t deny the spark between us. “Please think about what I’ve said. Think about what we could have.”

      “I’m not sure,” I whisper. I hate this feeling. I’m all too familiar with the guilt.

      Brooks presses his lips to mine and I soften. His hands are warm on my skin, his clean-shaven jaw a reminder of how different he is from Lancelot. “Gwen,” he murmurs against my mouth. His hips press against mine, the hard length of him impossible to ignore.

      “Stop.” I turn my face and press my fingers to his lips. “This isn’t the right time.”

      “But it’s right for you and him?”

      I shake my head. “No. It’s…complicated. Everything is more complex than it seems.”

      “I can’t believe that. Who do you want? What do you want?”

      Frustration grips me. He doesn’t understand. “I don’t know what I want.” My visions, as much as I should let them go and live life—I can’t. “I’m sorry, Brooks. If this were any other situation, I’d choose you and we’d fall in love. But it’s not. I won’t be free of Lancelot. Not ever. Not after we close the seal and stop the end of the world. Not even after I die. He’s been in my heart so long, I think he’s actually a permanent part of it.”

      He slides his fingers through my hair and brushes the strands over my shoulder. “You’ll choose me in the end.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because, with the way I feel about you, there’s no other option.”

      I wish I could tell him I feel the same. It would be so much easier. I could make my vision true, be happy with him, save the world, save Lance. “Good night, Brooks.”

      Hand on the doorknob, I open my bedroom door and step inside the room. Brooks nods, and murmurs, “Sleep well, Gwen.”

      This time I do fall asleep, but my dreams are fevered with Lancelot and I in bed twisted in passionate lovemaking while Brooks watches from a chair in the corner of the room. But then they change from heated to terrifying as once again, Lancelot lies dying in my arms because I chose him and I wake up more certain than ever that I have to try to stay away from them both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      Excalibur flashes in the sunlight as I swing hard. I’d be lying if I said I haven’t been picturing Brooks in front of me. After seeing him kiss Gwen at the top of the stairs last night, there’s a fire burning in my blood. I thought I’d moved past the jealousy from our first life together, but it’s even harder this time because there shouldn’t be anyone in our way.

      “Angry?” Anya’s voice is a welcome distraction from my frustration.

      “How can you tell?” There’s sarcasm in my words, a harshness she doesn’t deserve.

      “Your aura is almost black.”

      “Did you ever think maybe that’s just who I am now?”

      I keep swinging, stepping forward and thrusting the sword at an imaginary adversary. It’s better than standing around doing nothing while Brooks takes her from me.

      “It’s not who you are. But you’re hurting your cause by letting anger control you.”

      I press my lips into a thin line and sheathe my sword. “Did you know she’d be able to tap into her magic?”

      Anya’s blue eyes widen. “So that was her? We sensed it, but didn’t know why there was such a disturbance to the wards.”

      “She almost killed us. She couldn’t control the storm.”

      She shakes her head. “Her power has never been this concentrated. She’s trying to figure it all out again. You and Brooks need to work together to keep her safe. Lucifer won’t want her to be at full strength.”

      “I will always do what has to be done to keep her protected.”

      Anya smiles and nods. “Ever faithful.”

      “To her.”

      She reaches out and places her palm on my chest. Warmth flows through me and it’s as though she’s banishing the darkness from my aura. I close my eyes and breathe deeply, feeling free from my anger and jealousy.

      “I feel…better,” I murmur.

      “It’s only a temporary solution. You have to fight for what you want, but that fight doesn’t have to be with Brooks. Right now, you’re fighting yourself.”

      She leaves me with a smile and I let out a relieved sigh before striding back toward the house. I need a shower, some time to think and put together the right words I want to say to Gwen.

      My queen is standing at the kitchen window when I come into the room. She has a mug in her hands, steam curling from the top, and the rich, slightly spicy scent of earl grey fills the room. There’s a sketchbook next to her with a detailed drawing of a pendant on the exposed page.

      “Afternoon,” I murmur. Judging from the tension radiating off her, a conversation won’t be welcome right now. “What’s this?” I ask, running my fingers over the sketch.

      “It’s the moonstone. I was trying to conjure it.” She gives a bitter laugh. “Except I can’t, because it has my power locked inside.”

      “You will find it. I promise.”

      She takes a sip from her mug and sighs, staring out the window and pointedly ignoring me. But then she stiffens and turns to face me. “Is something going on between you and Anya?”

      Her words catch me off guard, causing me to pause getting a glass from the cupboard mid-reach. “I beg your pardon,” I say.

      “You heard me. Have you been playing me this whole time with your pretty words?”

      “Me? You think I am playing you?” I let out a bitter laugh. “You are the one who went back to your room with Brooks last night. The one who let him kiss you.” The words sit in the air between us, heavy and laced with hurt.

      “He kissed me. I stopped it.”

      “It looked to me like you enjoyed it.” She doesn’t deny that, and I die a little inside. “Gwen, I can’t share you. I won’t. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, but this time I won’t be second best. It ruined me last time.”

      “Last time was different.”

      “True. Last time you didn’t have a choice. You were married off by your father, not given free will. But you said it yourself, you loved Arthur. This time…” I drag a hand through my hair and wince when my fingers get caught in a tangle of unruly strands. “This time you’re knowingly doing this to me.”

      “Lance, don’t—”

      I shake my head. “Please stop. You can’t continue putting me through these trials. You are the only thing I want. The only person I’ve loved. It’s okay if you don’t want to be with me, but I’ll need to distance myself from you if that’s the case. Don’t talk to me unless there’s an emergency. Don’t touch me. Don’t let your gaze linger.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m trying to do the right thing, regardless of what I want.”

      I laugh. “So, he’s the right thing?”

      “It’s what my visions tell me.” Tears swim in her eyes. “I end up with him. I marry him.”

      Sharp pain lances my chest at those words. She can’t marry another man. She can’t end up with him. What was the point of bringing me back if not to have another chance with her? “No.”

      “Yes, Lance. If I don’t…well, I’ve seen your death. But not just you. If I end up with Brooks, the world is safe. This is bigger than the two of us.”

      “Tell me you love me then. At least give me that.” As soon as I say the words, I want to pull them back. Would it be worse to know? Or can I carry them with me and use them as a healing salve when the pain of losing her is too much?

      “I’ve always loved you. I always will.”

      Oh, God help me. My knees nearly buckle at the sound of her admission. I’d wanted to hear it for so long, but I never thought I would. “I dreamed of hearing that from your lips.”

      A soft sigh comes from her and when she blinks, trails of tears line her cheeks. “It doesn’t matter. We can’t be together. It would be selfish of me to keep you. It would mean the end of everything.”

      I cup her jaw and nod. “I understand. But…there’s right now. There’s this moment. Give me one night to take you as I would my wife. One time where we can love each other in the way we were supposed to.”

      Indecision flits across her face. “I…What if something happens to you?”

      “The only thing that will happen is the culmination of everything I’ve been dreaming of. I’ll have you in my arms, as it should be.”

      Our eyes lock and I step forward until she’s pressed against the table, her hands braced on the smooth wood. “Once?”

      I nod and dip my head until my lips brush the soft skin of her throat. “One night. A memory to last me eternity.”

      A harsh cough interrupts our tense moment, causing me to raise my head and find myself faced with Brooks. His brow is furrowed and lips pressed into a sharp line.

      “Am I interrupting?”

      “Why, yes, you are. Again.” My retort is tight and laced with annoyance. “Can you give us a minute?”

      “Afraid not. Gwen, darling, the coven wants to work with you.”

      Darling? He’s got more nerve than he should. Excalibur might not be able to kill him, but it can hurt him.

      Gwen slides out from under me and rushes off in the direction of the library, leaving me with Brooks.

      “You’re not right for her,” he sneers.

      “And you think you are?”

      “We are fated. She’s meant to be mine, and she will be—in the end.”

      Just the mention of her being with him has my stomach turning. “She’s always been mine and she’ll always love me. Even if you do manage to take her from me, she’ll never love you the way she does me.”

      His jaw clenches and my gaze falls to the clenched fists at his sides. They glow with a golden energy. “Don’t make me hurt you, knight. I can’t kill you. We need you too much. But I can leave my mark.”

      I grab the hilt of Excalibur and the sword comes to life in my hand, its energy vibrating through me. “So can I.”

      He’s mere steps away, the glowing in his hands intensifying as I approach. I’m not afraid of pain. I’ve fought countless battles, and I have the scars to prove it, but somehow, I know being hit with angelic grace is going to be worse than anything else by far.

      Raising my blade, I ready myself for a fight, but invisible steel bands compress my chest and arms, holding me in place.

      “Stop,” Gwen’s voice is strong and angry.

      I can’t move, but I see her in the distance. She stands in the doorway, arm outstretched, a strained expression on her face. This is costing her, but that stands to reason. She’s restraining both a Nephilim and a knight wielding Excalibur. “Release me, Gwen. This is too much for you.”

      Her arm shakes. “I’m not letting either of you free until you stop this fucking nonsense. At the risk of sounding like a damn Disney princess, I am not a prize to be won.”

      A thin line of blood trickles from her nose, her face goes pale, and I know we have to put a stop to this. “Fine. As you wish, my queen. I’ll stand down.”

      “So, will I,” Brooks says.

      She sighs in relief and both Brooks and I visibly sag as she lets us free of the spell she’s been holding. Then she groans. Her fingertips pressed to her temples, the woman I love lets out a pained cry and falls to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      The next morning I’m fighting the exhaustion of a sleepless night. I don’t even know how I got to my bed. The last thing I remember was Lance promising me he’d stand down.

      My head still aches from the magic I used to restrain Lance and Brooks. If I was concerned the coven’s spell hadn’t worked, I’m not any more. Until I’d had to abandon my magical strengthening session with the coven, I’d been practicing simple incantations, things I have been doing for years. But the sharp taste of power in the air when the two men were facing off pulled my focus and I couldn’t help but intervene.

      Now I have to try and make up for the practice I missed. Sitting in the middle of my bed, I hold my palms over my heart and murmur a simple incantation. All it’s supposed to do is light the candle placed atop a plate in front of me. It should be easy. Instead, my fingers turn cold and the wick bursts to life as a column of fire.

      I scramble off the bed as the candle tips over and catches the quilt ablaze. “Bugger!” In a panicked rush, I dampen a towel and toss it over the flames. Then I erupt into uncontrollable giggles. I did it. I nearly burned down the flat, but I did a spell.

      Lance bursts through the door, eyes wild. “What is it?” His brow furrows as he takes in the smoke, the towel, and me.

      “I did a spell. I used magic without it going haywire.”

      “And it looks like you could’ve ended up dead because of it.”

      “But I’m not. I didn’t hurt anyone. I controlled it…mostly.”

      I run across the room and leap into his arms, holding him tight as I let the joy take hold of my senses. My skin tingles from the contact of our bodies. “I’m sorry about yesterday. About all the things I said and did.”

      “Gwen.” His voice is rough and tight.

      Sliding down his tall frame, I release him and step back, suddenly aware of my thin nightgown and his bare chest. My nipples pop as arousal takes its place front and center in my brain. “I…”

      “Stop it, Gwen.” He holds me close, not letting me step back. “I know that look on your face. Don’t tell me we can’t be together. Your body responds to mine in the same way it always has.”

      He’s right. My body wants his. But my heart can’t take losing him. “But my visions—”

      He cups my face, those intense, sky blue eyes of his seeing into my soul. “Were complete bollocks, just as was the one which led you to believe I’d been untrue.” His fingers thread through my hair until he’s cradling the back of my head with one hand and tilting my chin with the other. “You are and have always been, my heart and soul. There has never been another, and there never will be.”

      My brain takes a hiatus as instinct takes control. I can’t be in his arms and not melt against him. He slants his mouth over mine, warm, full lips claiming me without the tentative tenderness I used to expect from him. Lancelot kisses me like a man starved. Ravenous and wild. His tongue slides between my lips as he turns us until I’m pressed against the wall, my palms running up his heated skin and feeling the planes of muscle across his strong back.

      Ragged breaths and frantic moans provide our soundtrack as we touch each other in a desperate claiming reserved for long lost lovers. He slides his hands down my body until he reaches the hem of my nightgown. I have to fight a shiver of longing when he moves under the fabric in search of my knickers. He won’t find any.

      “Oh, my Gwen. You’re quite the temptress.” His voice is a low growl in my ear and when he nips the lobe, I whimper. I need him.

      “It’s been so hard…being here with you. I can’t go a night without remembering.”

      “And you, wanton little thing you are, you’ve been pleasuring yourself?”

      I bite my lower lip and cry out when he traces a fingertip over my swollen clit. “Y—yes.”

      “Did you whisper my name when your climax came?”

      Closing my eyes, I fight the urge to call his name right the hell now. “Maybe.”

      He pinches my clit and I squirm at the flash of pain which quickly melds with pleasure. “Don’t lie, little queen. I heard you in here, moaning. It left me aching to fill you. I thought you knew you were the instrument of my torture. I thought it was intentional.”

      I buck under his attentions. “No. It was nothing like that. Oh, God, please, Lance.”

      “Please, what?” There’s dark determination in his voice and when I open my eyes, I’m shocked to see his irises are the black of an ebony sky.

      “Please make me come.”

      He eases away, fingers sliding everywhere but the one place I need them. “You won’t have pleasure until I’m buried inside you.”

      His cock is straining against the fabric of his thin sweatpants and I can just imagine the bead of arousal on the head, waiting for me to lick clean. Without a word, I climb the man like a bloody tree, wrapping my legs around his waist and pressing my wet pussy on his trapped erection. I roll my hips and he groans before shoving the pants down and freeing his length. And then the broad crown of his cock is pressing against my opening, just there, almost sinking inside, but not quite.

      “Don’t tease me, Lancelot. I’ve yearned for your body for so long.”

      He presses me hard against the wall and spears me with his throbbing erection. “Holy God in Heaven,” he murmurs when he’s fully sheathed. I let out a cry of my own at the invasion. He’s not a small man, but I’ve also never shared my body with another. Not by choice. It hurts, but it’s wonderful all at the same time. Our joining was always akin to a religious experience.

      “Slow,” I whisper, my fingers digging into his shoulders as I try to relax around him.

      “Gwen, I can’t. It’s so…you’re so…fuck, you’re tight enough to be a maiden.”

      My heart lurches. Do I tell him the truth? He layers soft kisses to my shoulder and throat as he slowly and carefully pulls back before moving in me again. “I am. Was, anyway.”

      “What?” The man stops his gentle motions and I want to kill him.

      “I’ve never been with another man since the life I lived with you.”

      There’s pain in his eyes. “Never?”

      I shake my head. “You ruined me.”

      His sharp intake of breath is my only warning before his lips crush mine and he starts moving in long, slow thrusts. It’s pain and pleasure, love and hate, desperation and control all in one. I don’t see it coming, the golden edges of my climax barreling in like a freight train as they culminate into one brilliant explosion. His name is a scream on my lips and I dig my nails into his back as my body clenches around his.

      With a groan of his own, Lance gives one more powerful thrust and floods me with his seed. His muscles tremble from the exertion, but he doesn’t release me or pull away. Instead, my knight, my heartbreak, stares at me with disbelief. “All this time, Guinevere. All this time I thought forgetting you was the only option. I thought I only wanted one more night. I couldn’t have been more wrong.”

      “What option do you choose?”

      “I choose you for as many days as I have left.”

      The ominous tone in his words hangs between us, a pendulum swinging with our combined fates perilously suspended.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      I don’t want to let her go. Gwen is finally, finally in my arms again, but this time I won’t accept her denial of me. Gwen is mine and I’m going to keep her until my dying day.

      Scooping her into the cradle of my arms, I carry my queen to the bed, strip the singed quilt, and place her on the mattress. She giggles. “What are you doing?”

      “We’ve no worry of discovery, no king to concern ourselves with. I’m taking you to bed and keeping you there until we near starvation.” I climb over her until I’m resting next to her beautiful form.

      Her laugh is music, a balm to my soul. All my time in purgatory, I’d known something was missing, a piece of me lost to the time and place. As soon as I touched Excalibur I knew. She was my missing piece.

      My hand trails over the softness of her skin, lightly brushing her arm until our fingers twine together. “Why did you tell me you’d chosen Arthur? That night we were supposed to run away. Why break me into a thousand shards and leave me?”

      She stiffens. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Please stop pretending it didn’t happen. We’re together now, but I need to know why.”

      “Lance…I never made the journey to meet you. Morgan made a very public scene and Arthur had me locked in the tower that very night.”

      My mind drifts to the moment Guinevere cut me down with nothing but words. Under cover of our hawthorn tree she’d stood, her hood shielding the long, dark hair I craved the feel of. I’d been so filled with joy and possibility, ready to start a new chapter with her. But her eyes met mine with a coldness I’d never seen before.

      “Come now, my love. The horses await.” My voice was nothing more than a tense whisper, and she shook her head.

      “I’m not going.”

      Disbelief curled in my gut. “What are you saying? This is our plan. To be together. To love one another somewhere we’re free.”

      “No. It was a mistake to make you think I loved you. I don’t. Arthur is my husband and I love only him.”

      “Stop. Don’t lie to me.”

      She shook her head as she brought down my world. “You were nothing more than a distraction. Now, leave this place. Leave me be before I call the guards."

      Gwen's soft touch pulls me back from the painful memories. I can't keep her hurtful words out of my mind. There's nothing to stop her from doing it again, nothing but knowledge of my love. Maybe if I tell her. If I make her see that we belong together, she won't reject me again.

      "You can't possibly have forgotten all you said. You told me I was a distraction. You said you never loved me."

      She places a hand on my jaw and tenderly strokes my cheek. "I swear on my life, I never uttered those words. Someone enchanted you or sent you a vision. I promised you I'd never lie. All those things you believe I said are lies."

      "Then who?"

      A heavy sigh falls from her. "There was only one woman out to destroy me. Calista. And what happened after your meeting with the me who wasn't me?"

      Guilt and shame join forces in my chest. How do I tell her? "I...I'm not sure. I woke in purgatory with no memory."

      It hurts to lie, but she can't know of my bargain. If she does, she'll try to save me and end up lost herself.

      ”I’m certain Calista had a hand in that." Her arm wraps around my chest as she tucks herself close to me. "I'm so sorry. It's all my fault. She has spent every waking moment since cursing us to try and ruin all possible happiness."

      "But now?"

      "She's dead. She's gone and we don't have to worry about her."

      But we do have to worry about Morgan. I just can't tell her that. I stroke her hair and press a kiss to the crown of her head. "Sleep now, my Gwen. We've got all the time in the world."

      She laughs. "Except for that pesky apocalypse we're tasked to stop."

      "Yes, except for that. But it will still be happening in a few hours. Right now, can we just be here? You and I in this bed together. Nothing looming, no fears. A knight and his queen."

      "No." That one word sends ice through my veins.

      "What?"

      "No. I've told you before, I'm not a queen. We can be here together, but not as a knight and queen. We are a man and woman. Lance and Gwen. Lovers with no titles other than that."

      I want to kiss her and tell her how I've longed for this moment, but I don't. I still have to tread carefully with this woman. Her life has been fraught with pain and betrayal. The feel of her nestled against me has my eyes heavy with the need for sleep, and soon I drift through the haze of a dream.

      No. Not a dream. This is anything but a dream. The world around me fades to shades of gray, Gwen disappearing and a forest taking shape around me rather than the comfort of a bedroom. Purgatory. I can't possibly be back here.

      "You're looking well, Lancelot. Better than I thought you would. Less...tense." Morgan's rich voice slithers over me, a serpent ready to strike, but I can't see her.

      "Take me back. Take me to her."

      Her laugh is dark and deadly. "Not so fast. Did you really think you'd get a happy ending? We made a deal, you and I."

      No. No. No. I can't lose Gwen again. "You took my freedom and imprisoned me. We have no deal."

      "Oh, my gallant knight, so righteous. You have to be more careful when making bargains with demons. I gave you what you wanted. Your heart and mind were cleared of Guinevere. I had to keep my prize safe until I needed you."

      Demons? "You're a witch, not a demon."

      She appears before me, her tall, thin frame clad in a tightly fitted gown of deep green. Morgan would've been beautiful if not for her now glowing red irises.

      "I've lived a long time, amassed great power, and the demon who gave me the gift of his blood had faith in me. I'll never go back to being a paltry little witch again." She presses her fingertips to the glowing pendant which hangs between her breasts, a smile curling her lips. "Now, time for a little payback."

      In an instant, she's next to me, her clawed hands gripping my forearm. "Release me," I say, reaching for Excalibur but finding my hand empty.

      She tuts. "Forget something? Your sword can't help you now."

      Her claw slices through my wrist and in one smooth movement, she slashes her own skin and presses our flesh together. The blood burns as it mixes with mine and she groans. "What are you doing?" I tug on her in an attempt to free myself, but she holds me fast, her demonic strength giving me no chance at escape.

      "You are mine, Lancelot. Do what you will with your whore of a witch, but know that with every passing day my blood grows stronger inside you. I control your heart. You'll be by my side before this is over and it will be my name on your lips as you take your pleasure."

      I wake with a gasp, my body on fire. My beautiful Gwen sleeps next to me, her soft breaths a comfort. Pulling her close, I work to control the pain coursing through me, remnants of the nightmare, nothing more. I tell myself this over and over as I breathe deeply and surround myself with the scent of my love.

      But still, I can't help myself as I brush my fingers over my arm. A chill covers my skin at the feel of a thin puckered scar in the exact spot Morgan melded our blood, but the worst part is the discomfort is accompanied by an unwanted rush of arousal.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      I wake with the scent of sulphur in my nose, a strange and unnerving feeling settling over me. The last time I smelled this we were attacked by demons. I reach out for my knight but find cold sheets instead. Apprehension grips my chest. Has something happened?

      A clatter from the bathroom has my stomach churning. “Lance?” I call. He doesn’t answer. Pulling every ounce of magic I possess into myself, I ready a paltry defensive spell. I don’t even know if it will work, but I can’t face a demon without some sort of protection.

      My legs shake as I stand, the fear of what I’ll find on the other side of the door making my heart hammer against my ribs. The door isn’t closed completely, a sliver of golden light coming through and the sulphur smell getting stronger with every step I take. “Lancelot,” I say again, this time stronger.

      A soft groan is my only answer, and now I’m really worried. I push open the door slightly and find my handsome knight, his hand wrapped around his very erect cock. I watch, hidden by the door, and feeling very much like a naughty voyeur. His eyes are closed as he moves back and forth over his length, soft grunts leaving him every time he reaches his crown. “Guinevere,” he whispers and I almost gasp, worried I’ve been caught staring.

      Then he begins fucking his fist, hips pumping, muscles bunching in his abdomen. He takes his full bottom lip between his teeth and his breaths come faster. “Fuck.” His guttural groan has me clenching my thighs as desire pools between them. And then his body jerks, rope after rope of his pleasure jets from him and onto the towel he draped over the counter.

      The door creaks as I inadvertently press my palm against the wood and Lancelot’s head jerks in my direction. I fall back a step when his eyes lock with mine. Eyes that aren’t the beautiful blue I’ve memorized, but glow a strange rust color.

      What the fuck? “Lance?”

      He closes his eyes and when he opens them, they’re the blue I’m used to seeing. I must be hallucinating. Clearing his throat, he glances down and then back at me. “I’m…you weren’t supposed to see that.”

      His cheeks are slightly pink and his dick is still jutting out proudly. “You know, I could’ve helped you with your little problem if you’d asked.”

      “Little?” He arches an eyebrow and smirks. “Interesting choice of words, my lady.”

      “Okay, so maybe not little, but still…why would you come in here to take care of yourself when I was right there…ready for you?” Just the thought of him sinking inside me again makes my nipples harden.

      “It’s too soon for me to take you again. I’ll hurt you.”

      He’s right. My body might cry out for his, but I was a virgin in this life and the soreness between my legs proves his point. “There are other things I could do for you.” I step closer. “Things I could still do for you.”

      He shifts and when my finger brushes the taut ridges of his abdominals, his breath comes out in a tight groan. “Guinevere…”

      I kiss him then, the strange shade of his eyes a distant memory as I give myself over to our physical connection. The scent of sulphur still lingers, but I want him more than I want to figure anything else out. The air around us feels heavy with arousal and everything is colored by my need for him. I have a moment of panic, a sense of clarity that this isn’t normal, but then his fingers slide down my belly until they play between my legs.

      “I want you,” he whispers. “I want you all the time. It never stopped. The wanting. God help me, Gwen, I fantasized about you even when I couldn’t remember you.”

      The unbridled desire in his voice has me aching for him. I have to taste him. I slide to my knees and wrap my hand around his pulsing shaft. He shouldn’t be so hard after already spilling his orgasm all over the towel, but he is. He’s in need of me and I can provide relief. His long fingers thread in my hair, gripping a little too tightly but sending a wave of crushing desire through me all at the same time.

      “Yes, take me in your mouth.” His words are a mixed demand and plea.

      I lick his crown, tasting the salt of his earlier orgasm and he shudders. Everything below my waist tightens at the sound he makes. It’s a pained groan, a desperate sound begging for more, and I want to give it to him. His hand grips me tighter and he thrusts his hips forward, pushing the blunt head of his cock between my lips.

      The length of him is almost too much, but I wrap my hand around his base and stroke in time with my movements. I take him as deep as I can, moaning around his width.

      “Oh, do that again,” he says, and I do. I give in to the wanton in me, the woman who cares more about his pleasure than my next breath.

      His cock pulses in my mouth, balls tightening as I cup them. He’s close and I want every drop he has to give me. With a swirl of my tongue and a light scrape of my teeth over the sensitive head, he shudders and hot jets of his release fill my mouth.

      I swallow him down and get to my feet on shaky legs. “There we are,” I say, a grin spreading as he takes in long slow breaths.

      “That’s certainly one way to help me manage my lust.”

      “Oh, there are many ways. So many ways.”

      He runs his large palms over my arms and stares at me with an un-nameable emotion. I see that strange rust color in his irises and can’t help but frown. “What is it?” he asks.

      “Your eyes. And I swear I smell sulphur. Can’t you smell it?”

      The instant the words leave my mouth he tenses, then steps back, his hands leave my skin as though I’ve burned him. “No.”

      His answer is so soft I can barely hear it, but I don’t understand why he is so upset. “Lance?”

      “I’m sorry. I just…need a moment.”

      “A moment?” I cross my arms over my chest. “I’ve just sucked you off and made your damn toes curl, now you need a moment?”

      “Don’t. This is a lot to take in. I finally have you and I’m terrified something is going to take you away.”

      I can’t remind him of the truth, that he and I won’t end up together. He will leave me and I will marry Brooks. That’s what my visions tell me. “I spoke to Helena and Izzy.”

      He frowns. “And?”

      “They reminded me that I can’t live my life like I know the future.”

      “But you think you do.”

      “Because I absolutely know what’s going to happen. My visions aren’t wrong.”

      “Except for the one that made you leave me,” he reminds me.

      Closing my eyes, I take a long breath. “Except for that one.”

      “But they were right. If I let myself, I’ll miss out on life because I’m hiding from something I can’t stop.”

      “So, what do you choose?”

      “Us. I choose us for as long as we have together.”

      He relaxes and pulls me into his arms. “I’ll do everything I can to ensure we have forever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooks

      I’ve lost Gwen. She’s with him right now. When I knocked on her door late this morning and got no answer, I made the mistake of peering inside the room. The two of them were fast asleep, tangled in each other’s arms and I saw red. So, she’s made her choice and I failed to protect her from him.

      My phone rings as I walk the perimeter of the house. I needed fresh air and separation. Answering without glancing at the screen, I bark a sharp, “Hello.”

      “You have to get her out of the house.” Rachel’s urgent tone has the hairs standing on the back of my neck.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She has to leave. She has to leave now. They’re coming for her.” The woman’s voice is tight with panic.

      “Who?”

      “The demons. Something breached our wards. I felt it this morning. Somehow a demon got through.”

      I drop the phone and run inside, taking the stairs two at a time. Her room is empty when I burst through the door, the lingering scent of sulphur marking me nervous. All I can think is that she’s been taken. A demon got in and stole her away.

      “Gwen!” I shout, running down the hallway, then kicking open Lancelot’s door. Nothing. No one. “Gwen!”

      The house is silent, a heavy stillness settling over everything. Have I really lost her? She wouldn’t have left. The mission is too important.

      Then I hear them. Soft voices, light giggles from her. I rush downstairs, following the sound and find the two of them in the sunroom, her bare feet on his lap. Unreasonable jealousy rushes through me at the sight.

      Lancelot leans close and murmurs something in her ear, then he pulls her hand to his lips and presses soft kisses to her knuckles.

      “So, you’ve made your choice?” I ask, not caring that I’m interrupting them yet again.

      Lance at least does me the kindness of putting slight distance between them, but he’s pleased with himself. That much is clear by his expression.

      “Brooks...I—” she starts, but I hold up a hand.

      “Stop. We don’t have time for this. Rachel just called. There’s a demon in the house somewhere. It breached the wards.”

      She stiffens. “What? No. We would know.”

      “Don’t you smell the sulphur?” I ask.

      She bites her lip. Oh, she did smell it. I can tell by the way she casts her gaze up toward where her bedroom is. “I did. This morning.” Lance looks at her with a furrowed brow. “While you were in the bathroom, Lance.” Her cheeks turn bright red and I want to punch him in the damned throat.

      His face pales and he stands suddenly, his hand reaching for the invisible sword at his belt. “They’re here.”

      Apprehension curls around my heart, the pressure and tension of possible conflict like a vise. “Where?”

      He juts his chin toward the field, visible from the wide windows of the sunroom. “Just over that ridge.”

      “How on Earth can you sense them?” Gwen asks.

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s Excalibur? Or my demon scar?”

      I cock an eyebrow. “You were marked and you didn’t die?”

      “I’m still here, aren’t I?” He looks uneasy. “I don’t really know how, but I can sense them.” He’s lying.

      Calling on all my grace, I pull power into my hands as Gwen stands and Lance readies his sword. Then, we open the back door and step out onto the picturesque grounds.

      Three figures appear over the crest of the hill, dressed in black—neat and tidy as though they were coming for Sunday lunch.

      “So, the three of you have found a way to make it work?” Kit asks, a teasing tone in his voice. His eyes are a dull red, power diminished by the light of the sun. “I didn’t take you for a cuckold, Nephilim.”

      I bristle at his insinuation, but this is what demons do. They try to goad and poke and prod until their adversary loses focus. “It’s rather fun. You should try it. I’m sure one of your friends there would let you watch.”

      His eyes flash. “Perhaps I’ll take your place.”

      The thought of him being near enough Gwen to touch her makes my skin crawl. “You can try. You’ll fail.”

      The demon grins, closing his eyes and taking a long breath. “From the smell of things, you have failed as well. She’s got Lancelot all over her…inside her. Perhaps history doesn’t always repeat itself.”

      “What are you on about?” Gwen asks, cocking one hip.

      “Don’t you recognize him?” Kit locks his gaze on Gwen and takes a step forward. The movement has Lancelot putting himself between the demon and Gwen before I can intervene.

      Kit’s eyes widen and he backs away. He’s afraid of Excalibur.

      “It is interesting,” he muses.

      Gwen sighs. “What?”

      “That this sword wouldn’t call to you, Brooks. After all…you’re the Pendragon.”

      My heart lurches. “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh, come off it. You have to know. Why else would you put yourself in this predicament? Arthur’s soul…reincarnated into a Nephilim…doing God’s work. Oh, it’s rather poetic, don’t you think? The spoiled king and his faithless knight and queen. All of you struggling with your power. All of you weakened by the others.”

      Gwen’s soft gasp tells me it’s the truth. As soon as Kit said the words I understood. My father telling me we were fated, his insistence that I be the one to aid Gwen, to keep her from Lancelot. All of it comes to one blindingly painful realization. The three of us are destined for heartache.

      “Gabriel would have said—” Lance begins, but I rush forward, grabbing Kit by the arm, reckless and angry.

      “You underestimate my power, demon.” My angelic grace flows through my hands and up his arm. The veins under his skin glow and he screams. Smoke rises from his flesh as I burn him alive.

      Still, through gritted teeth, the demon throws out one final barb. “Morgan says she’ll see you soon, Lance.” The words are strangled and tight with pain, but I feel the tension snap into place behind me.

      The other two demons vanish, leaving nothing but scorched grass on the hill, as I take Kit to his knees and send him back to Hell where he belongs. My breath comes in harsh gasps long after he’s gone.

      “Is he...” Gwen says but doesn’t finish her question.

      I shake my head and let out a long breath as I turn to her. “He’ll be back. I don’t have the power to end him permanently.”

      “I did. You should’ve let me take him down with Excalibur.” Lancelot’s tone is harsh and frustrated.

      “I intervened because you played right into his hand. He had you distracted.” Dragging a hand over my jaw, I let Kit’s last words roll through my mind. “What did he mean, Morgan will see you soon?”

      Lancelot won’t meet my gaze. He shakes his head and starts back toward the house. “We need to rework the wards. When will the coven return to the house?”

      The two of us follow after him, unease and discord growing heavy between us. Lancelot tries to open the door, but the wood holds fast. It’s not locked. I have the key. He pushes on the door, chest heaving, frustration rolling off him in waves.

      “Lancelot.” Gwen’s voice is hard and commanding. She’s the one keeping him out of the house. She’s using her magic. Part of me thrills at the knowledge she’s growing stronger. “What are you keeping from me?”

      “As Brooks stated, I played into his hand earlier. It’s a demon’s goal to rile up their target. I’m sure it was another last-ditch effort to get to me.”

      “So, all that talk of Brooks being Arthur? You really think he was lying?”

      “Of course, he was lying. Arthur is dead. Long dead.” Lance’s eyes flash a strange rust color before returning to their usual blue.

      “Lance, what aren’t you telling us?” I ask.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Reaching out, I place my hand on Lancelot’s arm and close my eyes, using my senses to feel his aura. Sulphur fills my nose and he jerks away as faint wisps of smoke rise from his skin. Shock courses through me as the truth flashes in my mind. “The demon that breached the wards.”

      He tenses, glances around and then locks his gaze on mine.

      I swallow past the lump in my throat. “It was you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gwen

      “Stand back, Gwen,” Brooks shouts, his hand still clutching Lancelot’s arm, smoke rising as my knight begins to shake from pain.

      “No. You don’t understand,” Lance protests. “This isn’t what it seems.”

      “It seems you’re a bloody demon and you’ve been using Gwen all this time.”

      I feel sick. But it can’t be true. Then again, there are things I can’t explain away. The sulphur. The demon breaking our wards. The fact that he didn’t kill Kit as soon as he had the chance. “Lancelot?”

      “Gwen, please. I love you.”

      “Brooks,” I plead. “Let him go.”

      “No. You may be blinded by him, but I can feel it. He’s a demon. I don’t know how he got it past us for so long, but it’s clear now.”

      I place a gentle palm on Brooks’ shoulder, willing myself to stay calm. “Exactly. How did he hide it? There has to be something else going on.” I can’t look Lance in the eyes. If I do, my heart may shatter. “I’ll bind him. Until we figure out what’s happened, I’ll bind him with magic and we can hold him somewhere.”

      “Don’t speak as though I can’t hear you, Gwen. I’m right bloody here.” Lance’s voice is hard, cold and distant.

      “Then explain this to me. Tell me Brooks is wrong. Tell me you’re not a demon. Because this can’t be possible, but when I play over the events from earlier, I can’t understand why you wouldn’t have killed Kit then and there.”

      “I…Excalibur wouldn’t…there was no power behind it.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, my stomach turning to stone. There’s only one reason Excalibur would stop working for him.

      “It took everything in me to draw the sword. It’s never been a challenge before, and when the hilt was in my grasp, I could feel that it was nothing but a blade. No magic. No power.”

      “Why?” I press. I need to hear it from him.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “And I’m guessing you’ve no idea why Kit passed on a message from Morgan?”

      His jaw clenches and those blue eyes of his turn a muddy amber. “Something is happening to me.” The air is scented with sulphur and his arms begin to tremble.

      “Gwen,” Brooks warns. “You can’t trust him.”

      “Stay out of this, Nephilim.” Lance’s harsh order has me flinching. “It’s not something I chose.”

      Dread curls in my gut. “What do you mean?”

      “She did something to me in my dream.”

      “Morgan is dead.”

      He shakes his head and the desperation in his eyes strikes me straight through with fear. “I don’t think so.” Then he holds his wrist out for me to see. A faint puckered scar runs across his skin. “She gave me her blood. And since then, I haven’t felt right.” His face goes pale. “Brooks is right. I think…God, I think she’s turned me into a demon.”

      “What are you talking about? She’s dead and gone. Morgan was a witch, not a demon.”

      “She told me she was changed long ago. I think she’d been hiding it for a long time.”

      “Why would she be after you?” I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

      “I made…a bargain when I lost you. She took my memories of you. I thought it was just going to be a spell. Instead, I forgot you and was trapped in purgatory.”

      “Lance—” I start, but he holds up a hand.

      “I didn’t think she’d come for me. I didn’t know I’d have to pay.”

      “Pay what?”

      “She’s coming for me. I’m…hers.”

      “No. You’re not hers.” I reach up and cup his face between my hands, pressing our foreheads together. “You. Are. Mine.”

      Instead of pulling me into his arms, he shoves me away. “Don’t touch me.”

      I fall back, my heel catching on an uneven stone in the path behind me. Lance’s eyes widen in horror as I fall, because he knows what he’s just done.

      Brooks is there, catching me before I hit the ground. He puts me behind him, hands glowing with angelic grace. “I’ll kill you if you touch her again, demon.”

      I dart in between the two of them, holding my hands out with what remaining power I have building in my chest. “Stop.”

      “Get away from me, Gwen.” Lance’s eyes have gone blood red and a snarl rips from his throat. This is not the man I know. He’s not the man I gave my love to only a few hours ago. His hands have curled into claws—actual claws—sharp and deadly.

      I do. I back away and Brooks wraps his arms around me while we watch Lancelot wrestle with his darkness. My knight closes his eyes, muscles shaking with effort as sweat beads on his brow. He takes long, deep breaths and I watch the razor-sharp claws disappear. The scent of sulphur dissipates until the air is fresh and clean once more.

      When he opens his eyes, they’re blue and he looks completely exhausted. “Gwen…”

      “Don’t,” I say, my voice catching. “Don’t come near me.”

      I can’t believe he’s kept this from me all this time. He made a deal with Morgan centuries ago. I never kept anything from him…well, except for the fact that I’m a witch. And cursed.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, hanging his head. “I never meant—”

      “You never meant to become a fucking demon?” I shout the words. “You’ve ruined it all. The world is going to end because the man we need can’t wield Excalibur. Because you wouldn’t tell me the truth and let me help.”

      “I’ll fix it.”

      Brooks lets out a short, sharp bark of laughter. “You can’t fix something like this. You made a deal with her. You practically sold her your soul.” He keeps his arm around me. “Have you ever seen someone who has exchanged blood with a demon?”

      “I spent hundreds of years locked in purgatory.”

      “I’ve seen it. The downward spiral. By the time you’ve turned, you won’t care about anyone or anything.” Lance’s eyes find mine and there’s true terror in their blue depths. “You’ll kill her. You’ll be as vicious as Kit.”

      “I’d never hurt her.”

      “You already have,” I whisper, wrenching myself out of Brooks’ hold. Lance reaches for me, but I shoot him a glare and open the door. “Leave me be. I can’t look at you right now because all I see is someone who betrayed me.”

      My chest hurts and I do everything in my power to hold in the sobs I feel building. I can’t let them out right now. Not until I’m safely behind the walls of my bedroom.

      I should have known not to give my heart to Lancelot.

      My visions are never wrong.

      He’s not the man I end up with.

      He never was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      Brooks must not fear me too terribly because he goes after Gwen without doing anything to secure me. Maybe it’s because he knows. He knows I’m going to have to leave her to keep her safe. The demons are coming for me. Coming to collect on my debt to Morgan and they’ll use my love for Gwen against me.

      It kills me to know she’s just upstairs, hurting, betrayed, and I can’t do a thing to help. Brooks is with her. Brooks, who if Kit is to be believed, is the reincarnation of Arthur Pendragon himself. My heart gives a curious pang at that knowledge. The man was my closest friend. He meant more to me than anyone, save Guinevere. The two of them were everything I needed in life. Now I am with both of them again and I have to give them up.

      I pass the night in my room, the sounds of Gwen’s sobs and Brooks murmuring softly to comfort her are slivers of broken glass piercing my heart. I did that to her. I broke her. I’ll do it again if it means keeping her protected. I’ll give her to him, give them to each other, if they will be safe.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      My eyes hurt from crying when I wake the next morning but crying never solved anything. We have to make a plan to save Lancelot from the fate he’s been dealt. Brooks is asleep next to me, his features so much more similar to those of Arthur than I realized. Maybe it’s because I know now. The truth of our connection lies in linked destinies. I’m bound to him in more ways than I want to admit.

      “Are you all right?” he murmurs, his sleep thick voice a deep rumble.

      “I need to talk to Lance. We have to find a way to stop this.”

      His warm palm slides up my back. “It’s not possible. He’ll never be able to escape turning. Once the blood is in his system, he’ll turn. That’s all there is to it. Not even angelic grace can save him.”

      “But you said it yourself, there are demons who work on the side of good.”

      He sighs. “Only after centuries of living feral. They had time to see there was more to life than doing Lucifer’s bidding.”

      “I can’t let him go,” I say.

      “You have to.”

      I wrench myself free of his arms and get out of bed. “No. I gave up on him once. I won’t do it again.”

      Tugging my robe around my body, I tie the sash before heading for Lancelot’s bedroom. The door is ajar, an eerie stillness in the air. I know before I walk inside that he’s gone. He left me. I told him to leave me be, and he gave me what I wanted.

      A single piece of paper sits atop his pillow with five words scrawled in black ink.

      I love you.

      Forgive me.

      With shaking hands, I read the words over and over as I sink to the floor and sob.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Lancelot

      I’ve no clue where I’m going, but I’m sure Morgan will find me. Excalibur is still at my hip, but its power is dwindling. I can feel my blood changing as the demon takes over. Brooks was right. It wants to rage, to destroy and take no prisoners. Have I done the right thing in leaving? What if Gwen was the only thing keeping me grounded?

      A gnarled old tree stands atop a rise in the forest, its roots exposed and twisted, giving the tree the appearance of some kind of gate. I shake my head and take a deep breath as I walk farther into the woods, my shoes crunching on the ground the only sound in the eerily silent forest, but the tree calls to me. I move toward it, the vibration of power stronger the closer I get.

      “Do you still have the sword?” Morgan’s voice runs down my spine like ice water, stopping me in my tracks.

      Turning, I see her perched on a moss covered boulder. She’s dressed in a gown of deep purple with a neckline cut so deep I can nearly see her navel. Settled between her breasts is the glowing moonstone from Gwen’s drawing. Dark hair tumbles over one shoulder all the way to her waist. It falls like a shiny curtain of ebony and moves as though she’s underwater even though there is no wind blowing.

      “I said, do you have the sword?” She narrows her eyes and slides to the ground. Fluid steps bring her close to me but I don’t feel fear. Instead, unwanted arousal courses through me. My tainted blood calling to hers.

      “I do.”

      “And do I have you?”

      Indecision grips me. My human heart screams in protest as my demon blood answers for me, “Yes. I’m yours.”

      Her hand slides up my chest. “Good. Poor Guinevere. I’m always breaking her heart.”

      I bristle at the mention of my beloved and my heart takes control of my demon. I crush my lips to Morgan’s, taking her by surprise. Using the moment of distraction, I grip the moonstone and pull until the chain snaps. She growls, but I shove her back, hard enough to send her slamming into the boulder. Then I throw the stone into the air and unsheathe Excalibur. If I’m going to lose myself, I’ll do this one last thing in service of my queen.

      The blade slices the air and connects with the moonstone. An explosion of light fills the air as the stone turns to dust and I watch in awe as three trails of what must be magic spread in different directions.

      “No! What have you done?” Morgan screams, rushing me.

      “I may be yours, but that power wasn’t.”

      “You are a fool if you think she’d ever choose you, Lancelot.” She snarls my name before clamping her palm over my shoulder. “She’s already in Arthur’s arms.”

      Her lips find mine again, but this time it’s a vision she puts in my head rather than lust.

      Gwen falling against Brooks, tears streaming down her face and my note in her hand. He strokes her hair and holds her with a tender reverence. It’s an expression I’ve seen before, in another life. He’s looking at her in the same way Arthur used to look at both of us. It was something we never acted on…save once.

      “No,” I whisper, but the vision doesn’t leave. He tips her face up and kisses away the tears before scooping her into his arms and taking her mouth in a passionate kiss. “Stop this, Morgan.”

      “It’s pointless for you to fight for her. She doesn’t want you. Can’t you see? Gwen will always choose Arthur. It’s her destiny. Just as yours is to be alone.” Her words hit me in the chest because they’re true. It’s why Arthur’s soul came back and found us. “You’re only hurting her by trying to stay. Have you ever thought about her curse? True love could have broken it. Why didn’t you? Arthur was supposed to break her curse, but you came in and ruined everything.” Her lips brush my ear as she whispers, “You are the reason she burned.”

      Excalibur hums, calling to me and a thrill runs through me. Maybe I’m still worthy after all. I pull the sword from the leaves and swing, strong and true. The blade connects with Morgan’s neck and her eyes widen in shock right before her head is severed. Her body falls to the ground and turns to ash before my eyes. Instant relief floods me, followed by crippling loss. She was right. I am the reason Gwen suffered.

      My blood prickles in my veins and the demon claws at me from the inside. I stare at Excalibur and understand what I have to do. I can’t let myself become a monster. I walk toward the large old tree and close my eyes. I’ll take myself out of the equation. Return to purgatory.

      “Lancelot,” a whispered voice calls.

      Opening my eyes, I glance around and find the forest empty. But a hand comes through the tree and pulls me, hard. I lose my grip on Excalibur as I’m dragged from this world into another. My body burns and I scream as it feels like my blood has turned molten in my veins. The last thing I see before everything goes dark is my Gwen’s beautiful smile and Arthur’s shining eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      I don’t know how long I sit there, on the hardwood floor of Lance’s old room. I’m numb, heartbroken, ruined—again. But this time he didn’t leave me for another woman. This time, I’m not the only one losing him. We’re all losing the man he is to the evil that was forced inside him.

      Frustration and anger burn in my chest, a ball of fire growing with every breath I take. If he’d stayed maybe I could’ve found a way to stop the demon blood from taking over. My magic, though different from what I’m used to having and still hard to control, is growing every day. Who knows what might’ve been possible with the help of the local coven?

      “Gwen?” I nearly jump out of my skin at the sound of his voice. But it’s the wrong man calling my name. Brooks stands in the doorway, concern etched on his handsome features.

      “He left. Lance is gone.” My throat closes around the words, making them end on a choked sob.

      He crosses the room and takes my hand, pulling me up and into his arms. “It’s for the best.”

      I push back and stare at him. “What did you say?”

      “There was nothing we could have done to help him. It’s best that he left.”

      “No. Him being gone is not the best. Him being gone means my heart is shattered and part of me left with him. Him being gone means regardless of whether we stop the apocalypse or not, my world is ending.”

      He holds me tighter, not letting me get away. “I’m sorry you’re hurting.”

      “I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to let go.” More tears fall and I wish I had some way of forgetting. Before I can stop myself, I bury my face in Brooks’ warm chest and clutch at his back, needing something real and true to ground myself.

      “I’ve got you, Gwen. I promise.” He scoops me into the cradle of his arms and presses a kiss to my forehead. “I’ll love you, if you let me.”

      Can I love them both? If Brooks is truly Arthur reincarnated, don’t I already? I nod, and stare into his eyes. With my heart freshly broken open, I make a decision here and now. I let him in. I’ve seen our future and it’s one of happiness. More importantly, there is a future to hope for rather than the end of the world.

      Lancelot made my choice for me. He left for my own good, because he didn’t have faith I could help him.

      Brooks frowns, a question in his eyes, but I whisper, “Kiss me,” and he doesn’t need me to repeat myself. He drops his lips to mine and for the first time, his kiss means more than I thought it could. It’s a connection, a promise, and something real in a world filled with pain and tragedy.

      This man, beautiful, strong, and loyal, is giving me his heart when mine has stopped working. He stops our kiss and walks us out of the room, kicking the door shut behind him. I wonder briefly if he’s expecting to take me to bed, but he carries me downstairs instead. Depositing me on the kitchen counter, he presses a soft kiss to my lips and caresses my cheek.

      “First, breakfast. Then we need to make a plan,” he says.

      “A plan for what?”

      “We still have to stop Lucifer from opening all the seals. Without Excalibur to help us, that’s going to be decidedly more challenging.”

      My heart clenches. He’s right. I’m practically a little witchling with my magic so erratic, and we have nothing but his Nephilim power. Excalibur was our big gun.

      He puts the kettle on and grabs us each a mug. “I’ll call the coven and see what they can do. Rachel might have a contingency plan in place.”

      “Why would she have that?”

      “She’s always prepared for every eventuality.” He shrugs, then sighs. “And Anya mentioned Lance’s aura was clouded. I believe they attributed it to his conflicted feelings toward you, but perhaps it was the bargain he’d made.”

      Hurt courses through me. A bargain he made because of me. “I don’t kn—” My words cut off because I can’t breathe. A rush of power hits me straight in the chest, flowing through my veins like cold water through a glacial river path. My spine bows and my head is thrown back as my vision turns white and I lose control of my body.

      “Gwen! Holy fuck, Gwen!” I hear Brooks before I can see him, but slowly, my vision returns.

      He’s staring wide-eyed. The kettle whistles on the stove, but neither of us acknowledge it. “What was that?” he asks.

      “I think…I think I just got my power back.”

      With shaking hands, I gesture to the kettle and murmur a soft incantation. It raises off the burner and settles on an iron trivet in the middle of the stove. The whistling dies down until there’s no sound other than the ticking of the Grandfather clock in the hall.

      “How?” Brooks asks.

      “I’m not sure. It had been contained in a moonstone, but we had no clue where it was.”

      “Do you think Lancelot—”

      “I don’t see how.”

      A tickling sensation builds in my belly, growing stronger with each passing second. “Shit. Brooks?”

      He raises his eyebrows. “All right?”

      “I’ll be back. I’m being summoned.”

      “Summoned?”

      But, before I can answer him, I’m gone and my sisters, my coven, stand before me.

      “About fucking time,” Helena says, hand on her hip. “What the hell just happened?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooks

      Gwen has been gone for hours. I don’t know how to find her, but she said she’d return. I have to trust.

      Sitting in the library, I flip through the pages of a book of Arthurian legends. Are they legends? Was Kit lying when he said I am Arthur? I have no memory of a life before this one, nothing, except for a deep connection to Gwen. Though I have to admit, part of me feels a sense of loss now that Lancelot is gone. It feels…wrong to be just the two of us.

      “A bit of light reading?” Gwen asks, catching my attention from the doorway.

      “You’re back.”

      She nods. “Safe and sound. I’m sorry. I didn’t have time to explain.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Back to my coven. All three of us have our magic again.” Her happiness radiates and fills the room. It’s obvious now that I see her with her power, she’s herself again. Gwen wraps her arms around me, pulling me into a tight embrace before pressing a light kiss on my cheek. “We can find Lance now. I can easily do a locator spell and we can bring him back. I know I can save him.”

      Unease curls in my gut. Can we? He was nearly changed by the time we figured out what was going on. I can’t bring myself to tell her he was too far gone. Instead, I nod. “Let’s give it a go.”

      “I’ll need something of his to track him with.” There’s such excitement shining in her eyes, it almost hurts. What happens when…if she finds him? She can’t be with us both. Can she? “Back in a tick,” she says, darting out of the kitchen. I hear the thump of her rapid footfalls on the stairs, and a few moments later, she’s back clutching a comb.

      “Are you sure that’s his?” From his constantly tousled appearance, I doubt Lancelot combed his hair with more than his fingers.

      “Yes,” she murmurs, running her fingers over the teeth of the black comb and pulling out a strand of dark hair. “Perfect.”

      She clears the counter and stares down at the marble, a frown on her face.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “This isn’t going to be pleasant. We can’t call him to us. We’ll have to go to him.”

      “Okay, and what does that mean?”

      She takes my hand and murmurs a few words. The world spins and goes misty before righting itself, but now, we’re in the woods. Soft birdsong and the rush of air as it caresses the leaves fills our surroundings. The scent of fresh earth and moss brings back a flood of familiar nostalgia without a solid memory for me to cling to.

      “I know this place,” I whisper.

      “So do I.” Her voice is faint and unbelieving.

      “Why do I know this? Where are we?”

      “I could be wrong, but I’m fairly certain we’ve been brought to the place where Camelot once stood.”

      “How do you know that?”

      Keeping her gaze away from mine, she murmurs, “You never forget where you’ve died.”

      I swallow hard and take a long breath as those words sink in. “Which way do we go?”

      She threads her fingers with mine and points to the north. “That way. Can’t you feel it?”

      I close my eyes and let my body guide me. She’s right. There’s a pull, a kind of magnetism. “Yes. I feel it.”

      We walk together through a barely visible path, the brush getting more dense as we go. Branches catch on our clothes, in her hair, but we press on. The call is too strong to ignore. My heart is racing in anticipation of what we’ll find. There’s too much at stake for us to leave Lancelot, but I know I’ll lose her when we bring him back to us.

      Gwen breaks through to a clearing before me and I nearly run into her as I follow behind. She’s standing still as a statue, staring down at a pile of ashes and an empty chain at her feet. Bending down, she collects the chain and inspects it. “This…the moonstone was on it.” She gestures to the pile of ash. “Whoever this was had my power and was using it against us all.”

      “So, it was Lancelot who freed your magic,” I state.

      “It had to have been him. Oh, God,” she whispers, bringing her fingers to her lips. “Is that…”

      “No, darling, no. It can’t be him. I still feel the pull. If he were dead, would this spell have worked?”

      Her shoulders sag in relief. “You’re right. Nothing would have happened. I wouldn’t be able to sense him.”

      “Then we continue on our path.” I caress her shoulder and slide my hand down her arm until our fingers are once again linked. “Come on. We do this together.”

      Signs of a struggle are all over the clearing. An ancient boulder is cracked down the middle, dark blood staining the rock. But then I see it, at the crest of a hill, the gnarled old tree with a twisted trunk and exposed roots of dark wood.

      “The hawthorn,” Gwen breathes. In that moment I realize her connection to this tree and jealousy burns through me. I read the stories of the knight and the queen. She rushes to it running around the trunk calling Lancelot’s name. Her voice cuts off abruptly and she cries out in surprise before I can get to her.

      “Gwen!” I run up the hill, desperate to save her from whatever trap had been set, but find her on her knees in front of a tangle of roots. There, glistening between them is the hilt of a sword.

      “He’s gone. He’s gone.” She repeats those words over and over, staring at the sword. Then she stands and grips the hilt, bracing herself, she pulls with all her might. Screaming her frustration into the quiet forest as the blade doesn’t move an inch.

      “How do you know he’s gone?”

      “I can’t feel him anymore. He’s not on this plane.”

      She’s right. As soon as I caught sight of the sword, I lost my connection to him. My gaze locks on the ruby encrusted hilt still in her hands. I stride toward her and grip her arms gently, pulling her away from Excalibur.

      With trembling hands, I touch the sword. The once calm breeze swirls around me and light bursts from the blade as I pull it free of the tangle of roots with little effort.

      A life I didn’t know I’d lived flashes through my mind. Marrying Guinevere, making her my queen, loving her more than life itself, but needing someone else just as badly. Countless battles with my knights by my side—none more loyal than Lancelot. Morgan forcing my hand after she exposed Gwen and Lance’s affair. Losing both Gwen and Lancelot. But what aches most is the memory of living a lie by denying myself the love I needed. Love from both of them.

      I fall to my knees and a sob breaks free from deep in my soul.

      Gwen is there, her calming presence taking away some of the guilt and regret. I turn my face to hers and kiss her long and deep. It’s the kiss of a husband returned to his bride after a long absence, of a man begging for forgiveness, of a desperate lover asking for acceptance.

      “Guinevere,” I murmur.

      “Arthur.” Her sigh of my name fills my chest with hope for the future we should have had.

      “We have to find Lance. We have to bring him back to us.”

      To be continued…
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        *Subject to change during the editing process

        

      

      Brooks

      One touch changed everything. In the blink of an eye I became a different person. Two lives in one mind. I was Arthur Pendragon. I lived and loved, and then I lost it all.

      Excalibur lies discarded on the ground, my hands still shaking from the overwhelming rush of memories continually crashing into me like waves in a vast, wild ocean. Lancelot is gone and I have no idea how we can move forward without him. My Guinevere kneels beside me, her gentle hands rubbing my back as she holds me.

      “Gwen,” I begin, but have to stop because of the ache in my heart at the memory of how our life together ended…of what I did to her.

      “Arthur, don’t.”

      I shake my head and pull back from her. That name feels strange. It’s the ghost of a man I was, but Brooks is still here. Brooks is still who I am. My angelic grace sings in my veins, a reminder that in this life I have a calling. I am Nephilim. Half angel, half human, and determined to end the apocalypse. “Call me by my name in this life. Call me Brooks. Arthur was a coward who did you wrong. If I’d been any kind of husband to you, I’d never have let my counsel send you to the pyre.” Even now the vision of her being led to her death makes nausea curl in my gut.

      “You had no choice.” Her voice is tight, and I know she’s remembering the flames.

      Again I shake my head. “I sent word to Lancelot. I thought he’d come for you. I had no doubt he’d rescue you and then I’d come find both of you.”

      Tears swim in her eyes. “But he had already been imprisoned in purgatory. You couldn’t have known. From the beginning we were set up to fail. My curse ensured that.”

      Anger blooms in my chest. “I still sent you to death. By the time I realized he wasn’t coming—” I have to swallow past the lump in my throat before I can finish. “I was too late.”

      I should’ve done so many things differently and our current situation proves I’m still making mistakes. I failed my wife. I failed my best friend, the man I loved as I loved Gwen—the man I could never have.

      It’s strange to have two lives playing in my mind. My past was filled with unrequited desire for Lancelot and a love for Gwen that was born of respect and friendship more than sexual need. But now? Now my want is for Gwen in a much more carnal nature. Until I touched that damn sword she was the only one I wanted, but my desires are at war with one another and I don’t know how to handle them. My past self loves them both, my present self craves them both. Either way, I need them…both.

      “We have to find Lance,” I say, getting to my feet and holding out a hand for hers.

      She turns sad eyes on me but takes my offered help as she rises. “He’s gone. The sword abandoned him…he lost his fight with the demon blood.”

      I bend down and take up Excalibur once more, the weight of the blade in my palm a calming thing, as though I’ve been missing it all this time. “Something isn’t right about this. He returned your magic. If he wasn’t worthy, why would he do that?”

      “I…I don’t know. But I can feel it, Brooks. Lance is gone. He’s as good as dead.” The pain in her voice makes me wish I could fix this for her. “I’m not sure where we go from here.”

      “Gwen, look at me.” She locks gazes with me and I’m hit with a wave of emotion so strong my knees nearly buckle. Our bond is more than an arranged marriage hundreds of years ago. My angelic nature pulses with the power of our connection. Gwen is my soul mate. Just as my father fell from Heaven for my mother, I would do the same for Guinevere. After taking a steadying breath, I push back the instinct to tell her what just happened and take her chin between my thumb and forefinger, a gesture I’ve never used before with her. “Wherever we go, we go together. You are mine. I won’t put you at risk.”

      She nods and her brow furrows. “What is it I’m seeing in your eyes? There’s so much passion. Arthur never looked at me that way.”

      “I may have been Arthur, but I’m still Brooks. I still want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything.”

      Her breath hitches but she doesn’t respond, instead she links our hands. “We need to talk to my sisters.”

      I clear my throat and send a pulse of my grace through my palm and into her. When she tenses and looks into my eyes with a question hovering unasked between us, I say, “I can make this easier on you. Your powers only just returned.”

      She closes her eyes and the world around us swirls and tilts. I shut my own eyes and my grip on Excalibur doesn’t loosen. Gwen is taking us somewhere, and I have to trust in her. As we’re transported through space and time, I’m hit with a vision of the enchanted ruby belt that matches the sword. It’s not complete. Excalibur won’t serve its purpose if it isn’t whole. We’ll fail our mission if we can’t find the scabbard.

      When I open my eyes I’m greeted with rolling green hills, gray cold skies, and the stern faces of four people. One of whom is certainly a fallen angel.

      “You said he was hot,” the small blonde says, her Irish accent strong. “You definitely didn’t lie.”

      The man behind her grumbles and pulls her close, his big body making her look even more petite. His palm rests on her pregnant belly and I see the flash of a gold wedding band on his finger. “I’ll have you know I’m right here, Beauty.”

      The blonde smiles. “I’m aware, Beast.”

      The other woman is tall and statuesque, her frame lean and regal. “Made your choice, I see? No threesome in your future?”

      Gwen stiffens beside me. “Helena,” she hisses. “Now is not the time.”

      “Where’s your knight?”

      The question hangs between us until Gwen unlinks our hands and steps forward. “Gone. He’s…I don’t know how to find him.”

      “You tried the locator spell?” Helena asks, pulling Gwen away from me and into her arms.

      “We found the sword. Brooks…he’s Arthur.”

      Helena’s dark gaze finds me and I feel her power hovering on the edge of threatening. “You said he killed you. He’s responsible for…burning you.” She whispers the last and I fight the urge to protest.

      Gwen looks back at me and all I see is hope in her eyes. Then she turns her attention to her sisters. “The three of us know enough about past lives to understand we can’t change what’s happened, only move forward and do better.”

      Helena takes a long breath, but nods. “I suppose. And Excalibur? Does he hold that power?”

      “I do,” I say, not wanting Gwen to speak for me. “It was locked in the roots of a hawthorn tree. When I touched the hilt I remembered…everything.”

      She furrows her brow and steps toward me, but the fallen angel at her side sucks in a sharp breath and steps in front of her. “None of that, love. I’ll be the one examining this…Nephilim.”

      “I told you what he was, Tamiel,” Gwen argues, but the fallen steps forward and takes me by the arm.

      “Who sired you?” Tamiel closes his eyes and I feel the force of his grace pushing against me. “Why can’t I sense him?”

      I pull my arm out of his grip and square my shoulders. I’m a tall man and my presence intimidates most, but not this bloke. “You’d do well to keep your hands off me, mate.”

      “Mate?” The angel laughs and crosses his arms over his broad chest. “I’m not your friend. You might be the child of one of my brothers, but that doesn’t mean you’re on our side. All I know is Gwen shows up here with you instead of Lance, heartbreak written all over her face, and Gabriel has said absolutely nothing about you being part of this.” He stands between me and the witches, the large man who’d been protecting the blonde taking up a place beside him. Upon closer inspection, I can tell he’s a shifter.

      “What do you want to do here, Tamiel?” the shifter asks, his voice a low rumble colored by a thick Scots accent. Now that he’s nearer I feel the wolf inside him close to the surface. No wonder the little blonde called him Beast.

      “I’m not sure. Helena, take Gwen inside. We need to have a chat with my…nephew.”

      The last thing I want is to let her out of my sight. I just got her. “You’re not taking her anywhere.”

      Tamiel’s wings extend and his eyes glow with the power his angelic grace affords him. “Do not challenge me, Nephilim.”

      I’m not backing down. “Gwen and I are in this together. The two of us stay together.” My hand rests on the hilt of Excalibur and my own grace burns as it gathers power and sends it all to the blade.

      “Bloody hell,” the shifter murmurs. “The sword is fucking glowing.”

      I raise the sword and ready to defend myself. “Don’t make me use this.”

      The fallen angel’s hands glow bright with power. “I’ve been fighting longer than both your lives combined. You won’t win. Not even with Excalibur.”

      “That’s enough!” Gwen appears between us, her hands held out, sparks of blue magic flying from her fingers. “The two of you need to stop this. Tamiel, Brooks is meant to be part of this. I feel it in my bones.”

      “But…Izzy was fooled once before,” the shifter says. “Don’t you recall what happened with Tristan?”

      “I haven’t forgotten that, Grant, but I can assure you, I’m under no love spell.” Her voice is so sure and strong, just like the queen she once was.

      “And how can you be certain?”

      She lowers her hands and the blue sparks fade to nothing. “Because I’m not in love with him.”
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        * * *

      

      Gwen

      The look on Brooks’ face twists my heart, but I’m not about to let him think this is love between us. I’ve barely lost Lance and there’s far too much in my path to be focused on something as all consuming as love. Brooks is…mine. I feel it, a soul-deep connection, but I am in love with Lancelot. I always have been, and I can’t love two men, even if one of them is gone.

      “It doesn’t change the fact that we’re meant to be together, Gwen.” He threads our fingers and presses a kiss between my knuckles. “But this time will be different.”

      “I’m…I can’t talk about this now.” My throat is tight and pain burrows into my heart like a cold shard of ice. “Tamiel, Grant, I promise you Brooks is on our side. Don’t hurt him.”

      The two of them back down, but I know if Brooks puts one toe out of line, they’ll do whatever is necessary to keep the coven safe. I pull my hand out of Brooks’ grasp and rush inside the small house. Helena and Izzy are both right behind me, the latter moving slowly because of her growing baby bump.

      “Well, that was…dramatic,” Izzy says. “Are you sure he’s all right? He seemed a little intense.”

      “He seemed like Tamiel when he was claiming me as his soul mate,” Helena adds.

      Izzy nods. “And like Grant when we first met.” Then she sighs and gets a dreamy look in her eye. “What a night.”

      “Stop it, you two. Brooks and I have a lot of history to work through. We were married in another life after all.”

      “And you cheated on him,” Helena says.

      I clench my teeth.

      “And then he killed you,” Izzy interjects.

      “Yes, all those things.”

      “You’re right, that’s some serious baggage.” Helena waves a hand and three mugs appear on the small table in the kitchen. She sighs and smiles. “God, it’s good to have my magic again.”

      “You want me to read the leaves?” I ask, staring at the table and conjuring my favorite teapot.

      “No. I want to have some peppermint tea because morning sickness lasts all bloody day in my case.”

      I grin and look down at her, the pregnancy not showing itself yet. “I suppose that’s to be expected. How’s Tamiel handling this?”

      She smiles. “He’s very proud of himself. I’m still getting used to it all.”

      I wonder if I’ll ever have a child. I’ve never seen myself with a baby, never pregnant, never anything beyond married to Brooks. “And you, Izzy? How are you?”

      “Oh, I’m right as bloody rain. Grant won’t let me lift a finger for fear of something happening to his little wolf.”

      My heart swells with happiness for my sisters. Both have found their places, their loves.

      “And what about you?” Izzy asks.

      “Me?” I feign innocence. From the window I can see Brooks, Grant, and Tamiel have taken less defensive postures as they work through what is undoubtedly Brooks’ account of what happened.

      “Don’t give me that,” Izzy says, rolling her eyes as Helena pours tea. The sharp bite of peppermint fills the air.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Try us.”

      “My visions tell me Brooks is the one I end up with.”

      “And your heart?”

      “I don’t know.” I watch him run a hand through his hair, the hint of beard on his jaw giving him a rugged appearance rather than his usual polished presentation.

      “Do you want him?” Helena asks.

      I do. I feel the same desperate attraction to him as I do for Lance if I’m being honest. It grew slowly over the time we’ve been together, but now I can’t deny how I feel. “It’s all very confusing. But I can’t be his, not fully. Not with how I feel about Lance.”

      “But he’s a demon. He’s gone.”

      Tears fill my eyes. I haven’t allowed myself to say those words. He can’t be gone. “I’m not sure.”

      Helena runs a hand over my hair, an uncharacteristically warm gesture for my stoic sister. “Darling, you said he was turning. You said there was no stopping it.”

      “But…but maybe he found a way.” I know even as I say the words I’m wrong. He may not be dead, but he’s not coming back, at least, not as the Lancelot I know.

      My sisters look at me with such pity, it makes me want to hide from their gazes. Then Izzy takes my hand. “I can see it in your eyes. You know the truth.”

      I blink back tears, but one escapes anyway. “He won’t be the same. I can’t fix him.”

      “You need to prepare yourself to fight him. He’s not on our side anymore.”

      My chest aches. He fought the demon blood until he couldn’t any longer. “He gave us back our magic.”

      “That he did. Lancelot, the knight went down with honor and in service to his queen.”

      “How do I go on without him?” My voice breaks on the last.

      “One day at a time,” Izzy says. “But we’ll be here with you.”

      I shake my head. “I need to know. I need to see for myself. If he’s truly a demon, we should be able to summon him.”

      The two of them look from me to each other, worry on their faces. Then Helena speaks. “That would require us to willingly summon a demon.”

      I shrug. “We’ve done worse.”

      “True, but what if knowing doesn’t give you what you need? Seeing him as a demon might be more painful.”

      She’s right. Seeing the man I gave my heart to but not being able to have him will haunt me forever, but so will not knowing. “I have to do this.”

      Izzy sighs and pushes back from her chair. “I’ll get the salt.”

      “No, we’ll summon him, but not until you’ve had a night’s rest and some time to think on it.” Helena’s statement is final. She’s not going to budge on this.

      I nod and take a long breath as the door opens and the three men walk inside. Grant crosses his arms over his broad chest, tattoos covering both forearms. “You’ve got more ink,” I say.

      He grins. “Aye, those are the markings of the pack Alpha.”

      “Speaking of Alpha males. We’re going to attempt to summon Lancelot tomorrow night,” Izzy says. “And I won’t have you showing your caveman attitude about it, Beast.”

      He frowns, but doesn’t protest. Brooks’ gaze shoots to mine, a question on his lips.

      “I need to see if he’s truly lost,” I admit.

      “I understand,” he says. “I need to know as well.” There’s such pain in his voice.

      “Oh, this just gets better and better,” Helena mutters. “I always wondered about Arthur and Lancelot.” I kick her under the table and she winces. “Ouch.”

      Brooks glances away and I know she’s hit a nerve. Standing, I walk to him, placing my palm on his warm shoulder. Before I can speak I’m hit with a vision, he’s wearing the scabbard, holding Excalibur, closing the first seal. “It’s you,” I whisper through my throbbing headache.

      “What?” He turns toward me, catching me as I sway dangerously.

      “We have to get the scabbard so you can stop the end of the world.”

      

      Immortal Flame
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