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Chapter One

Guinevere


Iwas doomed to die in this damp, desolate, cold dungeon, listening to rats scurrying in the dark. Alone. Exhaustion weighed heavily on my soul. I had no energy to care what happened now. No energy left to wish I had never listened to my Phoenix mate and followed the Naiad into the lake. Maybe he would still be alive. 
But he’s not.
He’s dead. My Phoenix mate is dead. Lancelot is dead.
I stared at the spot where his body had lain before it had disappeared in a cloud of ash and dust. Is this what happens to our bodies when a phoenix dies? A phoenix is a creature of resurrection. At least, that is what Merlin taught me. It gave me a small glimmer of hope. 
Every ounce of hope died the longer I stared at the pile of ash. There was no sense of time in this dungeon. No shadow or change in light to indicate the passing of time. Nothing changed. 
I was imprisoned in the darkling’s dungeon. Soon, I would also disappear in a cloud of ash. My body turned to nothing but dust. I couldn’t even force myself to hope someone would come for me. Lancelot was dead, and Arthur, my dragon mate, had betrayed our bond.
This world is doomed. 
Nothing will save it.
Not even my lauded phoenix powers. 
A laugh echoed off the stone walls. A mirthless, mocking sound. I raised my head to look and found that I was still alone. I was the one laughing. Insanity was already taking me. The Weavers of Fate were wrong. Not even the alliance of a phoenix and a dragon could stand in the face of darkness for long. My alliance with Arthur had not lasted long enough to be tested. His back turned the moment he pulled Excalibur from Pendrasia’s stony encasement. 
Pendrasia. 
The red dragon. My dragon sister. Arthur’s dragon. I never had the chance to bond with her. His betrayal struck deep. Leaving before that bond could form was my only regret. I was foolish to run so blindly. My heart loved too freely and hurt too deeply to stay and watch the man I loved push me aside for another. But I should have stayed and fought for my bond with the red dragon. At the very least, I should have stayed for her. Perhaps if I had…. There’s no point thinking about what ifs and should have’s. I was doomed to join my mate in death.
I thought back to the night we were attacked. The night I wed both of my mates, and was separated from them when the Darkling found us. Lancelot might still be alive if I had stayed on the shore and fought the Hellhounds by his side. I could still feel the heat of their hellish breath on my neck. Only now it was soothing in this dungeon of ice and shadows. A low growl scattered my fevered thoughts. I froze, then turned slowly, coming face to face with the snarling, hideous beast. I fell backward, scrambling to get away, only to be stopped by the cold, hard walls of my prison. 
So this is how it ends. 
Not a life wasted away in captivity after all.
But in the jaws of a beast with blood dripping from his gaping maw.
“Dar’al,” a deep voice cut through the air. The beast backed away slowly, never taking its angry, glowing red eyes from mine. A man descended into this hellish pit. His form was shrouded in shadow, yet I could tell he was larger than any man I had ever known. 
“What have we here, Dar’al?” His deep voice vibrated through my flesh. “You did not mention we had a guest.”
The beast growled, its snake-like tail writhing in the air. I shuddered and curled into a ball as I instantly recognized the Darkling’s voice. He knelt next to me, his black eyes boring holes through my body as if he could see into my soul.
My fingers tingled and began to glow in his presence. The sensation spiralled up my arm. My powers were making themselves known to him, reacting to his presence. His breath came out in a hiss. He reached for me. I shrank away, seeking shelter behind the flames dancing along my skin. The Darkling’s hand fell to his side. 
“Dar’al,” he spoke to the hound, never taking his eyes from mine. “Find Mordred and bring him to me. Our guest will be joining me in the Hall.” 
His movements were fluid and quick, surprising me as I was lifted with ease. The hound bounded up the stone steps. The flames extended to my body. My skin burned with every touch of his skin on mine as I struggled against him. 
“Come, my Queen, there is no reason to fear me. You will not be harmed here,” he smirked wickedly and lowered his voice as we followed the hound. “Though if you wish, you can burn for me later.”

      [image: image-placeholder]I was beyond exhausted. My powers soon waned, and in my weakened state, I had not the strength left to fight him. He carried me easily through the dark. The door to the dungeon swung open before us. Blinding light sliced through the inky dark. I winced and hid my face in his chest, stiffening when I realized what I had done. The Darkling laughed. The sound slithered under my skin and wormed its way into my bones. I shivered. 
“My Lord,” a timid, mouse-like man met us at the entrance of the Great Hall. “I was unaware we were having a guest. Shall I have a room made up for her?”
“Her presence was a surprise to me as well, Hamood. I found her in the dungeon. Have you any idea how long she’s been there?” He demanded as he lowered me onto a chair near a raised dais that elevated a thronelike chair. 
“The dungeons, My Lord?” Hamood stammered, wiping sweat nervously from his brow. 
“That is what I said, Hamood. Have the Star Room readied for our guest. She’ll need a bath and fresh clothing as well. And send a tray up from the kitchens as well. My Queen must be starving,” the Darkling paused, his eyes travelling over my huddled form. “And bring me Mordred before Dar’al eats him.”
“Yes, My Lord,” Hamood backed away. “Straight away, My Lord.” 
The servant reached the doors, turned, and ran as if the hounds of hell were nipping at his heels instead of Uther’s son. Kiernan, the Darkling, took his place on the giant black chair and waited. The chair was a ghastly sight, and decidedly more throne-like in appearance, with black wings forming the back. The arms of the chair curved into claws. As I stared, I realized the claws were clutching heads. One human, and judging by the pointed ears, the other was fae. 
My stomach roiled, threatening to bring up what little contents remained inside it. I longed for the darkness of the dungeons, where such nightmarish scenes were hidden. Kiernan was exactly as I remembered from our single meeting in my palace. A meeting that now seemed a lifetime ago. His dark hair was longer than I remembered, curling around his ears. He was large and muscular, his arms thick and corded. A beard covered the lower half of his face. If it weren’t for the fact that he was determined to destroy everything I loved, I would think he was ruggedly handsome. But no amount of muscle or chiselled jawline could negate the blackness of his soul, the likes of which shone through his dark eyes as he stared at the arched doors at the opposite end of the hall, waiting for Mordred, his fingers tapping slowly on the grotesque arm of his chair. 
The Hall itself was equally disturbing. I shuddered when my eyes landed on a tentacled creature slithering through the shadows. The screech of the doors opening along the hard stone floor drew my attention. I was grateful for the distraction, though I glanced sideways constantly, anxiously keeping an eye on whatever that thing was and praying it didn’t come any closer. 
Heavy footsteps rang through the silence. Mordred was cocky as he strode into the room, a smile spread from ear to ear. One look at Kiernan’s stoic glare was enough to confirm that Mordred would not be so confident by the time he was through with him. 
Mordred paused before Kiernan and bowed, his eyes sliding to me in the corner. He winked and smirked as he turned his attention back to the Darkling. 
“Mordred,” Kiernan’s tone had changed from the warmth and joviality he’d previously had. The sound made me shiver and curl into myself, my fingers tingling feebly and producing no flame or power. “I was walking Dar’al in the dungeons, hoping to visit my brother, when I discovered another guest in his place. Where did she come from, and why was I not informed of her visit?”
“Ilyia thought it best if I brought her here and let her rot for a while before presenting her as a gift to you, My Lord,” Mordred replied.
“A gift for me?” Kiernan raised a brow. “A gift the likes of hers deserves many things. A cell with my brother’s ashes is not one. How long has she been there?”
“A-a few days, I believe,” Mordred’s smirk fell, his youthful countenance paling as he realized his mistake. 
“A FEW DAYS!” Kiernan’s voice boomed. Mordred shrank and took a step back. He wasn’t fast enough, however, as Kiernan moved to tower over him.
“M-my apologies, My Lord. Queen Ilya thought it would be best.” 
“I do not care what Queen Ilya thinks! She’s a whore for power and little else. You are MY MAN! Not hers. You follow my orders and mine alone. You obey only me. Is that not what you swore when she brought you here upon the death of your father?” Kiernan demanded darkly.
“Y-yes My Lord,” Mordred stammered. 
“Arthur’s Kingdom have been looking for their errant new Queen for weeks. The very one I have been after since I sensed her power in Avalon. Yet you kept her hidden from me. Imprisoned in my castle!”
Movement caught my eye. The tentacled creature had slithered closer to Mordred’s feet, its tentacles wrapping around his ankles. My stomach pitched and I heaved painfully over the arm of my chair.
“Her imprisonment shall be yours,” Kiernan’s voice was low and gravelly as he handed down Mordred’s punishment. The tentacles tightened, and Mordred fell, barely managing to keep his head from smashing against stone, before being dragged from the hall screaming.
“Do not do this!” He screamed. “I did it for you! Do not do this! I did it for you!”
His screams faded, and I couldn’t help feeling sorry for him, despite what he had done to me. No one deserved to be abandoned, forgotten, in that black, hellish dungeon pit. Streaks of blood lined his path, and I realized the tentacles were not like those of an octopus. They were blades meant to cut through flesh and bone. My terror grew, and I sat frozen in place, unable to move or speak for several moments. 
Movement from the corner of my eye dragged my attention away from the empty entrance. A glimpse of a leathery white tail as it slithered through a side door. My breath caught, and a lump formed in my throat. Was that the same dragon that had attacked the Palace the night of my father’s vigil? The beast from my nightmares.
I wanted to deny the possibility. But I knew, deep in my heart, that it was true. My nightmares were blending with reality. Kiernan’s deep voice drew my attention from the dragon. His footsteps echoed through the marble hall as he came closer. My legs shook from the effort to stand. The dungeons had weakened me, but I refused to meet my enemy on my knees. 
Black eyes met mine. Our gazes locked as if he were attempting to read my thoughts. I held my head high and steeled my spine. 
“My Queen,” his bow surprised me. “Forgive my failure to greet you upon your arrival. Allow me the opportunity to—.”
“Release me? Return me to Camelodunum? Gladly,” I cut him off, impatient with his pleasantries. I crossed my arms over my chest. Kiernan’s jaw tightened.
Wordlessly, he moved to stand in front of me, forcing me to look up at him. A thousand scenarios whirled in my brain. He would grab me by the throat and rip it out. Or squeeze all the breath from my lungs. Kiernan could kill me in any number of ways and end the war in his favour two thousand years before my birth. 
Instead, he threw me over his shoulder and carried me out of the hall. I wriggled in his strong grip and tried to kick and scratch him. He wasn’t phased and ignored my feeble attempts as he turned down one hall after another, followed by a spiral staircase. Every step served as a reminder of how alone I was. No one was going to save me from whatever the Darkling had planned. My heart froze with fear as I realized he didn’t kill me because he had a plan for me. He needed me for something. But what?
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Chapter Two

Arthur


Afurious roar, the likes of which sent chills through my blood, echoed off the stone walls of Camulodenum. The wind whipped up a fury of leaves and debris. My horse reared and bucked. I tightened my grip on the pommel of my saddle and leaned in close to whisper calmly in his twitching ear. His hooves crashed to the cobblestones with a thunderous crash. Many of my men were not so lucky. Chaos reigned amongst them as they fought to regain control of their mounts. 
Flames lit the sky. Followed by a second, ear-shattering screech. Closer now. Excalibur sang as I slid it from its scabbard and prepared to meet whatever demon threatened my people. My muscles tensed, and my heart pounded as I searched the sky. A flash of red caught my eye. 
The dragon. 
I cursed under my breath and rode out to meet her. She landed in a furious frenzy, her fire charring the stone walls across from her perch.
“What have you done?” She roared, her voice echoed in my head. “Where is our mate?”
“Our mate?” I shouted. “Cease this attack, or I shall place your head on a spike at the gates!”
“You may try,” the dragon mocked. Smoke swirled from her nostrils. She bared her teeth but did not attack. “I shall have your precious cave burnt to a crisp with every life within it before you make your next move. You need me, Pendragon. I do not need you. Now, where is our mate?”
“Our mate?” I repeated through gritted teeth. “My wife has vanished. I know not where she has gone.”
“What have you done?” The dragon demanded, her sharp teeth bared dangerously close to my face. 
“It is none of your concern,” I snapped. “Leave now so I might find her and bring her home.”
The dragon’s grip on the wall tightened. Stone crumbled to dust. She stretched her giant wings and leaned towards me. She huffed and snorted. I remained as still as possible as I struggled to maintain control of my terrified steed. 
“There is another’s scent on you, Arthur Pendragon,” the dragon hissed and recoiled as if struck. Her powerful wings flapped and whipped the air into a fury. Men and horses screamed and scattered. Owain and Kay remained by my side, their battle-trained mounts steady as they held weapons high and waited for my command. 
“You lie!” I shouted. “Merlin was wrong. A dragon can not be trusted. I should have had you torn limb from limb the moment you broke free of your rocky prison.”
Fire streamed from her nose, followed by a harrowing roar that chilled my blood. I gritted my teeth, prepared to do what I should have done when I pulled this wretched sword from her body. 
“A dragon never lies! Lies are constructs of men to deceive the weak-minded out of greed and lust for power. A dragon has all the power it needs. That is the way of the natural world. What you have done is a symptom of your weakness, Pendragon. And it has driven our mate from these walls! Camulodunum is doomed without Guinevere. You have killed us all.”
“I have not betrayed my vows!” The words ripped from the depths of my belly. They rang off the stone walls. The dragon’s movements slowed. She peered at me thoughtfully as if she could see into my heart. “I would die first.”
“You stink of the black-hearted witch. Purge her rot from these walls,” the dragon commanded. “She will lead the dark one to your gates. And pray to your Gods that Guinevere will forgive what you have done.”
The courtyard whipped into a frenzy. The dragon leaped from the walls and took flight, followed by a cacophonous roar. I watched as she disappeared into the clouds, anger burning in my blood. The dragon’s accusations echoed in my mind. Did Guinevere believe I betrayed her? Had she abandoned me because of it? Had she abandoned all of us? 
“Who is this witch the dragon spoke of, Arthur?” Owain demanded in his gruff manner. “Who did the creature smell?”
“I dinnae ken,” I muttered, an empty hole in my memory of the previous night. “But her sorcery ends tonight. Have the guards search the castle. Every chamber will nigh be left unturned.”
“And where might you be headed?” Owain asked.
“To find my wife,” I kicked my horse and took off through the gates of Camulodunum. Hooves followed behind me. I did not need to look to know that Kay was by my side. I was grateful for his silent presence. Kay was more of a brother than Uther ever was. He would not judge me, though I judged myself.
What have I done? And why did I not remember it?

      [image: image-placeholder]Darkness was falling when we returned to the castle. My heart was empty. We had found no sign of my wife. Again. 
And again, I was greeted at the gates by the sight of hundreds of people, many in nothing but rags, pouring into the city. Every day that Guinevere has been gone, the Shadow Army has attacked village after village, leaving nothing but ash. Those lucky enough to survive the attacks were on the outskirts of their villages when they occurred. 
The Shadows were growing stronger. Bolder by the day. 
“We need to do something about the Shadow Army, Arthur,” Owain greeted as I slipped off my horse. I sighed and stared up at the castle towering over us. A groom rushed from the stables to take the reins and led my steed away. 
“Aye,” I agreed wearily. “On the morrow, send scouts to scour the area. Have the men and horses ready to ride out at a moment’s notice if the scouts signal an attack. In the meantime, house the villagers in the city. Every vacancy ought to be used. Including any in the castle if need be.”
Owain grunted and barked orders to Thomas and another boy I did not recognize without breaking pace with me. The boys took off at a run. I scrubbed my jaw, fighting the exhaustion permeating deep into my bones. 
“What else needs my attention besides my cold and empty bed?” I asked. 
“It’s the Order of Light. Their leader has been demanding your attention since the coronation, and his demands only get louder as each day passes,” he began. “Tis about Guinevere.”
I stopped dead in my tracks, all of my attention zeroing in on my friend and now commander of my army. 
“The Order is claiming she cannae be yer wife,” his accent thickened as he spoke the words that stabbed deep in my heart. “As King, a proper marriage needs to be sanctified by the Order for it to be legal. They willnae recognize yer wife as Queen, and will regard her as yer concubine if you insist on having her recognized as such without their sanctimonious permission.”
A fire ignited in my blood. A blood-curdling roar rang out over the city, followed by the thunderous flapping of wings. My pain echoed through the dragon.
They dare insult our mate! Pendrasia’s cry invaded my thoughts. 
“Arthur, the Order is demanding you choose a Queen they deem appropriate for the title,” Owain said. 
“They can make whatever demands they like,” I growled. “Guinevere is my wife. They will respect her as such, or be banished from the Kingdom of Camulod for their disrespect.”
“Arthur!” A familiar voice shouted from the gates. I groaned, reluctant to acknowledge the wizard who practically raised me on the Isle of Avalon, along with the priestesses who once protected that sacred place. 
“What have you done, boy?” Merlin growled, leaning on his staff as he stalked closer. “Where is Guinevere?”
“She’s gone,” I replied tiredly. 
“I am aware,” Merlin drawled. “I fear your bond is too weak to withstand this separation. We must find her, quickly.”
“What do you think I have been doing?” I demanded, my hands clenched into fists at my side. I turned away from him and noticed several servants and Ilya, my brother’s widow, watching us from a nearby archway. 
“You draw too much attention to us,” I muttered under my breath, barely loudly enough for Merlin and Owain to hear me. “Meet me in my chambers in an hour. I have some duties to attend to first.”
Without waiting for a response, I turned and made my way inside. There were answers to my wife’s disappearance here. No stone will be left unturned until I have them.
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Chapter Three

Guinevere


Keirnan carried me up several flights of winding stairs with little effort. I was mortified but too weak to stand on my own two legs. What would Arthur think if he saw me in another’s arms? A familiar stab pierced my heart. It didn’t matter what he felt anymore. He chose our path when he lay with another woman. In our bed. I doubted he even realized I was gone. It was clear he wasn’t the man I thought he was. 
The Darkling paused before a heavy oak door and kicked it open. The door flew wide, revealing an extravagantly furnished bedroom. Tapestries adorned the walls, and pillows piled on the large bed in the centre of the room. I flushed and struggled against his grip. 
“Calm little Queen,” Kiernan’s deep voice rumbled through me. “Is your room not to your liking?”
“I won’t sleep with you if that’s what you’re planning,” I replied, fury raging in my blood. 
Keirnan laughed, the sound dark and humourless.
“I like my women strong,” he said, stepping into the middle of the room. “And pliable. Untouched. Though I admit, I am curious, little Queen. What magic does your cunt possess to bewitch a man like Arthur Pendragon into marriage?”
I slapped him. Hard. My palm burned from the contact. His jaw tightening was the only sign that the hit had affected him. At that moment, a retinue of maids with pointed ears streamed into the room with a large tub and several pots of water. They spared no attention to detail as they proceeded to fill the tub with steaming water and bottles of fragrant oils. The scent of lavender filled the air. Another maid built a fire in the large stone fireplace, lighting it with the flames dancing along her fingers. Not a word was spoken amongst them or a glance spared in our direction. 
My legs trembled as I tried to remain standing. I gritted my teeth and focused on trying to catch the eye of one of the women. Keirnan moved closer, standing directly behind me. When they finished, the maids streamed out of the room, their eyes locked on the cold floor. The door closed behind them, and we were left alone once again. 
“No one is coming to rescue you,” Keirnan whispered darkly, his breath warming my ear. “Now get in the bath.”
“No,” I replied fiercely. There was no way in hell I was undressing in front of the Devil. It didn’t matter how weak I was or how inviting the hot bath was after so long locked away in the dungeon. 
His footsteps echoed off the walls as he slowly walked around me and stopped. I met his dark eyes with all the loathing I possessed. He didn’t flinch, only allowing his eyes to trail down the rags of my dress. He leaned in close, our lips barely touching. I held my breath and pressed my lips tightly together. His fingers glided along my collarbone and lower, pausing at the hem of the fabric concealing my cleavage. 
“Your stench is sickening me,” he growled, gripping the fabric in his fists. The sound of fabric tearing was deafening. I refused to react as he ripped the dress from my body and tossed it into the flames. His strong hands gripped my hips and lifted me in the air. Before I could react, Keirnan dumped me into the tub in front of the fire. 
“Need me to help you wash, or do you think you can do it yourself now?” He said, an arrogant smirk on his face. I wished I could slap it off his face. 
“You could at least turn away or leave me as I wash. This is indecent. My husband will hear of this,” I threatened.
Kiernan smirked.
“And what shall the great Pendragon do to me? Mayhap reward me for ridding him of an errant wife he’s come to despise,” he voiced my deepest fear. Shivers ran through me, and I hugged my legs feebly to shield myself from his gaze. 
“You know nothing,” my words echoed the lack of conviction I felt in my heart. Arthur wouldn’t come for me, and Lancelot was dead. There was no one left who might rescue me from whatever Hell the Darkling had planned for me. 
So I was going to have to find a way to save myself before he had that chance. A plan began forming in my mind as I sat in that tub of rapidly cooling water. One that required all of my strength. Kiernan sat in a wooden chair across from the tub, his legs crossed casually at the ankle as he watched me bathe. His eyes quirked as they might my hostile glare. 
With great reluctance, I held my hand out for the sliver of soap he held hostage in his grip. A smile spread across his lips as he dropped it into my palm. Pointedly ignoring his presence, I started washing the filth of the dungeons from my skin. He could watch all he wanted. Regaining my strength was the first step in my plan. The second was not wallowing in the loss of both my mates. The third? I needed to learn what he had planned and find a way to escape to warn Arthur. He might not love me, but he loved his people. Arthur Pendragon didn’t become a legend by abandoning the people of his Kingdom and the surrounding kingdoms because he hated his wife. He would listen to me. 
Tepid water sluiced around me, washing the soap from my skin. A maid entered with a tray of cheese, bread and a skein of mulled wine. My stomach grumbled, reminding me that I hadn’t eaten in days. She placed it on the small table next to her master and quickly skittered out of the room. Another brought a dressing gown and drying cloth, but my hope that she would help me maintain a modicum of modesty before her Master was quickly dashed when she slipped from the room and quietly pulled the door closed behind her. 
“Do you require assistance getting out of the tub? Or mayhap you prefer to resemble spoiled fruit?” Kiernan’s voice startled me from my thoughts, a challenge lacing his tone. I glared at him and stood, water streaming down my body as I stepped from the tub and proceeded to dry myself. I hurriedly pulled the dressing gown over my head and plopped into the chair across from him. 
A deep chuckle reached my ears, but I refused to meet his eye as hunger took over and I shovelled chunks of warm bread, cheese and berries in my mouth. Decorum is easily forgotten when you’re hungry enough. I washed it down with the surprisingly delicious wine. Kiernan watched with fascination, but I pointedly ignored him until my belly was full for the first time in... days? Weeks? I had no idea how much time had passed while locked away in the dungeons. 
“What’s so funny?” I glared at him.
“You’re defiance,” he replied. “Tis refreshing. I quite enjoyed it. Tis clear what drew my brothers to you.”
“Brothers?” I couldn’t resist asking. He had mentioned having a brother earlier, but I did not know the Darkling had a family. Who was his brother? If I were a prisoner here, I ought to learn
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