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There had been a “Levi the Lender” in New Camelot ever since a shipwrecked Greek noble tied to flotsam washed ashore New Camelot’s southern coastline over 800 years ago. When the local inhabitants asked him the whereabouts of his clan, he claimed the surname Leviticus from a faraway island located in the Aegean Sea. This was the tale that the general public believed.

Starting today, there was a new Levi to dispense loans to the needy, no matter what caste, and collect the interest due, no matter what form and to perpetuate the heroic tale of a sole survivor of a brutal storm.

Malik Leviticus held the torch that would destroy all traces of his father’s body and recalled Madigan Leviticus’s last words. His da’s fluid-filled lungs could barely breathe, yet he’d managed to gasp out a few words before he passed. To Malik he’d said, “Danger lurks.” To Malik’s stepmother he’d said, “I’m sorry.”

Madigan’s heir shook off his feelings of sorrow at the loss of a great man and tossed the torch upon the prepared pyre, thus completing the final rite of the new Levi’s ascension. Trusted hired men would stoke the flames until there was nothing left of the old Levi. Hopefully, the site wouldn’t be desecrated. Malik had made sure that his father’s fingers rested atop his chest so the observers could report accurately that there were no valuables to be gleaned from disturbing the ashes, and that they would be dispersed with the wind thus avoiding undesired questions.

Accepting condolences from acquaintances and family members, he and his younger brother eased away from the crowd and mounted their horses. Feeling the heavy burden he’d long evaded, Malik turned the palfrey to the tiered mountain of New Camelot. Upon it were the country’s bustling capitol, the Levi central coffers within a walled estate, and a not-so-bereft stepmother who was determined to get him leg-shackled to a noble’s daughter as soon as possible. Yesterday would not have been early enough to suit her.

Kane nudged his horse up alongside him and disrupted his dark thoughts. “Do you have a girl in mind?”

Malik frowned at his sibling “What do you mean?” Kane was a smaller version of Malik. They both had the square jaw and protruding nose of the family as well as the curly blond hair and amber eyes. Whereas Malik was more inclined to pursue the martial arts, Kane’s only sport was chasing willing women.

As a child, Kane was as persistent as a bee after pollen. He hadn’t changed. “You have to get married now. There’s no putting it off anymore. The Levi’s seat passes down through the oldest son. That would be you and our way dictates that you immediately start breeding the next Levi heir.”

Malik’s temper was at the breaking point from the loss of his father, the abrupt change in his pleasurable situation and the heavy weight of the chainmail and weapons he now had to wear. The beast, calm in the Old World with is dearth of magic, felt the heady currents of magic created by the miraculous healings of crystal sorceresses. It stretched and clawed, seeking escape from its mortal prison within Malik.

He snarled at his brother, “Kane, why don’t you pick one of the many girls of your acquaintance and produce a son, if you haven’t already. He could be the next oldest son.”

Kane waved a gauntleted finger. “Ah. Ah. Ah. Big brother. You’re not going to saddle that curse on my progeny. In fact, I think I’m going to rather enjoy taking over your old duties and living in the Old World. There’s lots of things to do, including bedding an ample number of willing wenches among all the comforts one could ask for.”

Malik grunted in response. How could he argue with Kane? For he’d been enjoying such pleasures in a world unscathed by Morgan Le Fey’s decree that nothing should progress past the thirteenth century: not medicine, not science, not social mores, and definitely not weaponry or technology. He was loath to leave the modern twenty-first century and return to his medieval home locked in a thirteenth century mystical realm. However, duty and honor called him away from modern day Ireland as the banker for the Asarlaís and other select members of the upper echelon of New Camelot’s elite.

Taking up the yoke of his father’s position, his responsibilities would be more encompassing. The Levi had a financial presence in every known port and major city in this medieval world. He was now the leader of that widespread diaspora. Their future rested upon his shoulders and his wit.

Deep in his dark thoughts, Malik was surprised when Kane reined up his horse at the stone walls of an estate that occupied a city block among the prosperous residents of the merchant class. He lifted his hand and released an old incantation. The protective thick wall opened allowing them egress into the fortified grounds. Once they passed through, the wall sealed behind them.

The air before them blew in a brief zephyr, and two walnut-sized holes in the sky appeared. Two balls of light exited the holes and, as though closing a door, made the voids vanish.

Within each light globe was a brilliant humanoid figure wearing a flowing, loose fitting Greek chiton. They were Slyphs, Air Elementals. Female in appearance, they hovered before Malik and in a sing-song voice said, “We have a surprise!”

Malik’s scowling features lifted when the Slyphs hovered around him. He held his hand out, palm up, in an invitation to alite. “Alena, Alyona, I have missed your presence, my lovely ladies.”

Alena leaned forward and said, “We’ve been to visit the Oracle at Delphi.”

Alyona literally bobbled with excitement when she said, “And when we came back, there were the surprises.”

Alena giggled and said, “There’s a good surprise.”

Malik looked at her coy with encouragement. “Would you share it with me?”

Alyona added on a note of foreboding, “And a bad surprise.”

A nasty prickle of forewarning went down his back. “Oh? Do you want to tell me what your secrets are?”

The wee creatures tittered in unison, “Time will out,” and vanished in a cloud of vapor.

Malik looked to his brother. Kane had a cat-eating-the-canary smile. The forewarning in his spine increased. “Do you want to explain?”

Kane chuckled, his broad shoulders moving up and down with his mirth, “As the ladies said, ‘Time will out.’ You’ll find out very soon.”

Directing their horses to a three-storied keep, the heart of the Levi financial empire, they stopped at the steps leading into the great hall. Stable boys dressed for the unpredictability of early spring ran out to collect up the horses and return them to the barn. As they mounted the steps, two women stepped out from under the protective arch of the front door.

The first female Malik recognized—his stepmother Shaney Brannigan. The rounded matron was wearing a burgundy silken kirtle and a split over tunic. She had her greying brown hair confined in a wimple. Her long-fingered hand, gilded in priceless jewels, elegantly waved to the second woman.

No, not woman. Girl. For the beautiful blond female was in her first blush of womanhood. Her chin was squared mulishly in defiance but her large blue eyes were rounded with fear. Lips that should have been rosebud were tight with tension. She was a beautiful blue-eyed doe on the cusp of flight brought behind these walls to be sacrificed on the altar of Levi. Only her will made her feet stay rooted. Malik felt the hair rise on his nape as he sensed a trap about to spring.

Shaney’s hazel eyes glittered with success when she said, “Malik, my darling son, let me introduce you to your wife. She arrived while you were at the ceremony. Lady Gwendolyn, this is the eldest son and his brother Kane.”

Malik felt the flush of anger erupt throughout his body and tease the transformation that would turn him into a mythical beast. He clamped down on his urge to attack with an iron will. His amber eyes changed to gold with sorcery as they turned on his brother, instantly choking off Kane’s laughter. Looking from his smug mother to the terrified newcomer he shook his head in denial. His jaw locked, he only cracked his lips to speak so that his fangs wouldn’t show. “I will not marry her.”

Gwendolyn’s shoulders sagged as the breath she was holding escaped. Shaney’s eyes widened at the sight of his blazing golden orbs. Before either female could respond, a third woman made her presence known.

Statuesque, auburn-headed and rounded in the appropriate places, she was a treasure waiting to be plundered. Malik had to blink twice before he recognized that the beauty before him in the green silk finery was Keeva Leviticus.

They had played together as children. He hadn’t seen her since her father was assigned to the Dublin port. Mother of pearl had she changed! No longer a mouthy beanpole, she was ripe fruit waiting to be plucked and devoured.

Her large eyes, also amber like his, looked out from arched brows from the blond doe to him. Her lips tweaked trying to suppress her laughter. Knowing Keeva as well as he did, he could read her thoughts.

What are you going to do with this delectable pastry, Malik?

“Kane!” His bark was a whip crack. “See to our guest’s comfort. Keeva, with me in my office, uh, receiving chamber.” His angry eyes turned on Shaney. “I’ll speak with you later.”

His stepmother straightened her spine, preparing to argue. He cut her off. “I’m the Levi now. What I say is law.”

His steps were halted when she blurted, “The contract was signed by your father before he died.”

He paused his progress up the steps from her verbal blow then resumed climbing. A legal document tied Gwendolyn to him. However, a marriage ceremony had not occurred. There was room to negotiate. The ability to negotiate was one of the prerequisites to be a lender. The most important trait had to do with blood and lineage.

He looked pointedly at his brother standing by his shoulder as he took the last few steps. “I’ll address the ramifications of that contract later. Until then, make sure Lady Gwendolyn has a place to refresh and rest.”

To placate an irate Shaney, he dampened his magic and on the landing said to her, “We’ll speak later in private.” Turning to his other guest he studied a face worn with exhaustion. She too seemed to be functioning on will power. He said softly, “Right now I want to know what brought you here, Keeva. I gather it’s not good news.”

She shook her head. “It’s da.”

Cahal Leviticus had been Madigan’s best friend, one as close as a brother. He motioned with his arm to the inner hall. “We’ll talk in my chamber.”

“Oi! Malik!”

Malik turned to see his cousin Cyril Leviticus from Galway exiting the barn. He sniffed and detected the aromas of leather and horse sweat surrounding Cyril. He must have come riding in just before he and Kane arrived. Why hadn’t he teleported? Or did he? Just how strong was Cyril?

Cyril’s amber eyes fleeted across the tense faces. He released a tentative smile. “I’ll get something to refresh me from my trip and talk to you later, when you’re not so busy.”

Without so much as a “by your leave,” he entered the keep. Behind Malik, he could hear Kane stifle a snort of derision and Shaney a gasp of affront. Not giving your respects to your host and hostess was a major faux pax. Malik thought, even as a child, Cyril always was able to rankle a person with an effortless ease.

Putting Cyril and his haughty demeanor aside for another time and expecting his order to Kane to be obeyed, Malik followed in Cyril’s shadow and marched into the great hall. Sensing a malevolent evil, he paused under the archway.

His eyes went upward to the murder hole aptly named for when unwelcomed visitors were killed by one of several different lethal projectiles dropped through a trap door. Seeing as how Da thought oil was too expensive and required manpower to continually heat and the same manpower was required for hot sands and water, which left stones—big, skull crashing stones. They’d been up there for as long as he could remember, maybe for innumerous Levis past. Once in place, they had a long shelf-life and there was no maintenance required.

Shaney’s nephew Tompall had been coveting the Levi wealth ever since he arrived two weeks ago. Kane had reported to Malik that the young man became resentful when he learned that the Levi’s wealth would be staying in the coffers and not distributed to the surviving heirs.

Having a good suspicion of who was emoting such vitriol down on him, he proceeded to a spiral staircase and up to what the modern world would call an “office,” but here was a “receiving chamber.” Transitioning his mindset from one world’s verbiage to another would segue faster the longer he was immersed in New Camelot.

He took the Levi’s seat behind a massive, polished mahogany desk and motioned Keeva to take one of several leather covered chairs before him. He crossed his hands atop the desk, leaned forward and asked, “What is wrong?”

Keeva took the center chair and sat with her hands clasped in a lose fold in her lap. Her eyes held his in a steady gaze as she readied her appeal. He leaned back in his chair and braced for his first crisis as the Levi.

“Da was ambushed after collecting a debt from some Norse traders last week. He suffered a knife wound in the side. It’s gone from infection to blood poison.”

“Ah. I assume the traders were the culprits?”

Her lips tightened. “Both have since suffered fatal accidents.”

“And the borrowed funds?”

“Back in the coffers with the appropriate interest.”

“Has your father, uh da, sought medical attention? A surgeon?”

“Aye.” She snorted. “They leeched him. He’s even weaker now.”

“What about a crystal sorceress? Princess Bethany or her daughter?”

“The attack occurred after their last healing visit. They won’t return from Dragon Keep until next month. There are rumors of other, much younger healers, but Danu has seen fit to hide them until they mature enough to heal the populace.”

He straightened in the chair preparing for her request. “And you want me to do what?”

“Appoint another Alpha to manage Dublin. As you know, Da didn’t have a son. I’ve been handling transactions since he was knifed. It’s only a matter of time...” Suppressed emotion caused her eyes to sheen.

“I see. I’m sorry. Your da was a good friend and loyal clan member.” His thoughts raced. Who could he appoint as the new Levi the Lender to Dublin? Better yet, who was going to take care of Keeva?

“Have you married?”

“No.” Her answer was a blunt denial with no explanation forthcoming as to why someone as wealthy and beautiful as she was sitting neglected on a shelf.

“Any plans for your future?”

“Yes. Da has given me a sizeable dowry. Upon his death, I will have full control over it. I’m thinking of setting up a mercantile shop for ladies with refined tastes.”

“Huh.” A female entrepreneur in the modern Old World would not lift the first eyebrow. However, in New Camelot, the rules were different, more medieval. A woman was chattel. She belonged to either her father, her husband or her guardian until she was of age. “There is no guardian appointed to look after you?”

She gave that same derisive snort in response. “I’m twenty-five, two years younger than you. I don’t need a guardian.”

He studied her in silence. She was poised, self-assured, independent. Not a delicate flower like the doe downstairs, she was mentally and physically strong. The epiphany hit him with a spiked mace. “You’re a sorceress!”

A small smile lifted her lips. Her amber eyes glittered with the same humor she’d shown at his arrival, erasing the lines of worry. In a land locked in the thirteenth century, being a sorceress made her either a prize to woo and wed or an enemy to fear and destroy.

“You seem surprised. I do carry Lycaon blood, you know.”

Malik now realized he had a bigger problem than an unwanted fiancé and an important soon-to-be vacant position to fill. He roared, “King Wolfrick Asarlaís will have my head if I let you lose upon the kingdom!”

* * * * *
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Keeva felt empathy for her new leader. When his da had died of apoplexy, he’d been ejected from the lap of luxury in the Old World and forced home. Unlike the flowing beards and manes of New Camelot males, his blond curls were cropped short in a severe style. A modern man, he also preferred a shaved face. Not handsome, Malik bore strong features dominated by thick sandy eyebrows, a prominent nose and accompanying large ears. Also massive was his frame. Underneath the layers of padding and chainmail were whipcorded muscles—bundles of them. However, even with the muscles and his new responsibilities, he would not be able to control her.

Not all Levis were Royals, but she was. Plus, she had extra traits bestowed to all Lycaon’s by Hera, the Greek mother goddess. Like other males and females of her clan blessed with both New Camelot and Greek sorcery, she’d do as she pleased—within moral and legal boundaries or face the consequences from the king or the spectral Council.

Royal powers were given by Danu, the Celtic goddess of this land. Already possessing gifts bestowed by Hera, the Levis had acquired more power by breeding with the locals. Some sorceresses-controlled fire or the elements. Others had the power of allure or healing. Royal males had the ability to pull power from their spine and use it to destroy as well as possessing various magical abilities. The strongest Royals in the land were the Asarlaís family. For the most part, they were the rulers of New Camelot.

Keeva had the unusual ability of telekinesis. And she’d used that ability when she’d employed their own knives to kill the men who attacked her and her father.

One large finger tapping the desktop broke the silence after Malik’s roar. He’d gotten his temper under control. He asked, “Your mother?”

“Quite beside herself with worry.”

“Also, a sorceress?”

“Aye.”

She could see his thoughts swirling, thinking of what he was going to have to do to protect her and her mother when Da passed on to his end rewards. It was in Malik’s nature to protect, even as a child. Mischievous Kane would come up with an idea. Keeva would strategize its effect. And Malik would protect them from their own folly, even to the point of claiming responsibility for a failed venture and taking a beating they should have all received.

He drew in a deep breath of decision. “Until further notice, you will remain here under my protection.”

She leapt from her seat. “My da! I have to go back! Ma needs me.” She felt her power come to her summons.

His eyes turned liquid gold with his own sorcery. His voice was a low growl. “Don’t even think about it, Keeva. You may be a sorceress, but you’re no match against my talent. I will send for him and your mother. It is time for him to retire. He can help me pick his successor while I assess his injury.”

Placated she asked, “You’d do that? Bring him here and use modern day medicine on him?”

“You know that Danu dictates that nothing can pass through the time and space continuum from the Old World. What I can do is use my knowledge of sound medical practices to aid him in healing.”

“What do you know that the wisewomen of the village don’t?”

“There are treatments available that were used by the ancients long before there was a New Camelot.”

She felt something stir in her chest, a special warmth for him she’d encountered before. Her vision grew watery with unshed tears at his largesse. Lifting her lips in a trembling smile, she said, “Thank you, Malik. I knew I could count on you to help us.”

He stood and leaned forward over the desk that had seen hundreds of Levis come and go. “Do you need help in transporting your family?”

She shook her head. “Ma and our cousin can teleport themselves. I’m very strong. Da’s wasted away so much, I can carry him with no effort.”

Malik nodded to the door. “Go. Bring them. Don’t delay. Time is of the essence in blood poisoning. Meanwhile, I’ll get the necessary supplies from the apothecary.”

Keeva detected the sudden movement of air as she approached the door. Her eyes narrowed and found the faint outline of Kane against the hall’s stone wall. She knew he was a Chameleon and said, “Spying is a foul habit, Kane.”

Detected, he dropped his invisibility powers and gave her a chagrined look at getting caught eavesdropping. Without apology, he shrugged and entered the room on her departing footsteps.

As she walked down to the great hall, she felt conflicted. She was elated that Malik might be able to help her da recover. However, she felt disappointment that he had been so...so...professional with her, after everything they were to each other as youths. They had shared something very special between them—their first love.

Alena and Alyona opened the time and space continuum and fluttered before her. Alena reached out and touched Keeva’s cheek with a minute hand. “Do not fret, Lady Keeva, his heart has not forgotten his young love for you.”

Alyona flicked her earlobe with her small fingers to get her attention and said, “What sprouted in youth has grown into an oak. The path is clear. Seek your gaol.”

“Thank you for your uplifting guidance, my ladies.”

They bowed and vanished leaving behind a breeze that dissipated. Keeva drew in a breath of patience. She sure did hope that the Slyphs got out of their Oracle of Delphi phase soon.

Normally, the Elementals were as chatty as Flower Fairies. Since she arrived, they’d taken to inscrutable sayings. She drew in a deep calming breath before she teleported back home to bring her family under Malik’s capable and powerful wing. There was still time to implement her plan. She just had to do what Ma had said: Encourage Malik to chase her long enough until she caught him.

* * * * *
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Malik retained rigid control over his emotions as he watched Keeva depart. Every bone and sinew had wanted to reach out and grab her and bring her against him. Not only him, but the beast had noticed her beauty and poise and was howling in frustration at Malik’s refusal to act.

Putting aside the desire he’d felt for her, he nodded to Keeva’s vacated chair for his brother to be seated. “Did you hear anything?”

Kane grinned. “Am I not the best sneak in the family? Norsemen knifed Master Cahal Leviticus. His wound festered. They’re coming here to recuperate.”

“That’s the gist of it. What did you find out from the lovely Gwendolyn?”

“Her da owed gambling debts to the Black Swan establishment. He was to repay the debt with a shipment of cattle he was expecting to arrive from the north. Unfortunately, the ship was delayed. You know Eamon Durrow does not let debts languish at the Black Swan. In desperation, Merchant Bartley approached Da for a loan, until the cattle arrived and were sold.”

While Kane reported, Malik stacked disarrayed parchment sheets that needed tending to, left by his father upon his last seizure. He frowned when he found a sizable loan to a king in a small European nation. He set that aside when he noticed it had been paid with interest. “His collateral was cattle inbound aboard a ship?”

“Aye.”

“Let me guess, the ship didn’t arrive, the cattle presumed stolen.”

“I see you’re clairvoyant. He paid off the gaming debt with our funds and when our loan came due and the cattle didn’t appear...”

“He had nothing but a beautiful unsoiled daughter to offer.”

“Da licked his chops at the possibilities. He knew he had Bartley over an eel barrel. Here was a noble lady, his for the taking, and an appropriate wife for you, dropped into his lap. Documents were signed. The debt forgiven. And she comes with a guarantee from the Levi that she’ll be made a legal wife before she’s bedded.”

“When was the contract signed?”

“Right before Da’s last apoplectic attack.”

“Is there anything else of value you can tell me?”

Kane walked over to an arrow window while rubbing the nape of his neck. When he turned, his normal jesting face was gone. In its place was one of seriousness. “I’m worried.”

Alerted at this turn in the conversation, Malik came around the desk. “Why?”

“I’ve been getting these odd sensations, like someone is trying to penetrate our barriers.”

Malik scoffed. “Someone is always trying to get into our treasury. They’ll never succeed. It’s protected by the gardener.”

Kane shook his head. “No. This is different. This is...odd, like they’re testing the defense—the wards and spells. It’s like they’re biding their time.”

Malik shoved the sense of alarm down. People were always trying to get rich quick by stealing from their coffers. None succeeded and most paid for the effort with their lives. He offered reassurances to ease his brother’s mind. “I’ll take care of it.”

Kane’s lips tightened. “If there’s nothing pressing in the Old World that needs my immediate attention, I think I’ll stay here. Just for a few more days until this Lady Gwendolyn situation is settled.” He broke out into a big smile. “Then I’ll be more than happy to take over your luxury apartments. Tell me, do you still have a little black book?”

Malik stifled the urge to laugh. “No, little brother. I have just one phone number.” One he called to summon an exotic woman with equally exotic skills that he paid for by the hour. “It will be all you need. Plus, ample coin of the realm. That would be Euros.”

Kane laughed. “I’ll go see if I can get some more information out of the delectable Lady Gwendolyn.”

Malik held up a stopping hand. “Before you do, send Shaney in.”

The humor left Kane’s face. “Things have been tense between Shaney and I since Tompall lost his food source and she brought him here to suckle off the Levi coffers.”

“Having your parents die is not what I’d call losing your food source.”

“He’s twenty. He’s old enough to have employment and a domicile outside these walls.” There was annoyance in his voice when he added, “He just sits around strumming that infuriating lute. It wouldn’t be so bad if he had any talent. We have musicians to teach him, for Donn’s sake!”

“Ah. So, he’s the source of your unease?”

“You’ve not lived here for a while. And when you did come to visit and revitalize your magic, you’d cloistered with Da over finances for a few days and then leave to attend to some Royal needing funds in the Old World.”

His fists clenched at his sides. “Watch your back with them. I don’t trust Shaney or that whelp of a nephew. They’re plotting something. If I were you, I’d pension her off and give him the bottom of your boot.”

His suspicions confirmed as to the source of the animosity he felt under the murder hole, Malik said, “Sound advice. Give me a day or two to get the lay of the land and then I’ll decide what action needs to be done.”

Malik watched his brother depart then took a look through the stack of parchments. The lamb skins were soft and flexible, smelling of an alkaline lime. Not like modern day disposable paper, the skins, after serving their purpose, would be bleached and reused in another document or missive.

His attention moved from the large sum at the bottom of the paid loan to fund a war and over to his stepmother’s distraught face when she entered on a swish of silks and demanded, “You have to do something about Kane!”

He’d just buried his sire and was now facing attacks on his agents and family discord. His tone was curt. “Why?”

“He thinks he’s the new Levi. Since Madigan took to the bed, he’s been lording over all of us, tossing out orders and countermanding my own.”

“I just sent Da to his final resting place. He can’t have been doing this for long. Da wouldn’t tolerate insubordination.”

She waved her hands. “You’re always defending him. Kane is an immature parasite. It’s time for him to leave and attend to a branch of Levi in some port on
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