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			FOREWORD

			Consider yourself warned: if you’re one of those people who thinks my Mageverse books are too sexy, put Wicked Games down and back slowly away.

			It’s nasty.

			Spankings. Bondage. Assorted sex toys, magical and otherwise. Blow jobs, cunnilingus, anal sex. And then they get down to bid’ness.

			Like I said, nasty.

			Before you think, “Okay, AK’s ripping off Fifty Shades of Pervy Billionaire,” nope. I wrote two of the stories in 1990, both to learn how to write and for my own kinky enjoyment. This was five years before I was published in erotic romance. (And possibly before some of you were born. If so, and you run into me somewhere, don’t tell me as much. Seriously. Just don’t.) I published them in 2001 as part of an e-book called Bodice Rippers, under the name Anastasia Day. The problem was, the two stories together weren’t long enough, so I needed a novel-length story.

			That ended up being the prequel of my Mageverse series, which, for those who don’t know, deals with the Knights of the Round Table. Only in my version, Arthur and his knights are vampires, while Queen Guinevere and her ladies are witches.

			“The Once and Future Lover” is Gwen and Arthur’s book, the story of how Merlin gave them their powers. It also answers the question of what did happen with Lancelot anyway.

			For those who aren’t familiar with my books but are familiar with Arthurian legend, I deviate considerably from the usual accounts. In my universe, Arthur didn’t become king by pulling the sword from the stone, and he wasn’t raised by Merlin. He was raised by his father, Uther Pendragon, until he became king when his father was assassinated. However, as was the custom during the Middle Ages, he spent several years during his childhood being fostered by Kay’s family. Merlin doesn’t appear until the events here.

			I did this because historians believe most Arthurian legends are inventions by poets and troubadours. Little is known of the period, so I decided to model much of the setting in terms of architecture, armor, and clothing on ancient Rome. My reasoning was that though Arthur and his people were Celts, Rome occupied southern England for almost four hundred years, from the initial invasion in 43 CE to 409 CE. This story is set around 500 CE or so, so I felt that though there would have been changes, you’d still be able to see the Roman influences.

			You’ll also note I never use the word “vampire” in this story. That’s because it’s not a word they’d be using in this period. Also note these folks don’t really speak English at this point; they’d be speaking Celtic British, which would have sounded a bit like Welsh. But since you probably don’t speak Welsh—and God knows I don’t—I provided us all with a translation.

			Now, when I started work on “The Once and Future Lover,” I thought I knew those characters. After all, Arthur and Gwen have been in every one of the thirteen Mageverse novels and novellas.

			I didn’t know jack.

			I’ve always written Arthur as, well, a little bit goofy. Yeah, he’s an immortal vampire king who wields Excalibur, but he also loves Elvis and Monty Python and the Holy Grail. He may be gorgeous and heroic, but he’s still the kind of borderline nerd who’ll recite the Dead Parrot Sketch at the drop of a long sword.

			Jack? Didn’t know it. Or him. Or whatever.

			This book has taught me that Arthur is the scariest bastard I have ever written.

			Still with me?

			As I said, the other two stories, “Bondage, Beauty and the Beast” and “A Question of Pleasure” were first published as part of an e-book anthology, Bodice Rippers. At the end of the book, you’ll also find an excerpt from Morgana’s book, “Oath of Service.” You’ll find it in Love Bites, a forthcoming anthology of my vampire erotic romance fiction.

			First, a little background. I started reading the genre with eighties romances, which were called bodice rippers because at some point during the story, the hero ripped the heroine’s bodice open and seduced her, not always with her consent.

			Why the hell we thought rape was acceptable behavior in a hero is a good question. For years, the usual explanation has been that this was the early days of the sexual revolution. Back then, the only reason a Good Girl would have premarital sex was if somebody made her. And since the only other somebody around was the hero, well . . .

			There’s an element of truth to that.

			It’s also very true that rape is not heroic behavior. Any bastard who’d take a woman against her will needs to have a bullet put tenderly into his brain stem. I spent ten years as a reporter, and two-thirds of the murders I covered were committed by some creep who’d told his victim he loved her.

			So why did so many of us adore bodice rippers?

			I’d been thinking about that while writing “The Once and Future Lover.” I suspect there was an unconscious element of domination and submission going on, but of course, in real-life BDSM, nobody plays any game until everybody consents to whatever happens. I just know I found those books hot, even though I should have known better.

			Another factor is something millions of readers already know: Alpha Males are sexy.

			But why?

			Well, before iPhones, before Fifth Avenue penthouses, before indoor plumbing—hell, before agriculture—men were men and women were women.

			And women didn’t move real damned fast when nine months pregnant.

			A girl needed somebody quick, strong, and ferociously protective to make sure she and the kiddies had enough for lunch without becoming lunch for some saber-toothed kitty cat. If you survived, there was a good chance it was because you were sleeping with an aggressive son of a bitch who was handy with a club.

			A couple of hundred thousand years later, we’re still looking for aggressive—if loving—SOBs.

			Sometimes this bites us on the ass. One can easily mistake mean as hell for heroic and dominant, especially in a bar. (Which is why the “loving” part is just as important as the dominant-SOB part.)

			But still.

			For some of us (Oooh! Me, me!), there’s something about being tied up and banged like a kettle drum by a guy who looks like The Rock. It makes our inner cave girl sit up and say, “Oi, what’s this, then?”

			So if I haven’t managed to scare you off, I hope you enjoy my Wicked Games.

			
		

	
		
			THE ONCE AND FUTURE LOVER

		

	
		
			ONE

			Gwen dreamed of death, of blood and terror and grief. She jolted awake. In her panic, she almost shot from the bed, but her husband’s brawny arm was wrapped around her waist. She stilled, his breath warming her nape.

			Arthur Pendragon slept as he so often did, curled around her, surrounding her in his swordsman’s hard strength.

			He’s not dead. It was only a nightmare. Going limp as a soaked rag in her relief, Gwen turned her head to press her cheek against his broad bare chest. His heart thudded in her ear, steady and strong and comforting. Like Arthur himself.

			As her dream panic drained away, she heard the deep voices of the guards out on the balustrade murmur something to each other. They sounded unusually tense.

			Reality hit Gwen like an armored fist. Today was the day Arthur would fight to the death.

			Against Mordred. His son, heir, and enemy.

			Her stomach curled into a sour knot. She had to pace, do something, or she was going to start screaming. What if this morning’s dream had been more than a nightmare? What if it had been a vision?

			Slowly, carefully, she eased Arthur’s warm, muscled forearm from around her waist, swung her feet to the stone floor, and rose, trying not to wake him. They’d been up late last night, making love out of desperation as much as desire. Arthur needed to sleep every minute he could.

			A cooling breeze poured through the open shutters of the chamber’s sole window, which overlooked the courtyard where he and Mordred would do battle in a few hours’ time. A shaft of blue dawn light spilled in, illuminating her husband as he sprawled in tanned, brawny nudity across their bed.

			Arthur was not a tall man, though Gwen suspected he was actually more muscular at thirty-seven than the nineteen-year-old she’d married, back when they’d called him the Princeling King. He still drilled with his knights every morning, going full out with sword and shield. Whenever she pointed out the likelihood of being hurt in such practice, he’d snort. “I’ll not grow too soft to sit a horse.”

			Her beautiful man. Her handsome king.

			Responsibility more than age had salted Arthur’s hair with gray. More pewter threaded the beard that framed his lushly sensual mouth, and sprinkled the soft, dark thatch that covered his powerful chest. Still, the hair on his groin was as dark as ever, a sable ruff surrounding the long cock she’d always adored, the heavy balls she loved to cradle in her palm.

			If he dies, I might as well crawl into the grave with him.

			Gwen had seen too many battles over seventeen years as Arthur’s queen. She knew what happened when an older man fought a big brute nineteen years younger, and it wasn’t pretty.

			The wizard Merlin had promised power to the winner of today’s battle. Arthur wanted that power to better protect his people from the invading Saxons, not to mention a Celtic warlord named Varn who had been a thorn in his side for the past two years. Then there was the collection of former rulers whose kingdoms Arthur had conquered more than a decade before, any one of whom would love to topple the High King.

			As for Mordred . . . Well, he just wanted an acceptable excuse to kill his father. Anything more was just gravy on the goose as far as he was concerned.

			Arthur deserved better than a bastard son who hated him. Unfortunately, Gwen had been unable to give her king that successor—and God knew she’d tried.

			Three pregnancies. Three miscarriages.

			A familiar bitter sting gathered behind her eyelids, and she clenched her jaw, blinking hard, forcing her twisted features to smooth. You will not cry. You will show only smiling confidence. You will not make Arthur doubt himself.

			Doubt can kill a man in a fight like this.

			Mordred had enough advantages as it was. Gwen wasn’t going to hand him another arrow for his assassin’s quiver.

			Wheeling, she paced naked across the chamber. All too soon, they’d have to walk out into the courtyard below to face the prince’s challenge. Gwen only hoped Mordred didn’t win. Not only would his victory be a catastrophe for her and Arthur, it would be a disaster for Britain.

			Her mind flashed back to a night months before, when Mordred had tried to convince Arthur to declare war on the Saxons. The king had refused.

			“War always sounds like a good idea to those who’ve never fought,” Arthur said. The knights, ladies, and courtiers seated at the Round Table fell silent over their trenchers, watching the interplay between their liege and his son. “Believe me, the enthusiasm dims when you’re knee-deep in mud, blood, and someone else’s intestines.”

			“But isn’t conquest the right of the strong, Father,” Mordred argued, “Proof of God’s favor?”

			“Unless you lose, in which case it’s proof God doesn’t favor you as much as you thought.” Arthur cut a slice of venison and fed it to Gwen, giving her one of his wickedly sensual smiles. “Then it’s too damned late, and those you love are getting butchered for your arrogance.”

			The prince started to retort, but Arthur cut him off. “I’m not declaring war on Hengrid and his Saxons, Mordred. Their raids may eventually push me into it, but I’d rather wait until our people get in the harvest and survive the winter. This is the longest stretch of peace we’ve had in thirty years. Let the peasants savor it a little longer.”

			“Peasants.” The prince speared a bite of mutton on the tip of his dagger and ate it with a wolfish snap. His green eyes glinted with growing temper over the curl of his lip. “What do we care for the opinion of peasants?”

			Arthur studied him. Everyone else held their collective breath, Gwen included, wondering if they were about to witness another explosive row. Mordred was a bit too much like his father, right down to the infamous Pendragon temper. Unfortunately, he lacked Arthur’s iron self-control. “Peasants, my son, are the ones who do the worst of the dying in war. Marching armies too often murder peasant children, rape peasant wives, and burn peasant crops, leaving the survivors to starve. Never forget, a good king doesn’t declare war unless he has no choice.”

			Mordred dipped his head in grudging acquiescence. “Aye, Father.”

			Arthur turned away as Lord Kay said something Gwen didn’t catch. She was immobilized by the sight of rage and malice flashing across Mordred’s face, there and gone so quickly she wasn’t even sure she’d seen it. Maybe I didn’t. Maybe it was naught but too much imagination and too many bad memories. Dear God, let that be all.

			Mordred’s rage and impulsiveness had grown throughout his childhood, reaching a bitter pitch in his teens that had made all their lives unbearable. Yet in the past year, that storminess had seemed to abate. Gwen, Arthur, and Mordred’s mother, Morgana, had begun to hope the worst was over, that he’d finally learned to control his anger.

			But staring at his expressionless profile, she wondered uneasily if he’d just gotten better at hiding his darkness . . .

			Now Gwen squeezed her eyes closed. With a queen’s ruthless discipline, she concentrated on making her mind as smooth as a frozen lake, feeling no fear. No doubt. No pain. Feeling nothing.

			“You know,” a deep voice purred in her ear, “you do have the most beautiful rump I’ve ever seen.” Arthur’s big hands cupped both her bare cheeks. “I made you queen for this arse.”

			But there are better things to feel than nothing. She turned her head to smile up into her husband’s wicked grin. If he was working just a little too hard at it, she’d do them both the favor of refusing to notice. He’s not dead yet. And neither am I. “At the time,” she drawled, “you told me it was my eyes that won you. Or perhaps my mouth.”

			“And so they were. You’re a woman of many parts.” He slid his arms around her and leaned down to take her lips in a kiss so passionate, it made a fine distraction. She opened her mouth with a sigh and leaned into his warm strength. His tongue slipped inside her lips, explored sensitive flesh, teased with gentle strokes. Heat gathered between them everywhere they touched, dancing along the surface of her skin, coiling in the tips of her breasts and between her thighs.

			Arthur’s arms curled around her, tracing the naked rise of her hip before sliding down to cup her between her thighs. One finger stroked her sex with an exquisitely gentle touch that brought heat rushing to her core.

			As delicious as that felt, though, she knew they would be interrupted. “My maid and the servants are due . . .”

			“We’ll send them away.”

			“. . . and you did order Lancelot to attend you for new orders.”

			“He can damned well wait with the servants. None of them will begrudge us whatever moments we can steal.”

			She considered arguing, but Arthur’s free hand distracted her as it traced a leisurely path up her torso, his swordsman’s callused palm a little rough. The erotic scrape of his skin along hers made Gwen squirm.

			The thought of the duel tried to surface again, but she thrust it down hard. Arthur was right. If this is to be the last time, let’s make a memory to keep me warm through all the lonely winters. Everyone else can wait.

			Especially Mordred.

			Arthur found her nipple, twisted it with the perfect pressure. He knew just how hard she liked his touch, when she liked it, and where.

			Throwing her head back on his shoulder, Gwen rolled her rump against his erection. “Mmm,” she purred. “You’re very, very . . . tempting.”

			“I could say the same to you.” The hand teasing her sex parted her innermost lips to stroke the delicate flesh. “Sweet as cream, and just as wet.”

			Guinevere turned her head and smiled up into his dark, hot gaze. “As I said, tempting.” She let her body relax, let all her fear and tension go. It was a trick she’d learned years ago, before other battles, other wars.

			Arthur gave her nipple a harder tug, drawing it out to the edge where pain and pleasure met, simultaneously letting her feel the bite of his nails. The sharp sting made her moan. He chuckled at the sound, switching his attention to the other nipple and tormenting it just as skillfully. The fingers in her sex found her clit, pinched hard, making her writhe.

			Gwen groaned in delight. It had taken her years to convince him to be even slightly rough with her. His instinct was to treat her as if she had no more heft than a cobweb, easily shredded by careless hands. She loved her husband’s bone-deep, instinctive chivalry, yet she’d always found his rare moments of passionate violence unbearably arousing. Perhaps it was because they were so out of character for him. Or perhaps they simply served some need of her own she couldn’t explain. He gave her clit another scissoring pinch, then let go to delve deeper into her pussy, two fingers pumping until she shuddered as her knees grew weak. “Oh, you do like that, don’t you, wife?”

			When she could do nothing but moan, he tightened his grip on her nipple, ripping a yelp of aroused protest from her lips. “Your king asked you a question, girl.”

			“Yes!” she whispered. “Saints, Arthur, oh, God, it feels so . . .” She twisted in his arms, rolling her hips back against his blade-hard cock until it slid deliciously along the valley between her cheeks.

			He groaned in arousal and gave her a hard, involuntary thrust before he stilled with an obvious effort. “Watch it, woman. You’ll make me spill.”

			“I’ll take that chance,” she panted.

			“I won’t.” He pulled his fingers from her delightfully stinging flesh, caught her by the shoulders, and spun her to face him. She went into his arms with an eager moan. His mouth covered hers, hot and wet and fierce. She kissed him back, starving, loving the feel of his hands cupping her arse, the hard length of his erection. His fingers dug in with a bruising grip, skillfully adding tinder to her already blazing arousal.

			His tongue slipped into her mouth, and she chased it with her own, suckling and circling it as if it were his cock. He growled against her mouth and lifted her off her feet, cradling her arse in broad, strong hands. With a groan, Gwen wrapped her legs around his waist and hooked one heel over the opposite ankle. She started to lift herself with her horsewoman’s strong thighs, meaning to impale her sex on Arthur’s shaft.

			“No, I don’t think so.” Turning to the bed, he spilled her onto her back across the mattress. Before she knew what he intended, he dropped to his knees beside the bed, spread her thighs wide, and buried his face between them. The first long lick tugged at her inner labia, but didn’t touch her clit. Not quite.

			“Arthurrrr,” Gwen moaned. “God, Arthur, let me suck you. I need to . . .”

			He lifted his head long enough to growl. “I think not. I’ve other plans.” His tongue swirled a lazy circle around her clit before slipping up one inner lip and down the other, then up again to her clit for another maddening circuit. Around and around until her empty cunt clenched, craving his thick cock, making her whimper with the hot desperation of her need.

			Closing his mouth over her clit at last, he suckled, almost catapulting her into orgasm, until he backed off at the last possible instant. When Gwen spat a truly filthy curse she’d learned from Arthur himself, he laughed like a devil and sought out that exquisitely sensitive spot between her pussy and anus. His tongue pressed hard, swirling with surprising force, triggering a tingling jolt of delight. Wrapping her legs around his broad back, Gwen hunched against his face, maddened by the climax dangling just out of reach.

			Rumbling approval, Arthur slid two fingers into her pussy and pumped until she twisted in delight, unable to keep still.

			“You’re so wet,” he growled, his voice deep and dark and rough. “You really want my cock, don’t you?”

			“Jesu, yes! Please, Arthur . . .”

			The king grinned, hungry as a fox contemplating a helpless hen. “No.” And thrust one finger up her arse.

			The sheer unexpected kick of wicked pleasure ripped a gasp from her mouth. The gasp turned into a groan when he began tonguing swirling patterns around her clit, not quite touching the hard little nub, until she jerked with wracking pleasure. All the while, he pumped his finger in and out of her anus. The storm of sensation grew into a gale when he added a second digit and a wicked little fillip of pain. She cried out and started begging for his cock in a stream of incoherent pleas.

			“One day I’m going to fuck you here,” he told her, scissoring his fingers apart, intensifying the ache. “I’m going to make you scream as I dig my big dick in. You’ll beg me to stop, but that will only make me harder, hungrier. I’ll fuck and fuck and fuck until you come shrieking. Then I’ll blow, flooding your little arse with so much come, you’ll leak it from your sore hole all day long. Sitting at the Round Table with all my knights. They’ll go mad wondering about the secret smile on your face.”

			She shivered. “Now. Do it now.” There may not be a later.

			“No.” His black eyes watched her face with dark male hunger. “No, I think I’ll save it for a special occasion.”

			Before she could wail a protest, his mouth covered her clit and sucked so hard, his cheeks hollowed. Gwen’s climax hit in a storm of fiery sparks that bowed her spine and ripped a scream from her lips. Never mind the servants who probably heard; for once, she didn’t care.

			“Fuck me, Arthur.” Gwen gasped, writhing, desperate. Lost. “However you want it, do it. Jesu, please!”

			With a low, bestial growl, Arthur surged to his feet and grabbed her behind her knees. A hard tug dragged her to the edge of the bed. He snatched up a pillow and shoved it under her backside, angling her pussy for his use. One big hand gripped the ruddy jut of his cock and presented it to her opening.

			His gaze met hers, hunger stark in his dark warrior’s eyes as he reared over her, broad-shouldered and massive from hours swinging sword and shield.

			Arthur entered slowly as he always did, making sure she was ready for him. As if I could be anything else. Gwen tightened her inner muscles, loving the sensation of that thick, meaty cock stuffing her by hot inches.

			“Jesu, you feel delectable.” Groaning, he brushed his thumb over her clit, first circling it with his thumb, then teasing the inner lips stretched tight around his shaft. He seemed to know every point on her body where he could trigger pleasure. Gwen moaned helplessly as he filled her deeper and deeper, until every inch of that thick member was inside her. Slowly, he rolled his hips, rocking, grinding. “So tight. So hot and slick.”

			It took Gwen almost a minute to manage speech. “You are so . . .” He circled his hips, and her mind went blank. “Good.” That last word emerged as a whimper.

			Arthur laughed, low and wolfish. “As are you, my lady.”

			His cock . . . Angels and devils, his cock! Each stroke seared her with distilled pleasure, goading her into rolling her hips against his.

			Arthur grabbed her behind the knees. Knowing what he wanted, she rested her heels on his broad shoulders, a pose that tightened her, heightening the sensation for both of them.

			Pleasure pealed through her in bell-like reverberations. Reaching up her body with his free hand, he caught the peak of one breast, knowing just how to pull and tug the way she liked it best. Sensation piled on sensation with every hard thrust, until she hurtled into pleasure, the deep, hard pulses bowing her spine. Gwen screamed in delight, barely aware as her king drove to the balls, head thrown back with an orgasmic roar.

			•   •   •

			Arthur collapsed on the bed beside Gwen, breathing hard, his heart pounding, his skin sweat-slick. For a moment he was content to simply listen to her pant. “Why are you breathing . . . so . . . hard . . . ?” he joked. “I did all the work.”

			“I . . . offered,” she gasped. “You . . . turned me . . . down.”

			“Good point.” Scooping one arm under her, Arthur hauled her over on top of him and tucked her blond head under his chin.

			“I’ve got . . . an . . . idea,” she panted, her heart thundering against his chest. “Let’s . . . just stay . . . right here. All day.”

			“Tempting . . .” He managed to catch his breath, at least enough for a feeble attempt at a joke. “But I’d hate to disappoint the boy.”

			“Fuck him.” The violence in her snarl made him blink. “You have given him quite enough as it is.”

			“Apparently he doesn’t think so,” Arthur said, keeping his voice light despite the desolation he felt. “And he is my son.”

			“But he isn’t mine.” As he blinked, startled, she gestured wearily. “Forgive me.”

			“Nothing to forgive.” But he frowned, for her outburst was telling. She had never reproached him about siring Mordred; for one thing, he and Gwen had yet to meet when he’d slept with the boy’s beautiful mother. He’d been a callow seventeen then, fresh from his first major battlefield victory. Morgana, a year older, black-haired and beautiful, had been summoned to use her Druid healer’s skills to save his best friend’s life. Lancelot had lived, and the young king had celebrated his victory between the pretty healer’s thighs.

			What neither Morgana nor Arthur had known back then was that they were actually half siblings. Evidently, Arthur’s father, King Uther Pendragon, had fathered Morgana during an assault on her Druid mother. They’d only learned the truth last week, when the wizard Merlin had sensed the incestuous connection and informed them of the shocking news.

			At the time, Arthur hadn’t even known he’d become a father. Mordred was ten years old before Morgana brought the child to court while seeking the position of Camelot’s healer.

			Gwen had known Mordred was Arthur’s son the moment she saw him. His mouth, his blade-straight nose, the shape of his broad, sculpted jaw all bore the Pendragon stamp. Most other women would have been outraged at being presented with a husband’s by-blow, no matter when he’d been sired. Instead, Gwen had greeted boy and mother with joy. From then on, she treated Mordred as her own.

			For all the good it had done. Arthur sighed, absently caressing his wife’s bare shoulder. “I would I knew what happened. Where I went wrong.”

			“My queen?” Gwen’s maid called through the door. “It’s time. We have the water for your bath . . .”

			“Come, husband. I’ll let you wash my back.” Gwen gave him a warm, lingering kiss before pulling out of his arms to pad toward the dressing chamber.

			“Which, as motivations go, is a damned good one.” He rose and reached for his robe. “Certainly better than the chance to drink from some wretched cup.”

			•   •   •

			The king groaned in pleasure as he sank into the huge bronze tub that required a team of servants to fill. The water was pleasantly cool despite the building June heat. “God’s balls, that feels good.”

			Gwen dropped her robe and stepped into the water between his knees, then settled down opposite him with a sigh of appreciation. “This tub has to be the most wonderful gift you’ve ever given me.”

			“Including the emeralds?”

			She considered the question, head tilted, expression judicious. “Those were truly beautiful . . .” Her smile turned wicked. “But I do believe the view from here is even better.”

			“I can say the same of you, though honesty compels me to admit that necklace was as much a gift for me as for you. I do love the sight of those stones against your pale, pretty breasts.”

			“And here I thought you were just generous.”

			“Oh, I am.” He grinned at her. “I’ve also been fascinated by those lovely tits since the day I met you.”

			Gwen gave herself a glance far more critical than the view deserved. “They are not as firm as they were when I was sixteen.”

			“Those were a girl’s breasts, my dear. Now they are a woman’s. Don’t underestimate the attractions of a lover who knows what he’s about.”

			Gwen laughed. “Flatterer.”

			“You know better than that. I’ve never had the patience to think of pretty lies. The truth is so much easier to remember.”

			He smiled, relishing her return smile of appreciation. Her oval face looked soft and lovely, her large blue eyes smoky over full lips. Her maid had used combs to secure her hair atop her head in a messy pile of blond curls. If there was any silver among that gold, he’d never found it. Her body was still as lithe as a girl’s, her breasts pert, her legs long, lovely, and strong.

			His one regret in seventeen years of marriage was that he’d never been able to give her the child she’d wanted. And now, of course, it was too late.

			We’re left with Mordred, unless I can contrive to kill him.

			The thought made his gut coil into a sick knot of guilt and pain. When he was growing up, his own father’s love had seemed as unreachable as the moon; he’d been determined to serve his son better. I should have saved myself the effort.

			Mordred had grown up to be as big a cold-blooded bastard as Uther. More so.

			At least Uther hadn’t wanted Arthur dead.

			•   •   •

			Knotting the thick leather belt around his waist, Arthur strode into the sleeping chamber, his chain mail hauberk ringing softly. As he closed the door behind him, he could hear women’s voices as the maid dressed Gwen’s hair.

			Knuckles banged the balustrade door in a decisive knock. “My liege?”

			“Enter, Lance.” He sat down on the bed and began pulling on his boots.

			His dearest friend strode in, dressed in a mail shirt almost as finely made as Arthur’s, his helm tucked under one arm. At thirty-nine, he was a big, dark-haired man, hard-eyed and steady. He was also the best swordsman Arthur had ever known—and the king had known many fine warriors over the years.

			“My lord Lancelot.” Arthur gave him a formal nod and dropped into one of the chairs sitting beside the cold fireplace.

			Lance had never been slow at picking up on cues. He promptly dropped to one knee and bent his head, though as boyhood friends, they weren’t normally so formal. “My liege, how may I serve you?”

			“Be seated.” Arthur waved him toward the high-backed wooden chair Gwen normally occupied. “I would give you your orders before I begin this day’s work.”

			“Of course.” Lancelot rose to his feet as easily as if he wore wool rather than chain mail. The knight’s expression was coolly attentive, but there was a certain tension around his eyes that suggested some strong emotion roiled beneath his courtier’s mask.

			Arthur could make a pretty good guess what he was thinking. “You have my permission to speak, Sir Knight.”

			Lance paused as if choosing his words carefully. “Am I still your champion, my liege?”

			Arthur lifted a brow. “Have I told you you’re not?”

			“I wondered if I had given some offense. It is a champion’s honor to fight for his liege. Unless you don’t believe I can win?”

			“Unfortunately, that’s not the point. Merlin made it clear I must prove myself worthy to drink from this enchanted cup of his. If I refuse the challenge, none of my court will be allowed to attempt it. Given the political situation, we can’t afford to spurn any advantage.”

			“That cup’s still not worth your life, sire.”

			He grimaced. “Don’t assume the rest of the court shares your opinion.”

			“Most of them do. Arthur, your subjects love you. You are fair, quick to rein in abusive lords even when it costs you politically, and generous with those who need it, whether noble or peasant.” He believed every word he said, too; Lance had never stooped to flattery.

			The king grunted. “My father was a stone-hearted bastard, but on one subject he was absolutely correct: if God grants you a crown, He expects you to serve as much as you’re served. Which is why I cannot allow myself to be branded a coward before my entire court.”

			Restless, he rose and began to pace the chamber, his mail ringing. “Another thing—what if I refuse? Merlin said he needs powerful champions for this great mission of his, whatever that should prove to be. What if he decides to repeat his offer to someone else, who then moves against us for whatever reason? I have no desire to face unkillable warriors with the strength of ten.”

			“So you believe Merlin’s cup can do what he claims?”

			“You don’t?” Arthur leaned a shoulder against the wall and eyed his friend.

			“Merlin has worked some impressive magic,” Lance admitted. “But so did that magician who came to court two summers ago, the one who claimed he could bring the dead to life. Him you sent packing with a boot in the arse.”

			“Merlin is not some simple trickster.”

			He’d proved that last week.

			They’d been in the midst of the evening meal in the Table Chamber when Arthur looked past Gwen’s shoulder to see a circle of air ripple like a pool of clear water disturbed by a tossed pebble. The ripples stilled, revealing a moonlit wood, as if he looked through a window.

			Gasps sounded. As they all stared in astonishment, a boy stepped through the opening to look around with cool interest. Tall and slender, he was perhaps fifteen, with a long, intelligent face framed by black hair that fell around his narrow shoulders. He wore a blue tunic of fine embroidered linen that matched his leggings and knee-high leather boots.

			A girl stepped through the impossible opening, which vanished with a silent burst of sparks. A delicate nymph of a maid, she wore a thin silk gown in verdant green, her hair a tumble of blond curls that cascaded to her waist. Her enormous black eyes were set aslant in her heart-shaped face, and her mouth was small and pink, with lips that brought rosebuds to mind.

			Where in the name of all the saints had the pair come from?

			A sword licked out in a bright arc, stopping a fraction from the lad’s throat. “Who are you,” snarled Lancelot, “and how the hell did you do that?” Silent and lethal, the knight had risen from the Table to challenge the pair.

			There was a reason Arthur had named Lance the royal champion—his personal defender and bodyguard.

			The strange boy glanced down at the blade so close to his Adam’s apple, lifting a brow in an expression of cool interest. He looked up the weapon’s length to meet Lance’s deadly gaze.

			The champion’s eyes widened. He actually backed up a pace before he caught himself and brought his sword to bear again. “What. Are. You?”

			Steel whispered on leather as every knight sitting at the Round Table rose and drew his sword. Arthur, too, held his blade at the ready as he moved closer to the trio.

			The boy looked around at the lethal weapons, but there was no fear at all in his black gaze. “I am Merlin.” His voice rumbled, far too deep and resonant to come from that young mouth. “I am a Magus.” He gestured at the girl. “This is my companion, the Maja Nimue. We come to your court seeking warriors to fight in a just cause.”

			Arthur could have had the pair killed—or at least tried to; given what he knew now, he doubted it would have been that simple. Instead, he’d watched in fascination as Merlin conjured a silver cup filled with a glowing liquid he’d said had the ability to grant superhuman strength and speed to the champions he sought. When Lord Kay had scoffed, the boy wizard opened a magical doorway to the Channel, and invited them all to step through.

			Now the king shook his head in remembered awe. “From Camelot to the English Channel—leagues traveled in a heartbeat. You were as wonderstruck as I.”

			Lance braced his elbows on his knees, his expression troubled. “But what if it was some sort of illusion . . . ?”

			“We all stepped through that gate, Lance. We smelled the sea, heard the boom of the surf. That shell Gwen brought back is right here. Still smells of the ocean.” Flipping open the jewel chest that sat on the mantel, Arthur grabbed the oyster shell and held it up. “Is this some fairy trinket, spun of air and moonlight?”

			Lance being Lance, he didn’t back down. “No, sire. But even if Merlin does work magic, that does not mean he isn’t playing some deep and lethal game. We cannot afford to lose you. I don’t want to bend my knee to Mordred.”

			“Do you think I’m that easy to defeat?” He tossed the shell back in the jewel chest.

			“No, but I do think Mordred is three inches taller, at least a stone heavier, and nineteen years younger. Any one of those things you could overcome, but all?” He shrugged.

			“Lance, I’ve been making war since I was fifteen. Hell, you were there, fighting beside me. Mordred may be built like a bull, but I can scheme rings around him.”

			“You can strategize rings around him. Don’t underestimate his talent for scheming. And if he does kill you, what happens to the rest of us?” His lips tightened. “Especially Queen Guinevere.”

			
		

	
		
			TWO

			Remembering that night, Arthur clenched his hand around the hilt of his sword. “So you saw Mordred look at Gwen like a war-camp whore?”

			“Aye, and I gave serious thought to calling him out on the spot.” Lancelot hesitated before admitting, “I also saw the way he smirked when he realized you’d caught him at it.”

			“It was like finding the contents of the cesspit in my ale.” Any other man would have looked guilty or fearful of his king’s reaction. Mordred’s gaze hadn’t even dropped. And what was worse, he’d grinned. Grinned the way a man grinned at some fool he’d gulled, knowing his victim had finally realized how utterly he’d been deceived.

			“When Merlin announced we were to duel, I intended to tell him where to put his cup.” Arthur shook his head. “But when I saw the anticipation on Mordred’s face, the way he looked at Gwen . . . When I realized my heir thought he could mock the High King of Britain like a half-wit dwarf . . .” He ground his teeth in fury. “I’ll either kill that bastard or die.”

			“Why not just banish him? Throw him in gaol? I’d be delighted to put him there.” Lance bared his own teeth. “Especially if he resists.”

			“You know why, Lance. Half the court would whisper I did it out of fear.”

			“But if you told the court why . . .”

			“And expose Gwen to that kind of gossip? Everyone would whisper he’d cuckolded me.” Realizing he’d half drawn his sword, Arthur slid the weapon home and relaxed his white-knuckled grip. “I won’t have my queen made the butt of wagging tongues.”

			“My liege, no one will slander Queen Guinevere in my presence,” Lancelot told him quietly. “And I know I speak for all your knights.”

			“Lance, did you know I’d raised a viper?”

			“I’d have warned you if I had.” The knight frowned. “Though Galahad did tell me once Mordred has a reputation of being someone you had to watch if you didn’t want a dirk in the ribs.” The youngest of the Round Table’s knights, Lancelot’s son had grown to manhood beside Mordred. “At the time, I thought, ‘Well, what prince doesn’t have that reputation?’” Lance grinned. “Present company excepted, of course.”

			Arthur snorted. “My father really did believe he’d raised a viper. He accused me of plotting treason on more than one occasion.”

			“Usually when he was drunk. I don’t think he ever truly believed it, save when he was in his cups.”

			“Either way, every time I had doubts about Mordred, I told myself that paranoia about one’s own children must be a hazard of kingship.” Arthur raked a hand through his hair and sighed. “Deep down, I knew what he was, but I always told myself I could fix him. If I only showed him enough love, enough understanding, gave him enough training, he’d become the man I wanted him to be.”

			For once, there was no deference in Lancelot’s stare, only a friend’s honest compassion. “Arthur, you did everything you could for that boy.”

			“Except the one thing that would have made a difference—keeping him safe from that bastard priest.”

			Soon after he acknowledged Mordred as his son, Morgana had told him and Gwen that when the boy was only five, the village priest had named her a heretic for being Druid. Morgana had believed his antipathy had more to do with her bad judgment in healing a sick child when Father Bennett’s attempt at a miracle failed. Bennett apparently did not appreciate being shown up; he’d claimed Mordred was the product of Morgana’s fornication with the devil.

			While Morgana tried to defend herself against the village’s outraged elders, Bennett had taken the child away, saying he would cast out Mordred’s demons. Afterward, the boy would never say exactly what he did, but for years he’d wake screaming from nightmares he had far too often.

			The priest was lucky he’d been dead of plague by the time Arthur heard the story, or he’d have learned what hell was like at the king’s own hand.

			Arthur had always felt that experience had been the thing to warp his son. It was why he and Gwen had been so patient for so long in the face of Mordred’s rages, the reason they made so many excuses for the inexcusable.

			“For God’s sake, Arthur!” Frustration tightened Lance’s mouth into a tight line. “At the time, you didn’t even know the boy existed! How the hell could you have possibly protected him?”

			“By making sure everyone in the kingdom knew I won’t tolerate that kind of treatment of any child, mine or not.”

			“Men like that donkey’s prick don’t care about laws—not even those of God. Why do you think he’d listen to you if he wouldn’t listen to Christ?”

			“Good point.” Arthur threw himself down on his bed with a grunt. “It’s too bloody late now, in any case. Mordred is the vicious little prick he is. Which brings me to the reason I sent for you.”

			Lancelot bowed his head in submission. “I am honored to serve you in whatever way I can.”

			“Protect Gwen.” He picked up the gauntlets he’d left on the bed and began to tug them on. “If it becomes evident I’m losing, take the rest of the Round Table and get her to safety.”

			“We will, of course, guard Queen Guinevere with our lives.”

			Arthur met his eyes, letting him see the gratitude he felt. “I know you will. From the time we were boys, you always served me with complete dedication.”

			“Then you shouldn’t send him from your side.” Gwen swept into the room, looking regal in an overtunic of imported blue silk embroidered with silver thread. Its short hem revealed the thin white linen underskirt swirling around her sandaled feet. A thin white veil concealed her bright hair, secured by a golden circlet inset with sapphires. She looked lovely—and furious, flags of color flaming on her cheeks. “If you want me protected, let the Table knights remain where they belong: at your back.”

			Arthur sighed and moved to take her in his arms. She refused to relax against him, instead glowering rebelliously up into his eyes. “How can I keep my mind on winning if I’m wondering whether you’ll be picked off by some assassin’s arrow? If anything happened to you, it would gut me. Don’t you think such an advantage would tempt Mordred?”

			“Even Mordred would not dare have me assassinated in front of all the court.”

			“Perhaps, but I’d as soon not test him. I’ve had all the unpleasant surprises I care to have from that quarter.”

			“At least keep eight Table knights to protect you. That will leave me with three.” Correctly interpreting his expression, she bargained, “Lance, Galahad, and Tristan, rounded out with a dozen soldiers.”

			“Plus Gawain, Percival, Marrok, and Cador. I want more of my elite fighters with you, Gwen.”

			“What if you need them? Even if Mordred dies, he may already have persuaded your more treacherous lords to join Varn and his bandits in rebellion.” He opened his mouth to refuse, only hesitating at the pleading in her eyes. “Please, Arthur.”

			He sighed and drew her close. “I’ll keep five. You take the rest.”

			She let her head fall against his chest. “Thank you.”

			Arthur glanced up at Lancelot. “But tell all your fellow Table knights to have their fastest mounts ready in case I’m killed outright. You’ll probably have to fight your way past Mordred and his men. Kill every last one of them you can, the prince included. Take her to Lord Bohort at Cornouaille.” Bohort was her sister’s husband, and as formidable as he was loyal. Turning back to Gwen, he added, “Tell your maid to pack only what you’ll most need.”

			Guinevere nodded decisively. “My jewels.” When he lifted a brow, she growled, “I hear good assassins are expensive. If you fall, that young viper will not have long to gloat.” She turned and strode from the room, calling for her maid.

			The two men watched her go. “If she doesn’t want to leave, pick her up and carry her,” Arthur told Lancelot. “I don’t want her at my bastard’s mercy.”

			•   •   •

			Arthur’s great-grandfather Bicoir had built Camelot as a cross between a Roman fortress and the villas he’d seen as a young man. After the Romans pulled out of Britain, he became a war leader, building a kingdom through a combination of conquest and savvy alliances.

			He’d taught his descendants the military tactics he’d learned from the Romans, along with the construction techniques the Legion used to construct fortifications.

			The fortress was laid out in a great stone square around a central courtyard that was open to the sky. A balustrade ran around the inside of the two-story square, providing a way to move from room to room.

			Soldiers and knights had been honing their skills in Camelot’s huge central courtyard ever since. Today, one of the old man’s descendants would probably die there.

			Rows of wooden benches had been set up around the innermost combat circle to accommodate those who wanted to watch. Now every bench was packed with courtiers seated thigh to thigh. Those with lesser status had crowded in along the courtyard walls, and more onlookers packed the second floor balustrade used to walk from room to room.

			A pair of chairs had been set up for the royal couple under a bright red canvas awning draped over a wooden frame. Merlin and Nimue stood waiting beneath it, looking deceptively young, like children playing dress-up in tunics of embroidered silk. The pair bowed deeply to the king and queen.

			Chattering courtiers fell silent and rose in acknowledgment as Gwen and Arthur entered the courtyard. Catching Merlin’s gaze, the king dipped his chin in a nod of acknowledgment.

			To Gwen’s grim pleasure, most of the onlookers appeared worried as they watched him stride onto the field. Mordred’s followers wore expressions of anticipation, as did four lords Arthur had defeated in the battles that followed Uther’s
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