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      Cards of Love is a massive multi-author project, a series of love letters to the mysterious and inspirational world of tarot cards.  These can be read in any order, as the only thing the Cards of Love books share is their common inspiration from the world of tarot.

      

      While The Moon is a standalone love story with its own HEA, it takes place near the end of American King, and has many New Camelot spoilers, so it’s recommended  you read the New Camelot trilogy before you read this.  If you haven’t read the New Camelot trilogy yet, start here with American Queen.
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      This dream is not my dream.

      I know this lake, I know the house roosted on its beach, and I even know the woman next to me—and it’s still not my dream.

      I know it because I don’t have dreams.

      I only have memories.  On the bad days, visions.  But never this—never the blurred delirium of things that are both real and not real.

      The woman wades into the water, her dress swirling around her legs.  She turns to face me, and the moon behind her is a ripe bloodfruit suspended in the sky.

      I love her, even though I’ve always known how this could end.

      “Show me,” she says, and her voice is like the lake itself—soft and beckoning and musical.  Joyful.  “I need you to show me.”

      “I can’t,” I say.  “You know I can’t.  It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Then I’ll make you,” she says, still joyfully, and from the water lapping around her waist she pulls out a sword.  She will plunge it in my chest and twist until I’m emptied out into the clear water of the lake.  She will do it while she’s smiling because she was born smiling and she’ll kill me smiling.

      And still I love her.

      Even though I’ve always known how it could end.
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      A hiss in the darkness, then a flame, bright and dancing and unwelcome.

      A match, I think, and then I think, why?

      And then: where am I?

      “You’re awake,” says a voice like water.  A voice I love.  It still doesn’t help me figure out where I am.

      “Am I?” I ask.  “Awake?”

      Like I said earlier, I don’t dream as such, but when I close my eyes, the memories and visions are there, dogging my sleep.  And I think maybe—yes, there is also a memory like this.  A memory of a dark-haired girl and a cave sparkling with light, the night air heavy with the ecstatic cries we fed it.

      “You are awake, Merlin.”  The flame moves, calves another flame, and then is blown out.  A candle now glows softly against the face of a woman standing at the end of the bed I’m on.

      Dark brows arch high over clear blue eyes and a long nose curves gracefully down the woman’s oval face, framed by a high forehead and cheekbones, and a beautiful, if narrow, jaw.  Her lips are on the thin side, but perfectly sculpted, giving her an expressive, fascinating mouth.  Coffee-dark hair hangs in glossy sheets around her face and down her back.

      She’s haunting.  Haunting even as a girl, but now even more so as a woman.

      “Nimue,” I say, and for the first time I notice how thirsty I am.  I make to sit up—and realize my hands are tied to the bed.

      Nimue sets the candle down on an end table, and it illuminates the space enough to show me that I’m indeed in a room and not in the damp mouth of a cave.

      It means it’s now and not then, which I suppose I should be grateful for.

      After all, I died then.

      A silver key glints from just below the smile of her clavicle, the bottom tip of it pointing to the sweet valley between her breasts I used to know so well.  They are small and pert—her body still the lithe dancer’s body she had as a girl—and my flesh responds to the sight of those little handfuls, the memory of them.  The fantasy of her dusky nipples dragging along the underside of my aching cock is enough to have my body warming, and that’s when I really become aware that I’m not only tied to the bed, but I’m also dressed in a pair of black boxer briefs and nothing else.

      Well, nothing else except for the padded cuff around my ankle.

      Nimue leans forward to untie my wrist, which leaves the front of her swishy dress gaping forward enough that I can see those nipples now, dark rose and erect.

      I’d tasted them frequently once upon a time.

      Once upon a time, twice.

      In another life, I’d known the feel of her breasts against my lips and tongue better than I’d known almost anything else.

      With one of my wrists freed, Nimue straightens and nods at the other.  “You can untie yourself.  You’ll find that the chain allows you more than enough length to do everything you need.  I’m obviously trusting you not to do anything self-destructive, but should the need arise, I can take away this particular freedom.”  She says it cheerfully, almost as if the idea of taking away my freedom delights her.

      The key on her chest glints as she steps back, and I understand that it’s the key that unlocks my cuff—the same cuff that is connected to a ring in the floor by a length of slender chain.

      Anger comes.

      And with it shame.

      And with that, fear.

      I died once this way, and I’d rather not do it again.

      I lunge for my other wrist to untie it, needing to be free, needing to reach for Nimue to kiss her or kill her—but by the time I untie myself, she’s out the door with it shut and locked behind her.
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      My mind is a place of many veils.

      Some are thin, gauzy, inviting with their seductive transparency.  Through them I can look and infer, I can see partly and guess, I can apprehend enough of the moving shadows and shapes to glean what I need to know.

      Some veils are thick.  Layers of heavy embroidered fabric like tapestries on a castle wall.  Like the curtains walling off the Holy of Holies—opaque and forbidding.  Dividing apart the sacred and profane.

      I suppose it’s natural that I should be on the side of the profane.  It has been most of my work, after all, tending after earthly matters.  I suppose the legend that grew out of my old life—what some would call my first life—doesn’t have a very earthly reputation.  One thinks of wizards as men of magic, of mysteries and the unseen, and not as glorified political advisors.

      Alas.

      Here is what has never been veiled: I once lived another life serving at the side of a king named Arthur.  I lied, manipulated, and clawed for peace—and I succeeded, for a time.  Then everything transfigured into a fresh hell, and all our work was for nothing.

      I was born as the same soul nearly fifteen hundred years later to a family that recognized my gift.  The gift has many names, but the sight is the aptest, because at its heart, it lets me see.  The past through my memories, the future through my visions.  The present through ways that even I don’t fully understand.

      However, this gift is fickle and inconstant; as I said, it veils its secrets from me as often as it reveals them.  Which means it is not as simple as knowing everything.

      For example, I didn’t know I was going to die the last time Nimue kidnapped me.

      For example, I don’t know if I’m about to die again.

      The end of this path is hidden from my sight by a curtain thicker than the ancient drapes of the Tabernacle, but as I sit up and look around the room, I think it doesn’t matter.

      Why would it end any better than it did last time?

      I stand up, bracing a hand on the bed as I do, anticipating injury or weakness or something that would account for my abduction, but there’s only the thirst and the cuff around my ankle.  I’m unbruised, undamaged, unbroken—which means I was competently and carefully drugged and then transported with care.  There is a faint ache in my knees as I fully straighten to my considerable height, but there would be.  I’m no longer a young man, you see, although it’s hard to say if I ever was a young man at all.  That’s the problem with reincarnation, or at least my reincarnation.  All of the others—Arthur and Guinevere and Morgan—were able to start fresh and lead completely new lives without the memories of their last ones.  I’m the only one cursed with remembering.

      And from birth, this is the remembering that’s terrified me more than any other.

      Can you imagine?  Having memories of your death from the time you were born?
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      Nimue didn’t lie.  I’m able to go into the adjoining bathroom, which by candlelight appears spacious and modern and equipped with everything hygienically I could desire, save for a razor.  I rub an idle hand along my jaw, which is rough with at least a day’s worth of stubble.  When I look in the mirror, I can see the silver already salting through, matching the silver that’s begun to fleck my temples.

      No, not a young man anymore.  Not that it matters.  If here is where I’m going to die anyway.

      I find a light switch—the harsh blear of the overhead bulb after the gentle candlelight forcing a wince out of me—and then decide to clean up.  I don’t think I’ve been unconscious for very long, but I’m fastidious about these things.

      Almost feline, Nimue had teased me once, and I find I can’t remember which life that was in.  You’re fussier about being clean than a cat.

      I have to tear the boxers in order to get them off my body, on account of the chain, and it’s a waste I don’t appreciate, but it also can’t be avoided.  I’m desperate for a shower, which I step inside before the water’s even had a chance to warm up.  I tilt my face up to the cold spray and drink until my thirst is slaked, and then I wash myself, enjoying the small, humble pleasure of warm water on my skin.

      It’s funny what being on the edge of death does for one’s perception.

      After I finish, I towel off and brush my teeth.  When I return to the bedroom, I find the lights on and see that a tray of food has been brought in—an attractive spread of warm bread and slabs of butter and steaming soup.  And amusingly enough, there’s now a kilt laid out on the bed, thus solving the problem of how to clothe myself with the cuff and chain on my ankle.

      I dress, eat, prod at the ankle cuff.  It’s made from reinforced neoprene—impervious to water and other fluids, but still strong enough that I can’t pry or tear it off.  The chain and eyebolt in the floor are equally strong.

      I have to admire Nimue for her planning.  It would take an act of violence for me to escape, and she knows me well enough to know I prefer subtler methods than violence in order to exert my will.  I have to wonder though, if she’s planned any violence toward me.

      Given our history—the history only I know and remember, by the way, and which she’s not aware of—I should feel undiluted terror at the thought of her wielding violence.  And I am afraid, I really am.

      I’m also hard, and my heart is beating so fast with anticipation that the clamor of it seems to fill the room.
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      Some time later, after I’ve finished eating and thoroughly explored the bedroom itself—there’s a dresser full of kilts and several shelves worth of books—the door opens.  I can’t reach any closer than four or five feet away from it with the chain, but Nimue still pauses at the threshold before she comes in.  In the glow of real light now, she’s painfully beautiful, and my body clenches remembering how she felt against me all those years ago.  Nearly a quarter of a century ago.

      Fifteen centuries ago.

      How strange to be the only person to remember such joy and pain.  So much of both that fate nailed our souls together.  And so much love that the earth shook with it.

      After appraising me for a moment with her cerulean gaze, Nimue apparently decides it’s safe enough for her to come inside the room, which she does without shutting the door.  It makes me think that wherever we are, we’re the only ones in this house, which pleases me.  After almost twenty-three years, the thrill of being alone with her is a frantic one.  I drink in everything about her as she comes closer.  Her sky-blue eyes and silky hair.  Her long neck and slender hands.  The lavender and botanical scent around her, as if she’s just come from a garden.

      She perches on the bed, across from where I sit at the small desk with my empty tray.  The light catches on a bracelet on her wrist, and I feel its cool power even from this distance.

      I also feel its irony.  I smile.  “Merlinite?”

      Nimue glances down at the stones comprising the bracelet: black and white and gray.  Stones named after me.

      “It seemed fitting.”

      “Where are we, Nimue?”

      She inclines her head toward a window set deep into the wall.  “Have you looked outside?”

      “I have.  Nothing but darkness and wind.  Not unusual for December anywhere in the Northern Hemisphere.”

      “You’re home, Merlin.  We’re on Bardsey.”

      Bardsey.

      We called it Ynys Enlli in my first life.  The Isle in the Currents—a slope of apple-tree dotted green within arm’s reach of the Welsh coast.  Kings and saints are buried in this ground; holy men and women prayed and danced here long before Jesus’s name ever reached our shores.

      I too prayed and danced here.

      I too was buried.

      The fear sounds a discordant note inside my mind again.

      “Why?  Why have you brought me here?”

      Nimue meets my stare with a serenity that is very close to satisfaction.  I remember in our first life that she was a daughter of a queen, that she herself would go on to become the queen of Avalon.  The Lady of the Lake.

      “I think,” says my beautiful, amused captor, “that you have already guessed why I brought you here.”
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      I do not reveal the truth of my life lightly, but standing at the precipice of my death makes me reckless.

      “You know,” I state.  “You know what I am now.”

      She stands up and does something that’s almost pacing, but with her light, dancer’s step, it’s more like floating.  “Yes.”

      “And what you are?  And Vivienne?  And Morgan?”

      “And Embry and Lyr,” she adds.  “All of us.”

      I think about this.  There’s only one other person who knows the truth, and he’s currently recovering from a stab wound in the safest place I could find for him.

      Is it possible that she could have remembered?  All on her own?

      The idea is almost exciting.  It’s a lonely life to be the keeper of so many secrets and an impossibly heavy burden to bear.  I gaze at her while she paces, willing myself to perceive if she’s come into her own sight, but it is veiled from me, as are so many other things.

      I sigh.

      “It was a sense,” she says suddenly, stopping and looking at me.  “It was this faint sense that there was more.  It started years ago, when we first met, and it got stronger and stronger, until one day I just knew that it was something beyond the ordinary.  And the more I watched, the more I saw your hand in our lives.  Sometimes benevolent, sometimes cruel, but always with purpose.  With foresight.”  She gives a little laugh.  “It was right in front of me all along.  Merlin.”  She says my name as she shakes her head, as if she can’t believe how long it took her to put it all together.

      “I’m surprised you let yourself believe it,” I say, but I’m not really.  Nimue has always been at the threshold of magic—suspended just on the other side of her own veil—and had she been born in a less rational age, she would have found her sight years earlier.  Indeed, she was barely a woman when she kidnapped me the first time and held hostage my power and my life.  She got both, in the end.

      “I want what you have,” she says simply.

      “You could have just asked.”

      She looks at me.  “I’ve asked you only once for something for myself.  It hurt enough the first time.”

      Stay.  Don’t hurt me like this.

      I love you.

      I am very, very still as the echoes of her pleas ripple through me.

      “Anyway, aside from not being a masochist, I was also certain you’d say no.  You’ve kept this a secret from everyone, haven’t you?  I’ve dropped hints around Vivienne and Morgan and even Embry…and nothing.  No one knows.”

      “Ash knows,” I admit.  “He needed to before—”

      “—he died,” Nimue finishes for me, and real pain crosses her face.  Pain for her nephew Embry and her adopted son Lyr, who think Ash is dead.

      I don’t correct her.  Not yet.

      “And what about Lyr?  You left him alone while you decided to dabble in felony?”

      “He’s with Vivienne and Morgan now.  He’s well cared for.”  Her eyes narrow in on me.  “Stop trying to change the subject.”

      Fine.  “So you know the truth and you want, what?  Lessons?”

      She walks up to me and presses her finger under my chin.  The supercilious way she demands my attention sends a bolt of hot lust right to my cock.

      This is new.

      This did not happen last time.

      “I want everything,” she says.  “And you’re going to give it to me.  You owe me that at least.”

      “Owe you for what?”

      “I think you know,” she says.

      That is an unpleasant thing to hear, given our history, because if one stacked pain on top of pain on a scale, mine would far outweigh hers.

      “You mean our parting at the lake.  But your heart didn’t stay broken for long, did it?” I ask.  “Or were you not fucking Jack Pelleas the very next day after I left?”

      Crack.

      Her hand on my face is bright and fast and stinging.  “I hate you,” she whispers, all happiness fled from her face.  “I fucking hate you.”

      “I know that’s not true,” I say.  “And you know that’s not true.”

      My cheek feels like it’s blooming with a hot flower of shameful awareness.  I think I want her to hit me again.

      She doesn’t.  Neither does she contradict me.

      Instead, she wheels around and leaves.
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      I pass a sleepless night in the bed.

      I’m angry and afraid and ashamed.

      And aroused beyond measure.  And I’d be lying if I claimed it wasn’t because of that slap.  Because even now, her chains tie me to her whim, to her design.

      What if they tied me to her pleasure too?

      It’s near the winter solstice, and so it feels like the morning will never come to this fog-wrapped island.  With the cold mist pressing against the window and my body aching with every feeling it’s possible to feel about someone who was once a lover and now a captor, I give in to the rude urges pulsing through me.

      I haven’t needed…this…in years.  But it’s Nimue, it’s always been Nimue, and something is so different this time, so potent, that I don’t have any armor against it.  It’s like it gets right to the beating heart of me.  The chain, the strike.  The shame and the pain and the thing between us that’s always, always been about power, even at the very beginning.

      She’s no masochist indeed…but what if I am?

      This is new.

      The kilt makes it easy, too easy maybe, to indulge in this shameful need to fuck.  I roll onto my stomach and grind my hips into the mattress, fucking the soft fabric of the kilt until the friction gets to be too much and I have to flip the kilt up around my waist.

      I fuck the sheets then, feeling the still-sensitive cheek that remembers the crack of her palm, listening to the melodious noise of her chain fastened on me as the motion of the bed sends it clinking and tapping against the flagstone floor.  I think about seeing her for the first time in this life twenty-three years ago.

      She’d been eighteen, then.

      And I twenty-seven, nearly twenty-eight.

      Twenty-seven years of waiting to see my destined lover and death-bringer again, and when I finally found her, she’d been a Catholic schoolgirl with a backpack and Mary Janes.  It was appalling how deeply I wanted her anyway, but not surprising.  She’d been young in our first life too, barely seventeen when she trapped me.

      Not that her age had stopped her from getting—

      Don’t.  It doesn’t bear thinking about. Not when all I want is a quick, dirty release against this bed.

      I can feel the air cool on my ass and thighs as I brace myself up on my forearms, my head hanging between my shoulders as I press my swollen erection into the mattress.  The sheets and blankets tangled around my legs swish, and the sound of my own pulse and heavy breathing drown out everything else.

      I think about the Nimue from my first life who flirted with coy glances and chaste kisses, these innocent little touches that drove me wild.  The Nimue from twenty-three years ago with her frank and unabashed desire for me.

      The Nimue now who chains me and threatens me and treats me like a barely loved pet.  Strange that’s the thing that I hold onto as my orgasm twines tighter and tighter in the depths of my groin.  Not the clumsy advances of a fresh girl or the wild recklessness of the barely-a-woman who rode my lap in her Catholic school uniform.  But the restraints and the strike of a woman intent on taking everything I have—my life and my soul and anything else I can offer up along with it—God, that has my belly tight and my balls drawing up hot and ready, and I’m going to spill all over these sheets in a disgusting mess—

      A hand, cool and soft, drops onto the exposed curve of my ass, and I freeze.

      “No, keep going,” says Nimue.  All trace of the pain she felt yesterday seems to have vanished.  “I quite like watching.”

      Shame and eagerness fill me with equal measure, and I nearly want to obey her.  I want her to see me come, I want her indifferent hand on my ass as I fuck the bed in desperation.  But desire is a thing I’ve only ever experienced around her, and I’ve had so very much time not being around her.  So much practice with reserve and detachment.

      So I force myself to get to my knees and cover my nakedness.  “I’m sorry,” I mutter, scrubbing at my hair and wishing I felt my age and not like a fresh-faced youth.  “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Obviously,” she replies, a smile in her voice.  When I look over my shoulder at her, I see the smile on her face as well—slightly too wide for the narrow oval of her face.  It’s painfully endearing, and it reminds me of how capable of happiness she’s always been.  It’s a strange thing to think of one’s captor—to reconcile all that bubbling, innate joy with the ability to trap and exploit someone—but nevertheless, it’s true.  Happiness is in her nature.  Just like destroying me is.

      To my surprise, she climbs on the bed behind me with one hand sliding comfortably around my hip to hold me in place as her knees come to rest on either side of my own.  She’s tall, but I’m taller, and my ass presses against her stomach.  I didn’t get a good look at what she was wearing earlier, but it’s something dark and thin and gauzy, and I can feel the firm divot of her navel against my back as I’m pressed against her.

      “Can I touch you?” she asks up into my ear.

      “Rather an odd thing for an abductress to ask her victim, is it not?  Permission?”

      The smile is back in her voice as she answers.  “Maybe.  I want it anyway.”

      Her free hand strokes along my thigh in a touch that feels casually proprietary, and it is, of course it is.  Not only have my heart and soul always been hers, but my body as well—my body that can only feel and respond to the woman who’s doomed to destroy it.

      Fate is cruel like that.

      “Yes,” I say, feeling acute thirst and hunger and greed for the hand that’s currently trailing through the dark hair on my hard thigh.  “Yes.  Touch me.”

      The hand moves under the kilt for real now, her fingertips brushing against my balls and then up the sensitive seam there to my root.

      “Already close,” she murmurs in my ear.  “How extraordinary.”

      Well.  I suppose it’s less extraordinary when you think about the last ten hours I’ve spent in acute arousal, but I’m beyond the power of speech now and can’t answer her anyway.

      She circles my girth with her hand and slowly drags her grip up to the crown and back down again.  Pre-cum had already begun spilling from me earlier, but now it’s back in renewed force, slicking her fingers against my throbbing erection.

      “Christ, you’re big,” she observes, giving my penis a hard squeeze. “I forgot.”

      She says it in the kind of way you’d say it about a stud horse, the way centuries-ago grandmothers would gossip about which young men they wanted to breed babies on their granddaughters.  It shouldn’t fill me with satisfaction, with pride, but it does, it does.  I want everything about me to please her, I want, in a strange and impossible to articulate way, to make her proud of me.  This is like nothing we’ve ever shared before, but if having a thick erection is enough to keep that happy note in her voice, then I’m helpless not to oblige.

      “Can you come for me?” she says.  “I want to see that big cock at work.  I want to see how much seed it has inside for me.”

      My head drops forward as my stomach clenches into tight ripples of muscle and my hips hammer my cock in and out of the unforgiving vise of Nimue’s hand.  It takes only a few seconds of breathless, dirty work and then I’m erupting all over—her hand, my kilt, the bed—twenty-three years of pent-up desire ripping out of my body with jagged, merciless force.

      I come and I come and I come, barely able to breathe, unable to see, and all the while with my captor’s fingers digging into my hip and her cuff tight around my ankle.  I come while she coos her approval, while she gives me one or two final strokes as if to milk all the semen right out of me, and then I gradually, dizzily come back to earth.

      “I always say it’s good to start as we mean to go on,” Nimue says, wiping her hand on my kilt and then climbing gracefully off the bed.

      It’s everything I can do to hold myself upright after that hurricane of an orgasm.  “What do you mean?”

      She stands at the side of my bed, and we’re the same height like this, so when she tucks a finger under my chin so our eyes meet, they meet at the same level.  There’s no hiding her excitement from me…and there’s certainly no hiding whatever is on my face from her.

      “Merlin, how did you think I was going to break you down enough to take what I needed?  How did you think I would manufacture your surrender?  Conversation?  Games of chess?”

      Well, once you trapped me in a cave under a pretense, made it so I loved you beyond all reason, and then you betrayed me and left me with nothing, not even breath.

      “I don’t know, Nimue.”

      Her other hand slides down the ridged expanse of my chest and stomach until she cups my spent member in her hand.

      She gives it a callous squeeze.

      “We begin today.”
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      Why am I submitting to this?

      Just a few minutes ago, I allowed Nimue to cuff my wrists, attach a chain to the cuffs, and then lead me down a dark hallway to an even darker room.  It has no windows, and it makes me think, given the topography outside my bedroom, that this part of the house actually burrows up against the hill behind us.  Maybe even into the hill itself.  Like a cave.

      I should feel bitter about that.  I should feel bitter about all of it actually—being ripped away from my life and brought back to the one place on this planet where I suffered more than any other.  Bitter about being struck and cuffed and chained, being made to release like a beast on my knees.

      Bitter that none of it actually makes me bitter at all.

      Ripped away from my life?  Honestly?  What life?

      Embry will be President, Greer and her unborn child are safe, and Ash is resting and waiting for the time when he can welcome his lovers back into his arms.  My work—the sole aim and focus of my fifty years—is finished.  There’s nothing waiting to be done, no more battles left to fight on Ash’s behalf.

      The one place on this planet where I suffered more than any other?  It’s also the one place where I felt more joy than any other.  The place where I grew up, where I found the presence some call God, where I found my sight and my purpose, and where I fell in love.

      And as for being restrained?  Masturbated like I’m a teenage boy who can’t be trusted to appropriately control his own body?

      Well, I think the last twenty-four hours prove how not bitter I am about that.

      So, I had to ask myself as I looked at the presented cuffs, what’s the use in fighting this?  My life’s work is finished, no one is waiting for me back home, no one needs me.  And perhaps this is fate anyway, and I of anyone know that fate can’t be avoided.  One can trick it, coax it, fight it, maybe even defeat it, but one can’t run from it—and I’ve seen too many people try.

      And anyway, why would I run from the woman I love?

      So when Nimue approached me with those cuffs, I offered my wrists like a prisoner turning himself in.  If these are to be my last days on earth, I might as well enjoy them.

      Though the room she’s led me to is dark, it’s not some kind of dungeon.  The white plaster walls reflect the light of two warm lamps and the few flickering candles set in unfussy candlesticks around the room.  Thick, richly colored rugs cover the wide flagstones, and bookshelves line two of the walls.  There’s a long, upholstered lounge with a large basket filled with blankets nearby.

      If it weren’t for the leather paddling horse and racks of BDSM implements, this room could be any room in any cottage anywhere.

      Nimue chains me to another eyebolt in the floor, like I’m a horse that needs tethering, and I flush at the casual ownership it conveys.

      “This place belongs to you,” I say, to cover my discomfort at how strong the feeling is.  At how much I like being led and shackled by her.  “You’ve had it for a while.  Why?”

      This could be any expensive, sympathetically renovated holiday cottage, but those don’t come with eyebolts in the floor and mounted racks of canes and whips.  Those don’t come with bookshelves full of the books I know Nimue loves—old books on folklore and magic and herbs.

      She straightens and looks around the room with the soft, smiling pride of a homeowner.  “It’s mine.  I’ve always felt drawn to this island, and so I bought this place last year, had it done up the way I like.”

      “With canes and clamps, obviously.”

      Many other people would bristle at the words, at my tone, which is shockingly jealous, but Nimue is too sanguine to let my pettiness infect her.  “We’ve been apart for some time, Merlin,” she says, amused.  “You might imagine that my tastes have ripened in the last quarter century.”

      “Was it Morgan?”

      Morgan is Nimue’s niece, and the same woman who introduced Ash to kink all those years ago.

      “I suppose you would know, wouldn’t you?  Having your gifts and all.  Yes, it was Morgan.  She took me to Lyonesse many years ago and Mark mentored me.”

      Mark.  The king of kink in this life, the king of the lost land of Lyonesse in our last one.

      “But you are the first person I’ve done kink with here in this house, if that consoles your fragile male ego.”

      It does, strangely, even though I’ve accepted a long time ago that any fidelity between us would be one-sided.

      Have I mentioned fate is cruel?

      Nimue unfastens my kilt and lets it drop to my feet.  “I’d love to keep it on you, flip up your skirt like a naughty schoolgirl to spank you, but I want to see your body too badly.”

      I’m ashamed at how much her words arouse me, and there’s no hiding my body’s response from her.  She smiles as she traces a warm fingertip up the underside of my swelling organ.  “Have you ever done this, Merlin?” she asks, in a voice like she’s asking me if I’ve ever had ice cream.  “Have you ever played with power?”

      Only with you and only in another life.

      And even then, it wasn’t kinky—it was literally life and death.

      “No,” I say.  “I never have.”

      “Hmm, a real shame.”  Her hands move to the lean lines of my hips, up to the broad swell of my shoulders.  I’ve honestly never given thought to my body—it’s merely a vessel for me to perform my destined duties in—but right now, right here, I feel every inch of my body like it’s brand new to me.  I feel the flat planes of my stomach and the swells of my biceps.  I feel the taut curves of my backside and the hard lines of my thighs.  I feel the fullness of my balls and the heavy weight of my penis.

      I feel pride and exhilaration when I realize Nimue’s hands are not as steady as she’d like me to believe as she caresses me.

      Her lips come to rest on the curve of my spine, right between my shoulder blades.  “Such a body,” she breathes.  “The perfect body for me.  Strong and supple.”  She squeezes a flank and my head drops forward as I try to catch my breath.  “Such a shame that you keep it so buttoned up all the time.  How do you find your pleasure, Merlin?  Do you have a mistress, maybe?  Or a male lover tucked away somewhere outside of DC?  Or maybe you like escorts—bloodless and efficient, just like you.”

      Would she even believe the truth?  That there’s been no one since her?  No one before her?  No one else in this life or any other life?

      “I don’t,” I say, my words breaking into a moan as she casually inspects the heft and weight of my balls.  “I don’t find release.  I don’t fuck.”

      She presses her cheek to my back.  “That’s impossible; am I to believe that this giant, gorgeous cock is trapped and lonely all the time?  That this sensual, masculine mouth never kisses?  This body is perfect for fucking.  It’s wasteful not to be using it to give pleasure to those who need it.”

      She sounds like she’s lecturing one of her college students right now, and I almost enjoy it.

      Fine, not almost, I do.  I do enjoy it.  Being lectured, being tutted at.  Being fondled and petted.

      “Mount the bench, bend over, and stretch out your hands,” she says, smacking the side of my thigh and walking over to a wall of toys.

      “Don’t I receive some kind of safe word at this point?” I ask, but I also obey her.

      “Yes, of course.”  She is tapping her chin as she stares at her wall, as if trying to decide which piece of artwork she likes best.  “How about enchanted?”

      I close my eyes, glad she can’t see the pain that is surely creasing my face right now.  “Yes.  Enchanted.”

      “And your limits?”

      “I again am forced to point out the irony of a captor asking such a question.”

      Nimue selects a sturdy riding crop from the wall and turns to face me.  “I accept the irony, Merlin.  Now what are they?”

      I’ve honestly never been in this position before—never needed to contemplate my limits because my entire life up until this point has been limits.  A narrow, lonely path, a giant arrow of destiny pointing me toward my work and away from anything else.

      And now that my work is through?  My path walked?

      “No limits, Nimue.”

      Her normally happy mouth folds into a pout of disapproval—which, unsurprisingly at this point, sends a fresh surge of blood to my cock.  “This is not a game, Mr. Rhys, and the stakes are very real.  Bluster and false courage are pointless.”

      I’m about to die, how much more real can the stakes be?

      She doesn’t know you’re going to die.  She doesn’t remember.

      A gash of lonely anger opens up in my chest.  Was it so much to ask fate that I could love someone who wouldn’t cause my death?  Couldn’t I have had that one thing?

      “No limits,” I repeat firmly.

      Her little frown deepens, only serving to make her look sterner.  More beautiful.  “I hope you’ll use your safe word when you need it.”

      I already know I won’t, even as she clicks my cuffs onto a latching restraint on the far end of the bench with a final-sounding click.  Even as she adds a cuff to my other ankle and secures both to the lower part of the bench.  I’ve already decided to savor these last days of mine—I’m certainly not inclined to shorten them by surrendering earlier than absolutely necessary.

      Of course, that’s an easy thought to have before the first crack of the riding crop.  It’s much harder to think about resistance and perseverance afterwards, as pain stripes along the muscles of my ass and thighs, as Nimue pauses to flick—gentler but still hard enough—the leather keeper of the crop against my most sensitive places.

      She’s possibly the merriest sadist ever to exist; she hums as she trades out the crop for a rattan cane and proceeds to give me a caning fiercer than any British school headmaster’s.  And when she tells me that she’s going to make “the last set count”—and then proceeds to give me six strikes that would buckle my knees if I weren’t already kneeling and slumped over the bench—she sings.

      Sings.

      I don’t even know what she’s singing, what the words are or what the melody is, because I’m babbling and begging and near to screaming now.  Tears are spilling from my eyes in a way wholly unfamiliar to me; my entire body feels like it’s made of pain.  Hot, scorching pain, and the pain is around my ass and thighs, yes, but it’s everywhere else too.  It’s turned my stomach inside out and shoved it up into my chest, it’s made the very air into scalding concrete and the clench of my hands into something like thumbscrews.

      Never have I ever been so much in my body, this form I normally disdain as a vehicle for the soul and the mind, but now the form has taken control of me.  I am this writhing, keening body, I am this pain, I am the dusky, swollen erection that still leaks and flexes even as I’m crying.  And what comes with the pain is a gift—a dizzy kind of euphoria that sends my sight reeling, bringing me back memories and visions and magic.  My whole body is sparkling with it as Nimue puts the cane away and comes back to run an approving hand over my abused flesh.

      I look up and meet her stare, which is awed and possibly just as dazed as mine is.  She’s breathing hard, her face flushed and her pupils blown so wide that her eyes have become pools of black with the barest rim of blue.

      “That was beautiful,” she whispers.  “You’re beautiful.”

      I can’t answer.  I can barely even hear.  All I want is to stare at her for hours and days.  All I want is to be transfixed by her perfection until I die, just as the legends about me have claimed.

      She unlocks my cuffs and makes me straighten up, pausing when I cry out to give me a soothing shh shh shh.

      The shh shh shh continues as she walks me to the lounge at the end of the room.  It’s long enough for a man to lie flat on, although the pressure and the fabric on my welted skin make fresh tears well in my eyes.

      It’s strangely not humiliating to cry thusly in front of the only woman I’ve ever wanted to impress; or perhaps it is humiliating, but it’s also not bothersome.  A welcome kind of humiliation, a kind of punishing vulnerability that feels better than anything else I’ve ever felt in my life.  And it’s especially not bothersome because my tears make this beauty hum and sing again.  They make her kiss them off my face and give me more lovely shushes and cooed reassurances and all kinds of praise and petting words that turn the incandescent pain into something cherished and golden.

      “Oh Merlin, look what hurting you did to me,” she murmurs, and she lifts up her dress to reveal her bare cunt to me.  It’s swollen and slick, and the little bud of her stiff clitoris is peeping through her lips, insisting on being attended to.  A wave of lust hits me so hard in the stomach I nearly curl in on myself.

      I’ll die if I don’t touch her silk, taste her heat, fuck her tightness.  I’ll die, I just will.

      “Remember the first time we met?” she asks as she swings a long leg over the lounge.  It’s narrow enough that she can straddle it standing with a wide enough stance, but there’s also enough room on either side of my hips for her to plant her knees, if she so wishes.

      God, if she so wishes.  How is that tiny little phrase so hypnotic to me?

      I hope she so wishes.  I pray she so wishes.

      “I remember,” I say.

      “Do you remember what I said?”

      The memory rises in me like a visceral thing, like a breath, like a sound.  And I’m there.  Then.

      There and then.
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      I’d just been hired the year before to consult for the DNC by its de facto prince, Leo Galloway, and I was at Vivienne Moore’s expansive lake house working on strategy for her inaugural gubernatorial bid.  We’d been leaning over her desk looking at demographics maps when a door somewhere in the house slammed and loud singing echoed off the walls.  And then some irate shouting for Vivienne to come the fuck on, really???

      “My little sister,” Vivienne apologized.  “My mother died a couple years ago, and I’ve been her guardian ever since.  She actually turned eighteen last month, but she still has to finish out her senior year of high school.  So naturally we’ve been butting heads a little, and I may have taken away the phone in her room while she was at school today.”

      Stomping footsteps came our way, and the office door was pushed open by a young woman who I’d never seen before.

      And yet.

      And yet I knew her immediately.

      Same oval face with ocean-blue eyes, same long dark lashes resting on high cheekbones.  Same tall, lithe body with a fall of dark hair down to her waist.  Same irrepressible smile—even though she was also currently furious.

      She opened her mouth, probably to lay into Vivienne about her phone, but then she saw me.  The spots of color high in her cheeks got even redder, and she swallowed.  “Enchanted to meet you, I’m sure.”  She said it in the wavering, fake-confident voice of someone who’s used to being charismatic but had temporarily forgotten how.

      I nodded at her, my chest tight, my pulse racing.  The last time I saw her face, I’d been in a rain-shrouded cave on Bardsey, counting down the minutes to my death.  And now here she was in a plaid skirt that barely came to the middle of her long thighs and brightly painted fingernails and a million necklaces with crystals and crescent moons hanging from her neck.  Without her, desire had been only an abstract concept, a weakness that I could exploit in other people, but the moment I saw her, smelled the faint scent of lavender on the air, twenty-seven years of absent need bloomed inside my body all at once, a dangerous bloom indeed.

      “Enchanted,” I said back, my hands shaking, and I was the only one who knew how apt that word really was.

      Over the next month, I saw Nimue more and more.  I wish I could say that I avoided her—if not for the sake of propriety, then at least for the sake of my pride.  But I could no more avoid her than I could avoid myself.  I offered to help Vivienne more thoroughly, with longer hours, and when she invited me to family dinners and family boat trips, I never said no.

      And so it happened one late March evening that Vivienne had to leave to attend some sporting match of Embry’s.  I was right behind her, gathering up my things in her office after she left, preparing to drive back to my hotel for another long night alone, when Nimue stepped through the office threshold and blocked my escape.

      “Leaving so soon?” she asked, bold as you please, as if I were the eighteen-year-old schoolgirl and she were the older man.

      She was still in her maddeningly short plaid skirt—did they not have any kind of discipline at all at this school of hers?—and far from being boxy or unfashionable, her uniform polo shirt only served to highlight her small upthrust tits and taut stomach.  She wasn’t wearing a bra, and all I wanted to do was shove her up against the wall and bite her breasts through her shirt.  I’d spent the last month imagining doing exactly that, held in throbbing thrall to this desire I had no experience hiding or controlling.  At least twice a day—more at night—I found myself seeking the same desperate, furtive releases I’d always scorned.  In my hotel bed, in my hotel shower, in my car pulled to the side of the road just out of view of the lake house.  Rough, fast wanks that left me breathless and hot with shame.

      Too often, they happened inside the lake house itself.

      Earlier that day, after Nimue had stormed into the house in her usual tornado of singing, shouting, and laughter, it had only taken one glimpse of those long thighs to send me over the edge.  I’d quickly excused myself from the group of strategists and aides in the office and found an empty bathroom.  I’d barely gotten the door closed before I had my back against it and my hand in my pants.  It took too long, too goddamn long, to fumble my erection free, and I groaned when I did.  It was always this way—always this frantic, madcap sin against civilized behavior, always so powerful that by the time I got myself alone, I no longer cared who could hear or see me.  Who would know.

      God help Nimue if I ever got her alone.

      As usual, it only took a minute or two, barely long enough for me to pull out my handkerchief to finish inside of, and it was over.  Pulsing, shameful relief.

      But that messy culmination seemed forever ago now, with Nimue in all her lissome glory in front of me.

      Looking at me, really looking at me, with unabashed appreciation.

      This was not good.  It didn’t matter that she was eighteen, that she was literally my soul mate—both my career and my morality dictated that I leave her alone.  I needed to leave her alone; in every sense of the phrase, my life depended on it.  But it was so hard to remember why with her right here.  With that lavender scent tempting me closer and closer…

      “Your sister left,” I said, trying to rally and leave.  “If you’re looking for her.”

      Nimue put a warm hand on my chest.  “I’m not,” she said.  “Looking for her.”

      I tried to take a breath.  I tried to say something, I tried to move.  I tried, I did, I swear.

      When her lips met mine, she tasted of the flavored lip balm schoolgirls wear, a taste I was surprised to recognize from my last two years Stateside.

      “Dr. Pepper,” she laughed against my lips and pushed me backwards.  “It’s Dr. Pepper flavored.”

      Somehow I found myself sitting on the low sofa with her straddling my hips, and even with her doodled-on sneakers digging into my thighs and her lips tasting of soda-flavored lip balm, I was the one without any experience.  I was the one getting my first kiss.  And the gentle brush of her lips on mine was exactly as I remembered from before—hesitant at first, then growing warm and sure as we went.

      She moved my hands to her hips, to her waist, and finally up to her braless breasts with their thick nipples poking my palms even through her shirt, and all the while she rocked her firm, hot cunt over my hips, managing to line up her seam with my erection just so, and I would have come right there and then if she hadn’t stopped.

      But she did stop.

      “Do you have a condom?” she asked breathlessly.  “I’m on the Pill, but you know.”

      Did I?

      Know?

      “I don’t have any,” I told her honestly.  I’d never even bought any; I never needed to.  My desire began and ended with Nimue, and even after I’d found her, I’d tried to stay away.

      I wish I could say that the pause for a condom stopped the twenty-seven-year-old man from fucking the girl in the Catholic school uniform, but it didn’t happen that way.  A condom was found in her room, and on her messy bed, she took my virginity.  She pushed me back and eased herself onto my thick, latex-covered shaft.

      I came immediately.  She just laughed.  “I thought older men were supposed to have stamina.”

      I debated about how much to tell her, and settled for the truth.  “I’ve never had sex before.”

      Her eyes grew round.  “Like…never?”

      “I’ve never wanted to,” I told her honestly.  “Not until you.”

      And that was the moment it all changed, really.  The moment it went from being about her fucking the sexy, older Brit and falling for the man himself.  I fell too, and of course, it was a mistake.
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      The creativity of people who want to fuck but who should not be fucking is limitless.

      She came to my hotel room, I snuck into her bedroom.  We stole away at Vivienne’s lavish parties.  I embraced the awful skeeviness of our ages and picked her up from school, and then we’d fuck in my car, my suit pants tugged around my hips and her plaid skirt up around her waist.

      I may have been new to sex, but I was an eager student, and she barely needed to say anything aloud before I learned it.  Where she liked to be licked and where she’d rather be sucked.  When she wanted slow grinds and when she’d rather have fast, hammering thrusts.  I held nothing back, left nothing trapped inside my imagination, and in the short time we had together, I visited every filthy, delirious act upon her body that we could dream of.  I bit her, sucked her, spanked her, tongued her, fucked every place on her body that she wanted fucked—which was all of them.  I couldn’t even care that I’d become the stereotype of the man chasing after teenage pussy—I knew the truth and had known it for fifteen hundred years.

      It was only ever her.  It was only ever going to be her.

      The end happened all at once, or so it seemed at the time.  Now, looking back, I can see it from almost the very beginning.  The first time I met her at her school, she spilled out of the front doors next to a young man who was carrying her book bag and for whom the term strapping was invented.

      The knife in my guts was dull and cold.

      My visions hadn’t helped me here, hadn’t bothered to warn me or prepare me.  Of course they didn’t last time either.

      “Who was that?” I asked casually as she finally slid into my car, humming to herself.

      I already knew the answer, but I didn’t know how frankly Nimue would look over at me and say, “My boyfriend.  That okay?”

      No.

      No.

      It’s not okay and I’ve only just got you and you’re not even mine.

      “I surmise it will have to be okay in order for me to keep seeing you?” I asked as I started the car.

      Her teeth worried at her lower lip, and her frank expression was subsumed by something doubtful and dark.

      “I don’t know, Merlin,” she said after a minute.  “I just…I don’t know.”

      For six weeks, I pretended not to care.  I fucked the woman I’d loved across two lifetimes and tried not to care that during the day she was with a handsome quarterback; I folded her in my arms and pretended not to smell his youthful aftershave on the skin of her neck.

      “I hate this,” she told me the night before her graduation.  She was in my hotel room, sprawled over my chest in a warm, sated tangle of limbs and hair.  We’d fucked so many times that my cock ached, but I didn’t care.  I’d fuck her as many times as she’d let me.

      “What do you hate, my little moon?”

      She often teased me about my pet name for her—it was unusual and old-fashioned, to be sure.  She had no idea exactly how old-fashioned it was.  But she didn’t even blink at it tonight.

      “I hate that I’m still with Jack when I only want to be with you.  I hate how much I want you because it feels like I don’t even belong to myself anymore, not all the way.  I hate that I feel like you’re going to leave at any moment and then I’ll have nothing at all.”

      I thought about that.  It had never occurred to me that Nimue might consider me the flight risk, me the cavalier unattached one.  How could it have?  When I had known from the moment I was born that she would always, always give her body to another and then leave me to die?

      It would be my life’s work to control information—to decide when and how to tell the truth, to choose which secrets would stay in the shadows and which would be brought into the light.  But sadly, it was a gift that I couldn’t apply to myself.  I was too close to it, maybe, still too bitter about what had happened between us before.  Bitter that history was already repeating itself—goddamn Pelleas again—and bitter that I still loved this singing little sprite with her blue eyes and wide smile.

      I should have told her the truth then.  Everything, I should have told her everything, and especially what I should have told her was this:

      I love you.

      I love you and I won’t leave.

      I’d rather die than leave you, and let me tell you about the time I did just that.

      But I didn’t.  I couldn’t.  Instead, I said, “I don’t belong to myself all the way either.  Even if I left, you’d have the biggest piece of me to hold on to.  For eternity, little moon.”

      And then we made love again, sore cock and all.
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      It ended the next day.  The next night, really, at the lavish graduation party Vivienne threw for her little sister and the rest of Nimue’s graduating class.  I don’t even remember why I attended now, except that Nimue wanted me there, and my protests felt weak in the face of her sweet pleadings.

      I’ll just be the strange old man at the party full of young people.

      Don’t be ridiculous, all the parents will be there.

      That doesn’t make me feel better, you know.

      But when have I ever truly refused her?

      So I went to the party, knowing full well that we were still hiding from Vivienne, from everyone, and knowing that she’d be on her teenaged boyfriend’s arm.  Knowing that I’d be consumed with jagged, helpless jealousy the entire night.

      I was.

      Even Nimue’s increasingly worried glances my way didn’t help.  She kept trying to catch my eye, to brush against me in passing as I forced my way through idle small talk with some of Vivienne’s politically minded friends, but I couldn’t bear to actually look at her, actually feel her.  Not with Pelleas’s claim so publicly marked.

      It just hurt too much.  To love her and not have her.  It’s always hurt so much.

      I walked out to the lake after a while, after I couldn’t bear it any longer and started having disturbing fantasies of beating Pelleas to the ground and carrying Nimue out over my shoulder like some kind of Viking marauder.  Just grabbing onto her and telling her you’re mine you’re mine only mine until she agreed in that singsong-y voice of hers and begged me to fuck the words into truth.

      Needless to say I didn’t do that, but even the lake couldn’t slake the sudden, violent lust I felt, and when I heard her call after me, there was a striking moment when the violence and the lust turned inward and all I wanted was for her to claim me.  To fuck me into being hers.

      To possess me.

      “Why did you leave?” she asked, but she knew why.  It was written in the shakiness of her voice, in the hunch of her shoulders as she folded her arms across her chest.

      “I’m not necessary,” I said, and I meant those words not just about her, not just about the party, but about so much else too.  I may have been the hand that puppeteered the fates of so many, but it often felt as if my own puppet strings were slack.  What was the point of all this suffering?  Ash and Greer and Embry would suffer for a lasting peace, Mark and Isolde and Tristan would suffer for much the same, but me?  Merlin the Enchanter who both made kings and brought them low?

      I suffered for nothing.  I suffered for suffering’s sake.

      And I looked up at the lovely silhouette of this too-young girl, all limned in silvery moonlight, and I wished for one fierce, blazing moment that if I had to suffer, at least I could suffer for her, at least my suffering could bring me closer to her and bind me to her forever.

      But then the moment faded and I saw the tears tracking down her face, and I knew.  My suffering only wounded my little moon’s heart, and it only wedged us further and further apart.  Maybe she would be happier with Pelleas.

      I had, after all, believed that in the last lifetime too.

      “I’m telling your mother tomorrow that I can no longer work on her campaign,” I said.  “And I’m afraid I must go back east.”

      “You’re afraid you must go?” she shot back in a mocking tone, swiping hastily at her tears.  “Really, Merlin?  You’re pulling that shit on me?”

      Frustrated, I spun to face her fully.  She was dazzling, angry and tearful with the moon like a halo around her dark head, and I wanted to take her in my arms and kiss her until she moaned for more, I wanted to drop to my knees and eat her cunt under her dress until she couldn’t stand.

      I did none of those things.  “If I stayed here, Nimue, what would happen next?  Would you stop dating Jack for me?  Would you live with me?  Marry me?”

      She furrowed her brow.  “I’m eighteen, Merlin, I don’t fucking know who I’m going to marry yet.”

      I do, I thought grimly.

      “Fine.  But what about Jack?  Would you have us both?  One for day and one for night, maybe?”

      Even in the dark I could see her angry flush.  “It’s not like that,” she muttered.

      “Then what is it like?  I confess to being jealous, Nimue, I confess to being so jealous that sometimes I can’t breathe for how angry I am.  It makes me frantic and filthy with the things I want to do to you because of it.”

      Her breath caught.  “What kinds of things?”

      I gave her a dark look.  “I think you know.”

      “And what if I want to do dark things to you?” she cried out suddenly, as if the words had been trapped inside her for longer than just the last few minutes.  “What if I want to punish you for being so handsome?  What if I want to torture you for being so mysterious?  What if I want to tie you up so you can never leave me?  I just want to break you open until you have no secrets from me ever again.  I loathe how opaque you are, how hidden and closed off you are—yes even from me—” she interrupted, forestalling my objection “—and yet at the same time, I’m drawn to it.  I’m obsessed with it, possessed by it.  Your mystery—it’s like I was put on this earth to find a way inside it and live there forever.”

      We were both breathless then, panting, her words spilling into the deepest cracks in myself and illuminating me.  I was terrified and exhilarated and hard.

      But.

      “You didn’t answer about Jack,” I said.

      She stared at me.  And it was clear that she didn’t have an answer.

      “Do you love him?”

      “Yes,” she said quickly, then just as quickly shook her head.  “I mean, no.  Or maybe I used to.  I thought I did.  Until I met you, and then I realized what I felt for him was…something else.”

      “Is that something else better than what I can give you?”

      And Nimue—brave Nimue, merry, honest Nimue—answered, “I’m not ready for what you can give me.”

      It was an answer so different than what she would have said in our last life that it gave me pause.

      She filled in the pause with, “My mother loved Jack before she died, she even wanted us to get married one day, and Vivienne wants me to date Jack because his parents can help her career.”  An inhale.  “He and I have an open arrangement between ourselves, but I still feel like I owe him my time for all he’s done for me.  He got me through my mother’s death, Merlin.  I can’t overlook that.”

      “So it’s what your family wants and you feel obligated anyway,” I said.  “And I’m not enough on the other end of the scale.”

      “Stop it,” she said, growing tearful again.  “That’s not how it is at all!  You’re putting me in an impossible position, and if you could just stay—”

      “Stay and watch you continue on with Jack?  I’d rather suffocate,” I told her.  “I’d rather be buried alive.  I can’t.  My…feelings…for you won’t allow it.”

      “So what are you saying?”  Her tears were really flowing now, glistening in the moonlight.  “What way are you going to hurt me?”

      “Just with a goodbye, little moon.  I’ll only hurt you with goodbye.”

      I left her alone on the lakeshore, and her last words to me came through the slowly settling night mist.

      Stay.  Don’t hurt me like this.

      I love you.

      I love you, Merlin.

      Please.
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      “You’re drifting,” she says, sounding pleased and exasperated all at once.  “Come back to me.”

      Had I been drifting?  Yes, I suppose I was.

      She’s still standing above me, her dress dropped down so it rests along my stomach and legs, hiding her cunt from view.  I want more than anything to pull that dress back up, but I feel like that would earn her displeasure, so I keep my hands by my sides.

      “There you are,” she says, scanning my face.  “You’re back.”

      “I was remembering.”

      “And do you remember what I said?”

      I know exactly what words she means.  “You said you loved me.”

      “Did you believe me?”

      I hesitate.  Decide on the truth.  “I didn’t.”

      She doesn’t seem upset by my admission.  She even looks like she expected it in a way.  But still, there’s something about the way she blinks a little too slowly, as if fighting back some powerful feeling, that makes me add, “I came back anyway.”

      Her eyes snap all the way open and she’s suddenly still.  Taking a deliberate breath.  And then another.

      She doesn’t ask me for more just yet and I don’t volunteer it, letting her process my words as she braces one knee up on the lounge by my hip and then the other on the other side.  She reaches under her dress and takes hold of my male flesh, which is so swollen by this point that it almost hurts to be touched, and positions it against the wet well between her legs.

      She doesn’t rub me against her, doesn’t run my tip through her slick seam; she merely places me at the place where she wants me and starts to sink down.

      Her eyes flutter as her pussy squeezes over the fat head, and she has to screw her hips back and forth in order to work her cunt over me.  It takes work—she pauses several times to rest her hands on my chest and breathe—because she’s so tight.  The kind of tight where I think we might have to change positions or maybe I’ll have to get her off with my fingers.  I might be forced to do so anyway—the kiss of her skin against mine, bare wet pussy on bare fat cock, is too much to endure after everything else.

      My back arches up and I ball my hands into fists.  My belly feels like it’s made of corrugated steel with how clenched tight it is, and my thighs are hard swells of muscle against Nimue’s sleek legs as I fight with all my body to keep my orgasm at bay.

      And I’m only halfway inside her.

      Nimue immediately senses the problem and reaches behind herself to circle my shaft with her fingers and squeezes—hard.

      The mounting climax crashes into the obstacle of her grip, and even my toes flex with the agony of it.  “You’re pitiless,” I pant.  “Cruel and hard-hearted.”

      “You were about to come,” she explains poutily.  “Before I even had a chance to enjoy you.”

      “It seemed that you were enjoying me earlier,” I manage, but my would-be rebuke only makes her mouth tilt up.

      “Yes, I was.  Very much.”

      With hard effort and a final shaky gasp that I can feel in my spine, she manages to slide all the way down onto her fingers, and then once she removes them, she’s completely flush against my pelvis.  My cock is so far buried in her that it’s hers now, it belongs completely to her, and she seems to feel the same, because she begins stroking my stomach and chest possessively as she rocks herself on my hips.

      “Don’t come,” she orders.

      I swallow.  “Nimue—”

      “Don’t,” she repeats, in a tone that brooks no arguing.  And then she goes back to the work of making herself release with my body, riding me all angled forward so her erect little clitoris can catch friction against the hard flat above my cock.

      It’s nearly impossible without her fingers clamped around my base, and I struggle.  I writhe underneath her, I arch and I strain and I beg.

      And Nimue remains merciless through it all, simply humming and tracing the sweat-slicked flesh over my clamped muscles and tendons, as if my labors were a mere curiosity and not torture.

      “Nimue, this is the first time for me since the last time I was with you,” I admit hoarsely, trying to force some pity out of her.  “A person can’t last after that long.”

      She pauses her movements, looking down at me.  Her smile has faded into something puzzled.  “You meant what you said earlier then,” she says slowly.  “About not fucking?”

      “I’ve only ever fucked you, Nimue.  When I left, I left that part of me with you.”

      She seems stunned by this, settling back so her ass rests against my thighs.  “Is that why you came back?  After the night at the lake?”

      “I came back because I decided it didn’t matter if you loved me or not.  It only mattered if I loved you, and I thought—hell, I thought—” Even now, buried inside her, knowing that the flush on her cheeks and chest is all from me, the memory stings.  “I thought maybe I could find a way past you being with Jack.  I thought I could share you if I tried hard enough.  I thought: Merlin, some people are made to be with more than one other, and I’m not but you are, and maybe if I just accepted that—”

      “When did you come back?” she asks, leaning forward.  She braces one hand by my head so the other can stroke at my hair, and the shift of her tight glove over my thick length is enough to make me curse.

      “Dawn,” I force out through the pleasure and the strain of keeping my orgasm at bay for her.  “The cleaning crew was still working to set the place back to rights and I was able to slip right into the house.  I went to your room just in time to hear you come through the door.  Come for him.”

      “Oh Merlin,” she murmurs, her eyes blinking with tears.  Her hand tugs tight in my hair, as if to anchor me to her, as if to assure us both that we’re together now.  “I’m so, so sorry.  I was angry and hurt and it was so easy to let him help…”

      “I know,” I say heavily.  “And it’s just as well.  Turns out I wasn’t strong enough to share anyway.”

      “I don’t want you to share either,” she says.  “Because I can’t.  I can’t share you.  I never want to take that cuff off your ankle, Merlin.  I want you to belong to me forever.”

      I think I’m crying again.

      “Don’t ever take it off then,” I whisper.  “Keep me.”

      “You’re kept, my love.”

      Our eyes lock and heat gathers at my fingertips, along the crown of my scalp and the bottoms of my feet.  It’s heat and light and power, and I’ve never done this before, not in this life, except once with Ash and that was only a kiss.

      This time, when I offer my lips to Nimue, my body is as close to hers as a body can be.  Pressed against her, nestled inside her, marked and bruised by her.

      “I’ll give what I can to you,” I breathe, “if you’ll kiss me.”

      She kisses me, and all the heat and light and power surge up in my body and then into hers in a transmission that feels like it rips a piece of my soul right out of me.

      And I give it gladly, so long as I’m giving it to her.

      This was what I wanted all those years ago by the lake.  I wanted to suffer for her.  And if the welts on my body please her, if the part of my soul that I’m feeding into her soul pleases her, then I’m content.

      More than content.

      Joyful.

      Nimue lets out a soft moan as heat and magic glimmer between us, and I know what I’ve shared is the memory of us in this lifetime.  For the first time, she’s seeing and feeling my love for her as acutely as I felt it; she’s hearing my thoughts, my wonder, my hurt.

      The glimmer is everywhere between us, surging at every point of contact, making even the most innocuous of touches, like her hand in my hair, feel unbearably sensual.  And of course, hardly any of our touches are innocuous right now.  We are grinding, thrusting, grabbing, slick.  Mouths dancing, skin sliding.  Breath sharing.

      Nimue comes.

      She keens against my lips, her entire body shuddering and I follow her over, not sure if I’m allowed, but I’d be helpless to stop it.  In the sparkling cloud of magic between us, all the pain and power and ecstasy of this life made manifest between us, I’m helpless.  Her own memories flood mine as I give her my own, as I give her the essence of my body along with the essence of my soul, and now I can feel her pain, her ecstasy.  Her wounded confusion as I left her, her youthful optimism before that.  Her sliver of wisdom in looking at my dark eyes and knowing she wasn’t ready.

      She’s ready now.

      We rise and we crest together, both on the same flooding tide of magic, each peak longer and more beautiful than the last, and she writhes and flutters above me as I surge inside her over and over again, spilling heat and love inside the most tender part of her body.  Every pulse, every pump, is heavy and hot and wet and it’s all for her, every last drop.  Every single iota of my pleasure has belonged to her for twenty-three years, and an eternity before that.

      Gradually, our bodies settle, and the glimmer between us recedes, leaving the shared memories in its wake.  But I feel as Nimue reaches for it again.  She’s slumped against my chest, her eyelashes ticklish and sweet against my skin, and I feel as she inhales and searches for that glimmering sight with her mind.

      She finds it, but she can’t hold onto it, and it pulls back from her again, like the sky as a child swings backwards and away from it.

      “It takes practice,” I say.  My voice is husky with spent pleasure—and maybe a little fear.

      The sooner Nimue finds her power…the sooner the end comes for me.  And now I realize what Nimue truly meant by surrender, by take what I needed.  At the end of her crop, I become helpless to her.  Under her body, I’d die to make her happy.

      I’d give her anything.  Including the key to my life.

      “Practice,” she says dreamily.  “I can do that.”

      She moves off me, my cock leaving her body in a regretful slide, and noticing my wince, she cups me again.  “We’ll do more.  But for now…”  She leans in and kisses me as she continues to cup my manhood, as if it’s the most natural thing in the world for her to do, as if it belongs to her all the time.

      “Thank you,” she whispers.  “For the memories.  For sharing with me.  I’m—” she struggles for words “—deeply moved.”

      “I’m glad,” I say simply, honestly.  “I loved you.”

      She pulls back to see my face.  “Do you love me still?”

      I’ve already surrendered magic…why not the truth?

      “Of course, little moon.  I’ve loved you for eternity, and eternity stretches both ways.”

      “Then can you forgive me for what’s happened between us?”

      “Can you forgive me for hurting you when I left?”

      She considers, and I think of how strange this all is.

      She’s angry that I left.

      I’m angry that I died.

      It’s the trouble with our two lives, I suppose, that we don’t only have one past to work through, but two.  Double the pain, twice the betrayal.  A million times the tragedy.

      But I set that aside for now as she says softly, “I forgave you the moment it happened, I think, even though I didn’t know it yet.  I wasn’t ready for you, for this gift of yours, and it wasn’t fair to trap you until I was ready.  Jack and I split the very next month, because it also wasn’t fair to him when I only could love you.  And I still do, you know.  Love you.”

      She looks almost shy as she says it, and I think she won’t mind so much if I break protocol and pull her into a searing kiss.

      She doesn’t mind.
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      The next week is brutal.  Glorious.  Cum-drippingly magical.

      Nimue binds me, beats me, jerks me, fucks me.  She covers my face with her sweet cunt until she’s satisfied, she uses my penis to pleasure herself in any way she sees fit.  In the morning, she washes me in the shower and grooms me, although she says she likes the silver-streaked stubble on my jaw too much to shave it.

      She feeds me.  Sings to me.  Plays chess with me.

      Sometimes I cook for her, the simple dishes I remember from my childhood, and she often has me read aloud to her, books of folklore and history and also the occasional murder mystery.

      At night, she crawls into bed with me and tucks herself into my arms.  And that’s the most glorious thing of all.

      When I am in my right mind—that is to say, when I’m not hard for her, which is very rarely—I try to remind myself to keep the glimmer and sight to myself.  The more sparingly I dole it out perhaps, the longer I can live, because once I’ve shared all I have with her, then what other reason will fate have to keep me alive?

      But it’s not so easy as all that, oh no.  Not when I’m gagged and tear-streaked as Nimue finally lets me come all over my belly.  Not when she’s paddling me or flogging me.  Especially not when she hooks her thigh over my hip in the quiet cocoon of my bedroom-cum-prison-cell and guides me inside her, grinding herself to a sweet, slow orgasm.

      No, it’s not easy at all.

      “I’ve wanted this since the day I met you,” she whispers in my ear as she fucks herself on my erection.  “To break you open and crawl inside.  To make your mystery my own and spend the rest of my life wrapped up inside it.  Exploring it.  Forever.”

      I used to think myself a strong man.  But no man is strong enough to stop a beautiful woman from eating his heart.

      Sometimes I just stare at her and think how?  How can she be so lovely and perfect?  How can I still love her more than I love myself?  When she is my doom?
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      The day of the midwinter solstice comes with a gloom of sideways rain and an assault of hateful wind.  I wake to Nimue standing by the window, all shadows and rain-silvered as she watches the storm move over the island.

      “It’s already the longest night of the year,” she murmurs.  “But this storm makes it seem even longer.”

      It does indeed seem like some kind of near-night outside, a twilight that lasts all day, and it also makes me never want to leave the bed.

      Not that I could anyway, since Nimue chains me to it every night.

      “Come back,” I plead, reaching for her.  I want her silky head tucked under my chin, her slender hands cradled between my chest and hers as I hold her.  I’ve waited for so long to have her once again, and God only knows how much longer I have left to enjoy it.  Not long with as quickly as I’ve been surrendering bits of power to her.  But it’s so hard to resist after she’s beaten me so beautifully, after she’s already crawled inside my mystery, as she likes to put it.  It seems like the most natural thing in the world to press my lips to hers and let her take, take, take.  Offer up the glimmer and glow of my sight, even as I feel more and more veils fluttering shut in my mind.  Even as I feel my own magic flickering down to a cold death as I give it all away to the object of my worship.

      Do I miss the power?

      Do I regret its loss?

      Yes, and no.  Missing and regretting are two very different things.  Just ask anyone who’s ever left something on a holy altar in order to prove their devotion.  If you didn’t miss it, it wouldn’t be a very worthy sacrifice.

      “We’re going to the back room,” she says, coming to the bed and gesturing for me to sit up.  I hold out my wrists for her to cuff like a good boy, my cock already stirring in anticipation, and the ritual of it is by now familiar, domestic even.  Perhaps how married couples feel watching their partner get dressed in the morning, going through the intimate and mindless routines of stretching and checking their phones and brushing their teeth—that’s how I feel now watching Nimue pull the cuffs out of the end table and wrap them around my wrists, dropping a kiss on the inside of each wrist before she fastens the restraints.  Watching her hair move over her shoulders as she bends down to unlock my ankle and then attach the chain to my wrist cuffs instead, and the glitter of the key nestled in the dip of her collarbone as she stands up and tugs on the chain to check that it’s latched on properly.

      If we had any other ending than the one fate has planned for us, I’d ask her to marry me right now.  Instead, I look up at her as she finishes her work and say, “I love you.”

      She places her hand against my jaw, running her fingers through the silver-flecked stubble that she loves so much.  “I hope you’re ready to prove it.”

      Even the cavelike back room can’t muffle the noise of the storm as we get settled, and there’s something hypnotic about the lashing rain outside as Nimue has me lie down on the lounge.  I arrange myself the way I know she wants—kilt off, on my back, bound wrists above my head—as she gets whatever she wants to play with today.  It doesn’t matter what, really.  She’ll turn something painful into pleasure, or something pleasurable into pain—I’ve had more ruined orgasms in the last week than I’ve had regular orgasms—and whatever it is, I’ll happily endure it because it will be for her.

      Finally, my suffering has purpose.

      I am surprised though when she comes over to me, and she only has a bottle of lube in her hand—a hand that is currently gloved in purple latex.

      She motions for me to let one foot drop on the floor so she can sit on the lounge.  “I know you haven’t done this with anyone else,” she says, “but what about by yourself?”

      I can surmise what she means.  “No,” I say, my throat surprisingly dry.  I swallow.  “I mean, I’m not averse to it, but…”

      I trail off.  I don’t have a real objection, and Nimue seems to realize it, although she still checks.  “This is a time when you could tell me no, Merlin.  You could say enchanted.  You could even just say, no, Nimue, I don’t want to try this.”

      “It seems rather craven to accede to beatings but refuse this, don’t you think?”

      She shrugs.  “I don’t see any limit as craven.”

      “It doesn’t matter, because it’s not a limit.  You’re already inside me in every other possible way, little moon.  In my mind, in my blood, my breath, my heart.  What’s this compared to that?”

      She beams.  “I like that way of looking at it.  And I do promise that I will reward your trust.  Tuck your knees to your chest, please.”

      It’s an undignified position, but dignity has never been the point.  Even if it had been, I lost it the moment I woke to the sound of a match striking in the dark.

      And anyway, is dignity more valuable than trust?  More precious than vulnerability?  More cherished than surrender?

      I pull my knees to my chest, and Nimue clucks her approval as it exposes the untouched part of me that she wants.

      “Breathe,” she counsels, and then she spreads the lubricant on her finger and presses it against the firm rim of my anus.  “Breathe.”

      She pushes.

      I breathe.

      It’s cool at first, but everything quickly warms, and it’s the pressure that truly makes me uncomfortable rather than the temperature.

      “How does it feel?” Nimue asks once she has her finger in to the second knuckle.

      “Full,” is my honest answer.  It may be an obvious one, but it’s all I have.  It’s not truly painful, nor is it pleasurable, but the last week with Nimue has trained me to accept any sensation as welcome, simply because it comes from her.

      She adds a second finger.

      I inhale into my stomach, unable to keep from closing my eyes at the invasion, but my erection flexes happily, already wet at the tip, and then when Nimue curls her fingers forward to press against—something—I—I—

      “Feel good now?” she purrs, gently rubbing against my prostate.  It’s like my guts have been replaced with hot, roiling pleasure, but it’s different than what I’ve known.  It’s urgent, turbulent and vital deep in my belly, and it’s the most indecent thing I’ve ever felt.  The most base and carnal and human.

      “I don’t know if good is the right word,” I manage, but my cock is getting impossibly harder and bigger as she toys with me, and she seems satisfied with the answer it gives.  There’s several more passes and circles she makes inside, shifting her rhythm every time I seem to get too close to the edge.  Within two minutes, I’m misted with sweat along the bunches of my arms and the groove of my clavicle, and I’m squirming.

      Like a whore, I think, and somehow that makes it even hotter.  Squirming like a whore against the hand of the cruelest woman I’ve ever met.

      Nimue uses her other hand to run idle circles over the hard scrunches of my abs, taking care not to brush against my leaking erection as she does.  “Tell me,” she says softly, meeting my gaze, “when we share the glimmer between us, does it take anything away from you?  Does it make your gift any less?”

      I let out a small exhale of wounded lust.  She’s done this on purpose, gotten me past the point of clear thought, clear speech, in order to find out more about what she wanted.  But of course she did.  That’s the arrangement, after all, and she never lied to me about that.  She’d use sex to take my sight, one kind of power to take another.

      Although, I can’t believe she doesn’t already know this.  She used to know.  In another life.  “Yes,” I say, and I’m stunned when she actually flinches at my words.

      Her hands don’t stop their wicked work, so I can’t even properly react when she says, somewhat miserably, “That’s not what I wanted, you know.”

      “What did you want?”

      She closes her eyes, slides her fingers free of my body.  I make a betrayed little whimper as she does.

      “I wanted to share it.  Have it, but for you to have it too.  I’m not a thief, Merlin.”

      But you were.  And you are.

      She stands up and tugs off the breezy, flowing dress she’d been wearing.  Underneath, rather than panties, she wears a harness.  No bra, as always, and the tips of those perky breasts are erect and straining.  “On your stomach, please.  Head on your arms, looking down.”

      I desperately want to watch her now—I’m undeniably entranced by the leather and metal sitting so snugly around her lean hips, the straps that hug and highlight the high curve of her ass.  I want to see what happens next, what type of toy she fits inside the harness and how it looks as she walks toward me.  Whether it casts a shadow on her legs or sways with her movements.  I want to see her face, I want to see if this arouses her, I want to see if her breath hitches with anticipation as she regards the place she’d like to fuck.

      But all of this is denied me.  I get to my stomach and I’m forced to listen to all manner of intriguing noises as she gets ready.  And I’m not at all prepared when her footsteps approach and her hands slide around my hips, tugging me up the slightest amount, and then my throbbing arousal encounters something cool and slick and oh my bleeding God—

      I cheat and look down the length of my lifted stomach to see her hand fitting a tight, tight, silicone sleeve over my organ, something so tight and soft and wet that I have to clench my ass and thighs and belly to keep from jetting my much-needed release inside it.  At the same time, I feel a spike of humiliation, which no doubt was Nimue’s intention because she catches it on my face right away.

      “Don’t like that, Merlin?”

      “Would rather fuck you,” I mumble, dropping my head back on my arms.

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible, because I’m going to fuck you,” Nimue says, pushing my hips back down so that now my toy-sheathed penis is trapped between my stomach and the lounge.  The pressure is insane, and it’s all I can do not to thrust into it.

      “Besides,” she adds, “you haven’t earned me yet today.  You haven’t proved that you’ll cherish it.”

      “I would, I would cherish it,” I plead and then groan as I feel her straddle my legs.  The cool heft of her toy cock rests against the seam of my buttocks, and her added weight drives my hips—and therefore my cock—deeper into the slick cinch of the fake pussy.

      I shudder.

      She laughs.  “I think you can’t even hold back from fucking a silicone cunt, Merlin.  How could you truly appreciate my perfect one instead?  It would be like giving champagne to a dog.”

      To prove her point, she rocks her hips forward over me, which make my own surge forward again, simulating a thrust.

      More groans from me.  More thrusts from her as she forces me to degrade myself by fucking the toy.

      It only serves to fuel the humiliation.  Nimue doing this to show that I don’t deserve her body, that I’m beneath her and too bestial to appreciate it, and then I’m proving her right by moaning for this cheap replacement instead.  Her fingers find my dark entrance again, and the humiliation doubles, trebles.

      But the shame breaks and eddies around the tender patience in her voice when she repeats, “Breathe,” and presses the blunt tip of her toy against my hole.

      I try to breathe.

      It doesn’t work.

      The stretch is unholy, dark and forsaken, and I arch and pant underneath her at the push.

      Shh shh shh, she shushes, and then when that doesn’t settle me, she says—still tenderly—“Bite your arm, Merlin.”

      I bite my arm.

      The hard column slowly goes inside me, and I fuss and fret underneath her, caught between the inexorable glide of Nimue’s cock and the squeezing slick of the toy cunt, literally trapped between pain and pleasure.  She finally cases herself completely in my ass, and carefully lays herself over the top of me, her long, sleek limbs sweetly covering my own.  She gives an experimental thrust from this position, which nudges against my prostate and of course sends my erection stroking inside the fake pussy.  All at once the dirty, belly-clenching discomfort becomes clamorous pleasure before it shimmers back into pain.

      I shudder.  And shudder some more.

      Nimue strokes my shoulders and arms, she finds my jaw—tight from biting my arm—and caresses that too.  “How does it feel?”

      I stop biting my arm.  “Like I’m being fucked in the ass,” I hiss out, and she laughs.  Hums to herself as she gives another thrust and the pain-pleasure-pain cycle flares up again.

      Shh shh shh, she says as I whimper.

      Again and again it goes, and she’s slow enough to keep me from feeling like this is more punitive than exploratory, but fast enough to keep it just on the edge of torment.

      Even so, the pain-pleasure-pain cycle begins to morph and shift, until the pain ebbs nearly completely away and all that’s left is this…this feeling.  It feels too elemental to truly be labeled pleasure, too unfamiliar to be comfortable, and yet it churns inside my belly, it tightens and snarls in a place I’ve never really felt before.  A place between Nimue’s cock and my own, a secret place in the cradle of my groin that I never could have found without this.

      My blood is hot, hot with animal lust, and I’ve never felt more like a beast than now, with Nimue stretched out on top of me, filling my private place, and my cock fucking into something tight and wet, and I’m panting and grunting, truly like a beast at work, and that’s when Nimue leans down and whispers in my ear, “Tell me about our first life together.”

      I’m mindless now, just needing to be fucked until I erupt inside this substitute pussy, and so I murmur, “Take it with a kiss,” even though I know if she does, it very well could be the last of my sight, the last few drops of magic left in my well.

      But I don’t even care anymore.  Nothing matters, nothing matters except for her and her and her.

      She can have it all, as long as I can have her, for however short a time.

      “I want you to tell me.  Without magic.”

      “S’easier,” I mumble, my head rolling on my arms now.  Bleeding Christ, I’m so close, I’m so close.  “S’easier with magic.”

      She sounds unhappy when she speaks, and that clears my head somewhat.  Even after everything—or perhaps because of everything—the thought of her unhappiness scrapes at my heart.

      “I don’t want to take any more from you,” she says.  “Not until I know all of what’s happened between us, including the parts I can’t remember.”

      I hesitate.  It’s a hard story to tell, even not suspended between two vulgar delights as I am.

      “Please,” she says softly.  “Tell me what happened to make you resent me.”

      I try to speak, but she gently presses her forehead to my temple to silence me.  “I see it in the way you look at me sometimes, Merlin.  I know you love me, I know by some incredible design you’ve only ever loved me, but I know you resent me sometimes too.  That you’re afraid of me.  And I think you’ve always been, ever since we first met…in this life.”

      “You’re different than you were then,” I murmur.  The feel of her forehead warm on my temple is almost better than a kiss.  It’s reassuring, patient, close.  “Maybe then doesn’t matter now.  Not if you’re different.”

      “I still need to know.  And I can’t do it by taking more magic from you—at least, I can’t take any more from you until I know the truth.  Please.”

      I take in a deep breath, feeling cool air rush between my stomach and the lounge as I do.  “Okay,” I agree.  “I’ll tell you.”

      She pulls out but stays where she’s at on top of me, as if she knows I need some reprieve if I’m to manage words, but as if she’s also loath to break the visceral connection between us.

      I’m loath too.  It’s a hard story to tell, and having my body thoroughly possessed by her as I tell it might make it easier.

      I kiss her fingers where they curl over my bicep and begin.
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      You were born fifteen hundred years ago to a queen and her consort in a place called Ynys Witrin, and you were born a princess, but also a priestess, because your mother was no ordinary queen.

      And Ynys Witrin was no ordinary place.

      Nyneve was the Lady of the Lake, and Ynys Witrin was the Isle of Avalon, and she guarded both mortal and immortal realms from that place.  She watched over the kingship of Britain and signaled her favor to worthy rulers by passing the sword of Excalibur.  She gave her wisdom and advice to those same rulers when needed.  And she also tended to the sanctuary of worship that was the isle itself.  All gods and goddesses, the gods of old and Christ, had their temples and shrines there.

      All were welcome and worshipped on Avalon.  For a time, it was beautiful.

      Your mother had two daughters of her body—yourself, of course, and your older sister, Vivienne.  Some say it was because of Vivienne that she began to change and harden, but I’ve seen nothing in my visions to think that’s true.  I think she began to change the way people often change as they grow older.  They forget what it’s like to learn, they forget how to change.  They forget their own part in their unhappiness and begin to suspect other people are to blame.

      What is certain is this: the custom was for the Queen of Avalon to have only one daughter.  Sons were tolerated, she might have many of those, but once she had a living daughter, she would use her knowledge and magic to make sure she conceived no more.  (There was a time, not so far removed from Arthur’s, but far enough, when her consort would be killed after the birth of her daughter, as a sacrifice of thanksgiving, but even in my time, this practice was considered horrifying beyond measure.  Barely spoken of, and only in hushed, fearful tones.)

      But Queen Nyneve, for reasons we’ll never know, decided not to use her proficiency with herbs and plants to keep herself from conceiving a second daughter, and so she had you.  None would gainsay her to her face, but the scandal of it rippled through every kingdom in the isles and all the holy places from Ireland to Armorica in Gaul.  Her transgression was compounded by the mounting proof that your older sister, Vivienne, was without magic—though terrifically intelligent and already wielding a sharp political acumen for such a young age.

      And you?

      You were so full of magic that on the night you were born, two hundred miles away, a ten-year-old boy woke from a dead sleep to find himself cloaked in a silver fall of moonlight that whispered his name.  When he fell back asleep, he dreamt of the woman he was fated to love.

      Now he knows that the moonlight whispered his name in your voice.

      But back to the queen and our story.

      Nyneve had broken with the tradition of having only one heir—one daughter who held both magic and earthly power inside her—and now she had two heirs.  The power of Avalon was split.

      I’m not sure how she came to decide that it was my fault, but it must have been around the time she sent you and your sister to Tintagel, where Uther Pendragon was holding his court at the time.  She never liked me—I came from my own holy island, you see, and dared to advise the king of Britain apart from her—but when she heard from Vivienne precisely how close I was with the king…the things I had done in his service and outside it in order to steer the fate of our nation, I believe that dislike crystalized into something worse.

      I was innocent of this knowledge at the time, veiled from seeing it, and so I only knew that there was a new young woman at court, more beautiful than any I’d ever seen.  You were fourteen and so merry and joyful that you could even make the old and grizzled Uther smile.  You’d sing for us in the hall on the winter nights, lovely, lilting tunes that made even the coldest corners feel warm, and your laughter often echoed throughout the large rooms of the keep before it was snatched away by the sea’s greedy wind.

      Had I just been a young warrior, a loyal soldier to my king with land and value attached to my name, I would have found a way to beg Uther for your hand.  Even the Queen of Avalon would be hard-pressed to deny the king if he wished to tie his court to hers in that way, and I was utterly besotted by you, as young as you were.

      I would have recognized your voice anywhere, you see.  And I didn’t yet know what the future held for me.  I thought only I’d been lucky enough to find the love fate had set apart for me.

      But I didn’t have land or value, and I wasn’t a warrior.  I worked in the shadows, I worked with a very different kind of danger, and I had nothing to offer a young bride.  And anyway, my work was only just beginning.

      The next time I saw you, we had a new king.  He’d been blessed by your mother and was building a new court very close to Avalon.  You were seventeen now, and certainly of marriageable age, and I knew if I asked Arthur, he would do everything in his power to help me wed you.  If you wanted, of course, and that was the tricky thing.  Did you want me?  Did you care for me as I did you?  Did you sense, as I did, that silver band of moonlight pulling us together through the mist and fog?

      But perhaps I’d been too busy, away too often at Arthur’s side as he fought his famous battles, and when we finally settled into the new court at Camelot, I came to learn that you were betrothed to another.  Pelleas, a young knight with all the things I didn’t have—money, land, battle scars.  He was from Avalon itself, and so a great favorite of your mother’s.

      After all we’ve been through now, I’m not ashamed to tell you that I wept when I heard.  The moonlight and your voice—I’d held onto the promise of them for so long, through all the cold nights and muddy battles and encounters with death.  And somehow, I’d let the moonlight slip through my fingers.  It seemed as inevitable as it was torturous.

      I recall that night so vividly.  I’d gone down into the woods and was looking back up at Camelot, which was blazing with raucous celebration at Arthur’s homecoming, and I nearly decided not to go back.  To leave and go elsewhere, find some other king to serve, some other court where I wouldn’t have to watch you marry another man and bear his children.  It even seemed like the night itself was beckoning me on—the breeze blew warm and the trees rustled and the stars glittered and it would have been so easy to walk away from the pain.

      But Arthur needed me, and for Merlin the Enchanter, there would be no other king.

      I stayed.

      The proverbial fatal mistake.
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      The legends have been wrong about so many things.  My age, my magic, my motivations.  But this they got right—by your hand, I was spirited away to a remote place and held there.

      I woke up one morning not long after the night I nearly abandoned Camelot and found myself in a cave, large and dark and dry.  You have to understand, it still wasn’t unusual for people to sleep and even dwell in caves—I did so frequently on my journeys—but it was unusual enough after the comforts of Camelot to be disorienting.

      Slowly, I began to fully wake, to trace the outline of the cave’s mouth against a starry field of night sky.  There was another light from somewhere, and I realized it was you, sitting next to me with a lamp by your knee and your eyes bright with tears.

      “I’m sorry,” you said.  “I’m so sorry.”

      Your mother was forcing your hand, you told me, she was making you marry Pelleas and you had no wish to.  So you did what young people across the world do when they’re frightened and jumpy: you came up with a stupid, terrible plan.

      The logic ran like this: you’d run away with me, and then when Pelleas invariably found you—he was doggedly loyal, that one—he’d find you unchaperoned with a man who had the king’s favor, and he’d have no choice but to step aside.  To marry a woman who’d compromised herself thus would offend his sense of honor, but he’d never be able to challenge me without losing his tenuous esteem with Arthur.  Therefore, he’d drop his suit for your hand and you’d be free of him.

      Of course, the one thing you didn’t feel like you could count on was my cooperation, so you drugged me for the ship’s journey to Bardsey and warded the cave with your spells so I couldn’t leave, although it took only the barest probing with my mind to see that I could easily break your spells if I wanted to.

      I didn’t want to.  I wanted to stay wherever you were no matter what the reason, so I never tried to break them.  Never even told you I could.

      And by the end, you’d taken so much of my power that I couldn’t break them anymore, even when I desperately wanted to.  Such is the irony of life.

      Christ, Nimue, if only you’d asked me.  If only you’d said, “Run away with me,” I would have left everything behind, even the king I loved but who no longer needed me as he once did.  All the drugs and the spells were so unnecessary when taken in view of how much I longed for you.

      But why would you have known that?  We’d barely exchanged two words at court, I’d never made my love for you known because I had nothing to offer, and for all you knew, I was barely aware of your existence.

      “Why Bardsey?” I asked you after you finished explaining.

      “It’s remote,” you said.  “And holy.  Pelleas wouldn’t dare spill blood on holy ground.”

      True.

      But it was hard to ignore that however remote and holy it was, it was also my home.  They would say later that Bardsey was the island of twenty thousand saints—twenty thousand holy souls interred on this small jag of turf and rock—and that number included the people of the old ways and the Druids as well as the Christians who came after.  In many real ways, the island was the source of my power, or, if not its source, its conduit.  It was here that I was the most powerful…and the most vulnerable.

      Surely that couldn’t have been a coincidence.  But I was blinded by how much I wanted you, how much I wanted to be near you, even if it was as your prisoner as you schemed to avoid a marriage you didn’t want.

      We were in the cave together for three months.  And until the end, it was perfect.
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      You were innocent, virginal, and let me tell you, it was a heady combination when paired with your inherent joy and merriment.  I would get hard just watching you laugh or sing to yourself, harder still when you’d look up and catch me staring and you’d swallow, as if you’d never felt a man’s attention on you before.

      You’d blush when we’d accidentally touch, you’d catch your breath when I said your name.  The first time I touched your face, you ducked your head and shivered.  And you gasped the first time we kissed, stole the air from right between our lips.

      “I care for you,” I said, brushing hair away from your face.  “Let me marry you, Nimue.  We don’t even have to wait for Pelleas to find us.  We’ll find one of the holy women here or go back to Avalon—or even a church, if you’d rather do that.  But please, let me be your husband.”

      You looked so unhappy right then that I pulled back, worried I’d gone too far.

      “I can’t marry you, Merlin,” you said, and the tears you spilled were like acid as they dropped onto the place where my hands clasped yours.

      You couldn’t marry me, you said, but neither could you stop yourself from falling in love with me—or at least I thought at the time.  The kisses grew more frequent, heated and long and slow, until inevitably the kisses begat caresses and then the caresses begat sex.  Our first time, I’d undressed you and kissed every part of your body I could, fondled and stroked, until you made a cradle for me with your legs and shyly asked me to kiss you as I lay there.  To go inside you.

      I did, and it was the first time I shared magic with you.

      I didn’t truly know then, as I know now, what was happening.  I didn’t realize that I wasn’t sharing, I was giving, and I equally didn’t realize that my giving became your stealing the deeper in love we fell.  Or I fell, at least.

      For several heady weeks, we spent the long hours of the day and night tangled with each other, making love some times and fucking like animals some others, and every time you’d blink up at me with those sultry blue eyes and beg for more of my “glow” as you called it.  More of that shimmering magic from my body into yours.  And I shared it willingly.

      At some point, you began to tell me you loved me.  Shy whispers at first, as if you couldn’t believe it yourself, and then more often, more unabashed.  I’d look up from my bowl of stew to find you staring at me.  “I love you,” you’d declare, as if my eating stew were some kind of revelation you never could have imagined.  Or I’d be washing myself in the small spring-fed pool in the back of the cave, and you’d be teasing me about my catlike obsession with cleanliness, and then your jibes would abruptly transform into grinning statements of love.

      You fell in love like you did everything—happily, merrily, singing.

      But as often as you sang, you cried.  I often caught you with tears on your face and your shoulders hunched in and shaking.  Sitting by the mouth of the cave, or farther down by the sea, where you thought I could not follow.  I could have, could have broken the wards trapping me inside the cave easily, but I also didn’t want to crowd you or press you when you didn’t want to be pressed.  I would do what I could to cheer you, thinking that you cried because you feared your mother’s anger or because you didn’t think I’d be willing to marry you after all this, but your sadness had a deeper source.

      And I eventually found out what it was.

      You slept cradled in my arms one night, naked as I liked you, and limp and well-fucked as I liked you even more, and I was close to sleep myself when I felt something wet against my chest.  I thought you might be crying in your sleep, and the idea was heartbreaking enough that I leaned back to check.  But no, in the low light of the fire, your face was dry.  I pulled back even more, nestling you carefully into the blankets and I would have missed it had the firelight not made it glisten.

      A single drop of something golden-clear beading at the tip of your nipple.

      I knew nothing of women and women’s bodies; my destiny from birth had been kings and war.  When you told me that it wasn’t uncommon for you not to bleed for months at a time, in response to my observation that we hadn’t needed to curb our lusts for any monthly bleeding, I had no reason not to believe you.  But even I knew only breeding women produced milk.  I tugged the blanket down farther, shaping my hand to the curve of your belly.  It was subtle—so subtle I’d missed it, thinking it just another curve added by our weeks of sleep and sex and eating the food left near our cave by the holy women who honored the Princess of Avalon—but now I knew.  My babe grew there.

      For a short moment, I was elated.  I can’t even tell you how joyful.  I loved you and I’d created a child inside you—what further happiness could I ever grasp at?  And perhaps finally you’d consent to marry me, despite my strange position at court and lack of land.

      Then you woke.  “What is it?” you asked, all dozy and flush-cheeked with sleep.

      I ducked my head and licked the sweet milk from your breast.  “You’re breeding,” I said hoarsely, happily.  “You carry my child.”

      You froze then, blinking fast, and your hand came up to cover your breast.

      “Nimue?” I asked, puzzled, and you wrapped yourself in a blanket and stood.  You were crying, but your voice was curiously wooden when you said, “I wondered when you would notice.”

      “You should have told me,” I said gently.  “Is this what’s been troubling you?  Of course I’ll marry you, little moon.  It’s been fated to be so; I dreamt of you when you were born, you know.  The moonlight spoke in your voice, and the moment I first glimpsed you at court, I knew.  Come back to bed, and let me prove to you that fate was right.”

      You winced.  “You can’t marry me, Merlin.”

      “I know I have no land or titles, but if I ask, Arthur will—”

      “No,” you grated out.  “You can’t marry me because I’m already married.”

      I stared at you, unable to understand.  Or maybe unwilling.

      “Don’t you see?” you said, pressing your face into your hands.  “Mother made me marry Pelleas in secret months ago.  It’s his child.  Everything I told you was a lie.”

      “But…then…why…”

      You looked at me with something like pity.  “Can you not guess?”

      And then you went down to the sea, and this time, I could not follow because I couldn’t break the wards.

      My power was gone.
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      You didn’t return until the next day, and when you did, Queen Nyneve was with you.

      I sat on a small outcrop just on the inside of the cave.  I’d been waiting for you to return, watching the rocky approach to our little domicile, not sure if I was going to roar at you like a wounded bear or beg you to stay, only knowing I needed to see you again.  I was like a starving man wanting just one more crumb—no matter that the crumb was poisoned.  I missed you, I ached for you, even as I felt I could hate you for being married to another, for stealing my power.  And most of all, for planning to leave.

      I knew I looked pathetic sitting there—forlorn and bitter and without the strength my magic used to give me—but I didn’t care.  I just wanted to see your face and hear your voice.

      And then there you were, dark hair blowing in the wind, blue eyes red-rimmed, that merry mouth pulled into a frown I couldn’t help but regret.

      “Well done,” Nyneve told you when she saw me, and you looked miserable.  Despite everything you’d done to me, I wanted to comfort you, to pull you into my arms and tell you I would make everything right.

      But I couldn’t, because you stood just outside the cave, and you’d stolen my ability to leave it.  You’d stolen my ability to make anything right ever again.

      I focused on your mother instead.  “Arthur will kill you for this,” I informed her.

      “Not when Nimue becomes his advisor,” Nyneve tutted.  “Wiser and even more far-seeing than you, because she carries both the power of Avalon and the power of Bardsey in her veins now.”

      I had to admit that while Arthur would die to avenge me, he only could if he knew the truth of what had happened.  And who would tell him if I was never able to leave this place?

      “And Pelleas?  Your son-in-law?  Is he as serene as you are to prostitute your daughter for power?”

      You flinched when I said that, but you didn’t defend yourself.

      “Pelleas is loyal to Avalon,” the queen said coldly.  “When I told him what was required of Nimue, he acquiesced immediately.  He knew how vital it was to correct the imbalance.”

      “Imbalance?”

      Fury touched her cheeks.  “You are the reason my daughters have inherited divided powers—you and your shameless grabbing of this kingdom’s magic.  There’s only so much of it, Merlin, and you have been gathering it all to you since the day you were born.  No longer.  Here you were robbed and here you shall die.”

      “No!” you said, stepping between us.  “You said you wouldn’t kill him!”

      “It hardly matters,” Nyneve rejoined, “whether he dies or lives the next forty years in this cave.  He’ll be trapped here either way.”

      “It matters to me,” you said, and for the first time, I could see how my power had changed you.  You stood taller, your eyes brighter, your voice ringing bell-clear.  “I love him.”

      Nyneve looked unimpressed.  “It does not matter who you love.  You are married to Pelleas and you serve me.”

      At your mother’s cool anger, your resolve wilted.  You were young, Nimue, so young.  Not even eighteen and terrified of your mother and carrying the child of a man who wasn’t the man you loved.

      “If you’d like,” your mother offered, “I can rip his power from you and take it into myself.  And then you can stay here on Bardsey with him all the rest of your days.”

      You chewed on your lip.  I could see you were thinking about it, and that was enough for me, I think.  To hear you announce you loved me and then to see you consider giving up everything—magic and status—to live in this little hovel in order to stay with me?

      It was enough.

      Because I knew what Nyneve also knew but you did not, which was that it was impossible.  I knew little about power transference, but what I did know was that it was unlikely you’d survive it, to say nothing of your unborn child.

      “Think on it,” Nyneve said, and stepped down the cave’s path to leave you and me alone, but not before she gave me a look that confirmed my worst suspicions.  A look that told me exactly what my own options were if I wanted you to live.

      She’d kill you if you didn’t cooperate because you didn’t matter to her.  The magic did.

      You entered the cave, leaving the protective ward behind you, as if you trusted that even in my bitterness and betrayal I wouldn’t hurt you.  You were right.  All I did was open my arms so that you’d nestle against my chest as you had countless times before.

      “I’m so sorry,” you cried against my chest.  “I didn’t know what to do, and I didn’t know that I would…”

      You trailed off, because you knew that not knowing we would fall in love was hardly an admissible excuse for my captivity.  Yet I understood.  It was easy to manipulate someone you cared little about, anyone could do that.  But manipulating people you loved and respected—that was a cruel game indeed.  One I was forced to play in my next life to the extreme.

      I kissed your hair.  “I’m glad I got to see you one last time.  Even after everything…don’t doubt that my heart is glad to see you.  Glad to have spent these weeks with you, no matter the outcome.”

      You lifted your tearful face to mine, your eyes blazing with honesty.  “No.  I want to stay here with you, and I’m going to, I don’t care what the cost is.”

      “The cost might be your life,” I told you plainly.  “And your child’s.  Nimue, you have to go home with your mother.  Go home to your husband.”

      You screwed up your face then, in a sort of determined pout that made me want to kiss you, and kiss you I did, not caring that your mother and her retinue were just out of sight.  You sighed hungrily against my lips, and then you were fumbling with your dress, with my tunic and trousers.  It was foolhardy with the others so close, but we were quiet, and anyway, I couldn’t starve myself of one last time.  Why should I have?  What would have been the point of denying ourselves?

      You took hold of me and guided me to where you were already wet and opening, like a flower, and you impaled yourself on me.  We both watched as I sank inside, spreading you with my ruddy flesh, and then you wrapped your arms around my neck and rolled your hips against mine until we were both sweaty and damp and on the edge.  I clapped a palm over your mouth as you came; you did the same for me.  And for the last time in that life, I spent my seed inside you.

      When it was over, I rested my head on your collarbone.  “Nimue,” I begged.  “Go.  Go back to your husband.  Keep my magic and use it to keep Arthur safe, that’s all I ask.  Please.”

      “No,” you said fiercely. “My mother will never hurt me.”

      “Can’t you see she already has?”

      You shook your head.

      Christ, you were stubborn.

      “She can take whatever she wants, and then we’ll have forever together,” you said earnestly.  “I pledge it, Merlin, I vow it.  I won’t leave you.”

      Maybe not all of my sight was gone, because I could see how you thrummed with your vow, with your intention, and I knew nothing I could say would convince you to leave.  And if you didn’t leave, there was the very real possibility you would die, and your child along with you.  And Nimue, whatever you might believe of me, you have to know I never resented the child for not being mine.  I loved him for being yours, and the thought of the babe perishing too was too much for me to bear.

      I kissed you as our bodies separated below.  It was a gallows kiss—full of desperate hunger and clinging need, and I poured all the years we’d never have into it.  I poured all my fervent hopes and demands—that you would guide Arthur well in my absence, that you’d try to steer Britain toward peace, that you would be happy.  That you’d keep singing, to your baby, yes, even to your husband, and that you’d spend the rest of your life merry and well.

      That you’d never forget me, which was a selfish wish, I know, but am I not entitled to a little selfishness now and again?  After two lifetimes dedicated to the service of others?

      You were breathless when the kiss ended, your cheeks flushed and your eyes so sweetly blown to black, the way you looked when you wanted my body again even though you’d only just had it.

      “Say goodbye to your mother,” I told you, my hands still roaming everywhere on your body, because letting you go felt impossible.  “Let her take what she needs to take.  And then come back to me.”

      “Always back to you,” you murmured, brushing your lips against mine before you stood.  And there was this moment as you left the cave that you turned back and faced me, a slightly puzzled look on your face.  You also looked nervous—no doubt worried about what your mother would do when you told her—but brave.  So brave.  I knew looking at you then that you would survive the loss of me, that you would still thrive.  But if your mother killed you?  Would I survive?

      No.  I knew it with the grim certainty only the sight could give me.  And I gave you a reassuring smile that seemed to steel your strength; you smiled back with the kind of smile that said I’ll be right back and you walked down the path to find your mother.

      Once even the tendrils of your blowing hair were out of view, I reached for the last of my power.  It was very faint indeed, only a dying ember nestled so deep it might as well have been already dead.  But I called to it, sang it to my fingers and my hands, reached my mind deep into the roots of this island to feed it.

      Just this once, I begged the island.  Help me just this once.

      Bardsey answered, its buried saints and priests answered, and the smell of apples ripe and crisp flooded my senses as my body flooded with power—but power for only this one act.  Bardsey would help me right here, right now, for my desperate sacrifice, but I knew the moment I attempted anything other than what I had planned, the power would vanish.

      It’s a curious thing about power.  About fate.  They have minds of their own, and looking back at it all now, I know that it could have happened no other way.

      I knelt at the opening of the cave and pressed my hands against the rocky ground, seeking out the rocks themselves, their anchors and their seams, their faults and weaknesses.  I closed my eyes.  I remembered our kisses, the way it felt to fuck you, the snug warmth of you sleeping against my chest.

      I imagined you singing.

      The legends got another thing wrong, you see: it wasn’t you who entombed me alive, but me.  I brought the rocks of the cave crashing down; I chose my death so you wouldn’t risk yours.

      And still I loved you.

      The earth shook with my love that day.
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      “Merlin,” Nimue whispers, stunned.  She looks devastated.

      Horrified.

      Ashamed.

      “When I left you by the lake all those years ago, it wasn’t only about Jack Pelleas,” I confess to her, though I guess she’s surmised as much by now.  “I left because I wasn’t ready to die again.  Not until I’d seen Ash to the end of his path.”

      Nimue rises off my body; I miss her warmth immensely.  “And you’re ready to die now?  That’s it?” she asks bitterly.  “Jesus, Merlin.  Jesus fucking Christ.”

      I press up to my elbows, my still-hard cock sliding free of the silicone sleeve as I sit up on the lounge to look at her as she stands facing away from me, her hands braced on the leather bench.  I give her the truth.  “I think I am.”

      “Well, I’m not ready for it,” she snaps.  “Not at all.  Shit, Merlin, did it never occur to you to tell me this?  Tell me what happened the first time?”

      “Every day since I met you.  Every hour after I left you by the lake.  I rehearsed speeches and wrote letters.  Twice I flew to Seattle just to find you and tell you, and twice I realized I couldn’t do it.”

      She turns, and she should look ridiculous arguing with me while a bright pink cock swings from her hips, but she doesn’t.  She looks sleek and angry and like every fantasy I never knew I had.

      “You couldn’t do it,” she echoes, the righteous irritation plain on her face.  “You don’t think I had a right to know that I did those things to you?  A right to know that you died for me?”

      “I didn’t want to burden you with it,” I explain.  I know we’re supposed to be fighting right now, but my body is still scalding from her earlier attentions and I can’t tear my eyes away from the sexy leather harness around her hips.  “You were so happy and free not knowing about it.”

      “Yeah, happy and free away from the one man I ever loved,” she bites back.  “And don’t play this off like it was all to protect me.  As long as you never told me, you’d be free to resent me as long as you liked.”

      “Yes,” I admit.  She’s right about that, and I give her the point.  “It was safer for me to stay away and keep you in ignorance.  But it was also literally safer too.  What if telling you somehow triggered the end of my path?  Before my work was done?”

      “And your work is done because Ash is dead,” she says flatly.

      “He’s not dead.”  My voice is kind.  “He’s alive and safe.  Hidden.”

      Nimue puts her hand to her temple, closing her eyes, and I can sense what she’s doing.  Using her new powers to probe out the truth of this.  Her eyes move under their lids and her brows draw together, and her lips part the moment she can see it.  Whether it’s a memory of mine or a true vision from the present or future, I don’t know, but she can see it.

      Her eyes fly open.  “You’re telling the truth,” she breathes, and then her too-big smile overtakes her face.  “I can’t believe it.  Ash is alive!”

      “Like I said,” I murmur, “my work is done.”

      That turns her attention back toward me, and the smile slips from her face.  “And you feel ready to die.”

      “Nimue.”

      “No.”  She holds up a hand to stop my words.  “I’m not letting you do this to us.  I didn’t bring you here to steal from you, or to kill you, or to watch you kill yourself.  I thought I could learn what you knew the normal ways that people learn—by sharing.  And if I’m honest, I thought spending a couple weeks fucking your brains out might convince you to fall in love with me again.  And then we’d leave here and we’d both be full of magic and we’d have the rest of our lives together.”  She looks very vulnerable as she confesses all this.  “I’m not an evil temptress, and I’m not a young girl cowed by her mother.  I’m a sociology professor.  I’m a forty-year-old sadist, mother to a child I didn’t carry, and I’ve spent the last twenty-three years settling for mentions of you, the occasional run-in while you were off chasing fate.  I’m tired of settling, Merlin.”

      “I’m tired of settling too,” I say softly, searching her face.

      “Then to hell with fate.  Fuck destiny.  This doesn’t get to end until I say so.”

      “And when will you say so?”

      The vulnerability on her face vanishes, replaced by feral, primitive desire.  “Never.”

      I reach for her, needing to touch her, needing to feel the truth of this never against my skin.  “Then I lied earlier.  I’m not ready to die.  Not if I can have forever with you instead.”

      “You’re mine now, and you belong to me,” she says, allowing me to take her hand in mine and nuzzle against her palm like a cat.  Allowing me to then pull her close and roll my face along her stomach.  “What were the last words I said in the cave?”

      “Always back to you,” I say, kissing the flat knot of her navel.

      “Always means forever, Merlin.  You’re not going to die.  And I’m not going to steal the rest of your power.  If Ash can live this time, then that means that we get a happy ending too.”

      I’ve never dared to let myself hope before.  I peer up at her.  “You think so?”

      Her mouth is firm, but her eyes are liquid love.  “I’ll make it so.”

      I close my eyes with the kind of relief that rips through my body, leaving my nerves singing in its wake.  “I’m yours.”

      “I know you are,” she says smugly, yanking once at my hair.  “Back on your belly.  Stick your cock in the pussy I gave you.”

      It takes a minute to position myself again, to allow Nimue to slick me with lube in all the places it’s needed again, but then I’m as I was, my erection buried in a quivering glove designed for dirty, desperate men, and my hole offered up to the love of my life.

      “No,” says Nimue after a moment.  “No, this isn’t what I want anymore.”

      It’s hard not to whine at her words.  I don’t care how it happens—while I’m licking her boots or fucking the indifferent crevice made by her lower legs pressed together or even just jerking off in a corner—but I ache to fucking come.  I need to release all the pain and fear and misery I’ve dredged up by reliving the past, and I need to seal our pledge with my body.  I need to prove my devotion and my belonging, and this is the way it has to be done between us.  With utter, utter surrender.

      Nimue climbs off the lounge.  “Flip over,” she says.  “Get the toy off your cock.  I want to see it throb while I fuck you.”

      And then her eyes meet mine, as blue as mine are near-black.  “And I want to see your face,” she adds, a shy smile tugging on her mouth.  “Because I love it and I love you.”

      This I like very much.  “Any way you want me,” I say, proving my words by doing as she asks.  I’m on my back with my cock naked and wet in the cool air.  “But please, please have me.  It hurts.”

      She clucks and tilts her head.  “But I like it when you hurt.”

      My belly clenches with how much her words affect me, and my cock strains upwards, leaking fast and hot at its head, resting back on my abs and then bobbing up again, as if reaching for her touch.

      Nimue crawls onto the lounge and moves herself between my legs as I used to move between hers.  She gives my hole a courtesy brush with the cool tip of her penis and then she wedges it against the pleated rim.  I breathe without her telling me, she gives me a reassuring smile and shh shh shh.  And then she fucks her way inside.  Once again, the breach is toe-curlingly harsh, biting and deep and violent in the most consuming way.

      I can’t believe I’ve lived without it all these years.

      The harshness peels away any defenses I have against her, the bite and the depth flays me raw…the violence binds me to her and makes me hers. There’s no part of me she doesn’t own, no part of me that isn’t open and available to her.  There’s no discomfort that she can’t transfigure, no modesty that she won’t shred open into rich, bleeding love.

      Her eyes stay on the place where she sinks inside me, until after several slow glides that massage the blunt head of her dildo against my prostate.  Then she drags her eyes up to my rigid length, currently leaking all over my stomach, and finally up to my face.  The love and apology I see in her eyes steals my breath away, leaves me thoughtless, entranced.

      “You are so handsome when I fuck you,” she tells me.

      “You are so beautiful always,” I respond.  “No matter what you’re doing.  I’ve seen living magic and breathing legends, little moon, but you are the wonder of my eyes, you are the sight that steals my breath every single time.”

      “I’m done stealing, Merlin,” she says, her eyes soft and burning all at once.  “I’m done taking what’s not mine.”

      “It’s yours,” I say.  I plead.  “It’s all yours.  Everything, everything I am and have, and please.  Take it, take it, take it.”  A blade of sheer agony digs between my shoulder blades at the thought of her not taking what’s hers, of her stopping anything that we started here.

      She shakes her head, lowering her face to mine.  Her lips still moving in gentle, languorous rolls.  She lays a hand flat over my heart.  “This?  Is this mine?”

      “Yes,” I breathe up against her mouth.

      Her hand trails lower, grips my shaft.  “And this?”

      “You know it is, Nimue.”

      “And where I’m fucking you?”

      “Yours.”

      Her lips are the barest brush away from mine now.  “And your hands?  The arms I love to sleep in at night?  Those black eyes and that sinful mouth that kisses me everywhere?”

      I try to kiss her now, and she doesn’t quite let me.  “Of course, little moon.”

      “I think,” she says slowly, closing her eyes, “I think this was what I was supposed to take all along.  I think this was the power I was meant to steal.  Not your magic, but you, I was supposed to take you.  This was how we were supposed to be, but I didn’t know the first time…”

      I nearly laugh, but I’m too fucking sexed up, too desperate for Nimue to score the insides of my soul with her ownership.  “No, I don’t imagine you grew up in post-Roman Britain knowing you wanted to fuck men with a fake cock.”

      She gives me a deep, stabbing thrust for my lip, and I moan.  But she also smiles.  “Then we were meant to go through this life again.  To learn what it was I really needed from you.  And to learn what you really needed from me.”

      “And what is that?”

      She takes my cuffed wrists and moves them above my head, pinning both in place with one slender hand.  “You needed someone to share it with.  The sight.  It’s been your burden for two lifetimes, for fifteen centuries, and you’ve been staggering under the weight of your duty for so long that you think that you’re ready to die now that your work is done.  Rather than truly live.”

      “I—”

      I have no response.  I’ve never considered that, never even thought of myself as burdened and struggling.  Lonely, yes, but actually worn down to the point of apathy about being alive?

      Is that what’s been happening to me?

      “It’s okay, Merlin.  You don’t have to understand right now.  You only have to give me your mouth.”

      Still confused, I tilt my chin and offer it to her at her new angle poised above me.  “Just let it happen,” she murmurs, and before I can ask what she means, her lips slant softly over mine.  Warm and yielding and silky as I deepen the kiss to enter her mouth with my tongue.

      It’s like heaven, kissing her, as heady as it was that first time in the cave.  As hypnotic as that Dr. Pepper flavored kiss twenty-three years ago.

      And then the magic starts.

      The glimmer of heat and rushing, swirling clarity thrums from her into me, warming every magic-starved inch of me, flooding my veins with the power I’ve had for so long that I’d taken it for granted.  I gasp and arch beneath her, nearly squirming with the unbearable sensation of it, but the glimmer doesn’t fade between us, it doesn’t burn itself out as it normally does.

      Instead, it intensifies, it grows and grows until Nimue and I are glowing like twin stars, radiant and vibrant and connected to the shimmering threads of fate woven all around us.  It doubles on itself over and over again, in a way I’ve never felt, never heard of, never even imagined, as if it’s feeding on the pull between Nimue and me, on our ageless love, on my surrender and her graceful rule of me.  Every part of it transforms the magic from something finite and contained into a well-spring of bubbling, endless abundance.  Until both Nimue and I are filled with it, I with complete magic and her with complete magic, both of us brimming and spilling over with it.

      I come.

      I come without her hand on my cock, without anything touching me except her enchanted mouth and her toy buried inside me.  I come so hard I nearly roar with it—I growl and writhe and strain—my stomach and thighs contracting along with my cock to jet warm spurts of seed across my abs and chest.  Nimue pulls away from the kiss to watch, but the magic stays, hovering around us like a golden cocoon, and she pulls out of me, frantically unbuckles the straps of her harness, and then reaches for one of my hands just as she manages to tug it around her thighs.

      I’m still pulsing with the last squeezes as she shoves my hand against her cunt, and it only takes the heel of my hand on her clit and two fingers wedging inside her pussy for her to follow me with a long, gasping noise and tears in her eyes.  I don’t even get to the second knuckles as I feel her walls flutter and tighten around my digits, and then she’s grabbing onto me and rocking as her release rips through her, sending the magic glowing hotter and thicker around us as she rides out the strongest orgasm I’ve ever felt from her on my hand.

      It feels like it lasts for years—I’d happily spend the rest of my life exactly like this, glazed with my own cum and watching the most beautiful woman in the world fuck herself on my fingers—and when she gradually stills, her fingers are still digging into my chest.

      She looks down at my cock.  “You’re still hard,” she whispers.

      “You’re still perfect,” I explain.

      And then she shucks off the rest of her harness and slings a leg over my hips, bringing that wet pussy against my organ and grinding on it.  “Let’s see what my boy can do with it, then,” she says, and then we fuck again, the golden fog around us like the very breath of heaven.
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      The winter solstice is the longest night of the year, and when we emerge from the back room—me limping slightly with the best kind of aches—the storm has blown off, leaving a giant moon clear and bright over the glittering ice that the storm has left behind.

      The ice glitters for hours that night.

      After we shower and Nimue chains me to the bed, she climbs right into my arms as if she belongs there—which she does.  Because my arms belong to her, like the rest of me, and as she settles in with her head resting on my chest and the gentle weight of the chain tugging on my ankle, I think I can’t remember ever feeling this content.  This happy.

      The glimmer has settled between us, but it’s still visible, a faint golden sheen over everything, and I feel as if every veil in my mind has been pulled back, letting in the past and the future.  The present.

      Nimue.

      I feel her there in my mind, just as I know she can feel me in hers.  We’ve shared bodies and souls and destinies, but this—this coupling inside the magic, this twin presence within the sight—is entirely new.  It’s euphoric and dazzling enough that we lay in silence for a long time, simply wandering in each other’s thoughts and basking in the warmth of the newly fed power sparkling around us.

      After a while, Nimue wonders aloud, “Why do you think it’s different this time?  This life?”

      I’ve thought about this more than I care to admit, and I’m apologetic when I answer.  “Your mother.”

      “But she…”  I feel Nimue’s eyelashes against my chest as she thinks about this.  “But I don’t think she was any different than the first time.  She was…self-absorbed.  Ambitious.  Inconsistent and unkind.  The only difference between this life and our last is that she’s dead.”

      “Yes,” I say, and I let that be my answer.

      “Oh.”  She presses her face into my chest as she understands what I’m getting at.  “I see.”

      “Vivienne finished raising you, and you had the chance to grow into the woman you wanted to be, and not just the tool your mother needed to keep her kingdom strong.”

      She takes a deep breath, the delicate cage of her ribs swelling and then shrinking in my arms.  “I never said I’m sorry, and I am, you know.  Sorry.  I’m sorry for what happened twenty-three years ago.  I’m sorry for what I did fifteen hundred years before that.”

      I open my mouth, but she stops me with warm fingertips.  “Don’t.  I know you’re going to say that I was young, that I couldn’t have known any better, but look at me now!  I’m forty and nearly made the same mistake all over again.  I deserve the blame.”

      I look down at the top of her head, silky and dark and so, so treasured, and I hold her tighter.  “I deserve blame too.  I should have trusted you with the truth long ago.”  I let out a long breath, realizing a hard fact.  “If I’d told you, maybe we would have discovered how to share the magic together years before now.”  And everything would have been easier.  Better.  That hard, lonely path I was so determined to walk alone because I thought it was my fate—what if it wasn’t fate keeping me alone, but my own actions?  My own bitterness?  If only I’d been willing to be honest and vulnerable with her in this life, who knows what we could have achieved together?

      At the very least, we wouldn’t have lost so much time that should have been ours.  My body shudders with the gutting thought.

      I’ve wasted so much time.

      “Marry me,” I whisper into her hair.  “Make me yours forever.”

      She kisses my collarbone, and then bites it, hard enough for my cock to stir from sore, sleepy life.  “Is it not enough that we’re bound by fate and tied together by magic?”

      “It’s not enough until I’m your husband, because I need you to know that you’re my choice.  And I need to know that I’m yours.”  She looks up at me, suddenly looking paradoxically shy and mischievous all at once.

      “Merlin, I kidnapped you, flew you over an ocean, and have spent the last week fucking you until neither of us can walk straight.  What about that makes you think you’re not my choice?”

      I do have to laugh at that.  “So you will be my wife?”

      “I will.”  She nestles back onto my shoulder and adds, “And you’ll marry me with a cuff on your ankle because I’ve grown rather attached to it.”

      “You know, the cuff doesn’t stop me from doing this…” I flip her onto her back and pin her hands above her head, rocking my hard column of need against her naked pussy—the first time I’ve dared to take charge since I was brought here.  But I’m in her thoughts now, and I can feel that she doesn’t mind, that she welcomes it—even if I also can sense that she’s allowing it because she feels in love with and indulgent of me.

      I don’t mind.

      I think I’ve earned a little indulgence by now, don’t you?
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      Nimue

      He wears an ankle cuff when we marry.

      It’s not the practical neoprene one from Bardsey, but a handsome titanium thing I had custom made for him when we got home; it locks around his ankle with a special tool that only I have, and we’ve only taken it off when we need to fly somewhere.  Otherwise, it glints against his skin day and night, when we fuck and when we shower and when I make him perform all manner of domestic and husbandly deeds completely naked.

      I’m not sure if it’s the magic he was born with or simply good genes, but the only sign of Merlin’s age are the faint lines around his eyes and the silver threading through his hair.  His body is the lean length of muscle and masculinity that I remember from my youth, his eyes are still crackling and glittering with boundless mystery, and his cock is still youth embodied, in that it’s endlessly hard for me.  He takes a beating beautifully, begs me to hurt him, bite him, fuck him, and when I reward him with letting him fuck me in turn, he rails me like a man half his age.

      What more could a merry little sadist want?

      Well, one thing.

      And I have that too.

      Sharing magic with him is more intimate than sex, more exotic than kink, and it’s elemental and spiritual and exhilarating and entrancing and I can’t get enough of it.  A long time ago I told him I wanted to crack him open and crawl inside his mysteries forever, and now I can.  I can indulge my obsession with him on every level, and the way I possess his body, he possesses my mind, my thoughts, my soul.  All I have to do is think of him, and there he is, boundless in his secrets and hidden corners of his heart.  Mine to explore for the rest of our lives.

      It’s a marvelous April evening as I watch him return from his walk with Greer around the lake.  He’s just told her the truth of all our lives and given her the key that will take her and Embry home to Ash.  And when he mounts the steps to my sister’s expansive patio—currently festooned with lanterns and flowers for the wedding—I catch a glimpse of his cuff bright and shining on his ankle.

      How could it have taken me so long to learn how we needed to love each other?  When the answer seems so obvious now?

      The look he gives me as he sees me standing there in my thin dress, the lanterns no doubt illuminating the curves and lines of my body underneath it, is nothing less than scorching.  The same dark smolder he gave me as a prisoner in a cave once upon a time, and the same hungry stare he gave a Catholic schoolgirl twenty-some years ago.  My body, already warm from the brief flash of his ankle cuff, heats even more.  I think I’ll be dragging him to a dark corner of Vivienne’s mansion very shortly; a quick shove to his knees and a hand twined in his raven hair while he tongues my pussy would do very nicely.

      But for now, I settle for the pleasing shine of his wedding ring on his finger as he reaches for my hand to kiss it, following it with a kiss to my neck.  I brush up against his thoughts, sending him the images of exactly what I want to do later, and he groans quietly into my throat.

      Let’s go now, I hear him think.  Let me please you now.

      You always please me, I think to him fondly, and then run my fingers through his thick, dark hair.  My wizard.

      He scoffs aloud.  I please you more on my knees.

      Let’s enjoy the party a bit longer.  Then, if you behave, I’ll let you enjoy me.

      I can hear his answering grumble even through our thoughts.  I just laugh.

      We each grab a glass of champagne and wander over to the far end of the patio, where the reception crowd is thinner and we have an unobstructed view of the lake.  The sun has just finished setting, leaving a faint pinkish, lavender glow above the mountains while fog creeps over the mirrored water.

      I think of another lake, long ago, also fog-draped and still.  I think of the cruel queen who died, and the sister who I ruled with because we decided that two queens united in strength made more sense than a bitter struggle over which of our gifts mattered more to Avalon.

      I think of all that Merlin’s accomplished with Ash and Embry and Greer, and I think of the tasks that now lay at my feet, the duties that the sight has given me.  Helping Embry and then Kay.  The pain and strife about to be stirred up between Mark, Tristan, and Isolde.  The quest Galahad will face when he comes of age, and the destined storms already swirling at Lyr’s heels.  There is so much to do, and yet, still so much to celebrate and revel in.

      I take my husband’s hand, loving the feel of those long, elegant fingers wrapping around my own.

      “I dreamed of you and this lake, you know,” he says out loud, his eyes on the water.  “You were going to empty my blood into it, and still I loved you.”

      “I don’t do blood-play,” I tease, bumping my shoulder into his, but he doesn’t smile back.  Instead he turns to look at me with his heart in his eyes and I suddenly want to bleed for him, to die for him like he did for me.  I want to give him my bones, my grave, and eternities of devotion.

      I’ll always be devoted to him.  I’ll protect him and beat him and care for him with every sinew and inch of me.  I vow it to the Goddess.

      “I would have done it, Nimue,” he says quietly, onyx eyes reflecting the light of a hundred lanterns.  “Bled for you, died for you.  Anything for you.”

      Shh shh shh, I shush, my hand moving to cup his handsome, angular face.  “Never again, not in any lifetime.  You belong to me now, and I won’t allow it.”

      His voice cracks.  “It’s so hard to believe it’s real.  That I finally have you now.”  He presses his forehead down to mine, a single tear escaping and I lick it off his cheek as I pull him into my arms.

      “The bad is over now,” I soothe.  “The good has just begun.”

      I love you, little moon, he says silently.  Forever.

      And I love you, my wizard, for all the forevers, I say back, also silently.

      And out loud, I say shh shh shh, and kiss him until all our ancient pain is replaced by soothing-lake fog and the promise of cuffs and rings and riding crops and the small little life about to bloom in my belly tonight.  A gift from an apologetic fate, a gift that even Merlin doesn’t know is coming.

      Shh shh shh.
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      When I wrote Merlin in the New Camelot books, I only knew a few things about him:

      He’d have real magic.  He’d be the only person in the New Camelot world to remember the “old” Camelot.  And he had some kind of tragic backstory with Nimue, who in New Camelot is Vivienne’s sister and Morgan and Embry’s aunt (as well as Lyr’s adoptive mother).

      There’s a fairly wide range of stories about Merlin and Nimue’s relationship, but most of them go something like this: Merlin, an old man, mentors Nimue, a young maiden.  Either he becomes obsessed with her, and she’s forced to stave off his unwanted advances by entombing him in a cave or a tree, or she seduces him in order to steal his sorcery but abandons him once she’s through learning what she wants to know.  In some versions, he’s so besotted with her that even though he can foresee his own doom at her hands, he willfully accedes to her manipulations, and in other versions, Nimue is a put-upon young woman simply trying to avoid a lecherous old man’s attentions, and trapping or entombing him is the only way for her to escape.  He dies or falls into a semi-eternal sleep or goes mad, and then Nimue assumes the role as Arthur’s advisor.  She marries a knight named Sir Pelleas and at some point becomes Lady of the Lake.

      Well.  That’s a hell of a starting place.

      I promise I don’t automatically relate everything back to sex, but the entire legend is charged with sex for me.  Age gaps, captivity, exchanging of knowledge and power—that just can’t not be sexy, provided there’s a few Sierra-approved additions, of course.  Less lecherous old men, a liberal sprinkling of consent, and reinterpretation through the framework of kink, which is all about power exchange and occasionally about recreating captivity (albeit playfully and consensually), served to reconfigure Merlin’s death into something happier.

      When I picked the Moon as my card for the Cards of Love project, it seemed superficially fitting.  The Moon is a card of illusion—perfect, yes, illusion is a synonym for magic, after all—and a card of remembered or subconscious fear—which is totally apt if you have past life memories of your own death.  But when I actually started digging into the words themselves, I found deeper and richer themes to play with.

      The Moon is an invitation of sorts, to walk in the unknown or the barely known, to explore our intuition and our psychic selves.  To fully immerse ourselves in our own conjurings and fears so that we can make sense of them by the time the sun rises.  It’s permission to listen to dreams, to think magically, to be wild.  This idea of long-submerged wildness and magic, of veils being lifted, helped inform how I wanted Merlin and Nimue to love and fuck and forgive.

      Anyway, what came out of that headspace was an esoteric, second-chance m/F romance and I hope you liked it!  You may have also caught references to Mark, Tristan and Isolde—Mark is the owner of Lyonesse, the club where Ash learns kink in American King—and yes, that means I’m planning on writing their story!  I was waiting until I knew what it was, and now I think I know, so at some point there’ll be another MMF saga of kinky angst coming from me.  I’m not sure when yet, since I have something truly bananapants lined up for 2019, but rest assured, the tragic trio is currently agitating to have their story told.

      Okay, that’s all from me (for now!)  Stayed tuned for the three Misadventures books coming your way, one in November, and then two more in 2019, and then also for the nutso 2019 series I have planned—it’s going to be like if The Secret History had a baby with a Florence + the Machine album, and then that baby grew up to love spanking people.  I’m dying to write it, of course.

      xoxo,

      Sierra
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Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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