
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Darkening Fate

[image: image]


This is a work of fiction. All characters and events in this publication, aside those in

the public domain, are either a product of the author's imagination or used in a

fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events, is

purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or

by any means, without the written permission of the author, except in the case of brief

quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted

by copyright law.

For permission requests contact the author.


A warm thank you to my betas, my editor, my cover design advisors, who I don't always listen to, and still tell me what to do.

This is for everyone who dreams of swords in stones, and tables round, those of you who know in your heart of hearts that magic is real. 

For it lives inside you.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Heir of Avalon



Volume II
























[image: image]






	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


I



Timewalker


[image: image]




Scotland, August 612 AD

Emrys Cole balanced himself on the branch, holding his breath. God, how he wanted a cigarette. The men weren't far, now, he could see their approach, walking around hunched as if trying to stay hidden. As if they were being hunted. He wondered if those were the men who'd taken Yseult. It was dark, and despite his enhanced sense of sight, Emrys found it difficult to discern any detail about the approaching group. They seemed to be male, about seven of them, but the night was starless and he couldn't tell how they were dressed, or what weapons they carried. All he could discern was the stealth, with which they moved.

As the first man stepped under the canopy of his tree, Emrys took to the air. He floated up and then down, towards ground, visible to the group. He had no wish to hide. One of the men made as if to bolt, but a strong arm gripped him and kept him in place. Emrys landed upon the leaf-strewn grounds, a smile gracing his lips, eyes cold as a winter's night. He was ready to strike, and made it a point of showing those men how vulnerable they were, here, alone with him. His fangs came out to cover his lower lip, tongue licking the upper one in anticipation of what was to come. But then his eyes fell upon one of the men, a tall, large figure amid the others. His heart thrummed fast, slowed; breath whooshed out of his lungs, hands dry and itchy.

“Bran,” he mouthed, taking a step closer. The man nearest him flinched and shuddered, seeming to fold onto himself in fear. Emrys ignored him. “Bran Mac Allen?” he insisted, smile a beacon that lighted his whole countenance.

The large man took a careful peek at the figure ahead. He'd known what he was facing the moment the creature alighted on the ground, but its back had been to the moon, its face obscured in shadow, and he'd failed to recognise it. Not it, he admonished himself, him.

“Emrys Mac Myrddin? Can that really be you?” He shoved the others out of his way, making for the vampire, tears brimming his eyes. Not tears of fear, or emotion; tears of the hope he found himself infused with. Reaching the vampire, he folded him into his bear hug, hands clapping his back.

Emrys let out a loud laugh, which the other man was fast to quieten. They locked eyes, and the vampire knew something was at hand. These people were hiding, in fear, perhaps of the very same ones who'd taken Yseult. And these people were his people, dwellers in Avalon, the Druids of the old settlement where he himself had been trained in the arts of magic. Where his own father had presided over many a meeting; where his grandfather Taliesin had lived until he had to leave for the Shadowlands with Nimue. These were his Druids, the ones he'd promised to protect long ago. Just by looking carefully at the man in front of him, Emrys could make an educated guess as to what year Yseult had landed them on.

“It is I,” he reassured the man. “have I changed all that much?” A question he knew to be useless, vampires didn't age, unless they chose to.

But the man shook his head, albeit taking in Emrys's strange attire. He, though, had changed much. From the young, burly red-headed boy Emrys had grown up with, into this middle-aged, slightly stooped man leaning on a staff and dressed in the whites of the druid, carrying himself amidst his people as if he was chief Druid. Which Emrys had always expected he'd one day become. Bran had been smart, and although not a preternatural, a little magic ran down his blood. There was witch in his ancestry, and it showed.

“You are as you left us, my friend. Mayhap a tad leaner, gaunter.” 

“How long has it been?” Emrys questioned, wanting to be sure of the timeline, so he could help Yseult when they tried to return to her time. Although he still had to find her.

“It's been nigh on twenty years since your mother, the Lady Morganne, closed the veil on all. Nigh on twenty years since you yourself fled these lands, and your father after you.”

“Myrddin has not returned, then?”

“He's said to be looking for you, still. But you're here, now. And a better time for your return could not be had, we're in dire need of your help, my friend.”

“I'm in need of your assistance too, Bran. I travelled with a friend, and we seem to have gotten ourselves separated. She's a stranger to these lands and I fear she...”

“You travelled with a woman?” Bran inquired, perhaps too eager. Emrys stood to attention, his instincts on the alert. “A woman dressed as a man, looking foreign, outlandish?”

The vampire assented, face drained of all blood, in fear of what might come out of the Druid's lips. He found himself licking his, dry and cracked as they felt. “Have you seen her?”

“Aye. We did not ken the witch was yours.”

“Have you harmed her?” Panic filled his voice, which was shrill, breaking through the silence of the woods.

The group of people winced, as if on cue, and Bran pressed finger to lips, shushing him. The Druid hunkered down, balanced on his knees, pulling Emrys with him, and the rest of his group imitated their leader. They squatted near the ground, voices instantly hushed, as they spoke.

“What?”

“We're being hunted,” the man said. “We're on the run. When we saw the woman, we took her for someone else. Something else.”

“What have you done to her?” The growl in Emrys's voice was barely discernible, but it was there, and the chief Druid didn't fail to notice it.

“The black monks are hunting us down, as they did in the south, years ago. After Artuír's death, after you fled these lands and Myrddin disappeared, there was no one left to provide for us, to protect us. Those who could, fled to Dunadd and begged the protection of King Áedán, but he's been dead three years now...”

“Áedán is dead? He was so young. What of Viviane, she could have protected you?”

“The Lady Viviane perished soon after your disappearance. We've been safe until recently, but after Viviane died, the black monks took advantage of King Áedán's grief and landed a strong foothold within his court and all his lands. The Dalriada are moving away from the Old Ways, and the monks hunt us down like vermin. We fled here, to the shores of Avalon, hoping your mother might listen to our plight, and allow us into the Summer Lands.”

“Has she been seen?”

“Not for many a year. Not since the Lady Morien stood on the lake shore and called to her. You'd fled already.”

Emrys winced at the constant use of that word. He hadn't fled, not out of fear, at least. He'd been gripped by such blood-lust and madness, he must flee so he made sure his people were unharmed by his malady. He'd been in such despair his mind knew nothing of what he did. He'd actually lost complete hold of his mind. But the Druid made it sound as if Emrys had abandoned them, his people; left them to fend for themselves, despite the vows he took as a child. In truth, it had been the exact opposite, Emrys had left to make sure they stayed safe.

“Emrys, only you can help us, now. Only you are capable of piercing the veil and allow us in. We can't even cross the lake without being lost in the mist. Every time we try to reach the island, the boats are diverted around the waters and we find ourselves back where we started. You must barter with your mother, so she lets us in. She's Lady of the Lake and has her word to keep.”

Emrys shook his head. “Morganne won't listen to me,” he barked, but didn't expand anymore. “Where's my travelling companion, what has become of her? She better be alive and unharmed, Bran.”

“She's well enough. When we saw her in the woods, we took her for one of the knights that ride with the monks. So we captured her, thinking her a man, and were surprised to find a woman. A witch, of all things! We feared the monks had sent her to us as bait, so we hid her. She's locked in the old den, the one used for the rituals and the matings. She's a strong one, put up a good fight. Magic flows in her like it did in your mother, your father. Like it does in you.”

“She is a strong one, and together we may be able to help you,” Emrys assured. “What year is this, my friend, what day? I seem to be lost in confusion ever since Camelot fell.”

The other man shielded his eyes, a shadow of deep-ingrained pain crossing them. Artuír's death had taken a toll on all the land, and the fall of Camelot had changed the world these people knew, not for the best.

“The monks call it the year of the lord 612. Tomorrow will be Lughnasadh.”

It was August then, Emrys registered. Thus the warmer temperatures. Not Samhain, not Autumn yet; and how was it they were to manage themselves back to where and when they'd come from? His mind locked on to memories of his youth, trying to remember every detail about the Lughnasadh feasts, as they'd been celebrated in his parents' time. It took place on a full moon, and marked the coming of Autumn and the first harvest of the land. It was also marked with a sacrifice, as he remembered, where the god of light and sun gave himself to the goddess, and sacrificed his love and life to her. So he'd nourish her and the fruits of her womb, the lives they'd sown together. The men performing the rite were supposed to starve themselves, was that it? He couldn't quite remember. Stories of how Taliesin had performed this rite first with Niniane, then Nimue, flooded his mind, but made no sense.

He remembered his own mother playing the part of the goddess in rituals, back in Avalon, on the isle. He remembered his father taking the part of the god himself, at those same rituals, and although Emrys had been but a child, he knew what lay  beneath the surface of the rituals. When god and goddess took to the woods alone, making for that very same hut where Yseult was being held. But that was the Beltane rite, the one that married god and goddess, and sew life in her womb.   Lughnasadh was a sacrificial rite, were there any killings? His people didn't kill, they took no lives in sacrifice. It was a mere perfunctory ritual, a metaphor of sorts, where the god was to be offered nourishment from the goddess, and decline. Allowing his life to whither as the light of the sun must do, allowing the goddess to live and thrive, and bring forth the fruits of their sacred wedding. A ritual that was said to bring the Shadowlands into this world for a whole month, where anyone could cross the waters of the lake and make for the island, and see their loved ones, who'd passed on to the realm of shadow, into the eternal Summer of Avalon. But it was a ritual that needed certain, specific types of individuals.

A vampire.

A witch.

Now he really needed a smoke.

She was to offer her blood, which the vampire must be strong enough to refuse. He must taste, but not drink, he must sample, and yet, refuse the offering. It called for an amount of self control Emrys feared he did not possess. He knew what the Druid wanted of him, all right, knew why the man had led his people back to Avalon at this time. Perhaps he was hoping Myrddin might be here, Morien as well, the last survivors of a clan which had once ruled as far as the eye could see, and further even. Perhaps he hoped they'd perform the ritual, she as a witch, Myrddin as the god who would forsake her offerings. 

A rite easy to perform for Taliesin, all he was offered was Fey blood, when it should have been a witch's. As a vampire, he never accepted such an offer. Drinking blood from either of the two daughters of the Fisher King with whom he'd shared his life, would have made him sick. Back then, being a vampire witch would not necessarily mean complete immunity to Fey blood, this was something that had come with time and genetic mutations. Emrys himself had fallen ill with its effects, although never life-threateningly. But vampire witches born later were immune to the Fey curse, and he'd met one particular vampire witch who carried Fey blood in her veins. Not he, not his grandfather. As for his father, that was another story.

Myrddin and Morien had been different. They'd no need of blood to keep their immortality, unlike Emrys or Taliesin. They fed differently, on the energies of those around them, on the magic of the land and of other preternaturals. They'd have been just about perfect for the ritual at hand, but Myrddin was still missing. What of Morien? Could she be living at the hall of the Fisher King, now Lady of the Lake, seeing that Morganne had renounced her place in this world?

“Is my aunt living at the hall?” he inquired.

The druid shook his head. “The Lady Morien was taken by the monks back to her domains. Why think you we're in such danger? We had to flee, once they got hold of her, for the spell that kept us hidden and safe within these grounds was broken. They must have taken her life.”

Emrys shuddered at the thought. He'd never had much contact with his father's twin sister, knowing well there'd been some bad blood between them, and his mother as well. But he remembered Morien as a striking woman, strong and powerful, with a tongue that pierced through hearts just like Myrddin's, only not with hope or joy, rather with pain and shame. She'd been adept at reading people and learning what was their most inner, darker secret, and using it to cause disruption and self doubt. Emrys hadn't much cared for her, nor she for him. He was glad he'd never been caught under her glare, on the wrong end of her jabs.

“What then, do you propose I do, Bran? If there's no Lady of the Lake any longer, no Priestess of Avalon?” He knew what the man would say, but needed to hear it.

“You're still the custodian, and a blood drinker. You're Morganne and Myrddin's son, so it falls onto you, this task. And there's the witch. There's nothing more you need. I was hoping to find your father lurking in the woods here, but it's best that I came across you, Emrys. Your magic was always less wild than Myrddin's.”

His back shivering at the thought, Emrys glanced deeper into the woods, the pale light of sunset fleeting the sky above the treetops. Night was near, Yseult must be frantic. What if she lost control and her magic went wild? What if there were indeed knights and monks on the druids' tail, intent on hunting them down like animals? It was one risk he couldn't take. Gathering his wits about him, Emrys stood up and took a glance, trying to understand his whereabouts. His body knew the place, if his own mind didn't quite recall it, so it shifted to the east, where he knew the lake would be. Straining his ears, the gurgle of the river that still floated down, only no longer to Camelot, overtook the sounds of the forest, and he knew where he stood. The hut was not far, south-east of where they were, the castle-like hall of his grandfather still miles up to the north, on the other margin, across the water.

Focusing his will on the energies that seemed to sap out of the surrounding world, Emrys called them to himself, allowing the force of the earth to join and feed his power. The Calyx felt stronger, back in those days, much stronger than it had at Avalon House, until Yseult and Aaron arrived. He'd sensed the shift of the force, but discarded it, now finding a new meaning to it. His body began to vibrate, and his hands were like an electric fire, sending off sparks no one could see. He gathered momentum and envisioned the spell in his mind's eye. Words written on old parchment, a language no one was able to read anymore, something he'd committed to memory and never forgotten. A spell to shut out Avalon from the world outside. One that would send the monks and their minions round in circles, for days on end, lost in the woods. Without ever coming in sight of the lake, or the hall. Or anyone else, for that matter. A shielding spell, a cloaking he'd excelled at, a thin veil only penetrable by preternatural beings. One he'd stopped using when he met Stephanie, and lost his head over lust for her.

Once it was over, Emrys fell down on his knees, exhausted. How long had it been since he'd used that much amount of energy, of magic? Sure, he and Yseult had depleted their own forces a few times already, or should have, but because they'd been working together and feeding off each other's powers, none had felt tired after the magic was done. Which in itself was odd. As if they'd been feeding each other and strengthening each other, not depleting the other's resources. Again, the sense of intimacy gripped him. What he and Yseult had shared every time they did magic together was akin to sex, it had been that intimate. And now the Druid expected him to go even further.

He took a deep breath and opened his eyes, facing the man. “The place is impenetrable for now,” Emrys explained, pulling himself upright with the help of Bran's strong hand. “The priests cannot enter unless there's a preternatural amongst them, which I don't think there'll be. I've scanned as far as I could, all I can feel is us and Yseult.”

“Your witch.”

The choice of words made him shiver with longing. His witch. Only natural the druids would see her as that, but Yseult was far from being his. Still, the memory of the kiss they'd shared intruded his thoughts. A memory so physical it forced him to wince and strangle a sigh of desire for her presence.

“Take me to her. But first, get me some blood, I need to feed.”

Bran extended his arm, pointing the direction and inviting Emrys to follow ahead of him, which the vampire did. He owed these people as much, he must at least try and open them a route to safety. And it wouldn't be like trying to part the veil back in Avalon Hall, it would be nothing like what he and Yseult had tried to do. 

He and Yseult wouldn't be anywhere near the lake. Morganne wouldn't see him, nor would she feel his magical print at work. She'd sense a rite being performed, would recognise what ritual it was, and she'd be forced to part the veil and the fog on her side, so the druids could travel to the isle. It was first harvest, after all, and lore had it that it must begin in the island. The first harvested fruits would be the apples and the quinces, which had ripened on the slopes of Avalon. Morganne would be forced to act according to custom. If she sensed nothing wrong, no other presence but that of the druids, his mother would do as honour bound her, and welcome them into her island. That wasn't what worried him.

What had him shaking in his legs, stomach rolling and coiling around itself, was the rite per se. There was no escaping the fact he'd have to pierce a vein on Yseult, taste her blood, and somehow be strong enough to control his hunger and not drink from her. How he was to achieve this, he had no idea. What he feared the most was that he might be on the verge of sucking the life out of her, and yet must go on with it. He'd have to explain to her what was expected of him, of them, and beg of her to be the strong one, the careful one, the clear-headed one. It must fall upon her to prevent him from taking a life. After all the times he'd told her she must never offer her blood to him, he now had to ask the exact opposite. With her full aware of how dangerous those fleeting seconds would prove to be.

It was with dread he forced his steps onwards, to the hut hidden in the woods, where he could sense Yseult's magic coming unravelled, as the woman struggled to free herself.

––––––––
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Scotland, November 2016

“Hey, hey!” Nora shook the man's shoulder, once, twice, a failed attempt at reviving him.

He was unconscious, but his breathing was regular and strong, dispelling her fears that the man's life might be endangered. Her eyes fell on his face, and lingered over it, studying every detail with a fastness similar to the one with which she apprehended new spells and incantations. She tried to find evidence of similarities between this man and Emrys Cole, how could he be the vampire's father? This man didn't look much older than Emrys; late twenties, early thirties at the most. Emrys looked somewhere in his mid-twenties. But there was no telling how old the owner of Avalon Hall was; after all, he was a vampire. And this man lying here before her wasn't one.

She'd extended her senses as deep as she could, and yes, there was magic in him, a flicker only, a fading force, like that of a dying star. The same kind of magic someone born into a preternatural family, but being a commoner, might carry in them. There was nothing of the vampire in him; those had such a distinct energy print. Something murky and bloody, an intensity that was alluring and erotic at the same time. Thinking back, she'd failed to sense that same sort of energy print in Emrys Cole, too. When she'd caught him spying on Yseult, that first time, Nora had taken him for a ghost, only coming to realise the truth when she met him at that nightclub Yseult had dragged her to. The sense of blood was there, as she approached him at the bar, the murkiness too, and the sensual heat. But there'd been something more, at the back of his dint, an aura that was similar to Yseult's, to Aaron's, to Nora's even.

Witch-breed. 

The truth dawned on her like a gunshot. Emrys Cole was no ordinary vampire, he was a vampire blood witch. Which meant his parents had to be a vampire and a witch. She assumed she knew what this man was, but how could he be Emrys's father if he wasn't a vampire himself? How recent was Emrys as a vampire, actually? What mystery was this everyone seemed to be hiding, concerning Avalon Hall and its owner? Nora had seen Nicola and Hunter running off with Yseult into empty rooms. Carrying books and maps and whatnot, conversing in hushed tones, always looking for history tomes at the library and searching the web for information about the Middle Ages. She knew for a fact Yseult was a Timewalker who seemed able to conjure some sort of door into those days, the Dark Ages. Nora had seen it herself, and experienced the same vision at least once. Aaron had said something about a woman in a boat, when describing the vision he'd shared with Yseult one evening by the lake. A woman killing herself inside her boat, which the waters carried down a stream.

'The broad stream bore her far away, the Lady of Shallot'

The words echoed in her mind, as Tennyson's poem sprung to memory, a poem Nora had learnt at school and quickly forgotten, as she hadn't been given to such flights of fancy and excessive romanticism. What had that poem been all about, really? Because it was what Aaron had witnessed under the powerful spell of Yseult's magic. It was the Tennyson poem, the Waterhouse painting come to life. A poem about a woman who falls prey to a curse because she dared to glance upon...

'Towered Camelot', the poem stated.

What was the name the man had given himself?

Myrddin.

Merlin?

Her hands shook, and breath seemed to leave her.

“Get out,” she whispered; it couldn't be.

Avalon and Camelot were Welsh legends, not Scottish. But why was there a place called Arthur's Seat near Edinburgh? And hadn't she read something about how a couple of historians insisted Arthur was a Scottish warlord, son of a Dalriada King, who fought the Picts and perished in a battle known as the Battle of Camlann? No, there was no way Emrys Cole could be that ancient. No way the man beside her was that ancient himself. Because he was no vampire, so how could he still live? How could he have been born in the Dark Ages and be here in front of her, looking as fresh-faced as any? Unless he was a witch, too, and a Timewalker at that.

Oh, she must raise him, she had so many questions. He looked so still, so weak. Maybe the magic needed to travel through time depleted him of energy. Maybe she was getting way over her head, and not yet able to deal with such a thing as he. She should go for the headmaster, really. But he'd dismissed her before.

“Hey.” She shook him once more, just in case. “You need to wake up.”

The man opened his eyes, dark blue and rimmed in red. His gaze was tired, lack-lustre and misty. He tried to sit up, to no avail. Nora held the back of his head with one hand, the other coming to rest on his forehead, clammy and feverish.

“You need help,” she insisted, “but Emrys is away for the moment. Tell me what to do. Should I call the headmaster? He's a witch, he'll know how to help. Have you timewalked here from the Middle Ages? It must be depleting.”

The man shook his head, his lips parted, but no sound came out except for a weak croak. Nora's mouth had dried up too, and her smile was strained with worry. Her whole body jumped, as the man reached for her hand and took it between his. 

“You're scared,” he managed to say. “Don't be. I'm not a Timewalker, though I wonder how you've heard of those. There aren't many people that...” his voice trailed off, as his eyelids dropped again, now a troubled breathing clearly stating his extreme fatigue.  

“Don't strain yourself.” Nora's voice came out low, barely audible. She felt light-headed, her heart fluttering as if an insect was trapped inside it. “I'll bring you some water, some food as well, and the headmaster. He can help.”

“What headmaster? Is this not Avalon Hall?”

“It is.” The feeling of light-headedness increased, but the man seemed a little stronger, as he sat up and propped his back to the nearest tree. “But it's also a school. For witches.”

His lips let out a strained laugh. “Of course it is.” There was sarcasm in his voice, bringing a smile to Nora's lips. “Emrys turned this into a school for witches, after all. His mother would have appreciated it. Don't call anyone, just give me a couple of minutes to rest.”

“You're unwell. And weak. Are you hungry, thirsty?”

“What do you ken of this place? Who are you?”

“My name's Nora Bell, I study here. And you're Emrys's father? How can you be?” She was past pretending this was normal.

“How well do you ken my son? He doesn't usually engage with witches, as far as I’m aware. Rather tries to stay away from them.”

“Emrys owns this place, and he allows the Maledectum to use it as training grounds for late bloomers.”

“Late bloomers?”

“Witches who came into their powers as adults. Past their twentieth birthday. You're not his father, are you? What do you want with him? Or are you here for Yseult?”

“Yseult? What are you on about? Where's my son?”

“Was this Camelot? Is Emrys a knight of the round table? How can you be his father, if he's a vampire and you're, what? A witch?”

The man cackled loudly, which brought about a coughing fit. When he stopped, there was blood on his lips. Nora winced.

“Why would you think this was once Camelot? Isn't it supposed to have been somewhere in Wales?” he asked, mocking her openly.

“You don't want to answer and so ask questions yourself, fair enough. I'm getting Mr. Downe here, he can sort you out.”

“No, wait, I'll talk to you. Hasn't Emrys told you anything?” He grabbed hold of her hand, pinning her in place. Weak as he seemed to be, the man still had unnatural strength.

“I can use my magic on you, if I need to. Be warned. You don't look too good yourself, and I doubt you can summon up enough energy to counter my attack.”

“I'm not a witch, girl.”

“Then what are you, who are you? Emrys Cole is a vampire blood witch, so the only way you could be his father is if you're a vampire, or a witch. Seeing you claim not to be the latter, and I know for a fact you're not the first, then you're lying and aren't even related to Emrys. Oh.” She gasped, a new thought dawning on her. “You're not his real father, you simply pretended to be. You're like an adoptive father, a cover-up. I see.”

“No, you don't.” The man seemed to be getting stronger. “Answer me, please, why would you think these grounds were once what became known as Camelot?”

Nora frowned, deep in thought. Should she convey anything to this stranger? Hadn't she said far too much already? Something about the man's eyes compelled her, though, and he did seem to know far more than he hinted. He was weak, she could defend herself, if needs be. And the place was teeming with other students and teachers. If she saw herself in trouble she could call on them, the man couldn't outrun or fight them all. She had this under control, and may even find out more about the secrets of this place. Something that shed light upon the echoes she kept hearing, and what she'd seen. Something that might even shed some light on why Emrys Cole was so keen on protecting Yseult Urquhart and keeping her safe. Or why he'd taken her off to the islet for a ritual that had clearly gone wrong. 

What if this man came from the past? What if the spell, the magic Emrys and Yseult had been weaving, had gone so wrong they'd travelled back to the vampire's past and someone else had come into their time? Emrys's father. No, his clothes were far too modern for the man to have hailed from the Dark Ages, or whatever era Yseult and Emrys had landed themselves in.

“So you know what a Timewalker is?” She inquired, retrieving her hand from the man's less firm grasp. 

“Yes.” His eyes widened. “Wait, you mean Emrys is...”

“No, I don't think that's his brand of magic. I actually have no idea what his magic is. I'm a Timewalker.”

The man laughed again, despite Nora's forbidding expression. “I'm sorry, you just don't look the part. You don't look much of anything, actually. Small, frail, with flimsy and weak strands of magic just seeping from your pores, you feel like something far removed from such power as that of a Timewalker.”

Nora closed her eyes and shook her head and shoulders. It was as if a cloak had fallen off her, the man noticed. Where she'd appeared wan and colourless, a pale impression, like a faded picture, now she glowed with a light of her own. Her eyes looked brighter, and bluer, her hair was blacker and had a gleam to it, her lips seemed to quiver, and all her body hummed with a force that was unbridled. He shivered, and took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of her witch blood, and the small tendrils of energy that escaped through her skin. Now that was reviving.

“I can keep my powers hidden quite well, something I learnt from Yseult. Looks like it's come in handy, after all.”

“Who is this Yseult you keep talking about?”

“When was the last time you spoke to your son? Yseult's a witch, she's also a Timewalker, a lot stronger than me. They're trying to get a portal open to Emrys's past. I guess there must be something he needs to make amends with, so he can move on.” Her eyes took on a faraway look, as she pondered on her own words. “Something to do with a woman, I bet. Some unresolved evil he must have done her? Something that haunts him, anyway, a hidden guilt that prevents him from coming clean to Yseult, and tell her how he feels for her.”

“What are you saying? Emrys is trying to go back to the past and change it? He knows better than this.” Once again, the man tried to stand up, but his knees gave in. 

Leaning back into the tree, he closed his eyes, took another deep breath, and let himself infuse the energy coming off the girl. Then he noticed the amount of power travelling the aether this evening, and remembered it was Samhain. 

“Please, do answer my question.” His voice sounded hollow, tired.

Nora shrugged. “Being a Timewalker means I can sense echoes from the past. I can hear them too, and see them. Yseult is even better at this, she can cross over and interact with these echoes. And that's what she did, I once caught her at it. She was chatting to a girl who looked like something out of one of those medieval illustrations. Her clothes, her hair, everything about her screamed Dark Ages. 

“And then, there was the time Yseult showed Aaron a glimpse of that very same past, and from what he told me, it was the Lady of Shallot. She lay on a boat and floated down the river, from the islet out there in the lake. Floated down to Camelot, like the poem says. It's documented, there are so many stories about it, the fairy realm of Avalon. The name of this place alone should have been a dead giveaway, come on, Avalon Hall? And Arthur's Seat out there near Edinburgh. This was Camelot, wasn't it? And Emrys was one of Arthur's knights. I know he's pretty good with a sword.”

“This wasn't Camelot,” the man replied, “this was Avalon and Elaine was my aunt. She killed herself on that boat, but the currents never took her down to Camelot. Emrys was the one to first spot the vessel, he was very young.”

“He told you this?”

“How can you believe what I'm telling you? Not many find out the truth about this place, and those who are told have a real hard time believing it. Why are you different?”

“I'm a witch. I can do things other people can't. My father and my elder sister are Fey. I've dated a can de loup in my teens and met a few vampires in my short life. How can I not believe you? Who are you, really?”

“I told you, I'm Emrys's father. His real father. My name's Myrddin Mac Faye, son of Taliesin and Niniane, who was one of six daughters to the Fisher King of Avalon.”

“You can't be,” she said, eyes boring down on him, as if by doing so, she could read his mind and find the truth behind the words he uttered. “You'd have to be a vampire, to still be alive.”

“Now, you're scared. Please don't be. Sit down, I'll tell you how it is that I come to be here, still alive after all these centuries, and me not a vampire like my son. Taliesin was a vampire. One who had need of blood for sustenance, who'd die if drinking from Fey. My mother was Fey herself, but still her womb managed to produce a life from his seed. I was born of that, along with a twin sister. At first, I was believed to be a witch, and trained as one, as a Druid too. I was wounded in battle and died my first death. When I returned to life, it was not as a vampire like my father, but another kind of... being.” He faced Nora directly, trying to read her reaction.   

There was only a blank expression in the girl's eyes, and Myrddin sighed again. His strength dwindled once more, soon he'd need to leave, if he could even bring himself to stand up and walk. It would be the height of irony, to have come so far, and die so close to what could save him.

“I'm immortal, like a vampire. And I have some magic, like vampire blood witches. But I don't need blood to live. I feed off of magical energy.”

Nora's instinct kicked in and she scampered back on her hands and feet, trying to put herself out of the man's reach. He'd drain her, all right, like any common vampire, only not of blood but of her magic. He'd turn her back into what she was before her brother died. She'd lose her powers and go back to what she'd been: plain, common, uninteresting.

“Don't panic,” Myrddin insisted. “I don't harm people, if I can help it.” His voice made it sound like a joke, but she felt a threat hiding there, beneath the smooth, cheerful surface. “If Emrys isn't around, I'll have to beg for your help. See, I don't want it known, who I am and that I'm here. The Maledectum suspect I may still be alive, but they don't know for sure, and I'd like to keep it that way.”

“Are you running from them?” Nora stood up and wiped dead, clinging leaves from her butt, while Myrddin shook his head. “Why all the secrecy, then?”

“So that I'm free. And alone. I need to be left alone.” His words held such gloom Nora felt her heart tighten. “But I'm dying.”

“Dying?” Emrys would want to know this, he'd want to be by his father's side if the man was indeed at his deathbed. The pressure for her to find a way of getting in touch with him grew stronger. Yseult in danger, trapped in the past, taken away from Emrys, who could have protected her, and now the vampire's father here, dying at her feet. It was too much. “I thought you were immortal.”

“I am, as long as I nourish myself. There aren't many preternaturals in the world, you ken? And their magical energy can only sustain me for so long. If I don't come back to the source of my magic, I'll eventually die.”

“What does that mean? The source of your magic?”

He let out a long sigh. “I'm going to take a little energy from you, Nora Bell, if I may. I feel depleted and my head is swimming again, I don't want to faint. May I?”

She assented, knowing she could well be placing herself in danger. But curiosity was a dangerous friend, and one she was so intimate with. She wanted to know what it was like, wanted to see what happened. At first, nothing much felt different. But then she sensed it, ebbing out of her, not much, and nothing important. Her fear and distrust seemed to vanish, her worries too. Whatever had weighed heavily in her heart was now clearing up, evaporating. She felt lighter, less encumbered by self-doubt and self-loathing. The pain of her brother's death was not a gaping wound anymore, but a bitter-sweet memory, a longing for him that mingled with the love she'd felt, placing a smile on her lips. Her resentment at her parents wasn't as overwhelming anymore, although it was still there. But it didn't cloud her judgement, nor make her want to hurt indiscriminately. She wondered how long it would last, this particular brand of magic, and found it mesmerising.

“How do you feel?” Myrddin asked.

“Fine. Happier. Less angry. How do you do this?”

He shrugged and smiled, looking years younger. Nora could almost see the boy he once had been, and in his grin, she saw Emrys's easy smile. The one the vampire tried to hide and contain, but that always seemed to fight its way out. Now, she could see the resemblance between them.

Myrddin stood up and took a tentative step in her direction, his legs still wobbly and weak. Nora reached out a hand, grabbed hold of his arm, draped it over her shoulder, using her body like a crutch for him to lean on.

“If you ken anything about Camelot and Avalon, you ken about the well of all magic, right? The legend of the Grail?”

“Of course, only that's a catholic legend and one I have a very hard time subscribing to. Are you gonna tell me that the so-called chalice, from where Jesus Christ took his last drink, was taken to Avalon?”

“No, don't be daft. The Catholics turned the truth into a pack of lies, as they did with local customs and traditions. There was no Holy Grail in Avalon, but there is a chalice. The Calyx, it is called, and holds the life force of magic that seems to course through the veins of every preternatural in the world. It holds the source of magic of the Mac Fayes. All of us, even Emrys. He has to stay close to the Calyx, or return here once in a while, so magic still runs in him. With me, it's a bit more complicated.”

“It's your lifeforce,” she said, voice dwindling down to a soft murmur.

“It is my lifeforce. And I've been away for a long, long time. Will you help me get there?”

“Where?”

“Avalon. The island.”

––––––––
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Scotland, August 612 AD

Yseult focused her mind as best she could. Eyes closed, she tried to summon a mental picture of the ropes around her wrists, and the knots that tied them. Then she pictured those same knots untying themselves, and instilled all her will into the magic. The chords held fast, bringing a shout of rage and frustration to her lips. In her fury, she jumped up and down on her rearside, to no result but that of getting her bum aching, and her nerves even more on edge. She noticed the small sparks gathering around her skin, and wondered what would happen if she allowed her fury to vent free. Start a fire, perhaps? That wouldn't do, not on a wooden hut as the one she'd been locked in. But she must find a way to warn Emrys, provided he himself hadn't been captured and tied up as roughly as she.

No, the people who'd taken her wouldn't dare touch Emrys. They'd crossed over in time,  back to the Dark Ages. The people who'd captured her had been wearing what she'd come to associate as the Druid garb, they must be a community of druids and healers, dabblers in magic. But not a single preternatural amongst them. They must surely know of Emrys, if not the vampire himself. And if he was indeed the child of Morgan le Fay and Merlin, the wizard, these people were sure to respect him, even fear him. What Yseult needed was to let them know she'd been travelling with the vampire. But how was she to do it, if they'd all left, even the women who'd trussed her up and marched her to the hut? Well, not all, there were people outside, she could feel them. Standing guard, perhaps, making sure she didn't leave, nor someone walked in on her?

The sounds of a commotion reached her ears, hurried footsteps through the woods, voices hushed, but barking orders. The door sprung open, Yseult jumping where she sat on the dirt floor. Eyes wide and terrified, a scream about to leave her lungs, heart hammering in her chest. Until she saw who it was that crossed the threshold.

Emrys.

He'd come for her, as she was sure he would, and his eyes were just as wild as hers, while he darted his head from side to side of the darkened interior, trying to locate her. The moment he saw her, his anxiety seemed to melt, and a smile covered his lips, forcing one out of hers. He ran to her side, unknotting the ropes around her wrists and ankles, before gathering her into his arms. Holding her body to his with such strength it knocked the breath out of her.

“Are ye all right?” he questioned, still holding on to her. 

Yseult nodded, she couldn't speak, could hardly breathe, so she pushed him away.

“It's me, Yseult,” Emrys added, locking eyes with her. “You don't need to be scared anymore.”

“I couldn't breathe,” she explained, “You were holding me too tight. I'm not scared, though.”

He let out a laugh, and hugged her again, lips resting over her dark hair. His hands smoothed the locks away from her face, as he studied her, looking for signs of fear. She seemed calm enough, and yet, there was something at the back of her eyes, a rage seething silently, mingled with excitement. 

Emrys brought his lips down over Yseult's, hesitant of her reaction. But her hands grabbed the back of his head as soon as his mouth touched hers, and her tongue darted forward to meet his. A kiss as urgent and passionate as the one they'd traded before. He revelled in the notion she wanted him as much as he wanted her, and lost himself in the moment, freeing mind of all else. Especially what he was expected to do. To no avail, as the thought kept intruding the pleasant feel of Yseult in his arms; he knew he must talk to her about it, explain everything. The sole thought made his hands shake in his craving for a smoke.

“Are ye hurt?” he insisted, and Yseult shook her head.

“Are we there? In the right age? These people who took me, they're druids, aren't they?”

“Aye, and no and aye again,” Emrys replied, to the sound of her soft, clear laughter. “Artuír's been dead for at least twenty years, but we're in Avalon, all right. This hut was used for certain rites, also for the wedded couple's first night, whenever a hand-fasting was performed in these lands. And they're druids, indeed, they were once my people, part of this realm, part of the Dalriada.”

“Why did they imprison me? How do we get back to our time, did you manage to find out anything?”

He shook his head, blue eyes turning grey in the dusk that entered through the door left ajar by his urgency. “They weren't present. They ken nothing but that Mordred killed his father, bringing doom to these lands, breaking this world apart. These people have been on the run, Yseult, because I fled my place here. Because I lost my head and left them all to fend for themselves, even after I swore a vow that I'd protect them and our ways.”

“It's not yer fault, surely,” she intervened, hand coming to rest over his gaunt cheek, a soft caress as fingers moved towards his lips. 

Emrys kissed them, but was not appeased. “Told ye my mother blamed me for Artuír's death, Mordred's as well. She closed the veil on everyone who was outside Avalon, and now these people cannae even cross to the island. They're being hunted by Catholic monks and priests, who have a deep-rooted fear of the Old Ways, of Druidism, of magic, as ye surely ken. I must help them. It's my duty, do ye understand?”

Yseult nodded, sensing Emrys was trying to tell her something but couldn't find the words. She wondered how he could help those people, was he supposed to kill the priests, the monks that had come for the group of druids? Was he supposed to stay back and fight what was bound to happen - the conversion of the peoples of Scotland into a religion that would become the leading force on all of Europe? Did these people expect him to sacrifice himself for their sake? And what of her, how was she to return to their time, to her life? Unless Emrys planned on making her open a portal back to their days, and force her through it alone. Only, it didn't happen that way.

“What is it they want, Emrys?” Her voice was infused with dismay, which only increased as he shook his head, blond hair falling across his face, hiding his expression from her. She could sense his dread, and her unease grew.

Emrys pulled her closer into his arms, taking comfort from the warmth of her skin, and the scent of her. How was he supposed to tell her that she must now do what he'd been ordering her not to?

“Tell me,” she insisted, voice harsh and cold, as if the thought had already dawned on her. Yseult freed herself from his embrace and faced him, fingers holding his chin in a vice-like grip, forcing his eyes on hers. “What do they want of ye?”

“They need the veil to be parted, so they can cross the lake to the island.”

“But ye said yer mother's magic has made it impossible for the veil to part.”

“My mother's magic has made it impossible for the veil to be parted from this side, not from her side.”

“And how do ye propose to bring her round to it, if she shut ye out like ye said?”

“Tomorrow will be Lughnasadh. There's a ritual that used to provide protection over these lands, assure the crops are plentiful...”

“I know what Lughnasadh is, Emrys, I am Scottish, and from a long line of witches, after all,” she said, irritated that he felt the need to explain something which was common knowledge to her.

“It was done differently here, Yseult. In Avalon, this was a time of sacrifice, where one was demanded to ensure the continuance of abundance to be showered upon our lands.”

Yseult snorted audibly, she had a hard time accepting such beliefs. Emrys smiled, but kept on, choosing to disregard her snide.

“The feast of Lughnasadh celebrates the beginning of harvest time. The island on the lake provided us with most of the cereal, vegetables and fruit we needed in order to persist, so harvest was always done first upon the slopes of Avalon. If the island lay hidden in mist, at the eve of Lughnasadh the veil would be parted, the mists dispelled, so people could flock to the island and harvest the food the earth gave us. And it would always part, Yseult, to ensure the crops were gathered. Do ye understand what I mean?”

“Aye, ye mean if that very same rite is performed tonight, there's no way yer mother can keep the veil down, and the mists up, for the harvest must be done. Ye can reach her and cross to the island, ye can see Artuír, speak to him, find out what happened.”

Emrys shook his head. “I only wish. I won't be by the lake, when the mists part. The rite must be performed here, and it must be performed by me. But the druids will be there, at the water's edge, and they'll be able to reach safety.”

“So ye perform whatever rite it is ye must, and then ye run off to the water and cross over. Swim, if ye have to, I know ye can make it. How long does the veil stay up? The crops must take some time being harvested, are they to do it overnight? I thought the island was supposed to be far bigger, and full of produce.”

“The mists stay parted for a whole month. The time it takes to ensure the harvest is completed, and grains and food are stored for the colder months.”

“Then what is yer problem, Emrys? Just go ahead, do it and then we can go to yer mother, she might even be able to help with us return to our own time.”

“I've considered tha' possibility.”

“Then what the hell is worrying ye?”

“She can keep me out, for starters.” He held up one hand, as Yseult opened her mouth to interrupt. It wouldn't do, he had to tell her what the rite asked for. “Look, ye know what I've told ye about never allowing a vampire inside yer head? And never offering yer blood to a vampire? I must ask ye to do it.”

“Do what?” She looked confused. “Never offer my blood? Emrys, ye've been telling me that fer days, now, I think I got it already.” She smirked and planted a kiss on his lips.

Emrys allowed himself the luxury of tasting her, reaching for a deeper embrace, his body waking up to it, lust creeping, unexpected. And there lay the danger, there lay the risk of him not being able to refuse her offer, for he wanted her to give him so much more. Still, the vows he'd sworn as a child hung over him. Like a rock formation he must hold up, so as not be crushed beneath it. He felt honour-bound to do it, even at the risk of Yseult's wellbeing.  

“Look at me,” he begged, and she complied, seeing his eyes shadowed by apprehension. “The rite demands an offer of nourishment is made, which must be refused. The goddess will offer sustenance to the god, and he must refuse it, that's the sacrifice. He must give his life fer the land.”

“I'm to be the goddess and ye the god, I'd already gathered as much. Guide me through it, like ye did with the Samhain rite that brought us here, and it'll be fine.”

Emrys stood up, fists clenching and unclenching, his back to her, sweat running down his back. Was she being deliberately stupid, that she refused to understand what he said? Yseult followed him around, until she finally grabbed hold of his arm, forcing him to stop his mindless pacing.

“I have to offer ye my blood, I got it. And ye're freaked out by the thought.”

“Yseult, can't ye see?” He turned back and held her by the shoulders, eyes ablaze in fear and want. “I have feelings fer ye. I had feelings fer Steph, look where that landed her.”

Yseult shook her head “I'm not Stephanie Miller. Nor are ye the same man ye were thirty years ago, I'm sure. There was no Atticus Downe in yer life back then. I'm sure ye can hold yerself together, Emrys. Look, here ye go, have my blood.” She leaned her head over her right shoulder, exposing the throbbing vein.

Emrys let go of her, a gesture of disgust, repulsed by the situation, and the ease with which Yseult chose to deposit her faith and trust in him. His hands shook, his legs too, and a lump lodged at his throat. He wished for Atticus to be here, the big man would have assuaged his fears. His presence would also have acted as a damper, should it cross Emrys's mind to take things further. Yseult would have been safe if Atticus was here. Only he wasn't, it was just the two of them; his hunger, his lust and her blood, which already sang loud to him.

“It's no’ as simple as tha’,” Emrys said.

“Then make it simple. Come, say the words, whatever incantation or spell the ritual begs for, and refuse me as I offer ye my blood. It's very simple, Emrys, and easy. Don't be afraid, ye can do it. Ye've done it before, come on, back in the jetty I offered ye my blood, and ye managed to control yourself, didn't ye?”

“Ye offered me yer blood without having it spilled.” He watched her face change, as the meaning of his words dawned on her. “Yes, Yseult, yer blood must be spilled, and then offered. How will I manage a hold on meself?”

She ran to him, resting her head on his shoulder. “And ye've never done this rite before? It was always someone else who played the part of the god?”

“I was too young. My parents were the ones doing it, my grandparents before them.”

“Don't be afraid. Trust me. Ye're always telling me ye want me to trust ye, then now it's yer turn to trust me. I won't let ye lose control, I promise.” She cast her eyes around, looking for some sort of blade, anything with a sharp edge that might cut through skin and draw blood.

It was the first time she really looked at her surroundings and took them in. Yseult had already assessed they were inside a wooden hut, with a thatched roof. There was one very small window on the back wall, allowing for a little light to enter and tinge the sole room in a blue hue. A crude fireplace had been built on a corner, and a wooden table stood beneath the glassless window. A straw mattress covered a rough contraption that served as bed, and two stools were pushed against the opposite wall from it. But it was the table that called to her attention.

On top of it, the usual implements for magic rituals lay scattered in a purposeful way. A small pewter cauldron - much like the one Emrys had used on their Samhain rite - a few vials and bottles, a pestle and mortar. Herbs hung from the ceiling over the table, trapped into bouquets of dried leaves, giving off wafts of pungent smell. A pitcher, some forks, some platters, and there, pushed back into the darkest corners of the table, a ritual athame.

It was a simple, sharp knife with an engraved hilt, but it would do. Yseult slid out of Emrys's arms and walked slowly to the table, her left hand curling and fingers dancing through the dark, in an instinctive gesture. Bringing to life the logs on the fireplace, an attempt to dispel the chill that gathered inside, and cast some light that helped her see what she was doing. She reached the table in a couple of strides - the hut was that small - and grabbed the athame. Then she walked back to Emrys, noticing the wince in his face, and the way his eyes narrowed.

“It'll be fine,” she insisted, and showed him the knife. “This may sound strange, but I think we were supposed to be here. When we performed the Samhain rite and tried to open the veil, I think we were deliberately sent here.”

Emrys shook his head, he couldn't understand nor make sense of her words.

“I think ye were supposed to help these people. And I had to come along, because ye'd need me fer this.” She brought the tip of the knife to her neck, wondering where to cut, or if she should only pierce. The last thing she wanted was to sever an artery, or vein, and bleed to death.

The vampire shook his head, and pulled the knife from Yseult's skin, before it pierced and drew any blood. To have her draw from her neck would be the worst possible idea He'd find it impossible to resist and decline the offer of that blood, only for the intimacy associated with the act of drinking from a victim's neck.

“Yer arm,” he said, “pierce the inner part of yer elbow. Don't cut, please.”

Yseult assented and took off the coat she was still wearing. The blouse over her torso was too tight around the arms for her to pull the sleeve up. It would have to come off. The thought sent a ripple of shivers down her spine, the sensuality of the entire exchange about to take place not lost on her. But there was nothing else to do. So Yseult undid the buttons over her wrist and the ones at the back, pulling the garment over her head. Sending her dark hair into disarray, as it fell over shoulders and face, turning her into a ghoul out of a horror movie. Emrys smiled at the thought, but then his eyes came to rest over the curve of her breast, inside the black lace bra she wore, and the shape of her waistline winding down to the top of her trousers.

Pulling hair away from face and chest, Yseult exposed the angry scar Gary had left after his attack with boiling water. Holding her head as if in defiance of Emrys's look of pity at her marked body, Yseult stood her ground, goosebumps erupting all over her skin. How she wished he came to her aid, now, took her in arms, and comforted her as to what they were about to do. She couldn't deny being scared, but Emrys's fear was much bigger than hers. It was like a beast hiding in his eyes, palpable enough to cut through the surrounding air and reach out for her, with a pungent scent assaulting her nostrils. 

She pitied him, then and there. She pitied that someone as strong, as puissant as he was, seemed to fear her so much. Seemed to be so terrorised by the sight of her half-naked body, and the thought of her dripping blood. It also made her feel stronger, more powerful, in control. She felt as if she owned him, and not the other way round.

With a sly smile, Yseult brought the knife up to her inner elbow and shoved its tip into her vein. A drop of blood breached the surface of her skin, and Emrys's low moan reached her ears, from a great distance. Her eyes sought his, locked with them. More blood pooled on the inside of her arm, warm, slick, the iron-like scent coming for her nostrils. She wondered what might be going through his mind.

Emrys's eyes darkened, and sweat ran down his back.

––––––––
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Scotland, November 2016

Myrddin's weight kept pulling Nora down, forcing her to drag her feet, while trying to carry the man around. She'd thought he might have taken enough energy from her to feel a bit stronger, but was apparently mistaken, as he looked gaunter and paler.

“Why aren't you feeling better, if you fed off my energy?” she asked, stopping to catch her breath. 

Myrddin took a step away from her and leaned on a tree, closing his eyes. “There's just too much anger in you,” he replied, and Nora blushed.

“What does that even mean?”

He opened his eyes and trained them on the girl, noticing her discomfort. She was a very attractive girl, with sleek dark hair and small, delicate features. Her eyes were all storms and clouds chasing in them, and the set of her jaw spoke of years of self-contained fury. She was not a happy person, despite all her magic, all her powers, and the Fey blood that clearly ran through her veins.

“I mean you're an angry person. You remind me of my sister, she was always like that, filled with anger, hatred. Feeding from those emotions is hard. Gets me in a dark place, and right now, I can't afford to be in a dark place. I need my head clear and my wits about me, your dark energy makes it difficult for me to do anything but wallow in self-pity and misery.”

Nora turned her back, ready to leave him there and return to the house. She wasn't used to being addressed that way, nor being told those things, which in her opinion, weren't even true. Granted, she had some ill-spent fury, and years of frustration hanging over her, she had issues with her self-worth and self-esteem, but wasn't negative, nor was she some sort of wicked witch that walked around casting dark spells, infusing everyone with grim, sour moods. She was known to be the life of the party, in fact. But how much of her joyfulness, her joie de vivre was actually an act? Myrddin wasn't entirely wrong about her. Just like Yseult hadn't been, when accusing Nora of having issues with her own self. Still, she was much better now, ever since coming to Avalon Hall and meeting the people she now shared her daily life with.

“Well, I'm all you've got handy, so you better take what you can. I'm tired of dragging you around like dead weight.”

He cackled, a weak whimper of a laugh. “Now, there's something no one ever called me. Why are you so embittered? Had a hard life? You don't look it.”

“Appearances might be deceitful, hasn't your mother taught you that?”

“Ah, my mother was a difficult woman. Didn't teach me much of anything, except for deceit, I think. You see, back when I was born boys were raised mainly by their fathers, and girls by their mothers. My sister was mother's main worry, I was fostered at the house of the Dalriada's future overlord.”

Nora giggled. “I'm sorry, it's just that this sounds really outlandish. Don't mind me, I'm a bit of a twat, at times. You were fostered at the court of a king? But you were the son of that famous bard, Taliesin?”

“Yes, Nora Bell, my father was Taliesin of the shinning brow, whatever that means. He wasn't even blond. I didn't grow up with my mother, I was raised along my cousins Galahad and Artuír, at the hall of Áedán Mac Gabráin, for most of the year. The rest of the time, I spent right here at Avalon, with my aunt Viviane, who was Lady of the Lake, and mother to Galahad. My sister would be here, sometimes, and so would my cousin Morganne.”

“Morgan? As in Morgan le Fay? King Arthur's sister?”

“You claim friendship with my son and yet ken nothing of this? Emrys was born to Morganne, she's his mother, as I'm his father. Does he hide this from everyone? I suppose he's right, secrecy is our best weapon, and our safety. Always was.”

Nora pressed a finger to her lips, begging for silence, as her ears caught the sound of footsteps approaching. Most students were still out and about, she caught glimpses of torches every so often, although it must be past midnight. They'd soon be making their way back to the house, so they could start the festivities. She herself could do with a drink and a bite to eat. But if this man was really Emrys's father, if this man was the one who later became known as Merlin, the wizard, he might be able to breach whatever veil Yseult had managed to cross. And send word to his son that the witch was in danger. For some reason she couldn't explain, Yseult's safety had become the most important thing in Nora's life, that night.

Myrddin stood to attention, straining his ears, trying to locate every noise, every sound. Perhaps it was a bad idea, allowing anyone else to know of his existence, of his presence in this place. Perhaps his safety did reside in his secrecy, and not even Emrys should be informed of him being here. At least until he'd reached the island and replenished his strength. Try as he might, he could sense no reason for the girl's alarm. All he could hear came from a distance, towards the house. People talking in loud voices, calling out to each other, opening doors and running inside, it sounded as if they were about to turn in for the night. Even the flare of magic that had filled the surrounding air, like a blanket falling over those grounds, seemed to have changed, diminished.

But then he understood why the girl had asked him for silence, as a figure appeared just around the bend they'd come from. Nora gasped, tried to gesture Myrddin into hiding, but it was too late. The figure walked closer, face hidden in darkness, until he moved to a clear spot and the moon shone over his gait. Aaron Wallace stared, open-mouthed, at Nora and the man leaning against a tree. A man he'd never seen before, and who didn't belong inside the grounds of Avalon Hall.

His first thoughts were to Yseult and her safety, as he wondered if it might not be yet another abusive ex-lover the witch had lured into the grounds. But catching the guilty look in Nora's eyes, assured him Yseult had nothing to do with the man in front of him; no, he was Nora's business, she'd brought him to Avalon Hall, hidden from everyone else. A tryst, then. Aaron laughed.

“Ye're worse than Hunter,” he said. “At least he had a good excuse to smuggle Chris in.”

“This is not what you think,” she justified, and glanced over at Myrddin, wincing. 

He was looking worse for wear, and Nora knew she'd need help carrying him down to the boathouse, getting him on a boat and rowing the man to the island. There was no way she could do this alone. Her eyes begged a silent permission from Myrddin, for Aaron to be brought into the truth of the matter. He merely shrugged, as if beyond all force, and couldn't be bothered to fight anymore.

“This is Emrys's father,” Nora whispered, lowering her voice by instinct. “As you can see, he's not well, and Emrys's not here at the moment, to help him out. I happened to cross paths with him, further back, and well, I can't do this on my own.” She crossed her arms over her chest, as if defying Aaron into rebuking her and her claims. 

“Ye're Myrddin Mac Faye?” Aaron asked instead, taking a step closer to the man, who assented. “Emrys has been looking all over for ye.”

“Ah, perfect!” Nora threw her arms up, a flare of anger lighting up her eyes, and Myrddin smiled. “So everyone knows everything about the bloody vampire, but me, as usual. I'm always the one to be kept in the dark.”

“Don't be dramatic,” Aaron said, as he reached a hand to the man. “I'm Aaron Wallace, a friend of Emrys. Well, his sparring partner, at least. Not sure about the friend part.”

“No, not when you're both in love with the same girl.”

“That's enough, Nora.” Aaron's voice had a chill to it he'd never used before, and Nora shuddered, not having expected the boy, usually meek, to jump up on her like that. “Ye're unwell,” he went on, turning his attention back to Myrddin, who was still chewing on the piece of information Nora had unwittingly provided. “Emrys explained that ye and yer sister were different from him, from Taliesin. That ye didn't need to feed off blood to survive?” Myrddin nodded. “But that instead, ye fed off energy, especially magical energy. Look, there's enough of that around, I mean, this is a preternatural haven, why don't ye take some?”

“I offered myself to him, but he's fanciful, says I taste bitter.”

Myrddin let out another cackle. Despite Nora's internal state of constant rage, he couldn't deny she was funny, and interesting. He decided he liked the girl, after all. Even though she did taste bitter.

“Ye can take some from me, if ye wish,” Aaron insisted.

“You don't mind?”

The boy shook his blond head and Myrddin inspired deeply. As loose tendrils of a wispy, whitish substance came out from Aaron, Nora gasped in surprise, and fear. The plumes floated through the air towards Myrddin and seemed to seep into him, through his pores, his skin. What if he depleted Aaron of all his powers, his magic? What if the man was dangerous, and not who he claimed to be? What if he had somehow entered those grounds with one intent only, that of stealing the magic out of every witch inside? Shaking her head, Nora smiled, her imagination was getting over-active. If that was the man's intention, he would have taken her offer to feed off her powers first, and done away with her. Maybe he couldn't. Nora had so many wards about her it'd make it very hard for anyone to harm her in any possible way.

Myrddin's eyes were closed, and his mouth ajar, but the man stood still, silent, leaning against the rough bark of the tree. This boy was powerful, he realised, and wondered how he'd managed to escape Emrys's eye. Then he remembered his son did not much enjoy drinking blood off the vein of men, only women. The young man would have to shed and offer his own blood, for Emrys to be unable to hold back. But if that happened, the boy would be dead in a matter of seconds. Myrddin knew well enough how little self-control his son was capable of exerting, when it came to the blood of witches. He'd kept his ears open for news of Emrys, kept an eye on his progress, even from afar. And knew well enough how many times a witch had found her death at his son's hands, for lack of self-control. He even knew how affected Emrys was by those deaths.

Cutting off his feeding, Myrddin was finally able to stand up. It would do, for the moment, but wouldn't last him long, this surge of renewed energy. He needed to get to the island, and doubted he could manage swimming there, or rowing himself to its shores. He still needed the witches' help.

“Feeling any better?” Nora inquired, eyebrow cocked, arms crossed over her chest, foot tapping the muddy ground. He couldn't help but smile; she was refreshing and amusing.

“Yes, thank you,” he assured her. “But I can't make it across the lake by myself.”

“I'll take ye there.” Aaron offered, and Nora was quick to jump in, guiding them through the woods, towards where she knew a few boats were kept.

As they reached the boathouse, Aaron snapped his fingers, and a blaze of fire burst to life on his other hand. A flame sat flickering, right at the centre of his palm. One that shed light into the darkened interior of the wooden construction, allowing them to see what lay ahead. It didn't seem to burn him, though, and Nora bit back the twinge of envy engulfing her, that she wasn't able to do something quite that magical. Then she remembered she could timewalk, and had her own special brand of powers.

“There, take yer pick,” Aaron directed Myrddin, and the man walked off along the jetty towards the nearest boat. 

It was in mint condition, and must have been used recently, because it was tethered to the poles on the jetty and not the metal links screwed to the wooden walls surrounding them. Someone must have used it to cross to the island. Perhaps Emrys, as he prepared for the Samhain ritual he'd wanted to perform with Yseult, Aaron mused. As Myrddin stepped in, the younger witches followed suite. Nora sat at the stern, Myrddin at the prow, Aaron between them, with a set of rows at hand, which he manoeuvred expertly. With the strength of arms years of sword-fighting and sparring had given him, he rowed them off the enclosed space, across the waters, to the isle of Avalon. As they reached the shore, Myrddin jumped from the boat, his booted feet squelching in the sodden dirt. 

Looking around him, he noticed the differences. It was years since he'd last been here, at least three hundred years must have passed, since his last stay. The islet was smaller than what he remembered, but how much of it did he remember that didn't pertain to what he'd known in his childhood, his youth? Perhaps once Morganne closed the veil and shut the access to the island from outside, it had diminished immediately. He couldn't remember what it looked like as he'd stood upon those shores, crying out her name and begging her to let him in. He couldn't remember if it had been already this small, when he'd come home with a half-mad Emrys in tow. Back from his time in the desert, spent in a haze of drugs and the blood of the women in the harem of the Sultan, who'd taken a fancy to him. Myrddin had wished to bring his son to the safety of the island, and Morganne had shut them both out. He couldn't agree with her attitude, though he could understand her pain, her rage. But Morganne had always put Artuír ahead of everyone else, even her son, when her first loyalty should have been to Emrys, and Emrys alone. After all, he was born of her loins; he was a part of her, much more than Artuír, brother or lover that he'd been to her.

He sighed, and brought back his attention to the witches still seated in the boat.

“Please, please, let no one know I'm here,” he begged.

Nora shook her head, as Myrddin knew she would. It brought a smile to his lips, one he killed as soon as it surfaced.

“Nora Bell, I'm in no fit state to face my son, yet. There's much I need to tell him, and it will take time, but for now I need to heal myself. If Emrys knows I'm here, he'll...”

“He'll force the truth out of ye,” Aaron cut in, voice low. “He'll want ye to tell him exactly what happened that day.”

“What day?” Nora asked, but both men ignored her, eyes locked as if measuring each other.

“Emrys can't deal with the truth, not now. Not if he's in love with a witch. It would be far too risky, he'd end up losing his head.”

“Ye don't know your son very well, do ye? He's been protecting Yseult ever since he first saw her, no way would he harm her himself.”

“Boy, you've no idea what you're dealing with. My son's a vampire. Witch blood is like a strong drug, a... an anaesthetic, a sedative. The truth of what happened will drive him to search for that kind of relief. It's too risky, for now. I'll come to him as soon as I'm strong enough to handle Emrys at his worse. All I ask of the two of you is that you keep my presence here hidden for a few more days. Can you do that?”

Nora's expression was of disbelief and anger, that they'd ignored her questions, her doubts; that they treated her as if she meant nothing. But placing her eyes on the man who claimed to be Emrys Cole's father, she saw the deep sadness imbued there, and couldn't deny him the request. Her head nodded in a silent agreement, and Myrddin's attention focused on Aaron.

“I can do that,” he replied. “For a few days. But I won't wait forever.”

Myrddin seemed appeased by the reply, and with a shove of his foot, he pushed the boat back to the water, while Aaron grabbed hold of the rows. As they moved away from the shore, Myrddin's silhouette grew darker and darker, until it was no longer visible. They sat in silence, but for the grunts of effort coming out of Aaron's lips as he struggled with the rowing, guiding the vessel back to the jetty, where Nora fought to get a hold of the rope around the pole, so they could tie the boat back.

“This is such a bad idea,” she said, climbing out of the vessel, Aaron's hands on her back, stabilising her and pushing her body up.

“What is?”

“This, not telling Emrys about it, keeping that man's presence at Avalon Hall from the headmaster.”

“Oh, I'm not keeping him secret, no. Did ye really think I was gonna do tha'?” Aaron sounded amused, rather than shocked or annoyed at her. “First thing tomorrow, when I meet Emrys for our sparring, I'm telling him a man who claims to be his father is holed up in the islet by himself. He can deal with it as he likes.”

“But what if Myrddin's right? What if this places Yseult in danger?”

“What if I'm right, and that man knows shit about Emrys Cole and what lengths he'll go to, just so he makes sure Yseult is safe?”

––––––––
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Scotland, August 612

Emrys paled, and his hands curled into fists, short clipped nails biting into the palms. His breathing became shallow, rapid, his head swimming, legs shaking. The stench was too much, too intense, too aggressive, too strong. 

Too enticing. 

He wouldn't be able to hold it together. When Yseult offered her blood to him, he wouldn't be able to refuse it, and would end up draining her. This had been a very bad idea, and he regretted having been talked into it. Tears of frustration, anger, terror, welled in his eyes and a sob climbed from his lungs to his throat, dying at his lips.

“Here,” Yseult stretched her arm to him, blood dripping down to her wrist, covering her white freckled skin in tendrils of red, like a painting. “I give ye my blood for ye to feed.”

Faster than her eyes could register, he was by her side, hands holding her arm up, mouth wide open over the prickle from where blood spurted. But then his left hand made contact with the puckered skin of her burn scar, and a jolt of pain travelled up Emrys's arm, into his brain. His hunger subsided, abated. He didn't want her blood. He didn't want to feed. He didn't want to glue his mouth to the cut in her arm and suck life out of her; no. He wanted to lay his tongue over the surface of her skin and kiss every inch of that scar, and every inch of her body, and drown himself in her lips, inside her mouth, in her juices. His groin stirred, and rose. His sensitive nose picked up on another scent but that of Yseult's blood. Desire filled it, lust as well; he could smell her moistness, her need, her want. The urge was not his alone; they were together in this.

Pulling her closer, Emrys dropped his mouth over the cut on her skin, tongue reaching out to it, tip touching the small pinprick. Her blood clung to his taste-buds, infusing Emrys with her essence, the truth of what she was, the whole of who she was. It was the ultimate intimacy, to allow his tongue to taste her core and yet not drink the nourishment it would provide him. His whole mouth tingled with it, the flavour of her blood, rich and tangy, like heavy rains over sodden earth, or decaying flowers left too long on a shallow grave. Like death. Like life, too, her life, the possibility for his. Like blood that could save him, whatever the danger he lay in. It no longer ran from the tiny cut. His own blood, where he'd bit into his tongue, had closed it. Carefully, Emrys licked the blood that had spilled down her arm, down to her hand, taking his time with the soft places between her fingers where the liquid had pooled. Then he brought his tongue up her limb, back to her inner elbow, which he gently turned round to expose the tainted skin where the scar ended. He kissed it, and felt her stiffen under his touch.

Yseult tried to block out the memories that assaulted her as soon as Emrys touched the scar tissue on her arm. Gary's manic grin, as he pulled the plug on the kettle, stormed into her mind, in a close-up of perfect white teeth, five o'clock shadow of a beard, thick lips. Then the pain, as the water hit her shoulder and dripped down her arm, the scalding heat, the searing agony and the shame; always the shame. Her limbs shook, her stomach cramped, but the moisture in between her legs spoke of other things than fear or disgust. Emrys's tongue journeyed up the back of her arm, now headed for her shoulder.

The puckered skin was soft, contrary to what he'd expected. Its texture was strange, different from the rest of Yseult's silky skin, but it wasn't something repulsive to the touch, at least not for him. It didn't push Emrys away, the touch of that scar on his tongue; what almost made him stop was the way her muscles tensed up, and the hitch of her chest, as if she was about to cry. But he brought his lips over the scar tissue and kissed it, once, then again and again, climbing up the length of it until he reached her shoulder. From there, he directed his attention to Yseult's neck. She appeared to melt in his hands, body resting against his, a hushed sigh leaving her mouth as she took a breath. Lips partly open, begging to be kissed, the tip of her tongue just visible, calling to him. Emrys slid his mouth across her cheek, resting it upon hers, tongue darting in while her hands grabbed his hair, his head, pulling him closer until their bodies were touching and he was sure she couldn't fail to feel his lust.

The kiss became emboldened, while hands explored each other's bodies, Yseult fighting with the buttons on his vest, his shirt; pushing cloth away from Emrys's naked skin. As he guided her to the single pallet bed, her lips attacked his neck, collarbone, chest; and they fell on top of the straw mattress, disrupting a few spiders that scampered up the wall. It wasn't enough to divert them from what was at hand. While Yseult's deft fingers undid the belt on his jeans, Emrys unbuttoned her trousers and pulled them down. Mouth latched on to her stomach, climbing up her torso until he found her breasts, still hidden inside the black lace bra. Balancing himself on his forearms, Emrys took one look at Yseult, who was still trying to get him off his jeans.

“Do ye really want to do this?” he asked, somewhat out of breath.

The look she showered on him was nothing short of mystified How could he even doubt it? She was all hot and bothered, a sudden hole had taken permanent lodgings between her legs - one only he could fill - her body hummed at the slightest touch, and she was about to bring him out of his underwear and guide him into her; how could he ask if she really wanted to do this?

“Ye've got to be kidding me,” she mouthed, and pulled at the waist of his jeans, pushing them over his butt, down to his thighs. “Don't ye?”

Emrys smiled, one finger hooked on the strap of her bra, bringing it down her arm, exposing a breast, a nipple. He took it into his mouth, sucking gently, tongue rolling around the now stiff nipple. Yseult kicked off her boots with her feet and pulled down trousers to her ankles, fighting to get out of them. One of his hands came down to her aid, and across the small room flew the garment, to land on the floor next to the table. Then her legs were around his waist, holding his body to hers, and his desire for her only seemed to grow, as their crotches touched. Through the flimsy fabric of their underwear, he felt how wet she was, and his mind could think of nothing else but sliding into her. Gently, he removed her knickers and let his body slide down until he was kneeling on the stony ground, her knees at the sides of his head, legs dangling over his back while his tongue parted the folds of her sex, and licked it as he'd licked the blood on her arm.

Yseult arched her back, mere instinct, her brain shutting down any thought process. Only capable of registering the crescendo of pleasure Emrys insisted on showering her with. Hands grabbed hold of the rough fabric covering the mattress and squeezed it, her mouth letting out small yelps, as he led her on and on, until climax came upon her with a jolt and low howl, her thighs thrumming and spasming, her fingers tingling, her breath catching. She needed more. This was not enough. She needed him to fill her up, cover up that screaming, gaping hole that begged for more.

Emrys reached down to the side pocket of his jeans and fished out a condom. A habit ingrained into him ever since meeting Stephanie Miller back in the eighties. He never left the house without one either in his pocket or inside a wallet. He ripped the pack open, fished out its contents, while Yseult pushed down his underwear, her hand wrapping around his stiff member, a suave movement up and down forcing a sigh off his lips, and a smile to break out over his whole face. 

“Hurry,” she whispered, and Emrys pulled the condom into place, her slim fingers helping and guiding his own, while lust threatened to send him off the edge as he felt about to come. 

Taking a deep breath, Emrys grabbed control of his emotions and his body. Yseult slipped down the bed to sit astride him where he still knelt on the floor. Her hand guided him into her. Once he found himself in place, he plummeted in, dragging a sigh out of Yseult's lips, a sigh of such deep satisfaction it found an echo in him. Holding her back, Emrys directed the rhythm of his thrusts and her lifts, and as the dance gained momentum, he pushed her to the bed once more, lying over her naked body, spearing into her, again and again, his whole frame on fire. His thrusts became more urgent, and went deeper. Yseult grabbed hold of his buttocks, helping him further into her, legs wrapped around him as if she longed to swallow him whole; the fleeting sensations building up again to a peak, which seemed to explode inside and all around her the moment Emrys came with a jerk of his pelvis, body resting over hers.

None of them noticed how the air around had shifted, and the light had changed. None noticed how their surroundings were no longer the same, nor was the cloth upon which they lay as coarse as it had been before, or the mattress as rough. They just lay in each other's arms, caressing each other's bodies. Both out of breath, and with hearts beating at full speed, sweat drenching their skins, and a sense of fulfilment seeping into them. Until Yseult bolted to a sitting position in bed, suddenly aware that something wasn't quite right.

Her body started to shake, and try as she might, just couldn't stop it. Emrys's voice reached her ears from what sounded like a long distance, his hands holding her shoulders in a touch she felt as light as feathers. Her eyes rolled in their sockets, but Yseult didn't faint. It was like being transported elsewhere in her mind, and the scene depicted before her was one she'd never witnessed. One Yseult had hoped would take place when her deft hand pierced the inside of her arm, and she offered her blood to Emrys.

A group of about twelve individuals stood before a large body of water, fog raising up from it. Its tendrils stretched across the distance, like fingers trying to reach the people who just stood there. They wore robes of white, some held staffs in their hands, others had quivers of arrows and bows across their backs. One held a rusty sword, tip touching the cold, muddy ground. Yseult recognised some of those faces, while beholding them from above, as if she was being held suspended far overhead. Those were the people who'd grabbed her earlier in the woods and imprisoned her inside the hut. Those were the druids who'd begged Emrys to help them. The reason she and the vampire had performed a rite none of them seemed to quite understand, one that could have placed both in serious danger. Her belief they'd been transported into that moment while trying to Timewalk was vindicated. They were supposed to be there, to perform that ritual, to open those mists. They were supposed to help those people, or at least Emrys was.

And then the mists did begin to part, and a tongue of land became visible. No more than a few inches at first, it soon transformed into an immense island that seemed to float over sparkling dark waters. An island that reached far to every side, and up. Up it went, hills and mounds and slopes and ridges, as far as her eye could see. Far, far bigger than the islet gracing the lake in front of Avalon Hall, the one she and Emrys had taken the boat to. A woman stood on its shore. She was wrapped in a cloak of dark plaid wool, head covered by it, hair hidden beneath its folds, but her eyes were ablaze, and they were Emrys's eyes. They held such sadness within the blue, a grief that seemed to stretch over time and space; and Yseult's heart tightened at the sight of the woman. Her lips trembled slightly, over the cleft of her chin. She'd seen this woman before, out in the woods, the first night she'd Timewalked with Emrys. Morganne Mac Faye, she was, Duchess of Cornwall, Lady of the Lake, Queen of Avalon. It was Emrys's mother, Yseult had no doubt.

The woman seemed to speak to the druids, but there was no sound. They replied, gestures pleading for her understanding. Morganne's face relaxed, her body lost the tightness it had been held in. Her hands started to weave delicate gestures in the air, as the island seemed to move closer to the other shore. A few boats materialised, tied to a jetty to the right of where the group of druids stood. They marched off to them, got inside and rowed away to Avalon. Soon, Morganne was joined by many more people on her shore, who helped the newcomers out of their boats and up a slope. While the Lady of the Lake hastily conjured the darkness and the brume that helped hide Avalon from the rest of the world. As soon as her vision had begun, it was over, and Yseult's naked frame slumped forward, supported by Emrys's strong hands.

She shook her head, and gazed at him, a questioning glare.

“Did ye see it too?” he asked, voice shaking as much as his hands trembled. Yseult assented. “It worked, then. They crossed. My mother was summoned and opened the mists for them, they're safe. My work is done. Our work.”

Yseult reached up a hand to his lips, caressing the soft skin. “Yer work, I was just the sidekick. It was ye who was meant to be there, at Lughnasadh, in the year 612, so ye could do what ye must, help protect those ye vowed to safeguard. As soon as they were safe, we Timewalked back to our world, look.” She gestured at their surroundings, and Emrys seemed to take stock of where they were for the first time. “Yer bedroom, right?”

As his eyes travelled the length of the room, Emrys realised they were indeed back to their day and age, and inside his bedroom. Not on the islet where they'd first started, but back inside the safety and warmth of Avalon Hall. In his quarters, his bedroom, his bed. Yseult's magic worked in rather mysterious ways, he concluded, but didn't question it.

“Are ye all right?” he insisted, and she nodded, hair falling over her breasts, forcing his eyes down there. 

Lust rose again through his loins, and his body stirred with arousal. One careful hand removed a loose strand of dark hair from her shoulder, exposing the scar tissue. Yseult winced, her muscles tightening in stress. Emrys laid the hand over the scar, caressing it with a gentle stroke.

“Ye're so beautiful,” he whispered, planting a soft kiss on her neck. “And I'd want fer nothing more than lie here and make love to ye again. But I need to use the loo.”

As he stood up, Yseult broke out in laughter, face red and eyes sparkling in mirth. Emrys smiled back at her and ran off to the en suite bathroom. 

“Please, light a couple o’ candles, it's so gloomy here,” he said, and closed the door behind him. 

Yseult did as he asked, walking barefoot across the room, placing the candles at specific spots to create a mellow ambiance. Then she walked out, needing the loo herself, headed straight to the small toilet next door to the kitchen, from where she heard him busying himself with platters and cupboards and the fridge. When she got back to the bedroom, Emrys had just poured some wine into glasses, and handed her one.

“They seem to be having a ball, downstairs.” He held up one hand, index finger stretched, calling for attention to the sound of revels reaching up to the window. “Can't be very late, but all my clocks seem to have stopped.” He lit a cigarette and took a long drag.

“Perks of being around a Timewalker, I guess,” Yseult grinned and accepted the wine, reaching for a slice of cheese Emrys had arranged over a platter. There were crackers too, and pears, a compote of sorts and a scatter of nuts. Her stomach rumbled. “There was supposed to be a Halloween party tonight, they all dressed up in costumes. Must still be going. Shouldn't we find the headmaster and let him know we're fine?”

Emrys reached for her, taking Yseult into his arms, mouth searching for hers. “It can wait, there's no rush.” He kissed her softly. She tasted of wine, and salt from the cheese. “I just want to spend the rest of the night with ye, right now. If ye're up to it, I mean.”

Yseult flashed him a mischievous grin and guided him towards the bed. “Oh, I'm up to it, all right, I just don't know if ye can keep up the pace.”

“Let's find out then, shall we?”

They fell onto the thick mattress, in a jumble of limbs, and skin and sheets, all tangled up. For a long time, there was no other sound but that of their mouths kissing every inch of flesh they happened to come upon.

––––––––
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Scotland, November 2016

Myrddin stoked the fire with one hand, the other clinging to the mug of mulled wine Atticus Downe had brought along inside a flask. He'd been surprised to see the witch step onto the shores of the islet so soon after Myrddin directed his steps up the knoll. Where evidence of a Samhain ritual still persisted. Emrys's work, for sure. So his son had been on the isle before him. He wondered where he was now, along with the witch girl helping him make contact with his past. What a dangerous game they played.

But despite his surprise, Myrddin had been glad for Atticus's presence. He already felt better just for being here, his strength improved, his stamina too. The entrance to the well of magic, the path leading down to the Calyx, was closed, as he'd expected, but he didn't need to be there, in its presence. Just being near was enough to ensure he'd persist and would be able to leave Avalon once again. Leave and stay gone for many years, before he had need to return and replenish his lifeforce. He felt stronger; was sure he could handle the headmaster of Avalon Hall on his own. And Atticus had so much to account for. What had taken Myrddin by surprise was that one, or both of the witches, had actually gone off to rat on his presence. And not to Emrys, either. It made him wonder if his son was even there. He feared the witch girl had been successful, and Emrys was now lost somewhere in the past. Trying to change the course of his destiny, endangering each and everyone, along with the flow of magic.

He'd welcomed the presence of the witch, if only for the food and drink the man brought along.

Atticus had been annoyed when Aaron Wallace and Nora Bell stormed back into the dining room, where the Halloween party the students had organised was still taking place. It wasn't yet two in the morning, there was plenty of food, and drink too. Teachers and pupils seemed to be enjoying themselves, and even though Atticus had sensed Emrys's presence back in his loft, he hadn't wanted to storm into the vampire's lodgings. Not when Yseult Urquhart had failed to make an appearance downstairs. Who knew what they might be doing, up there in the attic.

He'd been taken aback by the sight of the two young ones, eyes wide in either fear or wonder, faces red from the effort of running and the cold night outside, hands shaking and voices catching. They'd insisted on speaking to him straight away, in private too. Atticus had sighed, certain Nora was about to bring up her worries at the sight she'd witnessed. Where Yseult was carried bound and gagged through the woods by a group of unknown men. He was ready to let her know Emrys and Yseult were both back, since he also caught a whiff of the girl's unique magical print. Nora had kept mum all the time, while Aaron did the talking. And the tale the boy spun had been just too outlandish to be a lie.
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