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No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction. The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this book are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Book Cover by Ruth Miranda

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text and images is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

I am not an historian. I am not even British, so I cannot claim any accurate knowledge of British history. What I am is fascinated with the thought of King Arthur and his knights, and have always wanted to write my own fantasy version of it. So this is what this book is, a fantasy tale. It does have its basis on a number of things, of course, and although I have taken a number of liberties with historical facts and especially dates – although no one knows for sure if Arthur even existed, let alone when! - I did get my inspiration for the story somewhere, and that somewhere wasn't the widely spread versions of the Arthurian tale.

It was on the website https://www.undiscoveredscotland.co.uk that I first came across mention of Arthur possibly having been Scottish. I had been toying with that idea prior to starting writing this particular book, and was really happy to realise it wasn't that far out there at all, others had this same theory. So I based my novel on the informations gathered on that particular site, about Arthur, Merlin, his twin sister, Áedán Mac Gabráin. Although altering the dates just a wee bit to serve my own narrative, it was from there I gathered inspiration to pursue my personal vision of Arthur and his knights. So I do not claim historical accuracy at all, this is a fantasy and meant to be one. I still hope you get to enjoy it, though.
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Part I



The last Lord of the Summerlands
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Scotland, mid eighties
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The man stood up on the parapet and spread his arms wide; eyes closed, nostrils flared, inhaling the sweet summer scent coming up with the wind. It wasn't known as the Summerlands in vain, this place in which he now ruled supreme, albeit alone and unknown. Not completely unknown, he mused - nor alone - looking behind him towards the lonesome figure waiting there. The woman offered a smile of encouragement, her hand dancing in a graceful gesture that he should proceed. 

He faced forward again.

Closing his eyes, trying to recapture concentration, he listened for the sound of the night birds and bats, and flared his nostrils, drinking in the evening's perfume. Then he let his body lean forward, gravity pulling him towards the ground.

The air hissed around his ears, as he sped forth; blond hair trailing behind him, a grin of joy ascending to his lips, the rush of the flight exciting him, providing a sense of freedom he was otherwise alien to. There were no whoops or calls for joy - he knew the hard, earthy-scented ground was close by, awaiting him, anticipating the feast of blood his spill would provide. It was hungry, the earth was; starved for a sacrifice. It had been many years since the last were offered upon those grounds. The old ways were gone, even if magic still flooded the area, calling to this place those who carried it in their blood, their bodies, their minds. 

But the land was parched, and it begged for blood, and he felt just as dry, and empty. The age-old memories of a people long gone haunted the shadows of the night, asking, begging for those days to be relived. For the ancient customs to be revived, and so, wake up the powers that lay dormant: the secrets of the lake, hidden in the waters, the portal to where hope might spring once more, and wash away the sins, the wrongs, the evils of century after century filled with ignorance and disrespect.

Maybe a sacrifice would wash away his sins, his mistakes: the innocence he’d held at the start and the depravity he’d later succumbed to, he thought, as the hard ground approached fast. He spread his arms even wider, as if to embrace the land, the whole of the world, and restore what once had been. 

He could feel the woman up there, leaning over the parapet from where he’d jumped, her eyes boring into his back in a quiver of expectation, mingled with the ever present bite of fear.

Bite.

Focusing on his own hunger instead of the land's, his body shouting for nourishment, one he could not deny; his thoughts converged upon the idea of reaping the fruits he so needed for his sustenance. He stayed his fall, just before hitting the ground. Turning on himself, his feet came to rest slowly on the hard ground, toes touching first, then the soles of his bare feet, digging into it as if in need of reassurance that the soil did stay under him. Spinning around, he looked up, eyes searching for hers, she whose face seemed to glow in the pale light of the moon.

They both smiled.

Boosting himself with a click of his heel, the jump propelled him up, higher and higher above the ground, until he reached the parapet. The woman stepped back, making space for him to land. She clapped her hands in a childish exhibition of joy, and grinned openly, lips moist in a face that wore little to no makeup. She was a beauty, he told himself. Hair flaxen and long, eyes of the brightest, lightest blue, round cheekbones on a face that was pale but for the constant red splotches that infused her with an air of health and sultriness; she was a sight. He smiled back at the woman, wanting her as he always did, this time just a tad more.

“Do it again,” she heaved breathlessly, “this time with me.”

He signalled her into his arms and held tight to the slim waist. She threw her hands around his neck. Faith - spread all over her face - raged war with fear and excitement; she followed him onto the top of the parapet.

“Close your eyes, if you need to,” he whispered, and before she was ready, jumped; her skirts tangling round his legs. 

She released a hoot of exhilaration, and he lowered his lips onto her neck, tongue paving a road of lust down the length of it.

There’d be no sacrifice for the earth, not that night.

But there would be a blood sacrifice, made unwittingly, so the more precious for it.

––––––––
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Atticus Downe draped a careful arm over the crying woman's shoulder, in a failed attempt to soothe and quieten her. To no avail, for her sobs only became louder and more urgent, the moment she felt his gentle touch. The police officers scouring the house and grounds didn't help, either, and despite being the third time they invaded the place - to find nothing that proved the most aired-out theory about the unexpected death of one of the students - they still seemed to hope a shred of evidence to the contrary might jump up at them.  

“My Steph never did any drugs,” the woman wailed, and Atticus bit back a sigh. 

It wasn't actually true, although Stephanie Miller, aged twenty-two, wouldn't be considered your everyday drug addict. From what he’d already gathered; when first landing in Glasgow earlier that morning; Steph did a bit of recreational pot once in a while, indulged in the regular G&T, a bottle of wine shared with friends over dinner, and not much else. Stephanie Miller had been plain, common and boring. 

If not for the fact she was a witch. 

In reality, everyone living in those grounds was either a witch or Fey, not that the police or Steph's mother knew this. And because they liked to keep their matters private, they were careful - always so careful - and avoided calling attention to themselves. Apart the usual frown from locals, at the sight of the young men and women attending school there, who tended to dress in a more alternative fashion than that favoured by the local youth.

Stephanie, like the other fifteen young adults currently residing at Avalon Hall, had been unlucky enough to only come into her powers past her twentieth birthday. Witches normally outed their magic during their first years, childhood being a problematic phase, because toddlers had no control over their powers. But the Maledectum was well equipped for that, and most neophytes came from witching families. There was always an operative or a family member at hand, to help the new witch with control of their powers. No matter how young the child was, if the first signs started manifesting, help would always be provided. Commoner parents would be informed, and guided as to what to expect and how to deal; preternatural families were already well aware of how to handle young witches. 

There was never a problem the Maledectum didn't know how to tackle - even when the witch only manifested powers by puberty or adolescence. That was fairly common, actually; girls and boys reached a stage in life where their hormones went berserk, and brought forth their powers, should they have them, sometimes with rather unpleasant consequences. Still, help would be sent, if it wasn't already handy.

But coming into one's powers after their twentieth year of life was uncommon. It was rare, despite happening from time to time; lately, a lot more often. Very few witches would reach eighteen without having manifested some form of witchcraft, be it a certain ease in mind-reading, or dreams that always seemed to come true, a hand at making tinctures, potions and herbal tisanes, a knack for reading the tarot or casting the runes, ability in making astral charts and an unexpected knowledge of astrology. Only seldom was there a witch whose powers lay dormant well into her twentieth birthday. And for that, there was Avalon Hall, and a couple of other similar academies around the world. 

Neophyte witches over twenty would be approached by members of the Maledectum and offered a place at one of these establishments, to be trained in their arts, learning how to better use and harness their powers, so they could later go into the world without risking their lives and those of others, as well as keeping secrecy on what and who they were. The preternatural world did make it a point of being secluded from commoner knowledge, and not without good reason. They were careful in the keeping of their secrets, careful who they shared their real identities with, and even more careful in keeping quiet and under the radar, whatever strange occurrences may take place in their midst.

Like sudden, inexplicable deaths.

The preternatural world would deal with those deaths, whether in the person of Maledectum members or Vampire Nation lords and ladies, whatever faction the deceased might belong to. But they never involved commoners, and police forces were kept at bay, unless the officers in question happened to be preternaturals. 

Stephanie Miller's death had been handled in the worst possible way, though. 

For starters, it would take at least a week for her body to be found, after her sudden disappearance. That had brought her mother to their doorstep; a simple, uneducated woman with no inkling about the existence of the preternatural world, nor her daughter's true nature. She’d turned her child's absence into a scandal, and police attention had become focused on the school, for Stephanie was missing from their grounds. Mrs Miller had filed a missing person's report, and all hell ensued. Or so the people in charge of Avalon Hall thought, until Stephanie's body surfaced.

Outside the grounds, deep in the woods, but very dead. 

Found by one of the search parties organised by locals and Avalon Hall, as well. There'd been one or two students in the group that came across Steph's body, and a teacher too, a Fey who'd been quick on his feet to charm the commoners into not seeing what was there to be seen. 

In plain sight of anyone who used a careful eye.

Professor Murphy had also used his wits to do the same to the students he’d taken along. The secret had been kept from the masses, even the police, because the local coroner happened to be a can de loup, and a member of the Maledectum. No one knew Stephanie Miller's real cause of death but Avalon Hall's teachers and headmistress: Miss Clairborne, a witch far too young to have been put in a position of such responsibility. When everything got out of hand, Miss Clairborne was given her notice and informed she'd be presently substituted, by someone far more capable of dealing with such matters, be it the presence of the police, the girl's mother's distress, or the cause of death being kept hidden from all.

And that was how Atticus Downe found himself comforting a grieving mother, trying to handle the local police - who insisted on conducting search after search in the house, the grounds and the students' and teachers' quarters - and dealing with the thing lurking in the dark, of which no one cared to talk about. He’d been in Scotland for nearly twelve hours and hadn't yet been given a moment's respite, nor the chance to go up and do what was needed, the reason he’d been chosen to handle this big, big mess.

As the junior inspector assigned to the case gestured him aside, Atticus handed the bawling Mrs Miller to the witch he'd come to replace, watching with concern as Miss Clairborne led the woman in the direction of the massive gates. He only wished she succeeded in getting rid of her. As much as he felt for Mrs Miller, there were urgent matters he needed to tackle.

“Yes, inspector?” He joined the man as he began to pace down the front lawns towards the lake. “What else can we do to assist you?”

“Mr Downe, you must surely understand we’re only doing our work. The girl did live here, didn't she?”

“Yes, but her body was found elsewhere. And she sure didn't die here,” he lied, making an effort of keeping his eyes on the man walking by his side, instead of allowing them to stray towards the mansion behind them. “Plus, the coroner already stated the girl died from a drug overdose. As far as I know there were no signs of violence or anything like it, so I really don't see how-”

“I believe the body was moved, Mr Downe. She didn't die in those woods. What would she be doing there, alone?”

“According to her classmates she liked to go hiking,” Atticus offered.

“What is it that ye people do here, Mr Downe?” the Inspector cut in, voice cold and detached. 

Atticus fought back the urge to get on the phone and demand these people were taken off his back. He was tired, jet lagged, and even though he’d dreamt of being stationed exactly here for many a year, this was not what he’d expected.

“We are an alternative type of academy,” he explained. “People from all over come here to study astrology, mysticism, tarot reading, rune casting, herbal medicine. That sort of thing.”

“New-age mumbo jumbo,” the man grunted and Atticus frowned, hiding a smile. 

That was exactly what he wanted locals to think - that they were some sort of hippie new-age community, weaving dream-catchers and dancing barefoot under the full moon. Airheads carrying peace signs and feathers in their hair, harmless but for the annoying sound of djembes being played into the night.

“Will there be anything else, Inspector? See, I flew in twelve hours ago and jet lag is killing me, I can't even think straight, anymore. Although I’m the new headmaster, I wasn't here when the girl went missing. I'm sure Miss Clairborne can give you all the information you need, regarding the days before Miss Miller's disappearance, and those after. All I can tell you about is my work, where it comes to Avalon Hall.”

“Do you ken why this is called Avalon Hall?”

“No idea.”

“See, Mr Downe, I'm not a local man myself, I hail from Glasgow and did a long stint down in London. But the people around here, they used to call the girls attending this academy; because this has aye been an academy of sorts, did ye ken? Yes indeed, it was a finishing school for girls back in the 1800s, and at some point, before and after the first war, it was a dance academy, very modern, back in those days. It got bombarded during the Second World War and left as a ruin for many a year. But it still called to people, according to old geezers down at the village. Like some sort of pilgrimage, ye ken? Like Stonehenge and Glastonbury.”

Atticus winced, but nodded. All of this, he knew. Had known for long, Avalon Hall had been a bit of an obsession for him and he’d dreamt of one day becoming a full-time teacher here. He’d never dared hope for the role of headmaster.

“Then in the late sixties, it was restored and once again, became an academy. New Age crap, like ye're doing now, so I guess that's what we'll have, right? But ye ken what they called the girls who came here? The old folks, back in the day? It stuck well into the seventies, that moniker. Daughters of the Fisher King. That's what the villagers called those first girls who came here for the finishing school, they were known as the daughters of the fisher king.”

Atticus shuddered at the police inspector's words.

“I wonder why they called them that,” the man went on. “'Course they were only girls, back in the day. Now it's mixed, from what I gather, young men and young ladies living under the same roof. May get a bit rowdy, I imagine?”

“Wouldn't know. But not under my supervision, it won't.”

“Right. Well, Mr Downe, I'll let ye rest. The body’s being released today, and the case will end up dismissed and ruled as an accident. Death by overdose. Anyway, thank you for yer assistance, I'll get in touch, if anything happens to come up.” He presented his hand to Atticus Downe, who took it in his massive fist and shook it. “I'll see myself out.”

While the man walked off briskly to join his officers, Atticus placed a careful eye on him, wondering what the inspector might know. His words had sounded almost ominous, as if he’d seen something like this happen before and getting the exact same treatment. Of course Atticus hadn't been told every detail about Avalon Hall, but he was now allowed access to the complete file. He planned on delving into it and reading each report very soon. But first, to deal with the main reason why he’d been sent to Scotland.

Lifting his eyes up to the roofs of the mansion, he braced himself for what he expected to find up there, and with a brisk pace, made his way to the house.  

––––––––
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Atticus didn't bother knocking. He’d climbed to the eaves, after finding his way through the labyrinthine corridors and stairs leading up to the secret attic. Having broken through the magical protections keeping the upper floors of the mansion hidden from those who dwelled in the lower floors, he’d come to the hidden quarters where his ward lived in secrecy, for most of the time. He’d been allotted light, spacious rooms. A house within a house, it seemed, complete with every facility needed to a single person. 

The lodgings included a generous sitting-room, decorated in dark, gloomy hues. Atticus found himself smiling at the obvious choice of colours and style of furniture; he expected someone more refined, and more intelligent too. The bedroom was accessed from one of the massive oak doors; again a room where sombre reds and dark blues abounded, along with black. It reminded him of a medieval bedroom, with its stone walls and large fireplace, but what caught the immediate attention was the massive canopied bed, all draped in dark velvets the colour of blood. Again, a smirk of amusement brimmed his lips.

The opposite side of the living-room led to a smaller chamber, filled with wall-to-wall shelves laden with books. It sported an inviting fireplace, a much-used leather armchair and a couple of side tables full of trinkets and notebooks, pens and pencils. The middle door presented Atticus with a bathroom so common as to make him do a double take - he’d expected the same thematics of dark, Gothic medieval design to come shining through. 

But the kitchen was the one room that most amazed him. It looked very modern, state-of-the art, airy and clean. Wondering if anyone ever cooked here, Atticus ran the tip of a finger through the pristine counter-top. One of its walls was all glass, with a door leading to the rooftop, matching the French windows in the living room. Further ahead, he spotted a tall, lean figure, dressed in black, spying the excitement downstairs. Opening the door, Atticus stepped out, the other man suddenly straightening his back in attention.

“Emrys Cole,” he greeted, and the man turned.

Not what Atticus expected. The man looked young, somewhere in his mid-twenties. His hair was blond, with golden streaks permeating through it. He wore it shoulder length, pulled back on his head and away from his face. Slightly protruding eyes, that lingered between light grey and blue, set in a face so pale as to make him look like he was wearing makeup, the expression in them one of deep sadness, misery, regret. There was a scar on his right cheek, and another on his lower jawbone, the left side. His lips were voluminous, although his mouth wasn't broad nor wide, which made him look as if bearing a permanent pout. One that matched the mournful look in his eyes. Tall, topping Atticus by at least a head, he was lean but well-built, with broad shoulders and a small waist. His arms dangled too far down, though, and it gave him an awkward, clumsy look.

“Yes?” He seemed confused, for one split second, as if he hadn't expected to see someone, anyone, up here in his lair. 

For that was what it was, the living facilities where the young man hid, a lair, one where witches entered at their own peril, some of them to lose their lives. 

“Who are ye? How did ye get in?” the young man inquired, taking in the large man standing in front of the glass door to his kitchen. 

Atticus's skin was such a dark brown it looked ebony black, and his eyes were just as dark. Not much smaller than Emrys himself, he looked far stronger, with massive, bulky arms that gave away the hours spent at the gym lifting weights. His head was bald, teeth flashing very white, and his smile was enchanting, honest, disarming. He seemed to be in his early thirties, late twenties, but with witches, you never knew.

“I'm Atticus Downe.” The hand he extended was so massive it engulfed the slimmer, smaller hand Emrys offered in return. “You were supposed to have received a formal communication from the Maledectum, informing you of my coming. I'm the new headmaster.”

“What happened to Felice – huh - Miss Clairborne?”

You happened, Atticus wished to say, but kept his peace. “Please, step away from the eaves. We wouldn't want you to be seen, now would we?”

Emrys complied, with a shrug of his shoulders and a careless toss of his head. The fringe of hair pulled back on his skull fell over his left eye, and he shook it off, as if shooing an annoying fly.

“I’ve been sent as your guardian, as well, Emrys. I may call you Emrys?”

“My guardian?” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Ye're also a witch. Like all o’ them. Well, most. There's the Fey, too. I would have expected a Fey to replace Felice, actually.”

“I'm no ordinary witch. Shall we go inside? We can talk at length without risking being spotted up here.”

Emrys stepped forth and opened the door, Atticus hot on his heels. Heading for the counter, he gestured the witch to take a sit and plugged in a kettle. 

“Tea?” Upon Atticus’ acceptance, he fished for two mugs, placing a tea bag inside each. 

As soon as the kettle was boiling, he poured the water and moved on to the large table in front of the windowed wall. Taking a seat across from the headmaster, he handed him one mug and placed the other in front of him, crossing his arms over his chest and leaning back on the chair. He kept his eyes on Atticus, who could feel the strength of the glare, the allure behind it. 

Gathering his wits, the black man accessed his own magic and blanketed thoughts and will from the glamour of the man in front.

“There aren't many vampires who can do that,” he said, smiling.

“I'm no ordinary vampire. Do you take milk, sugar?” Jumping from his seat, Emrys reached for the fridge, producing a bottle of milk from its insides. 

Atticus shook his head, but smiled. Every single British vampire he’d ever met took tea. With milk. They would even dive in for the biscuits, if these were offered. 

“So. Ye wanted to talk?” Emrys smiled.

“Straight to business, that's how I like it. Yes, I'm your guardian, we’ve come to the conclusion you do need one. You need someone who keeps an eye on you.”

“And for tha’ they send an American?”

Atticus was caught off guard at the sneer in the vampire's voice. “Bit of a prejudiced dick, aren't you?”

“I saw ye down there, talking to Stephanie's mother and the old bill. You're a diplomat, and tha's what they want now. I can understand why, the situation begs fer a cool head, and Felice’s known fer her temper.”

“That girl didn't need to die, Emrys.”

“Then why are ye swiping it all under the rug? Turn me in, wash yer fucking hands, free yerselves of this annoyance.” Emrys stood up, irritation palpable in all his gestures, the chair he sat on tumbling over the flagstones with a clang. “It's because o’ this place. Ah’m still the proverbial lord o’ the manor, and if Ah go, no one gets in.”

“Sit down,” Atticus's voice boomed with a note of authority Emrys found hard to deny. He sat once more, still angered, but not because of the new headmaster, he realised. His anger was self-directed, for what he’d done, for how he still managed to keep losing control. “You really must learn how to rein in your urges.”

“You seem to forget I own this place, and can turn you out if and when I want to.” He sounded calmer now, the Scottish accent subsiding to a mere burr.

“You seem to forget you've murdered yet another innocent woman, and the only people you can rely on, to help you out of the shit you keep landing yourself in, are us.”

Emrys rested his elbows on the table's marbled surface and let his head drop onto his hands, hiding eyes and cheeks. A sigh so soft as to be near inaudible escaped his lips. Felice had been easier to deal with, she mostly kept away, for fear he'd drain her dry.

“You’ve spent far too many centuries as a recluse, Emrys. Alone, unschooled, untrained. I can help you. I can teach you how to control those urges, you needn't kill ever again.”

“Easier said than done. The witches Ah drained, it dinnae happen with every one, or else there'd be none left at this academy of yours, do ye understand? I dunno what some of these witches have coursing through their veins, that makes it neigh impossible for me to simply drink me fill without sucking them dry. Their blood sings to me, deep in the night, and Ah have to answer its summons. And when Ah'm there, teeth biting intae their necks, tongue tasting the first drops, Ah cannae help it. Ah drink, and Ah drink and can only stop when there's nothing left in them, not even life. Why do ye think Ah've hidden myself away from the world for so long? Why do ye think Ah came here, after travelling the world, running from what Ah am? Why do ye think Ah let this place fall into derelict? People tend to stay away from ruins. There was nothing here for them, and Ah hoped they'd stay away.”

“You can't expect witches to stay out of this place, when there's none of them here. If there's no witch around, the magic of this land, of that lake, will call to them. One will come, or many. Even now, sitting here with you, inside these grounds, I can feel it hum. The magic, the energy, the aura of this place. It calls to me, and I'm already here. You know how it works. It's been like that since the beginning of times. And it calls back to you, as well, that's why you keep returning.”

Emrys dug out a pack of cigarettes from the pocket of his black denim shirt. Placing one between his teeth, he looked around for a lighter, found one, reached the flame to the tip of the cigarette, dragging deep of the smoke.

“Can't you do that without the lighter?” Atticus sounded curious.

“I can. But I trained myself for so long into not doing it, while I'm around commoners, it now comes as second nature to me.”

“And that's what's going to be like, once I teach you how to safely drink from a witch. And how to shut down the allure of their blood, because it's possible for a vampire to be around witches and not wish to feed. You can be trained, as you’ve just told me. Trust me, trust us. This place is far too significant, we can't risk losing it, nor the person into whose hands has fallen the keeping of these sacred grounds. See, if I'm your guardian, then you're the warden of these lands, and you must make sure this place is a haven for our kind.”

“Our kind?”

“Don't, Emrys. I know you're a vampire blood witch.

––––––––
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Atticus's training was strenuous, mentally speaking. Emrys usually found himself strained to the limit after one of their sessions, and those were always long sessions. But he thrived on them, and looked forward to having the black man climb up to his attic, and join him in the evening. He'd pour them a drink, and they'd either sit in the living room, watching as the sun set over the lake before diving into the day's lessons, or they’d take themselves out to the rooftop, if the evening was balmy and the sky dark enough.

Students made it a habit of gathering down by the lake, on summer nights, strumming guitars, singing, dancing and chatting, especially over the weekends. It was typical of a Friday night, to see them flock down with folding chairs and crates of beer or bottles of wine, a boom box and a stock of batteries, so they could party the night away. Sometimes they ventured out of the grounds and into the closest town, other times they chanced driving as far as Glasgow, to go clubbing, partying. Atticus allowed them these respites, unlike Felice, who’d forbidden them of mingling with commoners or other preternaturals for the duration of their time at Avalon Hall. 

In the new headmaster's opinion, mingling was necessary, and doing it in a large grouping assured them safety in numbers. If one of the witches lost control and allowed their magic to turn loose, the others were there to help them restrain their powers. Besides, keeping young people pent up for long only resulted in disaster. Weekends were theirs, to do as they pleased; after all, no one was a prisoner here, except perhaps for Emrys, who felt like one, most of the time.

He made himself a prisoner, keeping himself to the grounds. By day, he'd sleep, stay in reading or practising what Atticus had taught him, putting his own special brand of magic to good use. In the evenings, Atticus would be there, the only regular contact Emrys maintained, barring him from becoming a true hermit again. But once Atticus went back to his quarters and the house was silent, everyone inside deep into sleep, Emrys would jump from the eaves and stalk the grounds alone. 

He walked for hours, over the massive grounds surrounding the lake and the house. Knew every nook and cranny of that place, had known them for centuries, and even if the lay of it may have changed, deep down, it was all still the same. If the nights were warm enough, he'd run to the lake, strip down and dive in, swimming for hours and coming to rest on the island. Some nights, he'd stay there, and fall asleep, naked amidst the bushes and the few still surviving apple trees, squirrels and wild rabbits coming to sniff curiously at his feet, owls hooting close by, none feeling disturbed by his presence. Despite his vampirism, he was one with the land, with nature itself. It had always been thus, with those of his blood. From his father's side to his mother's, they’d always respected and nurtured the land, giving back what they took. That was why, for so long, these grounds had allowed them to live self-sufficiently, with no need for allies or treaties, other than those made by blood ties and friendship. 

Emrys had kept up as far as he could - the love for the earth, the respect, the offerings required - but the ancient knowledge was lost in the sands of time, and the old ways were gone; never mind how much the women who’d flocked here in groups during the seventies tried to revive them. The new Avalon Hall would have none of it, of the blood sacrifice, traditional to these lands even before the dawn of times. But Emrys always made sure he spilled some drops when he was feeding, high up in his eaves; he always made sure the grounds received their share.

He spoke at length about it all to Atticus. The man was nothing short of curious regarding the history of the place, and while he questioned Emrys, distracting him on purpose while practising his hold over his powers and urges; it also forced him to recall what had been. The past had been cast aside by the vampire, not wanting to dwell on what was once painful, but he found, as he spoke, that the grievances from before, and the hurts he'd once endured, held less and less power over him. 

Most of Atticus's questions were about the politics of the place, the organisation, the hierarchies, not about Emrys's personal history in particular. He wanted to know about the magic, the rituals, the ever giving land that had made them once self-sufficient in every aspect. Emrys, always happy to comply - as long as the subject wasn't his parents and his life - told him how once the lake was much bigger, comprising an area larger than the one occupied by the house, and that lake was full of fish, and a river ran from it, for its waters rose up from an underground spring. There were boats always at hand, so the dwellers of that sacred place could cruise downstream and travel, and those boats were also used to reach the island standing tall in the centre of the lake. 

An island thrice as large as the little islet which stood in its place, now. That narrow strip of land, sporting only a dozen apple trees, had once housed farming lands and grazing grounds, huts and cottages, and a central palatial construction, where most magic was performed, and rituals took place. Now, there was nothing left, except for a couple of ruins and the still surviving trees. 

The islet was off limits to the students, and they respected the orders. Emrys couldn’t remember having seen a single one of those witches either attempt to reach it by swimming or by taking the small boat placed by the water, hidden amongst the ferns and the vegetation, to the right of the small beach-like enclosure the young ones claimed as theirs, in the evenings. They did dive in, and swam around, never straying too far, and when the days were hot, this was their preferred sport.

He knew it was because of Atticus's leadership. The students and teachers respected him, he inspired those around him, and they all seemed to strive in order to please the big man. No one wanted to let Atticus down, and Emrys fell along the same category. This was why he worked and trained hard - he couldn't bear having Atticus look at him with the same expression he’d dealt him the first time they met. After Stephanie Miller. It still haunted him, the thought of her. He’d been in love with the witch, and she with him. They’d been fast lovers, from the moment she crossed paths with him, sitting down to read in the library well into the wee hours. Steph had been unable to sleep and had walked in, thinking of catching up on her assignments and study some of the subjects she found harder, and she’d come across Emrys Cole, the secret dweller of the mansion, the real owner of the place and the surrounding grounds.

The vampire.

The witch, too.

What had appealed to Emrys was Stephanie's lack of vanity. She was a good-looking girl, albeit younger than most students in her day, but she never wore makeup, and dressed shabbily for the standards of the time. Jeans on her legs, sneakers on her feet, cosy jumpers and tees, she was a nature girl, deep down. Her green thumb was admired by teachers, she had a knack with plants and with making things grow; seemed attuned to seasons and the soil, and reminded Emrys of the people who’d lived here, so long ago, the ones he’d grown up with and who'd raised him to adulthood. There was something of the druid in her, and he fell for that. But there was also the allure of her witch's blood, and it sang so loud in her veins. He'd tried to keep away from drinking it, even while making love to the girl, when her heart pumped her veins full of that enticing odour; he'd pushed himself hard, working self-control as never before. But then one night, he’d lost all sense of thought and reason, disaster ensuing. 

Steph had been a bigger loss than he cared to admit, or even think about. Not that he loved her with the kind love so often described in literature and by those of a romantic nature. He was in love with her. It might have developed into something more, but he’d cut all chance of that. Still, what ailed him most was the life lost due to his carelessness. Stephanie had been talented and with much to offer the world, even to Avalon Hall, but Emrys had prevented her from becoming all she could. The constant dwelling of his thoughts on that theme had pushed Emrys into a very specific frame of mind: he'd never allow it to happen again. He would never allow himself to become so close to a woman he might end up doing the same.

And so he thrived, under Atticus's guidance, and the more time they spent together, the more he came to trust the man, depending and relying on him. Their friendship took on strong bonds, and when term was over and students were allowed to go back to their homes for a short duration of time, Atticus started a tradition among the two, inviting Emrys to travel the United Kingdom with him. The vampire was eager to comply, feeling more equipped than ever before to join the world and dwell in it safely, without representing some sort of danger to others. With the help of the Maledectum, he was always assured of having a stash of blood on which to feed, without needing to resort to hunting. But hunting was as much part of a vampire's nature as their fangs, and sometimes he’d vanish into the night, when Atticus was asleep, and revel in the chase. Mostly animals, as they took to camping in the wilderness, but with the years, Emrys felt strong enough, and confident in his self-control, to risk hunting another kind of prey.

His first time was a complete miss, with him pulling out just before biting into the woman's neck, afraid he'd drain and kill her. His second was a hit. Choosing a girl in a crowded bar, he’d led her outside where they involved themselves with kissing. Emrys had taken his time, being very careful with the glamouring of the commoner, and the numbing of her skin, so she wouldn't feel the pain. Then he struck, fangs bared and sharp, puncturing the soft curve of her neck. A gasp slid from her lips, and the hot, sweet trickle of blood touched his mouth and the tip of his tongue. He lapped some of it, but stayed his hand and his hunger. Enough to feel sated, as blood fresh off the vein was always more filling and nourishing than the one from the bag. He’d pushed away from her, going back to the kisses and the petting, and when the bar closed, had walked her to a cab, and left back to his lodgings, where he’d woken up Atticus to tell him of his victory. 

From that day on, it only got safer.

And just like that, while Atticus thrived as the headmaster at Avalon Hall, and every three years a straggle of new students entered its gates. Fifteen years went by, fifteen years in which the vampire who once dwelled alone and afraid, in the darkened rooms of the upper floor, had changed into a man now confident enough to make his way in the world, although he still preferred his secrecy, his solitude. But it was another type of solitude Emrys Cole now wished for and lived in. Yes, he was still unknown to the world at large, as he’d explained to Atticus in full detail. If he were to make his origins known, he feared he'd be tracked down; his grounds hunted by scores of people seeking what - so far - was only the thing of legends. But he was no longer afraid of putting himself out there, and when he realised fifteen years had gone by, Emrys Cole felt a wanderlust like he’d experienced only once before.

Long talks ensued, well into the night; Atticus and Emrys discussing how best to go at it, what route to take, where to go, what to do. Finally a plan was made. Emrys was to take off and travel the world at will, making sure to check in with a Maledectum house every time he moved territories. This would grant him regular access to blood, and assure the Maledectum and Atticus that all was well with him. A date was set, arrangements were made, and Emrys felt the tingle of excitement grow with each passing moment that brought him closer to the next stage of his already long life.

So, it was in the early hours of a foggy September morning, days before the arrival of a new batch of witches in training, that Atticus Downe got into his car and drove an excited Emrys Cole to Edinburgh, so he could catch his flight.

A new page was being turned in his life, he knew, and in that of Avalon Hall, as well. He'd miss the place and the well of magic that fed him, but when he felt the hunger for it, he could always board a plane, return to the place he’d always known, and where he’d always found the nourishment he needed.  
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There was no one at the gates to greet her, Yseult Urquhart realised, as she dragged the immense suitcase after her. Her right shoulder drooped under the weight of an overflowing carpetbag, while on her left dangled her satchel; she was still surprised to see all her life fit in those two carriers. All she had to her name, of her twenty-six-years on earth, was packed inside the suitcase and the bag. It wasn't much to show for, but at least it made travelling easier.

The sound of the cab's wheels driving off brought her back to reality and the moment at hand. In front of her, the tall, wrought-iron gates loomed like a cavernous mouth, welcoming her in. They stood ajar, framed by large stone walls, that encircled the property in its entire expanse. As the cab drove up the road, she’d taken stock of the length of that wall - it was immense. Tall, dark trees peeked from behind it, promising lush, vast gardens, green and fresh and somewhat forbidding, the exact kind of vegetation she favoured. As the car stopped in front of the gates, her heart did a jig in her chest. She had never wanted to be here. Circumstances forced her back to Scotland, a stroke of bad luck she couldn't shake, and now there was no turning back. The wide open gates beckoned her in.

On the right side of the wall, a plaque - large and rusty - informed her she was at the right place. Avalon Hall, it read, in capitals, black lettering against a once white background. Since there was no one to welcome her in, or help carry the luggage, she must make her way alone, so, getting a firmer grip on the suitcase handle, Yseult tugged on it, and stepped in. A feeling of warm welcome washed over her, infusing her body and mind with a sensation of calm and peace she hadn't managed to feel for months. As if she belonged here, had been called onto this place. 

All her life she’d struggled with the sense of fitting in, but the moment she transposed these gates, all that seemed to fade, like noise in the background. Something in these grounds spoke deep within her core, and the woods seemed to welcome her like no one had welcomed before. Taking a breath, her nostrils caught the scent of the large pine trees flanking the sodden path on which she stood. Oaks rose along the way, as well, silent sentinels watching over the grounds and its dwellers. Fallen leaves formed a carpet of russet and yellow, dark brown patches mingled with the brighter colours. It was September, and autumn well on its way. 

Yseult cast her eyes around, the soft light of late afternoon bathing the vegetation with a bluish hue, turning the scenery into a painting, brush strokes dimming the light with a hint of fog that seemed to drape over the trees and the length of the path. It snaked on, hidden by curves, and she couldn't see its end. Lugging the suitcase up that path would be a task, one she'd better get a start with; it looked like it might rain, any moment, now.

On she plodded, the heels of her boots clacking and rustling over the leaves, the wheels of the suitcase crushing pine cones and twigs, her hair damp, and the hem of her skirt now stained with mud. She was late, as usual; hard as she tried she never seemed able to take control of time. The rest of the students would have arrived by now, safely warm inside the house, probably with a cup of tea in their hands. The suitcase seemed to weigh tons more, after a couple of minutes of her dragging it across the path. 

The fog only got thicker, and she couldn't even see back to the gates. If Yseult were impressionable, at this moment she’d be scared, but on the contrary, she liked this kind of scenery, this weather, this landscape. Stopping for a few seconds, she let go of the suitcase and unfastened a few buttons on her overcoat, feeling hot. It was hard work, all right, and she had to drop the carpet bag on top of the suitcase, shoulder screaming in pain. Pulling the strap of the satchel across her body, she took another look around, thinking she might even like it here. The massive grounds made good space for her to wander through, the silence was replenishing, the whole place felt safe and peaceful, and it was just what she needed, after the last hectic couple of months. Rubbing the back of a hand across her forehead and wiping sweat with her sleeve, Yseult picked up her luggage and walked on.

The silence was cut by a sound at the distance, something that seemed to boom louder as it approached her. At first, she couldn't quite figure what it was, though it sounded familiar, but soon she knew and as it soared closer, all she had time enough for was to jump off to the side of the road, hiding behind a tree, so the wild cavalcade passed her by. 

For it was the sound of horses' hooves Yseult heard, fast approaching, and the last thing she wanted was to get trampled under them. The racket soon began to fade, her head whipping around in search of the band of horsemen, but they were nowhere to be seen. Finding it strange, Yseult strained her ears, listening to the fading clatter. She’d thought them to be close by, what with the din of hooves and jeers, but no one passed her. Maybe they’d been riding on a parallel road, one she couldn't see because of the thickening fog. Stepping back onto the path, she braced the carpetbag and the suitcase, and lumbered on. 

Finally, after what felt like hours, Yseult came into sight of a large building, standing about three storeys up, each storey so tall as to make it look massive. She stopped and gazed, neck arching back as she took in the place. Hadn't expected something this grand, she now realised, brain registering every detail of the place: a country manor straight out of a film set. Night had fallen, and the ground floor windows were lit by lamps from the inside, the place looking cosy and welcoming. There was a distinct Art Deco feel to the architecture of the house, reminiscent of an Edwardian time that seemed to fit Yseult's own personal mood and style.

The outside walls were of a greyish stone, and the windows were tall, albeit narrow. The ground floor must be larger than the top ones, seeing that the first floor was surrounded by balconies, running the width of the building, serving as rooftop for part of the lower grounds. On top a set of semi-circular stone steps, loomed a door so tall and large as to look medieval. It had iron fittings and a considerable lock. The inside of the house must be gigantic. Through the open door, she could see a sizeable hall, with a fireplace roaring and a large staircase going up. There were windows on the first landing, covered with stained glass, in intricate designs that reminded her of the Art Nouveau movement. The walls had wainscoting gleaming with polish, a dark, reddish wood which although turning the hall darker, also made it more inviting, homely even. She wondered where those stairs led to, and what would the rest of the house look like.

When Yseult had first heard of the place, her mind painted a picture of a mainstream-looking building, where she’d be forced to share quarters with three or four other women, like she had in her days of boarding school. Now looking at it, she was sure to be given her own room. Such prospect made everything feel a lot better. Smiling, she let go of the suitcase and allowed the carpetbag to drop to the ground, as she took one step to her left. Eyes still on the house, Yseult walked on to the slightly overgrown lawns, heels submerged in the mud. She followed the height of the house with one glance, lingered on the rooftops, surrounded by a parapet, wondering what the view from there might be like. It was one spot she already intended to claim as her own, she said to herself; when her eye was caught by something further off. Peering harder, head angling toward the left, she focused her sights on the corner of the house.

There was a man there, on the roof! He was standing on the parapet, feet bare, black shirt billowing behind him, under the wind that was rising. 

'Stupid fool,' she mumbled to herself, taking in the sight of the man precariously balancing on the narrow parapet, risking a fall from a height that being a witch would not prevent. It must be some sort of dare between the students; perhaps a rite of passage, one she wouldn't be bothered allowing herself to be trapped into. A stupid dare, adolescent at best. And here she was, thinking her classmates were all people over twenty, as mature as she. The bloke leaning in the wind up there seemed far from mature, if he found it funny to risk his neck like this.

Suddenly, he opened his arms, in a graceful swipe. Yseult noticed how tall he was, and how wide his shoulders looked, and how slim his body.  As she was busy admiring his obviously fit physique, the man let his body lean front just the tiniest inch. She gasped, hand reaching up to her throat in fear. 

Then he let himself go.

“Fucking hell,” Yseult cried out, and grabbing her skirt, pulled it up and ran through the lawns, towards the spot the man had thrown himself from. 

What on earth could be going on in that house, to force one of its students into taking his life? She ran faster, wondering what state the man would be in, and why wasn't anyone coming out to help. Then she realised she’d probably been the only person witnessing the desperate act, and started screaming.

“Help! Anyone? Can anyone help? A bloke just threw himself off the eaves.”

She swerved around the corner to where she was sure the man's body would be, lying on the ground, all broken and bloody; at the same time hearing the clatter of windows being thrown open and loud voices speaking. Comforted by the thought she wouldn’t have to face the sight alone, Yseult ran a little faster, heels catching between flagstones, making her slide and nearly hit the ground face first. She scrambled back up and ran on, while others stepped out of verandas and French windows to join her.

Then she stopped on her tracks.

She was standing right beneath the place where the man had jumped from. 

There should be a body here, it should.

Only there was nothing, not even a dent on the gravelled ground, to mark evidence that someone had at least landed here, not a single drop of blood either.

Nothing.

As if she hadn’t seen him fall, as if he hadn’t thrown himself down. As if he didn’t exist.

People reached her and stopped behind, muttering to each other. One tall, bulky, black man approached her, his face curious but gentle.

“Hello,” he greeted, the American accent giving away his origins. “I'm Atticus Downe, headmaster of Avalon Hall. You must be Yseult Urquhart.”

There were whispers behind her, and a rush of impatience climbed her spine. Whenever someone in the preternatural world heard her name, the reaction tended to be the same. One of the Stornoway Urquharts, part of what was one of the oldest witch families in all of the United Kingdom. And it didn't help when people learned her age, immediately associating her to the daughter of Alicia and Colin Urquhart, niece to Ariana Velez, head of the Maledectum. The powerless, magic-less daughter of those Urquharts.

“Yes,” she replied, face expressing her annoyance at the whispers around. “I saw a man fall down from there.” She pointed at the parapet, still trying to get an explanation for what she’d seen. There were sniggers behind her back, Yseult ignored them.

“Well, there's no one here,” the headmaster informed her, rather needlessly, as she could see for herself how the lack of a body on the ground would prove him right. “Maybe it was some trick of the light? A large crow taking flight, perhaps; we have a few in the area.”

“No, it was a bloke. He spread out his arms and just dropped,” she insisted, starting to feel anxious and tired. 

Could she really be sure of having seen a man throw himself down? What about the sound of horses' hooves that made her jump off the road in fear of getting trampled, but then there’d been none? Couldn’t she be just so tired she was starting to imagine things?

“Let's go back inside, it's getting chilly out here,” the headmaster insisted, as he drew a protective arm around her shoulders, ushering Yseult in, at the same time gesturing for the students and teachers to follow. 

Yseult allowed herself to be guided inside, taking one last look behind her, still hoping to catch a glimpse of something that would prove her right; there had been a man, and he had jumped. She found she needed the certainty of not having imagined things, more for her own sake than that of appeasing the general opinion she was a freak who saw stuff. Maybe they’d think her clairvoyant; there were many witches who had that kind of power.

“Where’s your luggage, Miss Urquhart?” Atticus Downe inquired and Yseult forced her attention back to him.

“Huh, I left it outside, by the front door.”

“We'll get someone to retrieve it and carry it to your quarters. Now, we were halfway through dinner, how do you feel about joining us for the rest of the meal? You must be hungry.”

The man's voice, deep and booming as it sounded at first, was soothing, succeeding in calming her nerves. Her stomach rumbled, and her mouth was parched. Dinner would be welcome. Nodding her acquiescence, Yseult followed the man into the dining-room and sat where he directed her. A sigh left her breast, and she leaned back on the chair, as a girl dressed in uniform ladled soup onto her bowl. It smelled divine, and it should be piping hot - just what she needed. As soon as the girl finished, Yseult grabbed the spoon and swallowed the contents as fast as she could, not having realised how hungry she was. When the major pangs were silenced and she waited for the second plate, she cast her eyes around; curious to see the people she’d be living with for the next three years of her life.

The dining-room was as grandiose as expected. The walls were covered in wood panelling, turning the room into something cavernous and dark, slightly Tudor-ish in aspect, made even more so by the shape of the windows, tall as all the others, but ending in an oval arch. Despite being a sombre room, the overhead chandeliers were large and plenty, bathing the surroundings in a warm, buttery light. Again, a sense of cosiness pervaded through her, and she wondered if some spell or other might not have been cast, to further enhance that sensation. There were three tables in the room, which was of rectangular shape, long and wide. Two stood parallel to one another, the third sitting on a horizontal line to them. It was placed at the wall opposite the door, presiding over the other two, and the headmaster sat at its centre. Yseult presumed the other occupants would be the teaching staff, so she trained her eyes on them, trying to analyse their features. Not wanting to be caught goggling, she dropped her eyes as a slice of pork roast and its trimmings found way to her plate. Her mouth salivated at the scent and once again, she dived in with gusto, letting her attention fall on the other two tables.

She'd been seated on the one closest to the wall, whilst the other was placed in front of the window. At lunchtime and breakfast, that one was sure to be flooded with the most light. Each table sat six people, although only five seats were occupied, in a grand total of ten students. She liked the odds, small groups meant classes would be less rowdy and more precise, with teachers managing to provide the same attention to each student's needs. As she swallowed a piece of meat, her eyes locked with a girl sitting across the room. She looked younger than most, still in her teens, but couldn't be, she wouldn't be allowed here. Her hair was black, with a hint of dark blue in it, and her eyes were blue, as well, light and cold. She was pretty, with her bobbed hair coming down to mid-neck and blunt bangs cut across her forehead, making her look streamlined and stylish. The girl smiled, a mocking grin.   

Yseult's eyebrows travelled up her forehead in a silent interrogation at the girl's attitude, but she let it rest. The girl turned sideways to one of her table-mates, whispered something, and they broke out in chimes of laughter, joined by another girl. Yseult studied the two, both blond, with long hair and expensive hairstyles, faces hidden under careful makeup, more similar to dolls than people. Shaking her head, Yseult returned her attention to the food, having judged them for what they were. Not her tribe.

Her own table looked none the better. At its head, a dark-skinned girl sat with an open book by her side, which she read while she ate. To Yseult's left, a long-haired, skinny boy, fresh out of his teens, acne still plaguing his face, had a pair of headphones in his ears, his head bobbing to the sound of music no one else but him could hear. Across from her was what she deemed as the most prospectively interesting person of the lot. He was younger than she, for sure, but his eyes were keen and curious. His hair was cut so short it was a mere fuzz over his skull, giving him a menacing look. As soon as he spotted her interest, he smiled, extending a hand over the table.

“Hi, I'm Hunter. Hunter McLean.”

She reached out her own hand and shook his, smiling back. “Yseult.”

“Urquhart,” he added, and she winced. “No’ so destitute o’ power after all, only a late bloomer like the rest of us,” he joked, and she felt more at ease. “This is Michael,” he pointed towards the man sitting by his side.

“Hello,” Yseult greeted.

“Hi.” The man went back to his food, a fringe of brown hair falling over his eyes and hiding him from view.

“Mike's a bit shy; he's the oldest one here, so he feels out of place.”

“I don't feel out of place. I had to wait two years to come in. Should have been with another class, not those children.” He jerked a thumb back in the direction of the other table, where the group once more broke out in laughter.

“He came into his magic when he was twenty-four, so that makes Mike twenty-six, now. Nora over there is twenty-one, but acts like twelve.”

“Nora?” Yseult asked, body relaxing with the warmth the food provided.

There’d been a glass of wine too, which got filled as soon as she emptied it, and her brain was a bit fuzzy for it.

“Nora Bell. The one with the garçonne looks. Blond on her right's Tracy Cartwright and the other Melanie Boomer. The blokes are Tony Wakeford and Martin Taylor.”

“You all know each other already?”

“We've been here for twenty-four hours, it's only natural we get tae know at least each other's names. By the way, what happened tae ye? Ye’re supposed tae have gotten here yesterday, like the rest of us.”  

Yseult’s cheeks blushed. Not only was she late on arrival, she was a day late. How she'd managed to muddle up the dates was beyond her, but not very surprising, considering what the past months had been like. 

“Must have got mixed up with the dates.” She blushed some more. “What about those two?” She nodded her head in the direction of the remaining people at her table.

“Bloke's Aaron Wallace. He turned twenty, and on his birthday party, set the venue on fire.”

“What?”

“Well, his powers manifested that night. Bit traumatised, a few people got badly burnt. And he's from a commoner background tae top it all, never heard o’ witches and the preternatural world until the Maledectum approached him at the hospital. He keeps most tae himself, so far. That other one’s Nicola Barnes, twenty-four. She was at Oxford and is really pissed fer being here. Came into ‘er magic a year ago, tried to keep it under control so she could stay on and do her research, but not a chance. She's also frae commoner parents, although she seems tae have taken the existence of preternaturals very much on stride. No’ shocked out o’ her panties, like Aaron over there. I actually pity the kid. So, when did ye come into yours, and how old are ye?”

Yseult laughed, only to disguise her awkwardness. She hadn't come into her magic, she was born with it. It had manifested from a very early age, and she strived hard to keep it under control and hidden. For twenty-five years she managed to do it, but then it had taken her only a moment of despair to fuck it all up. She pushed those thoughts aside, not wanting to linger on what had forced her to out herself. At least, it had served a purpose, it had taken her out of harm’s way, and now she was back in Scotland, and safe. 

“I'm twenty-six, only just came into it,” she lied.

“I bet yer family’s well relieved ye did. Mustn't be easy, being born into such a clan and tae top it off, having Ariana Velez as an aunt.”

“It'd be worse if she was born a Montgomery,” Michael joked, and Yseult granted him a strained smile. 

“You all come from preternatural families?” she asked, eyes falling back on the other table. 

Pudding was being served, and the girls were pushing it aside, fishing the large bowl for fresh fruit. Eyeing her own plate she noticed a slice of peach pie had already been dumped into it. Ravenous as she was, it would be hard to resist the sweet treat, but Yseult picked an apple from the fruit bowl, as well; and a pear, for good measure.

“Ah do,” Hunter turned on his chair to take in the rest of their group. “The two blonds don't, but one of them’s familiar with preternaturals, she's dating a Fey. Tony and Martin also come from preternaturals, and Michael here...”

“I'm a mongrel,” he elucidated her. “Mom's a can de loup, father's a commoner but with witches in his bloodline. Real proud of that, too. Right, that's dinner finished for me. Think I'm gonna go into the study and read for a while, this weather kills any chance of going out for a walk.”

Yseult watched him get up and gather his dishes, which he placed over a large cart. Everyone did the same, and she followed their lead, assuming it was the norm. As she was leaving, wondering where to go and what to do, the headmaster caught hold of her.

“Miss Urquhart, this is Miss Olson, one of our
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