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Dylan has never been good enough.

Neither his foster-brother nor his father have ever thought so. But now, finally, Dylan has a chance to demonstrate what he can do in the most difficult of situations. Dylan is the only descendent of the great Merlin and a member of a magical race known as the Vallen. One of the Children of Avalon, he knows he is strong enough to defeat Lady Nimuë. But when Dylan thinks he can take her on on his own, he is quickly shown otherwise.

When not even the love of a beautiful and powerful woman is enough, what will it take for Dylan to prove that he is worthy of taking on the greatest threat Britain has ever faced?
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Merlin’s Prophecy

 

Ten score years shall darkness helm

The vessel of King Arthur’s realm,

Wending through time’s storm–tossed sea

To ground upon this prophecy

 

This shadowed epoch shall conclude

By the might of the seventh brood.

Of Avalon, the children three

Will restore right and harmony.

 

Hark ye to the Lady’s line!

The sixth of seventh will assign

Herself to perish with the wind,

Helping to save all mankind.

 

Seven of seven will blaze

A path through time’s dark’ning haze.

Her heirs will be the ones to heal,

And renew sorcery’s appeal.

 

The seventh from my own blood

Will ride the crest of magic flood.

Blending with the powers’ peak,

He will bring the peace we seek.

 

But the mightiest in the land

Will be She – who by her hand

Condemned me to my earthen tomb.

She will see her talents bloom.

 

Her growing might will presage

The dawning of the golden age.

Unmatched power shall wield she –

Unprecedented sorcery.

 

But Avalon’s child will not fail

To discover my stony grail.

Then one, wielding the power of three,

The greatest earthly force will be.

 

My power will render her accursed,

Unless the trio all die first.

Or she will be, I prophesy,

Destroyed by one and children three.


Chapter 1

 

What does one do when confronted by a dragon?

I did the only thing I could think of—I drew my sword and prepared for a battle. Thank goodness I had Sir Dagonet close by. Scai, and Bridget, amazingly fearless girls, would probably join in the fray using whatever they had at hand as well.

It had all started when a bird flew out of Sir Dagonet’s bag.

“What, wot?” the old knight had exclaimed, startled, when, as we were approaching the seashore looking for the boat that would take us to the magical isle of Avalon, there was a rustling within his bag.  That was when the bird had flown out. “Where did that come from?”

Scai laughed. “What are you keeping in your bag, sir?”

“Nothing that I know of!”

“Maybe it somehow climbed in during the night?” Bridget suggested.

“I would have seen it this morning,” Sir Dagonet said bemusedly, stopping to see if there was anything else that wasn’t supposed to be there.

He pulled out a red book with a beautiful tooled leather cover. He seemed at a loss as to where to put it for the moment, but seeing Scai’s interested gaze, he handed it to her before rummaging around in his bag to see if there was anything else odd inside of it.

“What a beautiful book, sir!” Scai said, caressing it as if it were an animal to be pet.

“It is lovely, sir...” I began, but Scai’s yelp of surprise stopped the words on my lips.

She dropped the book as a rabbit hopped out from between the covers.

“Sir Dagonet, where did you get that book?” I asked, placing my hand on the hilt of my sword. This did not feel right.

“From the innkeeper,” the old knight said. He dropped his bag on the ground as if it was alive.

Why would an innkeeper even have a book, let alone give it to Sir Dagonet? Before I could voice my concerns, a unicorn appeared, delicately stepping from the pages of the book now lying on the ground. The rabbit hopped away, as we all stepped back.

Scai stupidly took a step toward the unicorn, a trembling hand stretched toward it.

“Scai, no!” I whispered fiercely, not wanting to scare the animal. I had to stop myself from jumping in front of her. I knew better than to frighten an already skittish animal like a unicorn, and I knew Scai wouldn’t appreciate my heroics either.

Scai paused. “Aren’t unicorns supposed to be friendly?”

“Er, to maidens, yes,” Sir Dagonet replied with hesitation. “But I don’t like the look in that one’s eyes. Not too friendly, wot?”

Scai caught my eye, her face turning crimson. No one knew that Scai was no longer a maid—at least I didn’t think so. I knew because I was the one responsible for her current state, even though we had since decided to keep our relationship limited to friendship for the time being.

I gave her a quick, hopefully reassuring smile even as I noticed Sir Dagonet unsheathing his sword in my peripheral vision. I was glad the old knight was prepared because the unicorn had spotted Bridget out of the corner of its eye and was lowering its horn in a menacing way I didn’t like at all.

“And where,” Scai asked, “did the innkeeper get the book?” She began to back away, very slowly.

Sir Dagonet shook his head. “He said that a priest had left it there yesterday.”

I didn’t dare take his attention away from the unicorn, as it had now begun to advance on Bridget. “A priest?”

“What did he look like?” Bridget asked. I’d never seen her so still before.

“Said he was an older fellow. One of those austere types, just wearing a plain brown robe and carrying a simple bag. He figured the man had meant to put the book back into his bag but forgot—done the same thing myself, don’t you know? Hard getting old, wot?” The knight chuckled just before he advanced on the unicorn.

That was when the dragon slipped from between the pages.

It was a full seven feet tall within moments. I drew my sword, but had no idea how to even begin to fight the creature.

Light shimmered along the iridescent scales of the dragon’s long neck as it arched toward Scai. She backed away toward the dock behind her, her hands held out to ward it off.

“Lady Nimuë!” she said, as exactly the same thought ran through my mind.

Lady Nimuë was known to take on the form of a priest.

I didn’t like this at all—not the dragon, nor the idea that Nimuë had planted that book for us and was now coming much too close to success in her quest to kill me, Scai, and Bridget.

I moved into action, hopping over the wide, powerful tail of the dragon to get within striking range of the beast. I swung my sword at the oversized lizard, but it slid harmlessly off of the creature’s thick scales. The dragon didn’t even notice.

Bridget screamed. I swung around toward her. Sir Dagonet was already on it, though, sword raised high as the old knight charged the unicorn.

I was about to turn back to the dragon, when a griffin bounded out of the book, growing to full size even as it leapt toward me so fast I hardly had time to raise my sword. I managed to deflect its pointed beak, but the griffin caught my arm with its sharp talons. The pain only drove me to fight harder, faster. I slashed out at the animal, my sword coming within inches of its breast.

It took another swipe at me—only, this time I was ready, and kept a safer distance. It advanced. I attacked, jabbing with my sword. The creature dodged my weapon, still moving forward. I didn’t know how much room I had behind me before I backed into the dragon or tripped over its tail, and I didn’t have time for a prolonged fight.

I went on the offensive. The beast towered above me, so I thrust my sword up and pivoted my body at the same time to avoid the animal’s beak. This time, the point of my weapon caught the animal’s breast. It reared up in anger, lashing out with its talons once again. It missed, but as it came down onto its feet, I swung my sword with all of my strength and decapitated the creature in one blow. I recoiled as I was hit with a blast of cool air and a musty, moldy smell as the creature dropped.

Scai was doing her best to fend off the dragon. She swung a large stick at it valiantly, but it advanced on her, easily dodging her blows. Slowly, she was forced back toward the edge of the dock.

A ball of fire hit the dragon’s shimmering flank with a burst of sparks. Bridget was throwing her spheres of magical fire at a multi–headed serpent. She didn’t have the best aim, but when she missed, she hit the dragon. It would have been helpful if the dragon even noticed. At least she didn’t hit me.

Over on my other side, Sir Dagonet was battling a three–headed chimera. Its lion head snapped at him, while the dragon head spewed fire from its mouth. The old knight was cleverly using the sharp angle of the hill that separated the shore from the town to gain an advantage over the enormous beast.

Scai seemed to be holding her own with the dragon for the moment. She was really beautiful when she was in battle. Her eyes became an even more intense blue and her face glowed as she seemed to revel in the challenge. She didn’t need me, so I ran to help Sir Dagonet.

Lady Nimuë was definitely becoming more creative in the way she was trying to kill us. Scai, Bridget, and I were the Children of Avalon, destined through Merlin’s prophecy to save our people, the Vallen, unless Nimuë killed us first. Unfortunately, right now she was doing a better job at fulfilling her destiny than we were. But I wasn’t ready to give up yet.

Just as I got over to Sir Dagonet, the knight succeeded in decapitating the lion head and then, with a quick parry, plunged his sword into the creature’s breast.

“Not my favorite way to start a morning, wot, wot?” The old man laughed, before coming down the hill and diving straight into attacking yet another unicorn that had appeared from nowhere.

I gave a little laugh and went back to help Scai. As I passed by the book, though, I saw something else begin to slide from between its pages.

In one leap, I jumped onto the book, slammed closed the cover, and rammed my sword straight through it. The creature that was attempting to make its escape screamed in agony, and once again I was hit with a waft of cold, dank air.

At least now there would be nothing more coming out to attack us.

It took a great heave to pull my sword out of the book and the ground underneath it. When I turned, though, I froze—Scai had been pushed all the way to the end of the dock. I knew that she couldn’t swim. If she was forced into the water, I would have to abandon the fight and go after her before she drowned, leaving Sir Dagonet to deal with the dragon as well as the other creatures.

“Hey!” I ran onto the dock toward the dragon. I jabbed at the enormous lizard and managed to slip my sword up between its scales. The creature stopped its pursuit of Scai and turned to pay attention to me instead.

Fire burst from its snout as it turned. I ducked just in time, withdrawing my sword, but the acrid smell of my burning hair made me pause for a minute.

Scai darted around me and took refuge at my back. I could feel her there and heard her breath coming in pants. Her presence sent a surge of strength and energy through me.

“Thanks,” she said. “That was getting close.”

“Are you all right?” I swung my sword at the creature once again. It glanced off of a scale, but at least Scai was safe. Now all I had to do was kill the creature... if only I could figure out how.

“I will be... Oh no, Bridget!” And with that she was gone. Typical Scai, running off to help another the moment she, herself was safe. My heart plummeted into my stomach, but I reminded myself that she was a powerful Vallen. She would be fine. I, on the other hand, still had to figure out how to kill this creature.

I thrust at the dragon again and again, but I wasn’t high enough up to make a killing stroke.  I could hardly even make contact, frequently missing altogether as I tried to stay out of range of the dragon’s fire. If I could just back the monster into the sea as it had nearly done to Scai. . .

Ignoring the burning ache in my arms, I thrust upward, straight at the creature’s chest, with all of my strength. The angle missed getting under the scales as I’d intended, and instead my sword broke with a loud snap.

I clamped my mouth down and ground my teeth together as anger and frustration deluged me. I took one look at the edge of the broken sword still in my hand and then threw it with all of my might at the beast, which was yet again beginning to advance on me. My sword hilt bounced off the dragon’s hide, not even causing the creature to pause for a moment.

I was weaponless. There was nothing I could do. With a glance behind me, I saw a hawk circling around three heads of the serpent and knew it was Scai who had transformed herself into a bird. Bridget was busy with the other two heads, alternately throwing fire and ice at them, and I assumed that Sir Dagonet was still busy with his unicorn.

There was no help coming my way from anywhere.

I was lost. I was going to die. We all were, and there was nothing I could do about it.

No! It couldn’t end this way; I wouldn’t let it. And yet... the dragon advanced on me, slowly backing me toward the shore.

The sea crashed up against the dock, spraying my legs with icy water. Its violence reflected the surging anger within me, and within a moment I knew it was all I could hope for. This was my last resort. If this failed, then we all failed.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath and threw forward all of my magic with a great sweep of my arms. I pulled the water out of the sea and hurled it across the dock. It slammed straight into the dragon’s side, knocking it off balance.

As the water hit it, the creature cried out as if it were in great pain. I watched in amazement as the dragon melted and began to disappear! Before my eyes it was fading away—its lines running as if... as if it were made of ink. Excitement poured into my tired body.

“Scai, Bridget, Sir Dagonet, move away!” I shouted at the top of my lungs as I spun around to face my friends. Using all of my new surge of strength, I lifted my arms drawing the water straight up from the sea.

They were all still fighting hard, but at my words and with a glance in my direction, Bridget and Sir Dagonet turned and ran toward the hill, with Scai flying up and out of the way. As soon as they were far enough, I threw the water toward the shore, washing the creatures away.

“What?”

“How did...?”

Scai landed on her own feet, her face awash in amazement.

“I don’t believe it! They just... just melted,” she said, looking around as my friends all slowly came back toward me.

For my part, I could barely stand, I was so exhausted. Between the fighting and then using such powerful magic to pull the water from the sea, I was spent. I let my legs collapse from under me and dropped down into a puddle on the ground.


Chapter 2

 

Scai ran over and knelt next to me, putting her arms around my shoulders. “Dylan! Are you all right?”

“I will be,” I whispered, allowing my body to sink toward her. She was soft and smelled like a warm spring breeze.

Scai held me, supporting my weight against her chest while I rested my head on her shoulder and tried to catch my breath. For some reason, it was more difficult than I had anticipated, but it felt really good to be held by Scai. Every muscle in my body wanted to relax, all at once, except my arms, which held her closer.

“You did it!” Bridget said, running toward me. “You did it!”

“Indeed, you did. Good work, I say, good work.” Sir Dagonet joined in. He was only a trifle less enthusiastic than Bridget, but a big grin scrunched together all the wrinkles on his face.

I blinked. Sir Dagonet thought I’d done well? High praise indeed. I struggled to sit up. “Do you think so, sir? I know my swordsmanship was sloppy, but I’ve never fought a dragon before. I wasn’t certain how to go about doing it. To be honest, I’m grateful the water worked, otherwise I don’t know what I would have done.”

Scai laughed and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “That was very clever of you to wash them away. I would never have thought of it. I didn’t even think of trying to bring up the wind to blow them away.”

“It was very clever, Dylan. Very clever, wot, wot?” Sir Dagonet agreed. “Made out of ink! Of course they’d wash away, and here we were fighting them with all that we had.” He paused and then added in a gentle voice, “And really, couldn’t care less about your technique. What’s important is that you defeat the foe, wot?” Sir Dagonet made a shooing motion with his hand, brushing aside my concerns.

But when I had been studying how to be a knight, perfect swordsmanship was all that my foster brother had ever cared about. Or at least, it was only for that that he’d criticized me. It made sense that it wouldn’t matter, and Sir Dagonet was much more experienced and knowledgeable than Patric, but...

Bridget knelt in front of me, interrupting my thoughts. “You’re hurt!”

I allowed Bridget to examine my injured arm. There was a nasty, ragged gash where the griffin had cut me with its talon. It had mostly stopped bleeding, though, and I wouldn’t have even remembered it if Bridget hadn’t pointed it out. “It’s nothing.” I shrugged.

“Well, it will be nothing when I’m through with it.” She gently placed her hand over the wound and then closed her eyes and concentrated. It burned for a moment, but when Bridget removed her hand, the skin was whole, as if I’d never been injured.

“Well, now, ready to go to Avalon?” Sir Dagonet asked, extending a hand down to me.

Normally I wouldn’t have accepted help from a man over two hundred years old, but just at the moment I was still feeling drained and shaky. I grasped on to Sir Dagonet’s hand and allowed the old knight to pull me from the comfort of Scai’s arms.

A surge of anger washed through me when I saw the book lying on the ground. Grabbing it, I threw the book as far into the sea as my tired arm could manage.

“Good riddance,” Bridget said.

“That’s never going to hurt anyone ever again,” Scai added.

It felt good to have friends who thought the way I did. I wished getting rid of Nimuë would be that easy. She always seemed to be somewhere close by, ready to attack us, and yet we couldn’t find her. It seemed like nothing we came into contact with was safe from her taint.  She had nearly gotten the better of us with that book. We really needed to be on our guard, but when you didn’t know from which direction the next attack would come...

“Let’s get to Avalon,” Sir Dagonet said again, clapping a hand onto my shoulder. He began walking toward the fishing boats farther down the shore.

“Lady Morgan le Fey will be able to help us, won’t she, sir?” I asked, following in his wake. She was the only hope we had that we would be able to defeat Nimuë the next time she attacked. It seemed as if each time she did so, she got a little bit closer to killing us. The prophecy had said that together Bridget, Scai, and I would be able to defeat her, but so far we hadn’t been able to do it. On the other hand, we hadn’t yet tried to use the immensely powerful chalice Merlin had left us.

“I imagine Lady Morgan will do everything she can to help us,” Sir Dagonet said, but he didn’t sound quite as reassuring as I would have liked. “We’ll certainly be safe from Lady Nimuë on Avalon,” he added.

As we got closer to the fishing boats, I nearly walked into Scai when she came to a stop directly in front of me. “Which one do you think it is?” she asked. Spinning around, her long, straight blond hair whipped across my neck like a tingly breeze.

“Oh!” The sound that escaped from her mouth was barely a whisper.

I attempted to answer, but my voice had somehow gotten caught in my throat, too. She was standing so close. Too close for me to even breathe properly. It would be so easy for me to just lean down and... but no. I nearly groaned in frustration.

Sir Dagonet coughed and shifted his armor loudly.

Damn! Why had I ever agreed to just remain friends with Scai? It could be months before we managed to kill Nimuë! How was I going to keep my hands off of Scai for that long—especially when she put herself so close to me?

Scai’s face flushed bright pink as if she knew exactly what I was thinking. I was glad when she took a step back away from me—I wasn’t sure I had the strength of will to do so.

One of the reasons for our agreement to not become involved with each other sighed loudly and dramatically just next to me. “I guess we’ll have to ask them to find out,” Bridget said. Without waiting for even a moment, she started toward the closest fisherman, but I reached around Scai and grabbed Bridget’s arm before she could get far.

“You can’t just go and speak to a strange man; you’re a girl.”

Bridget didn’t say anything, but the sparks flaring from her cold blue eyes said enough.

“Not a safe thing to do, Bridget, wot, wot?” Sir Dagonet said, before she could do or say anything.

“Would you do it, then, Dylan?” Scai asked, putting her hand on top of mine, still holding on to Bridget’s arm. Tingles shot through me.

“Yes, of course,” I said. I released Bridget’s arm, even though it meant that Scai would release her hold on me.

With an inward sigh of resignation, I walked down to the closest fisherman. The man seemed to be mending a net, but he put down his work and stood up as I approached.

“Excuse me. The innkeeper told us we would find a boat here to take my friends and me across to the island. Would that be you?” I asked.

The man bowed. “Yes, sir. I was just about to send word up to the inn. Wonderin’ where you were.”

“Oh, well, we’re here now. Sorry for the delay.” I motioned to the others to join me.

As they approached the boat, Scai stopped and put a hand on my arm sending those tingles flooding back once more. “Your sword. You’re not wearing it. Did you leave it by the other dock?”

The thought of my sword made me grit my teeth for a moment, but then I firmly pressed my emotions back behind the dam in my mind. “No. It broke during the fight.”

“Oh, no!”

“It’s the third one to break on me,” I said as evenly as I could. I took a deep calming breath.

“Not very well made, I suppose,” Sir Dagonet said.

“No, I suppose not. I took it from a knight when we saved that girl from burning at the stake near Gloucester.”

“Ah. Best to have your own weapon made, that way you can be sure of the quality.” Sir Dagonet nodded and indicated his own sword. “Had this one made when King Arthur named me a knight of the round table.”

“Really? And it’s been with you for nearly two hundred years?” Scai asked, clearly impressed.

“Absolutely.”

“Wasn’t it the priestesses on Avalon who made Excalibur?” Bridget asked.

“So I’ve heard, wot?” Sir Dagonet said, nodding again.

“Then why don’t you see if they could make a sword for you there, Dylan?” she asked.

I turned to her. It was a great idea, but something even better occurred to me. The one time I had dreamed of Avalon, Lady Morgan had given me the real Excalibur for my very own.

Surely, my dream would come true. It had to. And if it did, then our worries of fighting Nimuë were over—there was no way I couldn’t win against anyone if I were wielding Excalibur.

“I will definitely look into that, Bridget, thank you,” I said, keeping my voice even and my emotions in check. It was so uncertain that my dream could actually come true, that I didn’t dare get my hopes up—or the hope of the girls either. Still, excitement splashed through me like the water of a raging river. I pushed it all back behind the dam in my mind so that not a drop of excitement leaked out, but it was with a much lighter step that I approached the boat that would take us across to the island.


Chapter 3

 

Is this your doing, Morgan?” Nimuë asked. She stormed into her sister’s sitting room in her home on Avalon, fury practically sparking off of her. Morgan looked up from the papers she was reading while sitting on the thick white fur rug covering the floor. “What are you accusing me of now, Nimuë?”

“Helping the Children of Avalon again,” she said. She bit the words off, enunciating clearly so that perhaps Morgan would understand her this time—understand just how this made her feel, understand that she didn’t appreciate her sister’s intrusions into her life.

Morgan sighed and leaned back against the low white chair behind her. “I have done nothing as yet. I’m waiting for them to arrive here. Then, I will be more than happy to help them with anything they need.” Her sister gave her a sweet smile, just to enrage her further. It was working, but Nimuë did her best to hide it, to push it away.

“How can you?” she demanded, focusing on the pain of betrayal. “How can you do this, giving no thought to me, your own sister? I know that you crave power, Morgan, but...”

“I care nothing for power, Nimuë. It is you who are obsessed with it, not I. You are the one who will not stop until, what? Until you rule Avalon? Until you are the most powerful Vallen in the world?”

So her sister did know what her intentions were. She hadn’t thought she was stupid. Nimuë had only been working on establishing her position in the world of men for two hundred years now. And she would rule, Nimuë was certain of it. She just had to get rid of that annoying trio first. “Then why are you helping them?”

Morgan looked down at the papers still in her hand and then placed them on the floor next to her. “Nimuë, the Children of Avalon are the future. They are what the world needs to continue, to survive. It needs their youth and forward thinking. They will adapt to the times and will help to build the future. We, dear sister, are the past.”

Nimuë looked at Morgan. She didn’t believe even one of the beautiful–sounding words that slithered off of her sister’s tongue with such ease. “And you are simply going to step aside and allow them to take over the rule of Avalon?”

“No. That’s not necessary. Avalon itself is a thing of the past. Already we have disappeared from sight; very soon we will be gone even from the memories of the ordinary people as well.”

“How...” Nimuë stopped herself. She would ask how her sister could even say such a thing, but she knew how—because it was true. She knew it was so because she, herself, had been living in the ordinary world for the past two hundred years. She knew that people no longer thought of Avalon. Most thought it was gone forever from this world.

Finally, she shook her head. “I will not give up. No matter what, I will stop them.”

“You will not harm them while they reside in my domain, Nimuë. You know I could not allow that. After all you have done, you are here only because I tolerate it. If the priestesses had their say you would be banished forever.”

Nimuë lifted her chin. “I care nothing for your priestesses.”

“The feeling is mutual, but you cannot imagine that they are going to like you and wish you to stay among them when you have defamed me. Throughout history I will be the one thought of as evil.”

Nimuë waved a negligent hand. “You don’t seem to care; why should they?”

“They do. And the fact that you imprisoned Merlin doesn’t sit very well with them either. He was a much–beloved member of our community.”

At that Nimuë did feel a pang of regret, but there was nothing that she would have done differently. She had needed his powers; he had given her all that he would. That was the end.

Oh yes, they had shared a great love—and no one, not even her dearest sister, knew just how deep that had run within her, and still did, for that matter. But Merlin had understood, just as she had known he would. No, she would feel no guilt for imprisoning him.

“All of this is past history, Morgan.”

“To you, maybe, but to the priestesses here, it is still very much alive in their memories. Remember, time moves very differently here on Avalon.”

Nimuë frowned and moved to the table to pour herself a glass of wine. “None of this solves my problem, however.”

“And what problem is that? Our young Vallen who wish to kill you?”

“Yes. That.”

“Well, honestly, Nimuë, you can’t expect me to tell you how to kill them. I’m here to protect them,” Morgan said, exasperation beginning to tell in her voice.

“Stop doing so! The prophecy mentions nothing of you protecting them.”

“No, I am not mentioned. But I will do what I believe to be right, nonetheless. Although our destiny is set, there is no reason why I can’t help it along in one direction or the other. I am simply trying to move things in the direction I believe they should go. Merlin’s prophecy did allow for two possibilities...”

“Yes, and I am attempting to ensure that the one where I am not killed is the one that plays out,” Nimuë said, interrupting Morgan’s lecture.

Morgan nodded. “Completely understandable,” she acknowledged. “But then do not stop me from working toward what I think would be the best for my people. And toward that end, I think it would be best that you not return to Avalon.”

“You are banishing me from my home?” Now she was truly hurt.

“Not forever. Just while the Children are here. I have promised them safe haven, and they shall have it. I will do whatever is necessary, Nimuë.”

“As will I,” Nimuë said, slamming down her goblet so hard that the wine sloshed over the sides. Spinning on her toe, Nimuë walked out. There was nothing more she could discuss with her sister. Morgan would not help her.

But Nimuë still needed to find a way to defeat that trio. She marched down to her lake, her annoyance keeping time with her footsteps.

Time and time again they had escaped her magic. No matter what she had thrown at them, they’d managed to get past it. Even when she herself had gone to take care of them, she had been defeated by a tree. A tree! Anger and a touch of humiliation burned through her.

No. She would not allow her emotions to cloud her thinking. What was happening made no sense. How could they keep getting past her? They were children, after all—albeit powerful ones, and not exactly young—but in her eyes, children all the same. What had they, twenty some years to her more than three hundred? She was infinitely more powerful, more knowledgeable, more clever...

“My lady!” a voice called out, disturbing her. “My Lady Nimuë.” A priestess came running up to her. She stopped, sinking into a low curtsey.

Nimuë waited for the girl to speak her mind.

She cleared her throat, but didn’t lift her eyes from the ground. “I, uh, I overheard you and my great–grandmother speaking,” she began.

“Great–grandmother?” Nimuë interrupted her. She put the pieces together in her mind. “You are Morwen? Granddaughter of Mordred?”

The girl curtseyed again, but this time lifted her gaze. Nimuë could see the distinctive blue–green of her sister’s own eyes. “Yes, my lady.”

Nimuë looked her over. It was nearly impossible to tell that the girl had to be over seventy–five years old. She didn’t look older than her mid–twenties. Nimuë nodded. “Go on. You eavesdropped on my conversation?” she prompted.

The girl didn’t even blink at the accusation. “Yes, ma’am. And I...I thought that perhaps, since she doesn’t want you here on the island while the Children of Avalon are in residence, you might consider using me to aid you.”

Nimuë peered at the girl more closely. What game was she up to? Had Morgan sent her here to spy on her?

“No, ma’am,” the girl answered her question, obviously reading her mind. “I am here on my own; I swear it before the almighty goddess.”

“Why do you want to help me?”

“Because, if you’ll excuse the impertinence, ma’am, I believe Lady Morgan has ruled Avalon long enough. It’s time for a change. We have disappeared into the mists and been forgotten by the ordinary people and even by our own people out in world. But, I believe, that if you gain the power you seek, you will be able to bring us back. We are not here to simply be forgotten. We need you to stand up for us, to rule us and to make us known to the world. Only you could do that.”

Nimuë nodded, allowing a small smile to tug up one corner of her mouth. The girl was right. She would have that ability if she was able to get hold of the chalice and Merlin’s powers. She wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to bring Avalon back from the mists, but she need not mention that fact to the girl, and it couldn’t hurt to have an ally here on the island.

“Very well. And what do you think it is that you can do for me here?”

The girl obviously hadn’t anticipated this question. She studied the ground between them. “I could befriend the children, my lady.” Her eyes came up to meet Nimuë’s. “I could befriend them and gain their trust. Perhaps I could even entice them to put the chalice into my care.”

Nimuë scoffed at that idea. “A little too farfetched, my dear. Morgan is certain to maintain tight control over the chalice while it is here. Why would she or the trio entrust it to you?”

The girl shrugged. “I don’t know. But it couldn’t hurt to try.”

Nimuë had to agree with that, but she didn’t expect it to work. It was too simplistic. But perhaps the girl could be of some use. “Very well. Become friends with the children after they arrive. Get as close as you can. I doubt they’ll just give you the chalice, but maybe you can find another way to help.”

The girl gave her a brilliant smile. “Thank you, my lady. Thank you.”
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I sighed, trying to rid myself of the pointless tension that was still wound up inside of me. I shifted on the hard bench I was sharing with Sir Dagonet in the very front of the boat. “We should have known. We should have seen it coming. Nimuë would never just leave and let us win.”

“But how did she know that we would be staying at that inn last night?” Bridget asked, turning from staring aimlessly out at the sea.

“The closest one around,” Sir Dagonet answered succinctly.

“Oh.”

“The faster we get to Avalon the better, wot, wot?” was Sir Dagonet’s immediate response.

“One strong breeze, coming up,” Scai whispered. She focused her eyes on the sky.

I turned around to the fisherman who sat in the back of the boat, one hand on the tiller, the other clutching onto the rope attached to the sail. “About how long will it take to get to the isle?” I called out.

“Eh? Oh, about four or five hours. Maybe less, we seem to be picking up a good wind.”

“Four or five...!” Bridget exclaimed. She turned to her sister and whispered, “Scai, make the wind stronger.”

Scai just shook her head. “I don’t want to risk the boat tipping over if I make it too strong.”

Bridget let out an audible sigh and then sat back, her arms crossed over her chest.

I tried to do the same, but I was too antsy. I needed to move, to do something. My mind was still racing around the battle, reliving it, refighting it.

My foster brother’s voice in my mind would not be quieted either: That was slow and sloppy, Dylan. What would your father have to say that?

Yes, he’d always known just what would get me to work harder—my father. My father who hadn’t come to visit me often, but every now and then would show up unannounced to see to my progress. I had never been good enough, no matter how hard I tried. I wasn’t strong enough, quick enough, clever enough. My father expected me to be all that and quick with my magic as well. And what had I done today? Been slow, stupid, with bad fighting form and, as if that weren’t enough, it hadn’t even occurred to me to use my magic until it was almost too late.

I closed my eyes feeling the pain of my father’s disappointment before shoving it behind my protective wall where all emotion went.

I had to stop thinking about this. If I didn’t, how was I going to be able to sit here for
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