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  CHAPTER 1


  



  The room was dark and silent, as if it were frozen in time, forgotten by men and gods. The only sign from the outside world was a single ray from the setting sun, laying a narrow strip of light on the old wooden floor.


  Across the room, a teenage boy was sitting alone in a dark corner. The silence surrounding him weighed heavily on his mind. Every second was stretched to an eternity, as he waited in solitude for things to come.


  In front of him was a table, on which lay the remains of a recent meal. Half-full plates and half-empty glasses, polished cutlery and clean napkins. The boy looked down at his unfinished dinner, picked up the silver fork and carelessly twirled it in the remaining mashed potatoes. He looked back at the wall to his right, behind which the people who had sat at the table with him until a few moments ago had vanished.


  The boy slowed his breathing, and soon was able to hear them again, the people behind the large wall. That was the worst part, because he was not supposed to hear them. He should not be aware of their plan, but it was too late now; he could still hear their whispers, as they schemed to surprise him. The boy wished that they would change their minds, come back out and sit with him again, as if everything were normal, but he knew very well what was about to happen. He had lived through it many times already.


  Suddenly, the whispers stopped, and the room spiraled into complete silence once more. A few seconds later, a light flickered on the floor from behind the wall, dancing in a warm yellow and red aura. The halo from the light grew larger, gaining intensity with each step that the bearer took toward the corner, until the glow covered half the room where the boy sat.


  Then it paused for a moment.


  They were ready.


  “Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday dear Samuel, happy birthday to you!”


  Samuel closed his eyes and sighed. “Come on, guys,” he said. “I’m not a baby anymore. I’m fourteen. You don’t have to embarrass yourselves like that.”


  Samuel’s father pointed to his wife, rolling his eyes.


  “Sam, sweetheart, you’ll always be my baby,” said his mother. “Besides, it’s our pleasure to sing to you. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about here. Right, dear?”


  “Of course, honey,” his father said, with a wink at his son.


  Samuel’s mother slowly made her way along the side of the table, staring at the birthday cake like it was a precious offering to a dreaded god, careful of her every footstep.


  “Well, it’s embarrassing to me,” replied Samuel. “At the very least, please don’t act like I don’t know it’s coming. I’m fourteen. I’ve been through this enough already.”


  “Now, now, don’t be a wet blanket,” reprimanded his mother. She set the cake in front of Samuel. “Here we go. I’m sure you’ll love this cake. I got it from Mrs. Saunders’ bakery on 63rd Street.”


  Samuel had to admit that the cake looked spectacular. It was shaped like a shield, perfectly symmetrical and divided vertically in two, one side black and the other red. In the middle was a medieval cross in white chocolate. The sides were decorated with whipped cream. The baker had even been able to mimic a silver coating for the edges of the shield, complete with icing-sugar screws.


  The cake was probably meant for a kid younger than Samuel, but he did not care. He was impressed by the work of art placed in front of him. He looked up at his parents, suddenly glad they had once more honored the ritual of birthdays with their singing and offering.


  “I love it. Thanks, you guys.”


  “I knew you would,” answered his mother with a warm smile.


  “Let me get the camera before you cut it,” said his father. “All right now, smile!”


  “Dad, really.”


  Before he could protest any longer, Samuel’s eyes were assaulted by a bright flash, blinding him for a second or two.


  “Good,” continued his father. “Now make a wish before you blow the candles out.”


  Samuel stared at the fourteen flickering flames dancing in front of him. The candles were almost burned out, and he had to make his wish quickly. After all, you only get to do this once a year. Thinking of damsels in distress and dragons, he closed his eyes firmly and wished he could somehow live heroic tales of his own. Then he took the biggest breath his lungs could hold and blew out the candles.


  “What did you wish for, darling?” asked his mother.


  “You know I can’t tell you. If I want it to come true, I have to keep it a secret.”


  “All right. Then how about you cut the cake?”


  “We’d better hurry with the dessert, Sam,” said his dad. “I have a surprise for you, and we have to get going.”


  “Where to?”


  “Well son, your mother and I wanted to get you a nice present for your birthday and as a reward for the good grades you’ve been getting lately. Since we don’t share your vast knowledge of medieval items and role-playing games, we decided to give you two hundred dollars instead, to spend in any store you want … though I’m pretty sure I know which one you’ll choose.”


  Samuel could hardly believe what he had just heard. “Really? Any store I want? Can we go to the Gryphon’s Lair at the mall?”


  “That’s where I figured you’d want to go. We’ll pick up Lucian on the way. I already told his parents, and he’s waiting for us.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  Samuel quickly carved three pieces out of the shield-shaped cake and handed two of them to his parents. Shortly afterward, he and his dad were on their way to pick up his best friend Lucian for a shopping spree in the only store Samuel deemed worthy of getting his two hundred dollars.


  



  The Gryphon’s Lair was the largest and most popular store for role-playing games in the region. Along with a seemingly endless variety of board games and figurines, it had everything needed to personify any hero or villain, from plastic swords to real armor, including velvet capes and leather boots.


  Samuel and Lucian visited the store religiously every week, searching for new arrivals and marveling at the craftsmanship of the swords and shields. They would spend hours trying out knight’s outfits, bombarding the employees with questions about new and upcoming games, and reading comic books and encyclopedias on monsters and wizards. They rarely bought anything, since the prices were high, but tonight was different. Tonight Samuel had money to spend.


  “I got the replicas section!” called out Lucian as soon they set foot in the store. Before Samuel could reply, his friend had disappeared behind a shelf filled with plastic daggers.


  The two boys had grown up together, living next door to one another practically all their lives. Lucian had been the one who first got interested in role-playing games. Of course, that did little to help with his popularity at school, which was already at a minimum because of his weight and his unruly red hair. However, Lucian did not pay much attention to the opinions of others and Samuel would not have changed his friend for all of King Arthur’s gold. As for himself, he could have easily hung out with the jocks and football players, but he was simply not interested in such things. Reliving battles of ancient legends and playing heroes to save the world was much more fun than risking a concussion every five minutes. It did not make him popular with the ladies, but he figured he would have all the time in the world to rectify the situation once he had grown up.


  “Check this out!” yelled Lucian, holding up a black cape with a golden trim. “I’ve never seen this one before. It looks amazing.”


  “It does, but I think I’ll pass.”


  “Why? You do remember we have a cosplay event this coming weekend, don’t you? Your thief could use an accessory like this.”


  “The trim would give me away immediately. It has to be completely black if I want to use my cloaking ability.”


  “I still think it looks cool.”


  “Let’s keep looking. I’m probably going to go as a common warrior this time anyway.”


  Lucian and Samuel had recently discovered a nearby campsite that was being used as a venue for cosplay events once a month. One of the most fascinating aspects of cosplay was hunting down items and finding the right equipment or the perfect gear to suit your character. The participants were usually well versed in medieval history, and every detail was scrutinized to ensure the highest degree of realism. Even the symbols on a piece of armor were carefully chosen to represent the era and country of origin of the character.


  Samuel kept looking at the merchandise, carefully inspecting every object and studying every book cover. He finally stopped in the figurines section, which had everything from small-scale replicas of knights and goblins to larger statuettes of dragons, some almost two feet high. Most of the items were gray or white, ready to be painted and decorated. He decided he would get a few of them. After a while, he picked out an ogre carrying a wooden stick, a wizard with an impossibly long beard, a knight in armor and a set of two demon wolves. He quickly estimated the total in his head, so he did not spend too much of his budget in one place.


  “Hey Sam, what about this?” shouted Lucian behind him.


  Sam turned around to see his friend holding a weapon so large he could hardly move without knocking over items next to him.


  “Come on, Lucian, don’t be ridiculous. That’s a freaking crossbow!”


  “It’s made of awesomeness, man. Pure, genuine, kick-you-in-the-butt awesomeness.”


  “Well, as cool as it sounds, my dad will never allow me to keep it. How much is it, anyway?”


  “I don’t know, like fifty bucks or something. You have to get this, Sam, you just have to.”


  “I’m pretty sure it doesn’t actually work, Lucian.”


  “Oh my God, you’re such a dork. Fine, I’ll keep looking, but I still think you should get the crossbow.”


  “Whatever. Let me know if you see a broadsword or a claymore, though. I’m still looking for a sword to use this weekend.”


  Samuel moved down the long counter to another section of the store, where they kept the board games and trading cards. He studied the boxes carefully, looking for anything new and exciting that he could try with Lucian. Regrettably, everything was old stuff he had seen dozens of times before. Still, he asked the clerk for a few booster packs of a game called Sorcery, which he liked to play with Lucian.


  He then checked in the glass display where they kept the accessories like geographical maps representing imaginary worlds and multi-faceted dice of all shapes and colors. Again, there was nothing of real interest in there either.


  Samuel was about to give up, and was even considering the crossbow Lucian was still carrying, when a strange object caught his eye. He bent over the counter to get a better look. It looked like a misshapen cube, or a bone with four or five unbalanced sides, forming a strange pyramidal shape. He could not immediately say what the strange object was, but then he saw a second one, different, but with a shape roughly the same as the first one.


  They must be replicas of old dice, he thought.


  They appeared to be made of some material that perfectly imitated ivory, with impressive details. Whoever the manufacturer was, they had obviously developed a technique that reproduced the aging of the material remarkably well, as the dice seemed to date from antediluvian times.


  Moving along the counter, he saw a black set of the odd dice, made in the same way, but with a slightly different finish and different marks and scratches. They also seemed to be extremely ancient, and looked handmade.


  However, he could not help but notice that, considering the amount of work the artisan had put into the dice, it was strange that he had forgot to inscribe any number on them, leaving all sides completely blank. Then again, maybe it had been done on purpose, so that whoever intended to use them could add whatever mystical rune or magical sigil he could think of to the dice.


  “Excuse me,” he asked a young clerk who was reading behind the counter. “How much are these?”


  The employee slowly raised his head and walked over to Samuel. Without much enthusiasm, he looked at the dice. Sliding open a glass door, the clerk grabbed the black set.


  “No, not those,” said Samuel. “The other ones, please. The white ones. How much are they?”


  The clerk looked at Samuel and sighed loudly. “Bob! How much are these?” he yelled across the store.


  “How the hell should I know? It’s your section,” the other clerk yelled back.


  The clerk turned back to Samuel, just as Lucian was joining them, still carrying the crossbow made of awesomeness.


  “Well, they’re unique items for sure,” continued the clerk, suddenly trying to act as if he were a museum curator. “They’re handmade and very rare. Normally, we sell this kind of treasure for about fifty dollars.”


  “Fifty bucks!” screamed Lucian. “For a pair of dice? You have got to be kidding me!”


  “Look, fatty,” answered the clerk. “These are unique items. You won’t find anything like them anywhere else. Think about how cool your friend here will look with the other geeks when he throws bones like these babies during your basement games.”


  “They don’t even have numbers on them,” countered Lucian.


  “That’s the whole point, kid. You can put anything you want on them. Numbers, letters, swords, girls you dream of. Anything.”


  “I don’t know, Sam. I still think you should go for the crossbow.”


  Samuel was not listening to Lucian anymore, nor to the clerk. He held the dice in his hand, staring intensely at them. They had to be replicas, made with a realistic-looking resin, but somehow he sensed that they were genuine. He could not have explained it, but a voice in the back of his mind cried out to him, telling him to hold on to the dice and not let this opportunity pass by.


  “So, what’s it going to be?” asked the clerk. He glanced back at his comic book.


  “You’re probably right, Lucian,” replied Samuel. “But there’s something about the dice, I can’t tell what it is. We’ll never see anything like these again, that much I’m sure about. Imagine what it would be like to bring these to the cosplay event. They look so real and genuine. We could even set a table for some old dice game and make some money out of it, if we’re lucky.”


  “It’s your birthday, Sam,” answered Lucian, but he looked peeved. “At least get the black ones, though.”


  “No, I’ll take the white ones. They look even more like old bones, dating from the beginning of the world.”


  As soon as they got home, after his father had dropped off Lucian, who was still talking about the crossbow, Samuel thanked his parents for the gift and the wonderful birthday. He then went up to his room for the rest of the evening, bringing his newly acquired loot: a few figurines, five comic books, a plastic goblet that seemed to be made out of a horn and a pair of ivory, irregularly shaped dice.


  As soon as Samuel closed the door of his bedroom, he unpacked the figurines and set them up on the small table his father had put together for him in the corner of the room. It was a neat little working station, where he could paint the figurines without making a mess. He put the plastic goblet on the nightstand. Finally, he set the ivory dice next to his computer, on the desk where he did most of his homework. For a little while, he looked at the bone-like cubes, imagining the symbols and ancient characters he could put on their blank faces.


  He turned on his computer. With a few quick strokes on the keyboard, he found a page that described the history of dice and what they were traditionally used for.


  Apparently, the oldest dice ever discovered dated to five thousand years ago. The original dice were traditionally made out of the astragalus bone from the heel of hoofed animals like sheep. A few more clicks confirmed that the replicas he had purchased earlier in the evening were pretty close to the real thing, almost identical in fact.


  He pushed his research a little further, finding out that the Mongolians still used these bone dice, and other cultures had also used such artifacts in the divination of their deities and gods. Samuel was surprised that such a familiar object could have such a rich history.


  After a few minutes, he remembered the new comic books. He stood up, undressed and quickly slid under the sheets. Stacking his pillows to support his head, Samuel grabbed the first comic book and started reading the stories of mythical monsters and legendary creatures. Around ten o’clock, he turned off the lights and almost immediately fell asleep.


  Had he not, he would have witnessed the dice begin to glow, a red light enveloping them and pulsating regularly, as if it were following a heartbeat. Gradually, ancient characters appeared on each side of the dice, forgotten runes burned into the bones. It was as if the light came from within them, emerging from the sigils.


  Slowly, the signs and symbols became alive, merging with each other and morphing into different ones. Lines bent, circles became triangles and dots appeared while others vanished. Within a couple minutes, every symbol had changed into a new one. Then the pulse of the light slowed and the sigils faded away. The bones returned to their original state.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 2


  



  The next morning, the sun slowly rose in the sky, covering the landscape with spectacular shades of red and orange, like a painter lovingly bringing his canvas to life. As the first rays of the day caressed the bedroom’s floor, Samuel’s alarm clock turned to six forty-five. The next moment, the sounds of the morning show filled the room.


  Samuel reluctantly opened his eyes, fighting his way through the smoke that separated the dream world from his own. For a few seconds, he seemed to juggle both worlds, before finally making the decision to remain in the plain and unexciting, albeit very much real one.


  For a brief moment, he wished that one day, he could choose the other option.


  He slowly dragged his body out of bed, carrying half the cotton blankets with him. He looked around his bedroom, remembering it was a weekday and that he had school. “Sammy, are you up?” his mother called from downstairs.


  “Yes, Mom!”


  “Okay then, I’ll make breakfast.”


  Samuel took a hot shower, where he remained a little longer than he should have, enjoying the hot water and the peace of the moment, his mind free of homework, school, parents and everything else. Once he was done, he put on a jeans and a t-shirt of his favorite band, Weezer.


  Someone knocked on the bathroom door.


  “Son?” said his dad. “You’re going to be late if you do not hurry up.”


  “What time is it?”


  “Seven fifteen.”


  “Crap!”


  Samuel hurried out of the bathroom, almost running over his father in the process, then barged into his bedroom and quickly threw his things in his backpack: schoolbooks, the comic books he had already read. As he was leaving the room, the dice caught his eye, and he tossed them in the pack. He had art class later in the day and they could be a nice project if time permitted.


  Samuel ran down the stairs, nearly breaking his neck doing so. In the kitchen, his mother had already poured him a glass of orange juice and spread raspberry jam on a couple pieces of toast. He drank the juice in one gulp and ate the toast without even sitting down.


  “One of these days,” said his mother, “you’ll have to learn to get up earlier.”


  “I know.”


  “Don’t forget your sister is coming over for dinner tonight.”


  “But I have plans with Lucian tonight. We have to get our costumes ready for the cosplay.”


  “You can do that some other time, young man. It’s your birthday and your sister made the trip from Boston in order to be here.”


  “Fine …”


  



  He kissed his mother on the cheek and ran outside, slamming the door behind him. The bus stop was about a hundred yards from his house. Already, there were a few kids standing by it, including Lucian. Farther down the street, Samuel saw the yellow bus make the final turn and come his way. The boy imagined a duel between himself and the yellow beast, to see who would make it to the stop first. His fertile imagination gave him a little boost of energy and he quickly covered the distance, almost crashing into Lucian as he reached the bus stop just a second before the bus.


  “You know, kid, I would have waited,” said the driver to Samuel as he climbed in.


  Samuel smiled back at the elderly man and made his way to the back, where his friend had already sat down.


  “Here,” he said to Lucian, handing him a few comic books. “I read these last night. I thought you might want to have a look at them.”


  “Any good?”


  “You’ll love Cain, the Ogre Eater. The others are pretty awesome, too.”


  “Thanks. Hey, did you sleep with your precious dice under your pillow?”


  “Shut it! No, I did not sleep with the dice.”


  “I still think you should have gotten the crossbow. That thing was absolutely mind-blowing!”


  “Will you let it go already? If you like the crossbow so much, ask your dad for fifty bucks and go get it yourself. Speaking of the dice, I brought them with me. I’m thinking we could try to work on them in art class. Maybe you can help me design symbols to paint on them.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  Art was after lunch, and Samuel daydreamed through the morning classes, thinking about his dice. The nicest thing about the art class was the teacher, Mr. Sanchez, who would typically spend half the period teaching certain techniques and then let the students work on personal projects for the remaining time. It did not matter what the project was, as long as it involved art in some way. Samuel got out his dice.


  “We should start by painting some symbols on the sides,” said Lucian. “Let me go get the acrylics.”


  “Hold on a second, Lucian. I don’t want to run the chance of ruining the dice. Acrylic might be a little permanent. I want to make sure we can remove whatever we put on the dice, without damaging them.”


  “Sam, they’re not real bones.”


  “I know. I just think we should be careful, that’s all.”


  “Fine, I’ll go get the watercolors, then.”


  A few moments later, Lucian was back with brushes and the paints. Samuel opened the blue container and dipped the tip of the brush in it. Carefully, he took one of the dice. He paused for a few seconds, then moved the brush a little to the right to create a line that would be the top of a sigil he had imagined in his mind.


  However, the paint did not adhere to the surface and dripped onto the table.


  “What the … ?” said Lucian.


  The water-based paint had slid off the die without tainting the material one bit. Samuel dipped the brush into the blue flask a second time and tried to draw another line, only to get the same result. Again, the paint simply flowed down the side of the die and onto the table. Not a drop was left on the artifact.


  “Maybe this side is too polished or too smooth for the paint to stick,” said Samuel.


  “You think?”


  Samuel flipped the die to try another side, but again the paint would not stick to the surface.


  “How about that acrylic now?” asked Lucian.


  “Yes, let’s give it a try. I guess this water paint is too fluid to work.”


  Before his friend could change his mind, Lucian was back with the acrylic paints. Samuel pressed the brush to the ivory side of the dice, but no line was visible after the stroke. Again, the paint had slid from the surface.


  “Oil paint!” Lucian said.


  “Hold on now, this stuff is hard to remove. I don’t want to risk spoiling the dice.”


  “Sam, if acrylic does not stick, oil will be easy to clean. Assuming it sticks at all.”


  Samuel looked into his friend’s eyes and knew he was not going to win this argument.


  “Fine, let’s give it a try. They were only fifty dollars, after all!”


  “That’s the spirit!”


  For a third time, Lucian went to the shelves containing the art material. He came back with a single bottle of green, oil-based paint.


  “Here goes nothing,” whispered Samuel.


  He repeated the process, but once again, the paint slid off the surface. The die was left without a single spot of green on its rough, ivory surface.


  Samuel took the brush again and tried one last time to draw a line on one side of a die, this time pressing harder on the brush to make a wider line. This time, he noticed an odd phenomenon. Another stroke with the brush confirmed his initial assessment.


  “Lucian, check this out.”


  “What is it?”


  “Each time I try to draw a line, the paint slides off immediately.”


  “Yes, I know that.”


  “But look at the way it slides off.”


  Lucian moved closer as Samuel drew another line, putting as much paint as he could in the stroke. As expected, the colored liquid flowed down the side of the dice, but the paint was following some mysterious pattern, rather than gliding down undisturbed.


  “Do you see that?” Samuel said. “It’s like there’s a force field there that pushes the paint around it.”


  “What do you think it is?”


  “I have no idea,” answered Samuel. “But I have never seen anything like this.”


  “We need a more sustained flow of paint,” suggested Lucian.


  “How about we dip it directly in the paint jar?”


  “We won’t be able to see the immersed side if we do that.”


  “Right. Well, how about we completely immerse it in a mix of water and a few drops of paint, so we can see through the liquid?”


  “That might work.”


  Lucian grabbed an empty glass jar and filled it with water. He handed it to Samuel, who mixed in a few drops of green oil paint, barely enough to color the water. Samuel dropped one of the dice into the mixture.


  The die immediately dropped to the bottom of the jar, a little too quickly for its weight.


  “Oh my God, check this out,” whispered Lucian.


  There were now strange runes on each sides of the die. As if protected by a magical force, the lines of the runes were repelling the water, remaining perfectly dry within the surrounding liquid.


  Each rune was different. The first one, directly in front of Samuel, was a star with six branches, the top and bottom ones longer than the other four. On the top side of the die was a symbol resembling a feather. On a third side was the Roman numeral VI. Samuel slowly turned the jar around, revealing the other sides of the dice. The first one was shaped like the letter X, with perpendicular lines crossing the top of each branch. The second one looked like a curved K, with a dot to the left of it. Finally, Samuel lifted the jar to see the bottom side of the die. The final rune looked like a W, with two tiny lines extending on each side of it.


  “What do you think these are?” he asked Lucian, who looked like he was on the verge of passing out from amazement.


  “I don’t know. Whatever they are, they look old.”


  “Still think I should have gotten the crossbow?”


  “Are you kidding? This is incredible.”


  Both boys stood there and looked at the mysterious object for a few more minutes, hoping for a sign that would unlock its mystery. Instead, a shadow suddenly appeared over the table, staring down at them.


  “What are you two girls doing?”


  Samuel looked up to see three boys, the larger one standing in front of his two followers.


  “It’s none of your business, Danny,” replied Samuel.


  Danny was the school bully. A few scavengers were always following him around, hoping to get their share of the name-calling without putting themselves in immediate danger. Samuel could have easily dealt with any boy his age, but Danny was older than him. He was in their class because he had flunked a year.


  “What did you say to me, mole face?”


  “He said it’s none of your business,” Lucian told him.


  Danny turned toward Lucian, his eyes projecting all his anger toward him.


  “Sammy, better put a leash on your girlfriend or she’ll end up getting hurt.”


  “How about you leave us alone and go bother someone else,” said Samuel, fishing the die out of the glass jar.


  “No, I think I’m just fine with bothering you two girls. What do you have there? Is that some magical weapon from the realm of Loserland?”


  “As a matter of fact—” started Lucian.


  “No,” intervened Samuel. “It’s nothing. Now get lost and leave us alone.”


  Danny looked Samuel directly in the eyes and the younger boy could feel all the hate that the bully had toward him. He did not know why Danny hated him so much. Maybe it was because of the way he would stand up for himself and Lucian. That was the thing with bullies: you know you have to stand tall and defend yourself, but it also fuels their anger toward you. Still, Samuel thought he ought to face people like Danny and stand up to them.


  Unfortunately, it meant that sometimes you had to get your hands dirty. Danny was now slowly walking around the table toward the younger boys. His two disciples moved up a little, though they were careful to stay out of harm’s way.


  “Now you’re going to get it, mole face!” said the first one.


  “Yeah, mole face!” repeated the second.


  Danny’s hands were already fists, his knuckles white, while his mouth was twisted with anger. He stopped a couple feet away from Lucian and stared at him for a few seconds. Samuel had to give Lucian credit—he had barely moved backward and seemed ready to suffer anything the bully would throw at him.


  Fortunately for Samuel and his friend, the bell rang at that exact moment, indicating the end of the class.


  “People, clean up your station before you leave,” yelled Mr. Sanchez over the ruckus. “And remember to bring a ceramic plate for next class!”


  Danny stared at Samuel.


  “I’ll be seeing you soon, mole face.”


  “You know where to find me.”


  As the rest of the class ran out of the room, Danny and his two lackeys followed the crowd, leaving the two boys alone at the table.


  “That was a close one,” said Lucian. “I thought he was going to hit me square in the face for a moment.”


  “So did I,” answered Samuel.


  “One of these days, I wish someone would stand up to him and kick his ass to the moon.”


  Samuel was putting the dice back in his bag, along with his art supplies.


  “I’m sure he would cry to his mommy,” he said.


  “Yeah, I’d love to see that!”


  



  The final class of the day was algebra. After the bell, Samuel joined Lucian at his locker and they quickly finished packing up their homework. As they walked across the parking lot, two hands suddenly hit Samuel between the shoulders, sending him to his knees. Gravel scratched his palms and he heard his jeans rip.


  Samuel turned around quickly, looking up to see Danny pulling back his right fist and then punching Lucian on the nose. Behind the bully, his followers cackled madly. Samuel let his backpack slide off his right shoulder and stood back up, turning toward Danny.


  The bully had already sent a second blow to Lucian’s stomach and was ready to hit him a third time.


  “Leave him alone, Danny,” said Samuel.


  “I’ll be with you in a minute, butt-worm,” replied the bully without even looking at Samuel.


  “Yeah, stay down, butt-worm,” echoed one of the cronies.


  “Yeah,” added the other.


  Before Samuel could react, Danny hit Lucian a third time with all his strength, sending the poor boy to the ground, where he clutched his nose and gasped for air. Before the bully could deliver a kick to the side of his friend, Samuel launched himself at Danny, hitting him in the torso with his shoulder and pushing him back a few feet.


  Both boys stood up and stared at each other for a moment.


  “You’re dead, Sam,” whispered the bully.


  “You don’t scare me, Danny. You’re just a stupid bully who got left behind by his friends, because you were too dumb to pass your classes like they did.”


  Samuel was five foot ten already, and weighed a hundred and thirty pounds, a little above average for his age. Danny, however, was already over the six foot mark, with broad shoulders. A crowd of onlookers was quickly growing in size. “I’m going to break your shitty little face,” he said.


  “In five years, Lucian and I will be in college, chasing college girls and preparing our future, while you’ll still be stuck here with kids.”


  “No girl is ever going to want anything to do with the fat carrot over there.”


  Danny pointed at Lucian, who was still writhing on the ground.


  “And I’ll make sure they don’t want anything to do with you, either,” added Danny, looking at Samuel. “I’m going to rearrange your face, you just wait.”


  “They’ll still prefer us to a loser like you, who’s still trying to learn how to spell ‘butthole.’”


  The reference to his intellectual abilities, or lack of them, sent the bully over the edge. Samuel barely had time to notice the squint of Danny’s eyes, before ducking to his right, avoiding a right-handed cross, which would have certainly knocked the senses out of him. Without wasting a moment, Samuel retaliated with a hook of his own to Danny’s exposed ribs, hurting his fist at least as much as he hurt his opponent’s side.


  Danny gasped for breath, and Samuel, now standing a little behind his nemesis, refrained from hitting him in the back, content to simply put his guard up and wait for Danny’s next move.


  Once Danny had regained his composure and caught his breath, he tried to surprise his opponent with an uppercut as he turned. However, he had taken a peek over his shoulder to locate his target, giving away his intentions. Samuel easily slid to his left to avoid the strike. From his new position, he could have jabbed at Danny’s head and delivered another painful blow, but again, he opted to wait and defend himself.


  Danny, however, was not about to let this weakling out of his grasp indefinitely. He may have been a little slow in the head, but he had a lot more fighting experience than Samuel. When you are a professional bully, you develop certain reflexes that can prove useful in situations like this particular one.


  Without providing any warning, his right elbow swiftly pulled back and connected with Samuel’s stomach, before the latter could react and lower his guard. The blow sent every ounce of air out of his lungs and brought a taste of bile into his mouth. Samuel fell to his knees, his legs suddenly powerless.


  Before he could catch his breath, he felt Danny grab hold of his hair and pull his head back. He could see that his face was about to meet Danny’s right knee.


  He braced himself for impact, still hoping to catch a merciful breath of fresh air.


  “Danny, Mr. Seymour is coming!” yelled one of the two scavengers.


  At the mention of the principal’s name, the crowd quickly scattered.


  Samuel felt Danny pull harder on his hair, bringing his head back even farther.


  “If I were you, I’d change schools and never come back here,” said Danny, before letting go of his prey and running away.


  Samuel sat panting. He felt someone’s hands on his shoulder.


  “Come on, Sammy,” said Lucian. “Let’s go before Mr. Seymour gets here and finds us lying on the ground.”


  Samuel struggled to get back to his feet, but with the help of Lucian, he was able to grab his bag and make his way to the bus before the principal caught them. He would have hated to get in trouble after his parents had congratulated him on his excellent grades the night before.


  A few minutes later, the bus filled with students was on his way out of the parking lot.


  “Thanks for standing up to that idiot,” said Lucian.


  “Don’t mention it.”


  “Are you still coming over tonight?”


  “I wish, but I can’t. My sister’s coming over from Boston, and I have to spend the evening with the family.”


  “What? You can’t be serious!”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “Come on, you can’t do that to me! We were going to explore the last floor of the Dragon King’s Lair. We’re so close to finding Excalibur!”


  “I know, but still, I can’t. My parents would kill me if I didn’t show up for dinner tonight.”


  “Fine! When we find Arthur, I’ll let him know that it was me alone, Krisklef of the Kataroc tribe, who found his magic sword.”


  “Yeah, you do that.”


  Samuel enjoyed role-playing games, but sometimes even he thought that Lucian was taking things a little too seriously. Besides, King Arthur was probably doing just fine without their help.


  “I almost forgot,” added Lucian, rummaging through his bag. “I put together a handbook for this weekend’s cosplay event.”


  He handed a printed document to Samuel, bound with a black plastic coil. The file was about twenty pages thick, with a colorful cover that depicted a red dragon on four legs, along with the flag of England.


  “I got an email two days ago from the organizers,” continued Lucian. “We’re on the English side, in some legendary battle near London, against hordes of barbarians. I did some research on the internet and everything is in there: backgrounds, history, vocabulary and other stuff that will help us get in character.”


  Lucian was undoubtedly taking this whole role-playing gaming a lot more seriously than Samuel was. Then again, it was partly because of such enthusiasm that Samuel got along so well with his friend. There was something comical, but also highly compelling, in seeing how he invested himself in things that truly fascinated him.


  “This is … impressive,” said Samuel. “I’ll check it out.”


  “Just make sure you have a red dragon somewhere on your equipment—it’s our emblem. I’m going to ask the organizers for the emails of the rest of our team, so I can send them the document as well. This is going to be so much fun, Sammy, I can feel it!”


  As he walked from his house to the bus stop, Samuel tried to think of a plausible explanation for the scratches on his hands. He had been lucky not to show up with a blackened eye or a more significant injury, but he still would have to find an explanation for the holes in his jeans and the dry blood on his palms.


  Samuel’s house was at the end of the street. He immediately noticed his sister’s Prius parked in the driveway, right next to his mother’s silver sedan. It had been at least three months since he’d last seen Shantel. He ran across the lawn, and into the house.


  “I’m home!” he announced.


  No one answered.


  Taking advantage of his mother’s absence, Samuel ran to the first floor, where he changed into new jeans and washed his hands. Two minutes later, he was back in the kitchen. He grabbed the milk from the fridge, poured himself a glass and took a couple of cookies out of the jar, then walked across the dining room and out on the patio, where he found his mother and sister chatting together, enjoying a glass of homemade sangria.


  “There you are,” said Shantel, standing up to greet her brother. “Come here and give your big sister a hug.”


  Samuel barely had time to extend his arms and move the cookies and milk out of the way, before Shantel threw herself into his arms.


  “Seems like every time I see you, Sammy, you’re getting taller and bigger.”


  “So are you,” replied Samuel.


  “Oh come on, now, that’s not nice, little brother.”


  Indeed it was not. Shantel was a remarkably attractive young woman, and everyone on the patio knew this very well. Samuel joined the ladies for a bit and talked about school and other things in his life, while Shantel told stories about her life on campus, which made her mother blush a few times.


  An hour later, Samuel’s father returned home from work and everyone sat down at the table for another birthday dinner.


  “So, are you still into the whole role-playing thing and fighting imaginary dragons with that Lucian kid?” asked Shantel after they had finished the cake from the previous night.


  “Pretty much, yes. We’re supposed to head out to a real-life costume play event this weekend.”


  “Oh boy. At least tell me there are a few girls there.”


  “Of course there are.”


  “Good! At least you haven’t strayed too far from the normal path of a boy your age!”


  “Shantel!” exclaimed their mother.


  “Oh, come on, Mom. He’s almost a man now. Anyway, I have a present for you, for your birthday. There you go, baby brother.”


  She handed him a box, wrapped up in silver and blue paper, with a white bow on it. Samuel quickly unwrapped it.


  “Happy birthday, Sammy,” Shantel said.


  The box contained a stylish black medieval shirt, with laces down the front, and a pair of brown leather pants. Both items looked authentic, and rather expensive.


  “Thanks, sis,” said Samuel. “But you didn’t have to spend all that money, really.”


  “Don’t be silly! At least I know the girls will look at you without laughing in those cosplay events of yours. Go try them on!”


  A few minutes later, Samuel walked back in the kitchen, wearing the new medieval garments.


  “Very sexy,” proclaimed Shantel. “Very … Jim Morrison. Girls will love it!”


  “Shantel, please,” said Samuel’s father. “Leave him alone with the girls already.”


  “It’s fine, Dad. I love the pants and shirt. Thanks again, sis. Is it okay if I go up to my room, Mom? I need to get started on my homework if I want to go to bed before eleven.”


  “Sure thing, honey, but don’t forget to come back down later to say goodnight.”


  “Of course.”


  Samuel rapidly climbed the stairs to his room and closed the door behind him. For good measure, he locked it as well. Of course, his homework was not the reason he wanted some privacy. Ever since he had gotten home, all he could think of was the dice and the strange symbols engraved on them, invisible to the naked eye.


  He opened his backpack and sat at the little table where he had previously set up the figurines. He put the white dice on the workbench and leaned on his elbows, looking at them.


  “What are you?” he murmured.


  Samuel picked up the dice again and shook them gently. Maybe they were relics of ancient Babylon. Maybe they were long-lost items used in the divination of forgotten gods. Or maybe they were some mysterious instruments of destiny. He cast the dice on the workbench in front of him.


  The dice rolled and rolled, bouncing around on the wooden surface, and colorful sparkles flew in every direction. Finally, after what seemed like a minute, they settled next to one another. Instantly, a faint red light started to envelop them, growing ever so slightly brighter with each of Samuel’s heartbeats.


  The boy could hardly believe his eyes. The dice were now engulfed in a bright red light, growing more and more powerful and vibrant, quickly spreading across the whole workbench. Within seconds, the strange energy covered the table, emanating from the dice themselves.


  When the luminous halo was about to reach Samuel’s fingers, he abruptly stood up, knocking over his chair. Taking a step back, he followed the light with his eyes, as it poured down from the table and onto the wooden floor. Above the workstation, the light was now spreading on the walls, rapidly covering the whole corner of the room and even the ceiling.


  Suddenly, on every side of the dice, ancient sigils started to appear, carving themselves in the bone-like surface. Samuel was afraid, but could not help marveling at what was happening in front of his eyes. Tiny flames traveled along the sides of the dice, revealing more and more symbols, burning the runes deeper into the material.


  Ignoring the voice of reason, cautiously and extremely slowly, he lifted one hand to pick up a die. However, before he could do so, the runes on top of the strange objects started to glow insanely bright, temporarily blinding him.


  Stumbling back, Samuel tried to protect his face from the light. When he was able to see again, what had unfolded in his room was beyond any description. The runes on the dice kept burning even more intensely and the liquid red light was now covering the entire room, pulsating in unison with the boy’s heartbeat.


  Samuel had seen enough. Panic was now rapidly sweeping over his mind, taking control of his muscles and his reason. Desperate to get out, he launched himself at the door, but before he could reach the doorknob, the bedroom started to spin on itself, slowly at first, but rapidly gaining momentum. Within seconds, the furniture, the walls and the books turned into a whirlwind of colors and shapes, with Samuel at the center of this magical hurricane.


  He tried to shout, but other noises drowned out his voice. As the room spun faster and faster, he heard voices of men shouting randomly, along with the clashing of swords and the whistling of arrows.


  Every shape was now indistinguishable, all the colors merged in a surreal kaleidoscope. The sounds of battle and the voices of the soldiers were getting louder and louder, until they reached a deafening point. The smell of his room had been replaced by the fragrance of wet grass and damp leaves.


  Before he could ask himself if this was a lucid dream, everything suddenly went dark and Samuel fainted.


  The room returned to its regular state in a second, every object finding its usual place, undisturbed and unchanged. The goblets, the backpack and the figurines, like everything else, were back to their original position, as if nothing had happened.


  Everything except for the pair of dice, which were now gone.


  And so was Samuel.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 3


  



  “Damned be those backstabbing weasels!”


  Lord Vortigern, self-proclaimed king of the Britons, was furious. The day of riding through the countryside at the head of his army had only angered the sovereign. He had hoped the fresh air would appease his troubled mind, but it only gave him time to reflect on the decisions he had made, and the mistakes he had inadvertently committed. As a result, Vortigern’s mind was still fighting to regain its calmness, even after the sun had set and fires had been lit in the camp.


  “My king, it is common knowledge that one cannot trust the Saxons with anything. You must have known that they would eventually betray our people. Their word is like a steaming pile of boar dung, vile and worthless.”


  The man who spoke was an advisor to the king, sitting among his comrades in the royal tent, while the ruler paced back and forth among them. Vortigern did not recall inviting these people into his tent, but it was customary that his council discussed war strategies and defense schemes at the end of each day. Now they sat at his table, gorging themselves on a sumptuous feast, while the army suffered outside and their people starved under the heel of the barbarians. However, they were still on the run, fleeing from a terrible enemy, and their words of wisdom usually found a receptive ear from the king.


  “We did warn you,” pressed the advisor, selecting an apple from a bowl of fruit.


  This last comment sent King Vortigern over the edge. He turned to face the councilman. The king took a few steps forward, unsheathed the large sword he kept at his side and, before anyone could react, plunged the blade into the man’s chest. The thrust had such force that the tip of the blade pierced the back of the wooden chair. With a swift kick at the man’s body, the king sent him flying on his back, with the sword still firmly planted in his heart, now pointing up to the stars.


  “Would anyone else like to state the obvious?” asked Vortigern.


  No one dared to move.


  “You’re all dismissed. Get out of my sight. Except for you, Morghan. Please stay a while.”


  The advisors and other nobles who were lounging in the king’s tent hastily stood up and left the royal shelter. In a few minutes, the large tent was silent, and empty except for the king and his oldest, most trusted advisor.


  Morghan had been by Vortigern’s side long before he declared himself the king of Britain. In his early days, the advisor had been a fierce warrior, one who could best the toughest of enemies, using his natural strength, his quick reflexes and, most important, his wisdom. He had quickly acquired a reputation as a man it was better to follow than confront. Now he was an old man and had exchanged his heavy armor for a cotton tunic, but his eyes still reflected the relentless warrior that lingered inside his broken body. Should the need ever arise, everyone expected Morghan to exhibit the same impeccable skills that had made him famous more than forty years ago.


  For the next hour, neither man said a word. Vortigern knew his friend did not need the king to tell him what to do or think. Morghan was perfectly capable of occupying his mind by himself, without anyone’s permission. As for Morghan, he was well aware that Vortigern was not in any mood to talk, and needed to walk off the rage that consumed his heart.


  Vortigern had aged considerably in the past year. His features were those of a much older man than his forty-two years. His dark eyes had grown more obscure, more intense and sometimes seemed lost in some lurking madness. His long hair had recently turned gray, much like the beard he had stopped shaving in the past months. His eyes were sunken and shadows persisted on his cheeks, the skin clinging directly to the bones. Even his body, usually strong and powerful, had suffered from the slow decay of anguish and despair.


  Morghan observed him, like a father looking upon one of his children who was hurting. He wished he could do something and make all of his king’s problems go away, but he remained powerless, unable to bring the slightest comfort to his friend.


  At last, Vortigern sat down and grabbed a piece of bread from one of the plates on the table.


  “What am I going to do, old friend?” he asked Morghan, dipping the bread into a cup of tepid chicken broth.


  Morghan waited a few seconds before answering. He knew the king was not directly asking him a question, but was rather expressing a thought out loud. When the moment felt right, he began the conversation.


  “You did the right thing, my king.”


  “How? How have I ever done anything right? Tell me, I implore you!”


  “The outcome may not have been the one you were hoping for, I grant you that, but your actions were guided by noble thoughts. You were trying to help your country and bring peace to our people.”


  “I should have never trusted the Saxons,” whispered Vortigern. He crushed the bread in his fist, cursing the betrayal he had been the victim of.


  “That may be so,” answered Morghan, “but we are not defeated yet, old friend. We will stand up to them and we will prevail, as we have always done. However, you cannot let your anger take control of your mind. You must remain of sound spirit; you must be strong and lead your people to victory.”


  “You’re right, as always, Morghan. Will you sit quietly with me for a moment?”


  “Of course, my king.”


  Both men took their places next to a fire burning in the middle of the tent, the smoke escaping through a hole in the ceiling. Morghan wisely obeyed Vortigern and sat in silence, watching the flames dancing on the logs and listening to the crackles of the burning wood, allowing the fragrance of the fire to comfort his spirit. He never doubted that Vortigern’s heart was in the right place, but it seemed that every decision the king took always backfired on him.


  Vortigern was also looking toward the fire, but his thoughts took a different tack. It pained him tremendously to do so, but he was going over every detail of the treason that had befallen him. He was trying to evaluate the Saxons’ next move. As king of the Britons, he had to protect his people from old enemies, namely the Picts and the Scots from the Northlands. He had successfully eliminated most of his rivals for the crown, but those two tribes had been the main cause of all his problems. Tirelessly, they had tried to steal his lands and capture villages close to Hadrian’s Wall. Ever since the Romans had left the island to go back to the main land, tribes like these two had been trying to gather power and might eventually overthrow the Britons.


  Since most of the Briton noblemen had grown into pompous weaklings, under the “generous” administration of the Romans, Britain had been left with a minimal defense system as soon as the last regiment of legionaries had left. The few thousand men he had at his disposal at the time had been insufficient to protect the whole island.


  He had needed to ask for help, and the Saxons had seemed like the logical choice—the only choice, in fact. Even though his entire court had showered him with warnings about the Saxons, he had had no other options. But those barbarians were greedy, always asking for more land and more gold, more food and more women. Vortigern had been kind enough to give them a place to stay, in the eastern part of the island. Still, every month, more of their people were coming to the island, crossing over from the continent, all of them looking for a place to settle down and begin a better life.


  “I should have listened, Morghan. I should have known they would ask for additional lands.”


  His advisor did not answer. There was no need to. He knew his king was still mourning the loss of many friends.


  About a year ago, a messenger had arrived at the king’s court, bearing a letter from the Saxons. The message was simple enough. Hengist, the leader of the Saxon tribes, was asking for a meeting with the king and various lords of the region. He had claimed a desire to discuss a number of proposals, in order to find more room for his people. Doing so, he would also increase his army and provide the king even more protection from the northern tribes.


  Again, the nobles and advisors had told the king to be careful, claiming Hengist’s request had all the makings of a trap. “They can’t be trusted!” they kept repeating, but the king would not listen. His stubbornness was partly because of his pride, but also due to a much darker secret: he was deathly afraid of the northern tribes and would blind himself to every other danger, in order to ensure his people’s safety from the barbarian hordes of the Northlands.


  Therefore, he had accepted Hengist’s proposal and went to meet with them, along with most of the lords and nobles who owned the lands, leaders of the Briton’s small army. As if that had not been foolish enough, they had gone to the meeting with very little protection, convinced it would show their good faith to the Saxons. But savages do not care too much about good faith and things as trivial as honor.


  They were massacred, all of them, with the exception of Vortigern, who was left alive so that his people could witness the shame and disgrace that would forever fill him.


  “They knew they were going to die, Morghan,” said the king, still staring at the fire. “Each of our companions that day knew it was a trap, but still they came with me.”


  “You are the king,” Morghan said. “A strong and confident one. Our people will follow you no matter what they think or believe.”


  “If you speak the truth, old friend, then tell me what will happen once the people start seeing me as weak and unable to lead them? What then? Will they still follow me? Will they even allow me to breathe the same air as they do, or eat the food they produce by the sweat of their brow?”


  “My liege, there is no need to dwell on such things. You still have the confidence of the people, of that you can rest assured. There is no need to envision absurd and unlikely scenarios.”


  Morghan was lying, of course, and it pained him terribly to do so, but his friend needed to regain his composure and his imperious attitude if they were to win this war.


  “Your army still follows you, don’t they?” he continued. “They will keep obeying your command for as long as you give them some hope. Now is not the time to sink into bitterness.”


  “They follow me because they have nowhere else to go! For the past year, the Saxon army has been rampaging over our lands and destroying every village in its path. Our homes have been burned to the ground, our women assaulted and left for dead by a terrible enemy. An enemy we are powerless against so far, Morghan! No, they do not follow me because of my leadership. They follow me because there is no other alternative.”


  Again, Morghan remained silent. He knew Vortigern was right and did not want to offend his king by treating him like a child and pretending everything was fine.


  “I fear my enemies will take this opportunity to rise against me,” said the king suddenly.


  “You have successfully kept the Picts and the Scots away from your lands, my lord, even with the Saxons pushing us toward the Western Sea. There is no reason to think they will organize themselves any better and succeed in overthrowing your defenses stationed behind the wall.”


  “It’s not the northern tribes I am referring to, but much older and more cunning enemies. I’m talking about brothers seeking to avenge the murder of one of their own. I’m talking about the two surviving sons of Constantine II.”


  “My king, there have been no signs of the brothers in over two decades.”


  “Exactly. I wish we had heard something. I had hoped that, by now, words would have reached our ears of their demise or at least their departure from the island. If I knew they were plotting to overthrow me, at least it would give me some indication of their whereabouts. Alas, they have successfully avoided all of my spies, remaining hidden from me, ready to strike from the shadows. I’ve killed their younger brother, Morghan, so I could take his place on the throne. They won’t ever forgive me, nor forget what I did.”


  Morghan considered his answer for a second.


  “They will have to find us first,” he said finally. “And if they decide to embark on this quest, they will also have to fight the Saxons, just like we do. The barbarians won’t make any exceptions in their conquest of the island. Any Briton who would be unfortunate enough to fall within their grasp, even the mighty Ambrosius, would be beheaded swiftly.”


  “Don’t underestimate Ambrosius and his brother. They are tricky and clever.”


  “In that case, we’ll make a stand and stop the Saxon invasion. If we can fight them back, it will strengthen your authority over your men and make you a hero for having saved the island and their lands. If you can deal the Saxons a lethal blow, the two brothers won’t have any hopes of turning your people against you. It would be impossible for them to recruit anyone to their cause. The plan we have set forth to reach Dinas Ffaraon and build a fortress there will give us this victory we so desperately seek, my lord. Have faith and, I promise you, we will win this war.”


  Vortigern looked at his advisor. He could be right. If he could win at least one battle—an impressive one—he could turn the tide of this war and change the outcome. His position as king would then be untouchable.


  “Morghan,” he said, putting a hand on the shoulder of his friend. “As usual, your words are like a veil of peace over this troubled mind. You have always been a loyal subject and a good friend. I thank you from the bottom of my heart, and pray you will be at my side for many more years. If you believe that we can succeed with your plan, then so do I.”


  “I do, Vortigern, with all my heart.”


  Morghan stood up and went to the table.


  “My king, as I explained to you before, it is practically impossible to guarantee a win, but there are ways to tip the balance in our favor. For the moment, the Saxons are dictating the pace of this war, as well as its course. We are the ones fleeing and reacting to their every move. We must stop running, and should rather stand up before our enemies. If we use our wits and take advantage of the tools at our disposal, I firmly believe we can crush our foes.”


  “Indeed,” answered the king.


  Morghan took a large scroll from a shelf underneath the wooden table. He unrolled it to reveal a map of Britain.


  “To make an effective stand,” he said, “we need the perfect location to set up our defenses. It should be elevated and easily defendable, with a natural funnel, so the enemy’s army will be forced to a specific spot, exactly where we would want them. There, we can proceed to systematically slaughter them all, leaving only a few survivors, so they can run back to the others and tell the story of what happened.”


  The king joined his advisor at the table.


  “We will reach the hill of Dinas Ffaraon tomorrow, my lord,” continued Morghan.


  “Tomorrow we start fighting back,” replied the king.


  



  Later that evening, Morghan was back in his own tent, smaller than the king’s, but still quite large and richly decorated. He was going over the different reports and accounts of the location called Dinas Ffaraon, trying to figure out the best way to use the natural strengths of the area. At this late hour, the entire army was probably asleep, every man snoring away in his tent, but the old advisor had never been much of a sleeper himself. He often stayed up until late in the night to study different problems and ponder their possible solutions, enjoying the silence and solitude to gather his thoughts. These were the hours that Morghan looked forward to for most of the day.


  Lately, however, he had come to dread this time of the night.


  As he was reading the tale of a soldier, Morghan suddenly felt a cold shiver run up his spine. The temperature in the tent also seemed to drop abruptly and the fire, burning in the middle of the room, flickered wildly.


  The councilman raised his head and saw a dark figure standing a few feet away, looking back at him. Shaped like a tall man, the being wore a black, hooded robe that covered his entire body, like an infernal disciple of black wizardry. His face was shadowed within the hood, his eyes invisible. Likewise, his hands were concealed inside the robe’s sleeves and his feet were hidden from view, giving the impression that the figure was hovering, rather than walking.


  “Is the king still in agreement with your plan?” asked the man, his voice seemingly coming from the darkest pit of hell, like a growing tremor emerging from deep under the surface.


  “Yes, he is. You were right to point me to Dinas Ffaraon. It is a perfect location to make our final stand against the Saxons.”


  The hooded man moved a little closer to Morghan, who shrank back. It had been a week since the stranger had first come forth. He had approached the advisor on a moonless night, infiltrating his tent while the old man was sleeping, undetected by the guards. Morghan had initially thought the stranger was an assassin sent by the enemy, but the mysterious man had started to talk about the war and Vortigern. He had given the old advisor directions and suggestions on what to do next. So far, everything he had predicted had come to pass, and it was partly because of this dark figure that they had been able to flee from the Saxon’s army. They had even been able to put some distance between themselves and the enemy.


  However, Morghan did not know the true intentions of the black-hooded man, and that made him particularly anxious. What’s more, he could not even be sure that it was, in fact, a man standing before him. For all he knew, it could be a demon sent to doom them all, or a spirit assigned to guard over them.


  Still, no matter what the real plans of the hooded man were, Morghan did not have any other options. He had to take all the help he could get in this time of unprecedented crisis. Vortigern was trying to be a righteous ruler, but he seemed destined to always make the wrong decision. His actions had caused nothing but grief and troubles for the Britons. Morghan would welcome any ideas that this stranger might offer that would give them the edge in this war.


  “The Saxons still think you are progressing north, to meet up with other divisions of your army,” continued the dark stranger. “It will take them a few weeks to realize their mistake and turn around.”


  “What about their scouts? Surely there must be a few of them following us and keeping Hengist informed on our movements.”


  “I’ve dealt with the scouts. Believe me, when they find them, no one will volunteer to take their place.”


  Morghan could not help but shudder at the thought of what this man was capable of doing. He would hate to make him angry, that much he was sure of.


  “Good,” he mumbled. “But what about our people, the villagers that the Saxons will meet? What about the army divisions stationed north, which will have to face them on their own, separated from us? They won’t stand a chance against these barbarians, especially after they find their scouts. They won’t be inclined to show any mercy toward our people.”


  The hooded man turned his hidden face toward Morghan. The advisor could feel the eyes of the stranger peering into his own, seizing his will with an iron fist.


  “Sacrifices must be made in times like these, advisor. You of all people should know that. The actions that your king will undertake in the coming days will help him solidify his position as the leader of his people. Follow my advice and you will obtain an overwhelming victory at Dinas Ffaraon, one that will send the Saxons scurrying back to their continent. It is what you desire, Morghan, is it not?”


  Of course it was what the advisor wanted: to save his people. When the dark man had first approached Morghan, it was with promises of handing him the throne, offering to overthrow Vortigern and put the advisor in his place, but Morghan was not interested in such a proposition. The Kingdom of Britain needed a stronger, more experienced leader, one that could unite the troop with his words and his military accomplishments. The advisor thought himself too old to be a good leader, preferring to work in the shadows of someone like Vortigern. The king was far from perfect, but he was not afraid to make bold decisions when needed. The last thing the island needed was another conflict, on top of the war they were already waging against the Saxons and the northern tribes. A war for the throne would only mean the end of the Britons.


  “The king has more concerns than he had previously shared with me,” said Morghan, trying to change the subject the best way he could. “As well as the Saxons, he is afraid of old, hidden enemies who could be plotting against him.”


  “Constantine’s sons.”


  “Yes, the brothers of Constans. We have not heard from them in many years, and Vortigern thinks they could take advantage of the situation to try and murder him, hoping to seize the throne for themselves.”


  “He must not be concerned with the brothers. If you follow my plan and listen to my every command, you will never have to worry about those two again.”


  The hooded man moved closer to Morghan, now only a few inches from him, his face still concealed in darkness.


  “It is imperative that you crush the Saxons,” he added. “Only then will Vortigern’s reign be assured for many years, protected against any rebellions that Constantine’s sons might try to organize.”


  Morghan tried to stay calm and hide his fear, but could only do so for a few seconds. He turned his attention back to the maps and sketches of Dinas Ffaraon.


  “What should I tell the king to do when we get to Dinas Ffaraon?” he asked.


  “We have been over this already, councilor. You will advise him to build a fortress. The hill is the perfect position to defend yourselves, but you will need the protection of walls and archers’ towers.” The hooded man pointed to one of the maps, revealing a hand covered with a smooth, leather glove. “You will clear the trees here, creating a natural funnel that the Saxons will be forced to enter. If you don’t have stone walls, they will quickly surround you and attack from the adjacent woods. However, with a fortress, they will have to concentrate their effort on the gates, since they won’t be able to easily maneuver with ladders through the dense forest, eliminating the option of climbing the walls.”


  Morghan looked at the map and nodded. Once more, the stranger made a lot of sense.


  “Once your men have cleared the trees and built the fortress, you will be ready to defend yourselves. Then I will reveal to you the next stage of my plan, to ensure that you efficiently defeat the Saxons, in a way that will be talked about for many centuries.”


  Without waiting for an answer, the hooded man left the table and walked to the tent’s flap. Although the old advisor was grateful to God that he had sent this mysterious man to help them, he still was not entirely comfortable with his presence inside the tent. As if he had heard the advisor’s thoughts, the hooded man halted just as he was about to leave and looked up, his back still turned to Morghan.


  “One more thing,” he said. “A young man has infiltrated your army. He is not a spy for the enemy, but he is a powerful sorcerer, who seeks to destroy your army from within and eliminate your people. I do not know who he is or what he looks like, but be on your guard for anyone who seems suspicious. Be especially on the alert for someone who might appear to speak to himself, for he will be the sorcerer, talking to demons or even the devil.”


  Before Morghan could ask the hooded man how to capture this sorcerer, the mysterious stranger was gone. Morghan fell into one of the surrounding chairs, his body drained of energy, as if he had just fought the most ferocious battle of his life.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 4


  



  “Get up, you wretched fool!” ordered a hoarse voice, kicking at the young boy’s feet.


  Samuel blinked a few times in the blinding light that assaulted his pupils. After a few tries, using his right hand to shield himself, he finally looked up. A bulky, cross-eyed, toothless man looked down on him with a grim expression.


  “Do you have shit in your ears, maggot? I told you to get up and get the hell out of here!” yelled the man again. He waited a few seconds, cursed at Samuel and left the boy to go bother someone else.


  Samuel tried to sit up, but his head was hurting as if it had spent the night in a washing machine. His skull seemed to be pulsating, and his brain was complaining with every breath he took. Finally, he gathered what little strength he had and sat up.


  Once he started to observe where he was, the first thing that hit Samuel was the horrible stench. A combination of stinks assaulted his nostrils, nearly knocking him out again: dry, chalky smoke, burned wood, animal sweat and decaying feces.


  Images of a school trip to the local farm a few years ago resurfaced in Samuel’s mind.


  Acting purely on instinct, he tried to breathe through his mouth, but his tongue was instantly covered by dust.


  After a few seconds of coughing and spitting, Samuel rose painfully to his feet to take a look around. He realized he had been lying in a small haystack behind a tent covered with dry mud. Turning, he saw dozens more tents, stretching for hundreds of yards in all directions. There were tents of every size, ranging from the tiniest he had ever seen to large shelters, inside which one could probably stand upright. All of them, without any exception, were dirty and soiled, some of them downright disgusting.


  Among the tents, men of all ages and sizes were busy with various activities. Most of them wore leather vests, while a few sported chainmail armor. They also carried a large variety of weapons, including swords and lances, as well as shields and bows.


  Apparently, Samuel had woken up in the middle of an army camp. Still turning around in disbelief, he spotted the bulky, cross-eyed man coming back his way, cursing at him and shouting unintelligible things in his direction. Unwilling to confront the man, the boy turned around and walked away.


  For a few minutes, Samuel wandered aimlessly around, looking dazedly at the soldiers that passed him. Most of them were shorter than he was, but they all bore prominent scars.


  If he had thought that he was in a cosplay event, having suffered a blow that had knocked him out for a while, he would now be forced to admit it was not the case. The men around him were real warriors. They carried weapons that were not simple replicas. Their sword and shields displayed dents from battles, rust stains and dry blood.


  He was clearly no longer in Kansas.


  “You there!” yelled a man behind Samuel. “Where do you think you’re going like that? Get over here and grab a weapon before an officer spots you.”


  Puzzled, Samuel stared at the man. He would have been unable to guess his age, for his body looked to be little older than his own, but his face was that of a much older man, a man who had seen a lot of struggles, and to whom fate had not been kind. He wore a simple helmet of rugged metal and a leather jacket that had a few patches of iron attached to it. His pants looked to be as old as he was. Finally, when the old man turned away to resume his usual tasks, Samuel saw that he had a wooden shield on his back and a small hatchet attached to his waist.


  Surely this was all a dream. It was simply impossible, unreal. One minute he was standing in his room, and the moment after, he was walking in the mud, in the middle of God knows where. Nonetheless, real or not, Samuel was seriously starting to worry.


  Looking around once more, he saw that the tents were organized in an orderly fashion, almost perfectly aligned with one another. In the middle of the camp, over a hundred yards away from where he stood, were a few larger tents surrounded by a wooden fence, the main one twice the size of the others.


  From this central point, roads extended in all four directions. He suddenly remembered seeing camps similar to this one, with wooden walls surrounding them, in movies about the Roman era. Only this camp seemed to have been set up in the middle of a clearing, surrounded by a dense forest.


  Was he in Europe? Could he really have traveled back in time, to an era when the Romans were still conquering the world?


  “What are you waiting for?” yelled the old man again, now from across one of the roads, standing next to a few racks of weapons. “Stop acting funny and get down here, we have to get moving.”


  He gestured to Samuel to come his way.


  Samuel was confused and scared. He had no clue where he was, how he had gotten there or what exactly had happened. Nonetheless, he thought it would be best to do as the old man asked. He crossed over to the other tents, where the man was now handing out swords, spears and helmets to a group of soldiers. When Samuel was close by, the man grabbed a rusty sword that was probably three feet long and looked rather heavy.


  “Here, take this one,” he ordered Samuel.


  “What?”


  “Are you deaf or what, maggot? Take this sword and grab a helmet from the table behind you, before you get in trouble. You don’t want to get in trouble, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Then take the stupid sword and grab a goddamn helmet! I don’t have all day.”


  Samuel studied the sword that was now pointed at him. It looked like an old claymore, heavy and dirty.


  “Do you have anything smaller or lighter?” he asked, surprised that he had the courage to speak at all.


  “What did you say?” asked the old man.


  Suddenly, Samuel was aware that he was attracting more attention than he wanted from the crowd around him.


  “I mean,” he answered to the old man. “This looks to be a sword fit for an adult. Do you have anything for teens?”


  “Teens? What the hell is a teen? Son, how old are you exactly?”


  “I’m fourteen.”


  “Fourteen!” exclaimed the man. “By Lucifer’s beard, you’re a grown man, for crying out loud. Now take the damn sword and get the hell out of my sight, before I use it to cut your head off.”


  Samuel quickly grabbed the sword with both hands and dragged it away, without questioning the man’s order a second time.


  “And put something on your head, for God’s sake,” he heard the man bark at him.


  The sword was even heavier than he had expected, and Samuel could barely lift it from the ground. As soon as he was out of sight of the others, he dropped the weapon. It would simply be impossible for him to carry that thing around with him. Plus, he had nowhere to put it.


  Looking down, Samuel realized he was still wearing the garments that his sister had given him, only a few minutes ago … or maybe several centuries had passed since then. He also realized he was not wearing boots and that his socks were now so dirty they would have been perfect for a detergent commercial.


  Somehow, Samuel doubted there was any detergent around here, and decided to lose the socks completely. He had a million questions in his mind, but he decided that the first thing to do was to get a proper sword and find suitable shoes to protect his feet. The last thing he wanted to do was to walk around unarmed and risk stumbling upon the old man again. If he were spotted without a weapon, it might raise further suspicions and he certainly did not want to draw any more attention to himself. At least, until he could calm down and figure out what was going on.


  Leaving the claymore behind, Samuel walked over to a rack of shorter swords and examined them. Finally, he spotted a short gladius, which was already in a sheath and had a leather belt attached to it. He decided it was probably his best option. The sword was not that heavy, and Samuel was able to take a few steps without noticing it too much. As he was about to leave the rack, he spotted a small dagger and decided he might as well take that, too.


  Once the dagger was secured around his waist, he examined a few of the helmets displayed on a table next to him. They were all fabricated in the same, simple way, with leather and metal plates attached to them in a haphazard manner. He tried one on, but it kept sliding off, so he decided to forget about wearing a helmet. Hopefully, no one would take offense or yell at him again for not wearing one.


  Finally, he saw a few pairs of worn-out leather boots under the table and tried them on. The third pair did not fit his feet perfectly, but they were close enough that he could walk without risk of losing them.


  Once he was satisfied, Samuel decided to walk away from the table and the tent reserved for the equipment and gear. Upon reaching one of the dusty roads, he instinctively walked toward the center of the camp, hoping to would find answers there. Very quickly, he found himself looking around again, unsure of what to do next. The thought of being in a dream quickly passed through his mind once more, but he knew it was not the case. Everything was so real and genuine. Nevertheless, it should have been impossible for him to be in such a place.


  Had someone drugged him and then brought him here for some unclear purpose?


  As he was walking down the road, he tried to recall his last actions before he had woken up in this strange world. He remembered getting home from school, having dinner with Shantel and then going up to his room. He had sat down at the workbench to look at the dice and had inadvertently rolled them. A strange light had then appeared and spread across his room. That was the last thing he could remember.


  It could only be the dice! They must be responsible for his predicament.


  Searching the pockets of his leather pants, he found the small bones. Each face now had a strange symbol on it, burning softly, like the last cinders of a dying fire. What did it all mean? Had the dice transported him here, after he had rolled them? It seemed like the most logical explanation, but if that were the case, then one obvious question needed answering. How could he go back to his room? Back home? Should he cast the dice and hope for the best?


  Before he could decide what to do, someone grabbed him by the shirt and violently jerked him backward, throwing Samuel on his back.


  “Watch out!” said the young man who had pulled him. “You have to pay attention, friend, or you will get run over.”


  Looking past the stranger, Samuel saw a group of horses galloping his way, stomping the ground where he had been standing a few seconds before. About a dozen cavaliers passed in front of him, each of them wearing iron chainmail armor and carrying a metal shield, along with a spear and a sword attached to the side of the saddle.


  In the middle of the group, one of the men was wearing different type of armor. Fashioned of onyx-black metal, it covered his body entirely. On his head, a metal helm had been decorated with an animal skull and hair from a horse’s mane. Two long horns extended on each side, both with feathers hanging at the tip. A metal mask, forged in the shape of a human skull, hid the face of the rider. A red cape with a white eagle stitched in it fluttered behind him.


  As the man passed, Samuel noticed he was not carrying a spear and a shield like the rest of the group. Instead, he was equipped with a black sword that seemed to be at least five feet in length.


  Behind the group, dozens of horses were following, ridden by men wearing leather jackets or rusted chainmail vests. The group seemed to have come from the central tents and was now heading east, toward the forest.


  The young man who had saved Samuel extended his hand to help him up.


  “Name’s Malloy!” he said. “Malloy Cadwallader.”


  “Samuel Osmond.”


  “Glad to meet you, Samuel. I reckon the army is just about ready to leave. You’d better go and gather your things.”


  “Who was that man?” asked Samuel, still looking at the knights riding away.


  “Who?” replied Malloy.


  “The one wearing the black armor.”


  As soon as Samuel finished pronouncing these words, Malloy grabbed him by the shoulder and swung him around, looking him straight in the eyes.


  “What do you mean, who was that man? Don’t you recognize your king?”


  Samuel could see Malloy slowly reaching for a sword hanging from his side.


  “No! I mean, yes,” mumbled Samuel. “Of course I know who he is. Look, I’m sorry. I did not mean to offend you or anything, I swear.”


  “You’re not a Saxon spy by any chance, Sam?”


  “What? No, of course not. I don’t even know what you are talking about. Oh shit. Please don’t kill me. Please!”


  Malloy considered Samuel for a few long seconds. Finally, he removed his hand from both the sword and the boy’s shoulder, apparently content with the answers Samuel had given him.


  “I believe you, Sam,” he said. “Now get moving.”


  “Yes sir!”


  “And go get a real sword, will you? You won’t be cutting anyone in pieces with that little knife you’re carrying.”


  “Of course,” answered Samuel, looking at his short sword. “This is only a souvenir, for my sister. I was waiting for a larger one to be ready. In any case, thank you and I’ll see you later!”


  The column of men was still marching through the settlement, now with some of the warriors on foot or in chariots, carrying weapons, crates and miscellaneous equipment. The small army was moving along, oblivious to the remaining men on the ground, who were packing their belongings with haste and gathering their weapons. Samuel studied the dice he was still holding. Why had they brought him here?


  When the king’s entourage was out of sight, a sturdy man holding an enormous axe climbed on top of a table. He blew through a horn to get the attention of the surrounding men.


  “All right, you lazy bastards,” he yelled. “Time to move on. King Vortigern has just passed through. Gather your crap and join the column. Burn anything you cannot carry, weapons and food included. Leave nothing behind for the enemy. If you fall back or get lost on the way, you’re on your own, so move your useless carcasses!”


  Samuel looked at the stout man, who was apparently in charge of this section of the camp. Maybe he had some answers. If only he could find a way to talk to him, without looking like some fool or a spy for the enemy.


  “If I were you, I would listen to him,” suggested a little voice behind Samuel.


  “I will, thank you,” replied Samuel, without taking his eyes off the man on the table.


  “I hope you do,” continued the voice, “because this place will be crawling with Saxon barbarians in a few days, and if they get their hands on you, you can forget about ever getting home, Samuel Osmond.”


  He spun around abruptly at the mention of his name. Whoever was addressing him knew who he was and where he had come from. He had expected to come face to face with another warrior or at the very least, another human being, but the creature he was now looking at seemed to be straight out of a fantasy book.


  A young woman, barely a foot tall, was hovering in front of him, a little higher than his face. She was wearing brown leather armor and a white cotton skirt, with a needle-sized sword hanging from her belt. On her feet were two leather sandals and on her head rested a miniature golden crown. On her back, two wings, like those of a butterfly, were flapping rapidly.


  This place was getting stranger by the minute.


  “You know who I am?” inquired Samuel.


  “Of course I do, silly head,” answered the little flying lady. “I’m your fata! My name is Angeline.”


  “My what?”


  “Your fa … hold on a second.” Angeline’s expression changed from a warm smile to one of concern. “You don’t know what a fata is, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Dagnabbit! You’re new, are you not? It’s always the same thing! I specifically asked not to be assigned to new Keepers, but they keep doing it. Once, just once, I’d like to get someone who knows what’s expected of him for a change.”


  Samuel was not exactly sure of how to respond to the little outburst this … fata … was having.


  “I’m sorry,” was all he could come up with.


  “Oh, it’s not your fault, sweetie. I should learn to stand up for myself and speak my mind when the promotions are handed out, that’s all. Let’s just forget about it. You probably have a lot of questions, but unfortunately, time is not a luxury that we have. It appears that your arrival was delayed. That sometimes happens, but it does make things harder for everyone.”


  Angeline flew a little closer, taking Samuel’s nose between her hands, making sure she had all his attention.


  “Follow me. Let’s find somewhere quiet where we can talk for a minute. You’re the only one who can see me and we don’t want the Britons to think you’re crazy now, do we?”


  Without waiting for an answer, the little fata took off, her wings buzzing rapidly. Samuel remained motionless, in shock. He tried to take a step, but his mind was still trying to process all the information it had received since he had woken up in this strange place.


  Angeline came back like a bullet and kicked his shoulder.


  “Come on, Sammy! Stop wasting precious time!”


  A few minutes later, he was sitting on a tree stump behind a large tent, and Angeline had settled herself on a small wooden table in front of him.


  Angeline looked like a miniature version of a Valkyrie warrior. Her face was young and delicate, her hair black and silky, arranged in two fine braids behind her pointy ears. Her eyes were rather large for her size and the pupils were a glowing bright purple. Samuel thought the little fata would have been a knockout at school … if she’d been his size, of course.


  “So, you’re probably wondering where you are, right?” asked Angeline.


  “I heard the men talk about Saxons and they seem to be at war with them. Am I in England?”


  “Not quite. Well, yes, but it’s not yet the England that you know about. It is still a new kingdom, called Britain. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s start at the beginning. Listen carefully, because there are a lot of things that you need to learn, and it’s a lot of information to process all at once. I’ve been doing this long enough to know that it’s better if we take it slowly and I give you the details sporadically. Don’t go thinking I’m keeping anything from you after we’re done. I only want to you assimilate what I’m saying, before I give any more facts. Got it?”


  “You’re kind of scaring me now.”


  “Well, you should be scared, but not of me. I’m your friend. In fact, I’m more than that, but I’ll tell you more about it later. See, this is what I mean. I can’t go on in all directions at once and bombard you with countless details. I have to focus on one aspect at a time, explain it to you slowly, then move on to the next one. That way, your mind won’t explode.”


  Samuel just stared at her.


  “Right,” she continued. “So, you’re not in England. Actually, you’re not even in your own world.”


  “I’m sorry, what?” asked Samuel, a little louder than he had expected.


  “Calm down. You’re not on a distant planet or anything like that, just in a different universe. It’s nothing to be worried about, really. It’s like a parallel dimension, if that makes more sense for you.”


  It did not.


  “This world is called Metverold, the land of myths,” continued Angeline. “This is where legends and stories that make up the different folklores from your world take place. In this world, old deities and ancient gods still exist, heroes daily accomplish their heroic deeds and villains are straight out of your worst nightmares. I know it’s a little complicated and it might be hard to accept at the moment, but for now, know that from your perspective, you are basically in a legendary tale from your world. You’re like a hero of a bedtime story. Well, maybe not the hero, but one of the characters. A secondary character, most likely. Though not the kind who dies first, in order to make the bad guy look really evil. Anyway, there I go again, babbling on and on! Sorry about that. Where was I?”


  Samuel could hardly believe what he had heard. Another world? A place where all the legends took place? That was absurd.


  “Oh yes, before I forget. This is rather important. You have to know that some regions of Metverold, like this one in particular, are a lot like your own world, in the sense that nature is very similar and so are most of the physical laws. You won’t be able to fly or breathe underwater, I’m afraid. Not by yourself, anyway. So don’t do anything foolish because you think you’re invincible; you’re not. Quite the contrary. Just take it easy, at least for now.”


  “How come you’re flying?”


  “Well, of course I can fly, silly head. Look, I have these cute little wings on my back to help me.”


  “What exactly is a fata? I’ve never heard of them in any legend that I know of.”


  “You’ve never heard of the Unshakable Angeline? Ouch! That hurts. Then again, you people tend to change all the names, once you are back in your own universe. I’ve been referred to as a fae or a faerae, a sprite and a pixie, even as a guardian angel or a genie. I never know the latest term for my species where you come from.”


  “So you’re like a fairy or something like that?”


  “A fairy, you say?” Angeline’s wings started to beat rapidly, lifting her in the air, over the tabletop. She looked at herself, examining her arms and legs. “Is that what they call us these days? I sort of like it, it has a certain cuteness. A fairy. Angeline the Fairy. I like the sound of that!”


  “Do you have magical powers?” asked Samuel.


  “I wish! I do have limited powers, but nothing like the kind you’re talking about. In a nutshell, I’m here to help you, the Keeper, so you can do your part and accomplish what you need to do. Each Keeper has a fata—a fairy—and we are like little guardians. My role is to guide you and keep you on the right path. To do that, I have some powers that I can use.”


  Samuel was as confused as ever.


  “So you’re not going to help me get home?” he asked, a little afraid of the answer.


  “Oh heavens, no! Not yet anyway. You have to do your part first, but I will help you in your task. I’m like a personal assistant. I’ll remind you of what needs to unfold and what must be prevented from happening. I’ll tell you where to go and who to meet, but know that ultimately, all the decisions have to be made by you, the Keeper.”


  “Now hold on a minute,” intervened Samuel. “I hear the words you’re saying, but they don’t mean anything to me. You keep calling me a Keeper. What exactly do you mean?”


  “Right, sorry about that. I was just getting to that part. Like I said, there are a lot of things to explain. This is why I hate getting assigned to newbies. No offense.”


  “None taken.”


  “Well, my dear Samuel, you’ll be pleased to know that you now bear the official title of Lorekeeper. I say ‘Keeper’ because I’m lazy by nature. Your role is to maintain the integrity of the legends and myths you find yourself in, like this one. You see, in Metverold, every myth and legend that is told in your world happens for real, over and over again.”


  Samuel was not sure he understood exactly what Angeline meant by that.


  “You mean that you relive every myth and tale endlessly, over and over again? Why?”


  “Why not? Do we need a reason to exist the way we do? Your world keeps evolving and changing, never satisfied with what you have and always wanting more. Is it so much better than being content with what we have here and sticking to it? Our world is not so bad—you’ll see for yourself soon enough.”


  “But don’t people want some changes from time to time?” asked Samuel. “What about the ones who end up dead or banished over the course of a story? Wouldn’t they want a different ending or a more merciful fate?”


  Angeline burst out laughing.


  “Well, of course they would, what do you think? However, they’re not aware that they’re playing out the stories again and again. It’s a little hard to explain, but most people in this world are simply not conscious that they’re actors, endlessly rehearsing the same play. And it has to remain that way for the sake of both of our worlds! I know this is very confusing, but in due time, I’ll explain more about the relations between our two universes.”


  “Please, don’t do it right now. My head is about to spin out of control,” said Samuel. “But I have to ask one last thing. Will I be able to get home soon?”


  Angeline paused to look directly into Samuel’s eyes.


  “Sammy, you will get home eventually, I promise. However, I cannot tell you when.”


  She pointed at his pockets.


  “The dice have chosen you, Samuel, to be the Lorekeeper, and the fate of both of our worlds rests on your shoulders. It is an honor to be selected, but also a very serious position to be put in. You must accept that you cannot go home right now. You have to perform your duty here first.


  “If you do not take your role seriously, you will fail and chaos will ensue. Our world’s safety is in your hands, Lorekeeper Samuel.”


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 5


  



  Heavy clouds followed the Briton army for the entire day, filled with cold rain and casting dark shadows on the world below. Occasionally, a few drops fell on the men, a reminder that at any moment, nature could unleash a chilling deluge on their bruised and tired bodies.


  When their shadows stretched out behind them and the sun caressed the mountains’ crest, the men cleared a space in the underbrush and built a new camp in the heart of the dense forest. As they worked, wolves prowled around them, hoping to find injured or weakened prey to drag back to their den. The soldiers were remarkably efficient at building their temporary settlements, a skill they had learned from the Roman legions a few centuries ago. With thousands of able bodies working toward a common goal, the camp was completed within a few hours. Shortly after, dozens of bonfires were lit across the camp and the smell of cooked meat filled the air, followed by the laughter and chants of men enjoying a few hours of rest.


  Somewhere in this camp, unnoticed by surrounding merrymakers, a boy was sitting by himself. He was tired, alone and completely broken.


  Samuel could barely walk anymore. All day, he had followed the army and the soldiers, blending in with the crowd so as not to attract any unwanted attention. For hours, he had walked laboriously in tattered boots too large for his feet. By the end of the morning, he could feel the blisters on his soles. By mid-afternoon, the blisters were patches of raw flesh, burning with each step he took.


  The hardest part was following the hundreds of horses that preceded the common soldiers, leaving the ground furrowed from their hoofs. Each step was a battle to keep himself upright.


  The worst was that everyone else seemed to be handling the challenge just fine. On several occasions, he had paused to rest for a minute and gather his energies, but every time he did so, no one had stopped or even looked at him. Samuel had quickly realized he needed to stay with the group, or he would be left behind without anyone even noticing he was missing. The prospect of getting lost in this world had been enough to overcome the pain of his feet and the cramps in his calves.


  Alas, he knew that the pain currently paralyzing his body was not the only problem he was facing. For starters, he had not eaten anything all day, and his stomach was grumbling almost louder than the barking of drunk men around him. Then there was the cold. Already, he could feel the icy fingers of the night running up and down his spine. Without anything to cover himself, he dreaded the moment of the night when the bonfires would go out, and the men would be asleep in their tents. If the wolves around did not seize him first, surely the cold night would claim him as its victim.


  He suddenly realized that tears had rolled down his cheeks. Samuel quickly dried them off, before anyone noticed.


  “Let me guess, you don’t have a pelt or a cloak, do you?” asked a voice from behind Samuel.


  Turning, he saw Malloy, the man who had saved his life that morning. The warrior had his arms crossed on his chest and was looking at the young boy with exasperation.


  “Do you have anything to sleep in at all?” asked the warrior.


  “No.”


  “My God, you are impossible. With people like you pretending to be warriors, it’s no wonder the Saxons are kicking our arses.”


  He unfolded his arm and revealed a sheep’s hide.


  “Here, take this, or you’ll freeze to death before this fire goes out.”


  Samuel unfolded the hide and noticed it had two strings on one end. He threw the skin on his back and tied it at the front, around his neck.


  “Is life so bad to you that you are trying to strangle yourself, my friend?” asked Malloy, unable to suppress a smile. “Here, let me help you with this.”


  The young man knelt down in front of Samuel and untied the strings. He then extended the pelt farther over the boy’s body, revealing two holes for his arms. Then the warrior tied the hide over Samuel’s chest.


  Samuel immediately felt some warmth in his chest, as well as in his heart.


  “There,” said the warrior. “You said your name was Samuel, right?


  “Yes.”


  “You haven’t been a warrior for very long, Samuel, have you?”


  “No.”


  “Have you even fought in a battle yet?”


  “Well, I’ve been in fights before, but not the kind you mean.”


  Malloy sat down on the dry log, next to Samuel. He put his hands up to warm his palms at the fire.


  “When did you join the army, Samuel?


  “Not long ago, actually.”


  Samuel appreciated the company of Malloy, but he could not help being a little anxious. He had to be careful with his answers and choose his words wisely. At the slightest doubt that he was a spy for the enemy, Malloy would surely pierce him with his sword, without asking any questions.


  “So, if I’m not mistaken, you have not fought with us at the battle of Verulamium. You must have been with us only for a few days, no?”


  “I joined this morning, in fact. I met up with the group at the previous camp.”


  Malloy looked at him carefully. Samuel had the unpleasant feeling he was being evaluated, that the warrior sitting next to him was weighing his words. Malloy, even though he appeared to be barely older than Samuel, was a much more experienced warrior and he had learned to trust his instincts. Right now, it appeared his instincts were still questioning Samuel’s allegiance.


  “Where do you come from?” asked Malloy.


  “A small village, not far from here.”


  “Which one exactly?” insisted Malloy. “Ratae? Lindum?”


  “Yes.”


  Samuel noticed the warrior slowly moving a hand toward his sword.


  “Which one?”


  The situation was quickly escalating and could easily spin out of control. He had to think fast and come up with answers that would satisfy the warrior, or his adventures in this world would be over before they even started.


  “Lindum, I’m from Lindum.”


  “Prove it,” demanded Malloy, now slightly unsheathing his sword. All around them, the men had stopped talking and were now shifting their attention to the young boy and the warrior. These men were trained to recognize potentially explosive situations, and they would not hesitate to join Malloy in disposing of Samuel.


  All of a sudden, Samuel thought of Danny, the school brat. He wondered what how he would react in his position. For the most part, the men around him were real bullies, the kind who would not hesitate to cut your hand, simply to make a point. These men would not be stopped by a school principal or even policemen.


  However, like every good bully, no matter where they were from, they tended to be caught off guard when confronted with courage. When they were facing someone they perceived as weak, bullies usually took pleasure in tormenting their victim, but when their prey turned out to be stronger than expected, they usually retreated into their shells. There was no telling if it would be the right course of action in this situation, but it was the only one Samuel could think of.


  “Listen, stupid, I don’t have to prove anything to you,” answered Samuel, looking Malloy directly in the eyes. “Here, take your stinking pelt back and leave me alone, before things take a very bad turn for you.”


  He unfastened the knot tying the wool coat in place, doing so very slowly, praying his gamble would pay off. But Malloy kept staring at the boy, not moving an inch. The men around the fire moved in a little closer, putting their hands on their weapons as well.


  For several seconds, the two young men sitting on the tree trunk stared at each other. Around them, the world seemed to stop, holding its breath while waiting to see how their confrontation would unfold. Even the forest seemed to quiet down, leaving the stage for the two protagonists. Only the crackling fire disturbed the silence.


  Finally, Malloy’s lower lips began to tremble, the young warrior unable to hold back any longer. Without warning, he suddenly burst out laughing, like he had just heard the world’s funniest joke. Every man around quickly imitated him, relieved to see this was only a prank. They went back to telling stories and shoving each other.


  “Oh my, you should see your face,” said Malloy. “Come on, everyone can see you’re just a spoiled kid from Venta. I mean, look at you, you hardly have any stains on your garments and you’re tired from walking, for God’s sake. Walking!”


  Samuel hoped Malloy did not pick up on his lungs finally exhaling, after he had held his breath the whole time. For a second, he had genuinely thought he was about to get killed right here, in the middle of a forest that was not even in his own world.


  “It’s that obvious, is it?” he finally said to Malloy, who was still laughing and slapping his knees.


  “As obvious as a dark horse in the snow, my friend. So tell me Sam, what happened? You fled before the Saxons got to Venta?”


  With the tension now down a few notches, Samuel was able to collect his thoughts and provide acceptable answers, which would create a compelling back-story for himself. After all, this was not much different than role-playing and he had plenty of experience with that. All he had to do was put himself in character, act accordingly and draw inspiration from stories he already knew. When role-playing, it was always easier to stick to a tale you knew and improvise on the details.


  “I didn’t flee!” he claimed, faking indignation. “My father asked me to watch over my sister, Shantel. He gave us both a horse and sent us away, before the barbarians could reach the town. He had heard the stories and knew what they would do to my sister if they ever found her.”


  “A wise man, your father. Where is your sister now? This camp might not be safe either, if she is around.”


  “No, she’s no longer with me now. Before we left Venta, she wanted to go see Lucian, her secret lover. They had been dating for a little while now.”


  “Dating?” asked Malloy.


  “Courting, I mean.”


  “Oh, I see.”


  “My father was against their marriage, because Lucian was from a rival family. He didn’t think he was worthy of his daughter’s hand.”


  “So your father is a nobleman?” asked Malloy, suddenly agitated. “Who is he? You shouldn’t be here with the common folk, Samuel. It could be dangerous for you as well.”


  Samuel had realized his mistake just as the words had come out of his mouth. In this world, people were segregated into different social classes. He should not have gotten carried away in his story. He would have to be more careful.


  “No, it’s okay,” he said quickly. “No one knows who I am, don’t worry. However, for your safety, I won’t say who my father is. Let’s just pretend you did not hear of it, understood?”


  “If you say so,” answered Malloy. “But tell me, what happened to your sister and Lucian?”


  Samuel could not believe this guy. He actually wanted the whole story. Didn’t these people have books or other ways to entertain themselves? Probably not, thought Samuel. It seemed he did not have any other choice but to continue the Shakespeare-inspired story.


  “Well, Lucian was leaving on the other side of the town. He and my sister had arranged to meet in a barn, but when we got there, we found Lucian dead. He had poisoned himself.”


  “My God! Why did he do such a thing?”


  “I don’t know. But see, my sister, upon seeing her lover’s body, cried and cried for hours, heartbroken and inconsolable, until she committed the unthinkable. Seized by hysteria, waiting for me to look away for a moment, she took a blade and plunged it in her heart. She simply could not live without Lucian and preferred to die instead.”


  “Oh my God!” yelled Malloy, his eyes now wide open with fright.


  “I know, right? But that’s not the end of it. A couple of minutes after she had expelled her last breath, Lucian woke up. He had only faked his death with a paralyzing poison, hoping I would report it to my father and that they could both run away in peace. When he saw my sister and what she had done because of him, he then took his own sword and cut his throat. And that’s why my sister is not with me.”


  “By all the demons of hell!” cried the now horrified Malloy. “What sort of family is this? Are you people mad?”


  “Actually, they are, but don’t worry. I am perfectly sane.”


  “I hope so. What about your parents? How did they react to the news?”


  Samuel thought he would have to make up stories for the rest of the night. He had to find a diversion and change the subject.


  “Of course, you realize I could not go back to them after such a tragedy. Can you imagine how much they would have grounded … I mean, scolded me? No, I decided to leave everything behind and join the army. But enough about me. I’m starving. I haven’t eaten all day. Is there any way I could find some bread or anything at all to eat?”


  Malloy was still staring at his feet in shock at the story he had just heard. He looked up slowly.


  “There are a few cooks dispersed around the camp. Actually, there’s one close by, over there. I think I just lost my appetite, though.”


  “And how does this work exactly?” asked Samuel “Is there anything to pay, because I only have … never mind, I don’t have anything to pay for food.”


  Malloy looked at him with an incredulous look on his face.


  “Are you serious? Of course the food is free, that’s the whole point of following this king of ours. You get food and clothing. Everything you see belongs to everyone. Wait, don’t tell me you joined for the actual battles?”


  “No, of course not!” answered Samuel.


  Without waiting one more second, he got up and walked in the direction the warrior had indicated. All around him, men of different ages and sizes were sitting together around fires, enjoying their meals. Some of them looked like farmers, fighting for their lands, while others exhibited the scars of many battles. They were probably mercenaries or professional warriors, always looking for the next fight.


  Samuel had always imagined that the camaraderie that was said to exist in camps like this one was a literary invention, popularized by authors of fantasy books and movie directors looking to give some depth to their characters. However, now that he found himself in a genuine legion of warriors, getting ready for a cold night inside an authentic camp, he could see that the bonds linking these men together were more than the fruit of a fertile imagination. They did not fight for a paycheck, but rather for their survival. Without any lands to live on, without any grass to feed their livestock, they simply would not exist.


  Not far from where he had been sitting, he saw another fire, with a gigantic cauldron resting on top of it. Samuel could feel his stomach growling in anticipation of the coming meal. He hesitated for a moment. Could he truly just walk over there and grab whatever he wanted? Was it really that simple?


  He peeked over his shoulder. Malloy was still sitting on the log, looking at Samuel. He gestured to the young boy to keep going, and Samuel did so. He tried to look nonchalant, hoping to hide as best he could the fear of being called a thief. When he was within five paces of the bonfire, a tall man suddenly appeared in front of him, blocking his way.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” asked the colossus, who looked to be in his early thirties. He was a mountain of muscles, covered in hair and gleaming with foul-smelling sweat. Behind him, strapped to his back, a huge war hammer was partially visible.


  “I said, where are you going, you worthless scum?”


  Samuel could not even look the man in the eyes. “I’m … I’m only looking for a meal,” he stammered.


  “Are you, now?”


  Behind the enormous brute, two more warriors now stood up, apparently hoping their leader would do something violently unpleasant to Samuel.


  “Look here, boys, this fool thought he could come here and steal our food.”


  “The sneaky thief!” said one of the two followers.


  Samuel thought about using the same tactic that had worked earlier to defy the big man. But his plan had only worked on Malloy because the warrior had been toying with Samuel all along. This guy, however, was not joking.


  “Look,” said Samuel, “apparently there was a mistake. I was told I could get something to eat over here. Apparently, I was misinformed.”


  “I would say so,” answered the colossal brute.


  “I’ll be on my way. Sorry to have bothered you.”


  Samuel wanted to turn and run as quickly as he could. Unfortunately, the mammoth in front of him had other plans. He grabbed Samuel by the shoulders and turned him around.


  “Hold on, maggot, no need to get all ladylike with me. We’re not unreasonable men. We know you cannot fight on an empty stomach. Don’t we, boys?”


  “I bet he can’t fight, period,” answered the second troll, still standing behind the large warrior.


  Samuel remained on his guard.


  “You can have something to eat,” continued the brawny man. “You simply have to pay for it.”


  “I don’t have any money.”


  The three bullies started to laugh hysterically as soon as Samuel finished his sentence.


  “We don’t want your money, boy. It’s no good here.”


  “Then, what do you want?”


  The hulking warrior took a step toward Samuel, who immediately took a matching step back.


  “How about that nice pelt of yours for starters, along with that sword dangling from your waist. Throw in those nice leather pants, as well as that shirt. In fact, why don’t you just get naked and give us everything you have.”


  “What?”


  “You heard me, skinny rat.” The leader of the three bandits was now leaning over Samuel. “And later on, I’ll be expecting you to show me how much you appreciate my generosity. After all, I may not kill you today.”


  Samuel was so frightened that he did not notice the other two, who had moved behind him. When he tried to take a step back, one of them pushed him forward, almost directly into the arms of the behemoth.


  “Come here!” yelled the man.


  “Now would be a great time to show up, Angeline,” whispered Samuel.


  “Did you just call me angel?” asked the giant. “That’s it. Now, you’re dead, maggot!”


  With surprising speed, the colossus took the enormous hammer he was carrying on his back and lifted it, ready to bring it down on the boy’s skull. Samuel was petrified by fear. He could neither breathe nor move, paralyzed by the images of his impending demise. He wanted to close his eyes, but even this elementary movement proved to be impossible, terror having now seized his entire body.


  The war hammer came down rapidly, aiming to crush his unprotected head.


  However, instead of inflicting a gruesome death, the stone mace suddenly stopped, and a moment later, Samuel realized that the whole world surrounding him had suddenly been frozen in time by some magical spell. The men were petrified where they stood, some in grotesque and awkward positions, others displayed horrifying expressions on their faces, looking at the boy and his assailants.


  It lasted only for a heartbeat, the smallest moment between two breaths, but it was long enough for Samuel to hear Angeline’s voice whisper a few words in his ears.


  “Defend yourself, Lorekeeper Samuel,” was all she said.


  On the next heartbeat, the world came back to life, and the hammer resumed its descent toward Samuel’s head. Without thinking twice, he ducked and rolled to his right, avoiding the hit with surprising speed, and unsheathing his sword in the process. The stone hammerhead missed his skull by a hair, but found the foot of one of the giant’s acolytes. The man screamed in pain, his bones crushed under the force of the impact.


  In a single, fluid motion, Samuel was back on his feet, now holding his gladius in his right hand. The second lackey, who still had two intact feet, was already grabbing his own sword, but before he could take it out of its scabbard, Samuel put a foot on his hand to force it back inside. With one swift move, the boy jumped in the air, describing a complete arc backward, kicking the man in the jaw and slicing the leather belt holding the men’s trousers with the tip of his gladius. Samuel landed on his feet just as the trousers of his foe fell to his ankles, along with his weapon, still in its sheath.


  Samuel could hardly believe what he had just done, but he did not have much time to marvel at his new skills. The giant had picked up his hammer again and was swinging it sideways this time, hoping to sweep Samuel’s legs off the ground and crush his knees at the same time.


  The young boy had barely enough time to jump over the shaft. In the same motion, he brought his right knee up to the colossus’ jaw. The blow surprised his opponent, but did little to slow him down. Whirling around, the smelly brute lifted the hammer again to make another pass, this time aiming for Samuel’s chest.


  The young man easily avoided the strike, which hit the screaming man with the crushed foot instead, square on the shoulder, sending the poor guy flying in the air and knocking him unconscious. He would not be able to fight again anytime soon.


  His other friend, however, had decided to remove his trousers completely and was now holding the rusty sword, which he had finally unsheathed. The dull-witted look on his face was a perfect match for his peculiar outfit. He was now wearing only a torn shirt and dirty underwear, made from an unidentifiable material. While the giant was regaining his balance after the last, devastating blow, the dimwit charged Samuel, his sword raised above his head.


  Instinctively, the young man parried the first blow with his own sword, then the next one and finally, a third strike. Before his opponent could muster the strength for another combo, Samuel countered with a few blows of his own, disarming the half-naked man.


  How he was able to do these things, Samuel had no idea. Aware of his surrounding, his senses heightened like never before, he heard the incoming steps of the giant, charging from behind. The boy turned around swiftly and pointed his sword straight in the air, toward his assailant. The colossus stopped abruptly, his throat less than an inch from the tip of the blade.


  He dropped his war hammer.


  “All right! All right! Stop!” he said. “Take anything you want. Please don’t kill me.”


  “Get your friends and go. Leave me alone,” ordered Samuel. “Got it?”


  “Yes. Thank you, thank you!”


  The big man hesitantly stepped back, then to the side. As soon as he judged he was out of reach of Samuel’s sword, he turned around and ran into the night, followed by his friend with no pants. They did not bother to pick up their broken comrade, who was still unconscious.


  Samuel’s adrenaline diminished a little, his pulse slowly returning to normal.


  What had just happened?


  He looked around and saw dozens of men staring at him. They looked stunned, speechless before his fencing prowess. Samuel caught Malloy’s gaze. The warrior had witnessed the whole thing and was studying Samuel, almost certainly questioning how this young boy, with no apparent training, had masterfully defeated three adversaries with such ease, without suffering the slightest wound.


  “Here, take this, son.”


  The cook was holding out a beaten metal bowl and a mug of ale to Samuel.


  “Please, take it. Thank you! Thank you so much for getting rid of those thieves. From now on, you’re welcome to my humble cauldron anytime you want, good sir.”


  “Thank you,” was all Samuel could reply.


  He took the bowl and mug and quickly left. As he walked back to the bonfire where Malloy was, he could feel the inquisitive look of the warrior on him. He sat down and started to eat without saying a word.


  Malloy allowed him to eat his dinner in peace, but Samuel expected he would have to answer some questions before long.


  



  Almost an hour later, his belly full of a tasty stew, Samuel was strolling around the camp, looking for a quiet place to collect his thoughts and reflect on his first day on Metverold. After he had finished his meal, Malloy had indicated where his own tent was. He also mentioned to Samuel that he was welcome to use it, saying it was spacious enough for a few men to sleep in. They did not speak of the evening’s incident and Samuel quickly left, pretending to need some fresh air.


  “That was a good display of skills back there.”


  Samuel looked to his right and saw Angeline floating next to him. She had quietly joined him on his little stroll.


  “Pretty soon you should be ready for your task,” continued the fata.


  “Shouldn’t we find a quiet place to talk?” asked Samuel. “Somewhere less crowded?”


  “Why?”


  “Didn’t you say this morning that people couldn’t see you, and they might hear me talk to myself? Wouldn’t that seem a little suspicious?”


  “Oh don’t worry about them. This morning, everyone was fresh and rested, ready to embark on a long day of traveling. All their senses were on high alert, ready to intervene at the first sign of trouble. Tonight, though, they’re either too drunk or too tired to care about their surroundings. Contrary to what you seem to think, no one is constantly paying attention to your little self.”


  “It was you, wasn’t it?” asked Samuel. “The voice I heard, just after the giant man took his first swing at me. Did you give me some kind of powers?”


  “Yes and no. I cannot give you any abilities. However, as the Keeper, you did receive some powers when you picked up the dice. Since you did not know that and were simply standing there, ready to get squashed, I had to improvise. The whisper was only meant to give you the confidence to stand up to the thieves.”


  “Couldn’t you have mentioned this to me earlier?”


  “I suppose I could have. I guess I forgot.”


  Samuel stopped and rolled his eyes at Angeline.


  “Oh don’t look at me like that,” she said. “There are a lot of things that I have to teach you, and I’m only one fata! But now you know about your power, and you can defend yourself like the best of them!”


  Samuel stared at his hands, still not entirely believing the feats he had displayed earlier.


  “This is amazing. What else can I do?”


  “I don’t know, Sam. The extent of your powers is for you to discover. Every Keeper comes with his or her own set of skills, different for each person. Some of you have psychic abilities, others are proficient in combat. I’ve even seen Keepers with magical powers on occasion.”


  Samuel stopped and looked at Angeline.


  “Wait a second. So, when you ‘inspired’ me to fight, you had no idea I had combat abilities in me?”


  “No.”


  “Angeline, I could have died!”


  “Oh come on, don’t make a mountain out of a korrigan’s house. I was almost completely positive that you had the necessary skills to defeat them.”


  “Almost positive? What if I hadn’t had the ability to defeat the colossus? What would have happened then? You told me that if I were to fail, both our worlds would perish. Isn’t it a lot to bet on an almost positive intuition?”


  Angeline flew a little higher and circled Samuel’s head a few times, visibly irritated.


  “By the Light, are you always this whingy? Sammy, Metverold is not a safe and comfortable world like yours. This is a violent world, full of ambushes, where danger haunts every step you take toward your goal. You have to learn to trust yourself, to believe that you can survive in this universe, on your own. I can’t fight the battles for you. I can’t accomplish anything you have to do. I can only offer pointers and advice. If you hadn’t had any special skills to fight, then you would have found another way out of the predicament you were in. You are a Lorekeeper, and you guys always find a way.”


  Samuel was gradually comprehending the seriousness of his situation and the significance of his role. This was no dream, no scenario for a role-playing game. This was real, and he had only one way to overcome the obstacles waiting for him down the road. There were no extra lives or a reset button here. He had to learn to survive, accomplish his purpose, and then he would be able to go home.


  “You don’t need special powers to do everything, Sammy. There is a lot you could already do by yourself—skills you already had before you even set foot in Metverold. The dice chose you for a reason. Trust them. Trust yourself.”


  Samuel took the bones out of the pocket, where he had kept them all day. The symbols were still visible on each side, with two of them glowing brighter than they had before, like a flameless fire.


  “What are they, exactly?” asked Samuel.


  Angeline picked up one of the dice.


  “Honestly, we do not really know what they are. All we know is that they act as a portal, a bridge between our two worlds. However, I know that when your task is done, the symbols you see will disappear, and then you will be able to use them again to get home.”


  “We? Meaning you and who, exactly?”


  “Me and the other fatas, of course, silly head. Along with the other creatures that inhabit this world, of which I can’t tell you anything yet. In fact, I’ve already said too much.”


  Angeline put the die back in Samuel’s hand.


  “Now, I need you to listen to me very carefully,” she continued. “I’m going to tell you more about your task, so you have to focus.”


  “Understood.”


  “Before I begin, you need to tell me one thing. When you found the dice, was there a black pair with them as well?”


  “Yes, actually, there was.”


  Angeline’s wings started to flap quickly, making a faint buzzing sound.


  “Good, good! Now, do you know who might have picked them up?”


  “No I don’t. I left the store after I bought the white ones.”


  Angeline flew back down and landed on Samuel’s left knee.


  “Blast! Oh well, it was worth a shot. We’ll find him anyway.”


  Samuel was getting more confused by the second. Again.


  “What are you talking about?” he asked.


  “Where do I begin?” Angeline sat down on his knee. “Have you ever heard of a parca?”


  “A what?” replied Samuel.


  “I didn’t think so. You see, parcae are beings of supreme and absolute power. We’ve never seen one of them, but we know they exist. They walk between worlds, maintaining a balance between different forces. Their power is so great and so vast that even the gods fear them. That’s probably the only thing that can make those pretentious deities weak in the knees, actually.”


  “Okay, but what do those parcae have to do with me?”


  “Parcae are believed to be the ones leaving the dice behind them. They always leave two pair, one white and one black. Lucky for you, you picked up the white ones and are on team Angeline. You see, much like in your world, forces of good and forces of evil are always battling each other in Metverold. We call the good side Virtus, and the evil one Yfel. A delicate balance has to be maintained between the two sides in order to avoid chaos. For that reason, some myths have a happy ending, while others have a less pleasant one.


  “Unfortunately, things are not always that simple. As I mentioned earlier, stories and legends are being played out endlessly on Metverold, but it does not mean they cannot evolve and change.”


  “I’m not sure I follow,” said Samuel.


  “Think of any legend or tale you were told more than once in your world—it doesn’t matter which one. Have you ever noticed how different sources always seem to have their own version of the story? Details are changed, characters are added or removed, locations are misplaced. You never get the same version twice, even thought the story usually plays out the same general way. Do you see what I mean?”


  “I guess so, yes.”


  “Now, if stories can be changed slightly, they can also be modified to impact the very ending of the tale. For example, the legend from which the whole Dracula myth originated was so much better and interesting than the tale being told today! What a waste. Anyway, on Metverold, the stories can also change, but when they do, it’s not only the words of someone telling the tale that are different, but rather the storyline itself. The way each myth unfolds can be altered. Both the Virtus and the Yfel forces are doing their best to influence every legend and pull the ending of it to their side, even if they are not supposed to do so. If one side were to succeed and successfully change the outcome of a story, it would upset the balance and impact this world, as well as yours. Sometimes the changes are subtle, but on other occasions, a change can affect the very fabric of morality or the even history of a whole country. The slightest modification can create or annihilate religions, alter traditions and impact the world in many other ways. The human sacrifices of the Mayans were never supposed to happen, by the way …”


  “So does that mean I’m supposed to protect the balance of this story?” asked Samuel.


  “You’re starting to get it. That is, in fact, your task.”


  “But what am I suppose to defend it against? Itel?”


  “Yfel,” corrected Angeline. “If you are here, it means someone else from your world has picked up the black dice and is acting on behalf of the dark forces, at this very moment, here in this legend.”


  Both Samuel and the fairy remained silent and perfectly still for a few seconds, as if the dark agent was listening. Finally, the boy broke the silence.


  “Okay, suppose this is all true. It’s crazy, but I guess at this point, I have to believe anything you say, if I am to keep my sanity intact. But there’s one detail I can’t get out of my mind. Why do the parcae leave two pairs of dice? Why not leave only the one that concerns the side that needs help? In fact, why go to this trouble at all? Why not intervene themselves and rectify things the way they should be?”


  “Why do gods bother with human needs? Why are humans violent against one another?” replied Angeline. “Who knows why any of them do anything at all? I don’t have all the answers, Sammy. I’m only a pawn on this chessboard, like yourself. But there is one thing we can be certain of. Someone in here is acting for the Yfel and we have to stop him or her before it’s too late.”


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 6


  



  The next morning, Samuel woke up slowly. For a brief moment, before he fully recovered consciousness, he imagined he was back in his home world. In this moment of peace, he even supposed that the previous day had been nothing but a vivid dream, and he was still lying in his bed. He even thought he smelled the pancakes his mother was cooking downstairs.


  Unfortunately, as soon as Samuel opened his eyes, he found himself inside a dirty, damp and foul-smelling tent. He tried to lift himself on his elbows, but his muscles protested, sore from sleeping directly on the cold, hard ground, without the comfort of a mattress or pillow. When he did succeed in turning around, he found himself face to face with an old bearded man, reeking of ale and greasy sweat. That sight was enough to give him back the necessary strength to get out of bed, and he was up and about in no time. Grabbing his sword and dagger, he quickly got out of the tent, in order to get some fresh air.


  Outside, a cold and spectral fog covered the camp. Adjusting the sheep pelt over his shoulders, Samuel looked around, unsure what he should do next. Despite the early hour, dozens of men were already busy around him, some of them getting breakfast ready, while others were gathering their things for the day’s walk. Unlike last night, when laughter and stories filled the air, this morning was all about duty and preparation.


  The boy walked away from the tent, where the bearded man still snored loudly. After a few steps, he found himself by the fire where he had sat the previous evening, now reduced to a pile of smoking ashes. Once again, he sat on the dry tree trunk and attempted to shake off the cobwebs in his head, trying to fully awaken from his short slumber.


  He would have given anything for a glass of orange juice, or even some coffee.


  Samuel thought of his conversation with Angeline. The little fairy had revealed many things to him, but the most troubling fact was certainly the presence of an enemy on Metverold, an agent of the dark forces: the Yfel. He had only been in this world for a day, but already he’d almost kicked the bucket a few times. However, these dangers had always been obvious and tangible, observable threats he could try to avoid or defend himself against. This nemesis was an unknown menace, hidden from their eyes. To know that someone in this world, perhaps very close by, was here specifically to confront him was decidedly unsettling.


  Staring at the fuming ashes of the dying fire, Samuel made a decision. The time for whining was over. Now he had to start acting like a man and fulfill his mission, no matter the dangers he would find on the way.


  Of course, it was easier said than done!


  “Good morning, Sam,” called Malloy, joining him on the dry log. He was carrying two bowls with him, filled with a colorless mixture that Samuel could not identify, and which looked worse than it smelled.


  “Here,” said the warrior, offering one of the bowls to Samuel. “Breakfast.”


  Samuel took the bowl. He studied at it for some time, then stared at Malloy, who was already eating his meal, using two of his fingers. Apparently, spoons were a luxury here.


  “No more whining,” remembered Samuel.


  He dug two fingers into the sticky mixture, closed his eyes and swallowed it.


  Oatmeal.


  Surprisingly, the mixture did not taste as bad as he had anticipated. To begin with, it was still warm. It did not have a lot of taste, but it could have been much worse. Malloy passed some bread to Samuel, so he could dip it in the oatmeal and use it as a makeshift spoon.


  It is funny how things suddenly appear much better when one stops complaining. Now that he had accepted his situation, Samuel felt as if a heavy weight had been lifted from his shoulders.


  “So, what’s the plan for today?” he asked.


  “Most of us think we are going toward the mountains to the west. There are rumors that Vortigern wants to build a fortress there, to stop the Saxons and defeat their army once and for all. I’m not sure if we’ll ever come across a place like that, but we’ll find out soon enough. We will probably reach our destination later this afternoon, if everything goes well.”


  Malloy dipped a piece of bread in his oatmeal.


  “A fortress?” asked Samuel.


  “That is what I heard.”


  “But, it will take years to complete.”


  “What?” said Malloy. “No it won’t. We have over fifteen thousand men here who will participate in the construction. It should be completed within a few weeks, at the most. We’re not building a castle for the king, only a simple fort, strong enough to make a stand against our enemy.”


  “And all fifteen thousand men will fit in a fort like that?” asked Samuel.


  Malloy turned toward Samuel, his cheeks filled with oatmeal.


  “Must you question everything?” he mumbled. “How should I know what their plans are? God, you’re worse than my mother. Just eat your breakfast and keep quiet.”


  Samuel was astonished. A few weeks to build an entire fortress? He wanted to believe his friend, but he would have to see it for himself.


  He took a few bites of the bread dripping with oatmeal.


  “So what about you?” he asked Malloy. “You never told me where you were from.”


  “Me? I was born and raised in Deva, north of here. At the moment, however, I live in Conavium, with my family.”


  “You have any kids?”


  “I have one son,” answered Malloy, looking in the distance, where the fog had started to fade. “He was born last winter. I haven’t seen him since this spring.”


  “Couldn’t you just go and see them for a bit, if you wanted to?”


  “I suppose I could, but I made the decision to serve my king and defend my country. Like your father, I know what would happen to my wife if the Saxons ever reached our village. I joined the army to protect her and my son, to make sure they have a future where they can be free of this violence. Trust me, I would much rather be by their side, young Samuel.”


  “I’m sure you would.”


  “Plus, the nice purse of gold that will come at the end of the war will be most welcome.”


  For a moment, both men remained silent while they finished their meal.


  “Sam, I need to ask you something,” Malloy said. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but it was quite surprising to see your fighting skills last night. You definitely don’t come across as the type of guy that could defend himself as you did.”


  Samuel did not raise his head and continued eating, hiding the panic that was rising in his guts.


  “Appearances can be deceiving,” he muttered.


  “Yes, they can. Still, it was an extraordinary display of skill. I had never seen anyone fight like that before.”


  “It comes with training.”


  “And that is precisely what I meant to ask you. Whoever taught you those skills and the technique you used is either a genius or a god. Where did you learn to move and fight like that?”


  “There’s a school back home that teaches the different skills I have.”


  “A school? You mean a training facility?” asked Malloy.


  “Yes. There is a master at this facility, who only accepts a small group of students. Only a few get selected every season, to train with this master.”


  “Would you tell me the name of this master? I wish to get my son into one of these prestigious groups when he’s old enough.”


  “Aragorn. Master Aragorn.”


  “I’ve never heard of him, but from what I saw the other night, he must be very good at teaching. For someone who has never been to battle, you were quite impressive. Do you think you could put in a good word for me with Master Aragorn, when this is all over?”


  “Of course, it would be my pleasure.”


  “Thank you, my friend. I really appreciate it. Now then, are you that good with other weapons?” Malloy asked.


  “Master Aragorn has introduced me to other weapons,” Samuel said cautiously, “but I’m not sure how well I could use them in the heat of battle. Practicing in a closed room is probably not the same as the madness of a battlefield, I assume.”


  “Indeed, it is not,” answered Malloy with a smile. “Come, let’s see how you handle a bow.”


  Malloy went to a nearby tent, where he asked a man for a couple of bows and a few arrows. He gestured to Samuel to follow him and they walked out of the camp. At the fringe of the forest, Malloy handed one of the short bows to Samuel, along with a single arrow.


  The boy looked at the weapon, a little puzzled, trying to figure out how to hold it properly.


  “Here, let me show you,” said Malloy. “Turn your left shoulder toward the forest and move your right arm back. Like this. Now spread your feet a little, but keep them aligned. Hold the bow pointing down for now. Don’t raise it yet or you will only tire your arms.”


  Samuel was following his friend’s instructions as best he could.


  “This is almost as hard as learning golf,” he said.


  “What’s golf?” asked Malloy.


  “Just a game my family plays. I think it’s quite new.”


  “You’re undoubtedly a strange one, Sammy. In any case, for now, simply focus on the big tree in front of us. Do you see it? Good. Now put the arrow in your hand and pinch the string with your index and thumb. Relax your left hand. Just hold the bow, don’t make a tight fist. Now, raise the bow as you pull the arrow back. When the arrow is in line with your shoulder, align your sight with the shaft, aim the tip and gently release.”


  The arrow flew about ten feet before dipping and falling softly on the ground. Apparently, Samuel did not possess any unusual skills with ranged weapons.


  “Well, that was not so bad,” said Malloy with a friendly slap on Sam’s shoulder. “At least the arrow went in the right direction. Maybe with a little more training you could actually hit the target.”


  For a little while longer, they practiced shooting arrows at the trees, talking all the while. Samuel was glad to have made a friend in this harsh world. The thought of facing the many dangers of this world alone, whatever they may be, was enough the send cold shivers along his spine.


  When they realized that the army was almost ready to resume its march toward the mountain, they went back to Malloy’s tent to gather their things. A few minutes later, Malloy left to meet up with a group of soldiers who were waiting for him. Once again, Samuel found himself alone, but at least he knew that tonight he could stay with his friend again. Plus, he wanted to take advantage of his solitude to reflect on the events of the day, and possibly contact Angeline.


  As a group of loud archers passed, exchanging jokes and impossible tales, a frightening thought crossed his mind. What if warriors were not the only things from books that were real in here? What if other creatures, like the ones he had fought in his gaming sessions, were also real? Devilish monsters, each more terrifying than the other, looking to devour heroes like him.


  Suddenly, his pledge to be a man controlling his fears seemed almost impossible to follow.


  



  Later in the afternoon, after the morning fog had cleared and while the sun was still high in the sky, the Briton army finally reached its destination: the hills to the west. Upon arriving, the main body of the army was ordered to set up camp and wait for further instructions, while the king and his advisors, along with a small contingent of bodyguards, inspected the surrounding area.


  The region was rather dense and difficult to explore, filled with colossal boulders and surrounded by towering oaks and elms. On the ground, the slippery moss covering the stones offered little stability for the horses. A few cold streams cascaded down the side of the hills. Here and there, spiked speedwell spread violet petals among the trees, alongside magnificent yellow poppies.


  The riders’ progression through this forest was slow and strenuous, but they finally arrived at Dinas Ffaraon. The hill before them was steep and rocky, surrounded by sharp cliffs. It stood several hundred yards high and appeared to be three times as wide. At its foot, a few brave aspens brandished their leaves, but higher up the slopes, they were pushed aside by rocks and boulders. Streams ran down the hillside, becoming small waterfalls here and there, echoing along with the songs of a few hidden birds. It was a stern and beautiful place, austere yet majestic.


  “My king, this is the place I was talking about,” said Morghan to Vortigern. “Welcome to Dinas Ffaraon.”


  “You were right, my friend. This place is unrivaled for the construction of our fortress. With the help of God, it shall be a testament to our strength and determination, a majestic symbol that will stand for all eternity. In this place, we will defeat the Saxon army and honor our ancestors with our victory.” The king then turned to an advisor standing to his left. “Go back to the army. Divide the men into several groups and instruct them to gather the resources necessary to build this stronghold. We will need a lot of wood and many stones. Identify the masons and the carpenters within our ranks, and arrange for their transfer here. I want the work to be underway before sundown.” The king turned his other counselors. “The rest of you, come with me. We must reach the top of this hill and make plans for the fortifications we will build here.”


  The group slowly made their way up the hill, climbing around the trees and avoiding sharp boulders. The ground grew rapidly steeper, and their mounts had a difficult time finding footing. At last, it became impossible for them to continue climbing the hillside with their horses and they had to dismount.


  “My king, perhaps we should mark this spot,” suggested Morghan.


  “What for?”


  “As far as we can tell, this is the highest point that horses can climb. It would be wise to remember where it is.”


  “Right,” replied Vortigern. “That way, we can build a rampart here as a first line of defense.”


  “Actually, we should build it about fifty yards from here, higher up on the hill. The Saxons don’t have advanced war machines as we do, but when they see the fortress, they will most likely plan to use long ladders to climb the walls, and battering rams to force the gates. They will use horses to carry all that equipment up to this point, but they will need to cover the remaining distance on foot. Their progress will be slow and arduous, making them easy targets for our archers, which will be stationed on the wall. With the steepness of this place, those who survive our arrows will be too tired to fight. We could very well win this battle before the Saxons even reach our walls.”


  “Of course!” exclaimed the king.


  He turned to a couple of knights accompanying them.


  “You two, travel around the hill and mark spots where the horses can no longer advance. Do so until you have circled the hill and come back to this point. As you progress, find a route for our horses to go up to the summit, if such a path exists. If there is one, we will build our main fortified gate there.”


  The two knights bowed their heads slightly and went on their way. The rest of the group accompanying the king resumed their climb to the top of the hill on foot. The ascent proved even more strenuous than they had foreseen. The slope was made mostly of rocks covered with slippery moss, as well as flimsy plants that offered no handholds.


  Finally, after almost an hour of climbing, the small group made it to the top of the hill. The plateau before them was perfect for the execution of their plan. Relatively flat, it offered a breathtaking view of the whole region, from the small valley before them to the northern mountains, among which they could see a lake in the distance. A few small rocky mounds offered perches for sentinels and small groves of trees provided shade, as well as cover from enemy arrows.


  Vortigern smiled at the sight before him. He took a few steps forward, then burst laughing, taking Morghan in his arms and lifting his old advisor from the ground.


  “Morghan, you sly dog, you did it! This is a place of legends! This is a place where God speaks to man, a place where a king can cement his legacy.”


  The king let go of his advisor and walked around the area, pointing at different spots on the ground, which was covered with pebbles and dry herbs.


  “Here we will build a storage facility. And over there the stables for the horses. Here and here, all the way around, towers for the archers to stand watch. And finally, right in the middle, the fort itself—the stronghold that will be impenetrable to our enemy. It will be so vast and impressive that should they make it to the top, the mere sight of it will destroy any courage they have left.”


  For the next hour, the king and his advisors sketched the layout of the fortress. Orders were given to officers, plans were explained and work began to lay out the foundations of the buildings and ramparts.


  



  At the base camp far below, warriors were turned into workers and divided into different groups. Samuel and Malloy found themselves in the logging contingent, and were provided with tools, including sharp axes. Samuel, of course, had never handled such a tool; he had never even seen anyone cut down a tree. Still, he did not have much choice and had to follow the directions. A few moments later, he was in the woods, where he was asked to bring a few trees down. Fortunately, they worked in teams and even though he was not with Malloy, his teammates proved to be friendlier than expected. They settled into a nice rhythm.


  When his group decided to take a short break, Samuel found himself thinking of mythical creatures again, like the ones he used to see in books and magazines. Ever since the thought had crossed his mind, he had tried to contact Angeline, but unfortunately, all his calls had gone unanswered. Maybe he was not using the appropriate method to contact the fairy. Should he pray? Maybe he needed to shout out loud. With every unsuccessful attempt, Samuel felt a little lonelier in this strange word. Angeline was the only being in this universe who knew the truth about him. Without her, he would be lost in Metverold, trapped here, with no one knowing how to send him back home. Looking up around him, he saw dozens of men working hard, bringing down tree after tree. None of them paid any attention to him and he decided it was the perfect opportunity to try again to summon his guardian fata. He pretended to need a bathroom break and left the group, without anyone even acknowledging his request.


  After a few minutes, Samuel found himself out of sight of anyone, alone in this forest of tall trees and damp soil. Without wasting a moment, he whispered the name of his fata.


  “Angeline …”


  A bird answered him, as if mocking his request.


  “Angeline!” he repeated, a little louder.


  Still nothing. The loneliness grew even stronger in his guts, exacerbated by the giant trees and dark rocks around him.


  “Angeline, please, if you can hear me,” he pleaded,” I could really use your help here.”


  “All right, all right!” he heard behind him.


  Finally, the little fairy had shown up.


  “Angeline! Where the heck have you been?” asked Samuel, his voice trembling.


  “I’m sorry, but I do have other duties, you know! I had to report to my boss on your progress on Metverold.”


  “You have a boss?”


  “Everybody has a boss, Sammy. Well except maybe for the parcae. Still, even they could have one, who knows!”


  She flew a little closer, taking off her crown, which magically disappeared in a minuscule cloud of smoke.


  “I was planning on coming to see you later today, Sammy. You have to be patient!”


  “Patient? I’ve been walking in the mud with an army of strangers for two days now. I’m chopping wood in the middle of a world I didn’t know existed only a few days ago. And I still don’t have any clues as to why I am doing it! I think I am being patient!”


  The last sentence was uttered with a little more anger in it than he had intended. Angeline looked him straight in the eye and frowned, pressing her tiny lips together. Then, with a snap of her fingers, she disappeared.


  “If you’re going to address me with this tone, I’ll come back later, when you are calmer,” he heard her voice say.


  “No! Wait! Please don’t go. I’m sorry. I did not mean to sound angry. Please understand that this is a lot for me to take. Please, I beg you, don’t leave me alone.”


  He waited a little bit. After a few moments, Angeline gradually reappeared in front of him.


  “Look,” he continued, “I’m sorry, okay? I didn’t mean to sound mad at you. Please understand that it is very hard for me to assimilate all of … this. I’m still not entirely convinced I even believe this is all happening for real. Maybe it’s all a long, very realistic dream, from which I’m having trouble waking up. I need your presence to remind me that there is a way out. I need you to remember I’m not stuck here forever, in a world where I do not belong.”


  Angeline hovered before Samuel, her little butterfly wings whirring. She wiped a tear from his cheek, took his nose in her hands and looked him in the eyes.


  “Samuel Osmond, I will never abandon you here. You can trust me. Don’t think I have not been watching over you constantly during the past two days. If I have not appeared to you since the fight at the camp, it’s simply because you did not need me. You are doing well, my friend, and I was very proud to report your progress to my superior. It appears the dice have made the right choice for this legend’s Lorekeeper. Now is not the time to let your heart fall into despair and fear.”


  Another tear rolled from the corner of Samuel’s eye.


  “What exactly do you expect of me, Angeline?” he asked. “What am I supposed to do? Why am I here?”


  “The time is very near, Sammy. Soon, the path you need to follow in order to protect this story will become clear to you, but for the moment, I cannot reveal the plot.”


  “Why not? Why is the story kept secret from me?”


  “Because that is the way it has to be! Why must you question everything? I don’t make the rules, and neither do you. We must simply follow them. All I know is that I can only reveal to you what is necessary, in order to accomplish your goal.”


  “Save the legend …” replied Samuel.


  “Yes! You are a Keeper of the Lore. You have to make sure the legend stays intact and goes as it’s supposed to go.”


  Samuel sat down on a rock. Angeline landed on his right knee. She weighed no more than a swan feather.


  “Listen,” she continued, “I can’t tell you the story, because it might make you take a decision that will change the outcome. If you know in advance the fate of those involved, for example, you might try to change it. Even though your intentions would be noble, we have to make sure you are not in a position to influence the story. It is not your place, nor mine, to judge whether the story is morally acceptable or not. I know it can be difficult, but we must limit ourselves to keeping the myths intact, even if sometimes the ending does not look right to us.”


  “So, what should I do for now then? And don’t tell me to go back to chopping wood. I can’t feel a single muscle in my body anymore.”


  “Unfortunately, Sammy, you don’t have any other choice. The Yfel’s man has a plan that he follows—they always do. Before we do anything, and before I can give you more detail, we have to find out who the agent is and what is his plan. Does that make sense?”


  “I suppose it does, yes.”


  “Good,” continued the little fairy. “I feel the time is near when his plan will be revealed to us, so we can put an end to it. For the time being, though, keep your head down and your eyes open, follow orders and blend in with the rest of the men. You have to be very careful not to be spotted by anyone who might be working with the Yfel side.”


  “How will I know that the time has come? And how am I supposed to know what to do when it does?”


  “By the Light! You have to start believing in yourself, Samuel. Look how you’ve managed to survive these past days. You will know when the time comes. Trust your instincts, and know that I will be by your side at all times, even when you do not see me. You’re under Angeline’s protection, my dear boy, and there is nothing to worry about!”


  Samuel smiled a little at the idea of being protected by such a tiny being. However, he guessed that the little fata had more power than she had shown so far.


  “There is one more thing I need to ask you, Angeline.”


  “What is it?”


  “Since we’re in a world where legends are real, is every creature populating the different mythologies also alive and walking around freely? Are monsters and the other nightmarish creatures I read about in books real in this world?”


  Angeline smiled warmly, as a mother would at her youngest son.


  “I can tell you this much,” she said. “Tonight will not be as quiet as the previous ones. King Vortigern has chosen this spot without knowing what lurks underneath the hill. But know that you are not in any danger, even if it feels as if the world is falling apart. You will be safe at all times if you keep your cool and your head straight.”


  “Now I’m officially scared,” Samuel told her.


  “Well, don’t be. You will have nothing to worry about. But I want you to stay close to your friend Malloy. Don’t let him out of your sight. Wherever he goes, follow him without question. That is very important!”


  “Okay.”


  Before he could ask the other questions burning his lips, he heard a branch cracking under the foot of someone approaching.


  “I have to go,” said Angeline. “Remember, stay close to Malloy! And watch out for Morghan.”


  “Of course I will,” replied Samuel. “Wait! What? Who is Morghan?”


  But Angeline had already vanished. Samuel quickly turned, his hand ready to unsheathe his sword to confront whoever was approaching.


  “Samuel?” asked Malloy as he lifted a branch out of the way. “What are you doing here?”


  “Nothing,” mumbled the younger boy. “I had to pee.”


  “I thought I heard you talking to someone.”


  Samuel walked passed his friend, going in the direction he had come from.


  “You must have heard the wind. I’m all alone.”


  Malloy remained still for a moment and looked around him, studying every space between the trees and inspecting the leaves on the ground.


  “I could have sworn I heard you talk out loud.”


  He ran quickly after Samuel and grabbed him by the arms.


  “You’re not mad possessed, are you, Sam?”


  Samuel tried to quell the fear that was battling to gain control of his body. “Let go of me, Malloy. I am alone and you heard the wind. I’m no more crazy than you are.”


  Malloy studied the eyes of the younger boy. There was something about him, something unusual, but he could not put his finger on it just yet. Still, he liked the young man.


  “All right, fine!” he said, letting go of Samuel’s arm. “You have to be careful, Sam, wandering off by yourself like that. Some people with bad intentions could jump on you out here without anyone knowing.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  The rest of the evening was spent carrying logs from the bottom of the hill to the halfway point, from which men on top would drag them up using ropes and pulleys. When the sun finally set over the northern mountains, every muscle in Samuel’s body ached. Again, he seemed to be the only one. Most of the men around him, including Malloy, still walked around, pushing and shoving each other, telling stories of the day and laughing loudly at their jokes.


  Life on Metverold was harsh and Samuel surprised himself, wishing the Yfel agent would do something already, so he could get on with his task and go home. Lying in the dirty tent that he shared with Malloy and two other men, he remembered Angeline’s warning: “Tonight will not be as quiet as the previous ones.” But not even that threat could keep him from the sleep that washed over him.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 7


  



  When the moon was high up in the sky and the stars were shining down on Dinas Ffaraon, the army camp fell silent. One by one, the men retired to their tents and quickly fell asleep, helped by the many drinks they had consumed following the hard day’s work. It had been a harsh and exhausting day, even for these hardened men. However, the remarkable progress made on this first day of labor made it worth every sore muscle and every drop of sweat. Already, the ramparts encircling the hill had started to take shape, and the first stones of the fortress had been laid out.


  Tonight, every man in the Briton army fell asleep with hope filling his heart.


  There was one man, however, who was still hard at work. Even at this late hour, when tomorrow became today, Morghan was still sitting at his humble wooden desk, poring over maps and sketches. Sipping a glass of the wine reserved for the king and his closest friends, the advisor was studying notes and plans, going over every detail in order to prepare for the massive undertaking ahead of them. Building a fortress was never an easy task, even with such a large number of able bodies at their disposal. Plans had to be put together, tasks had to be prioritized, and the execution had to be carefully established.


  Nonetheless, Morghan knew that building this fortress was essential, if they ever wanted to defeat the enemy. Without knowing the time at their disposal, the work had to be executed as quickly as possible. Any day now, the Saxons would realize that the Britons had not traveled north, and they would turn around.


  Their defenses had to be ready before the barbarians arrived at Dinas Ffaraon.


  He brought the glass to his lips. The enigmatic stranger had been right. This hill was indeed the perfect place to make their stand against the barbarian hordes. It was high enough, surrounded by steep cliffs that made an assault almost impossible, and it offered an excellent vantage point over the whole region. It was virtually inconceivable that an enemy could sneak up on them unnoticed.


  There was, however, one element that Morghan could not overlook. No matter how much he tried to ignore the voice in his head, it repeated the same question over and over.


  How had the stranger come to know about this place? And who was this man, who seemed to always hide in the shadows. Why was he helping them?


  The old advisor looked up from his plans. Closing his eyes, he remembered once more the night when he had met the dark stranger and reflected on the circumstances of their encounter. It had been right after the battle of Verulamium, where the Saxon army had nearly annihilated the entire Briton forces, mostly because of Vortigern’s inability to properly lead his men in the heat of a battle. The king was a good man, but for some reason, he was plagued with poor decisions and the worst luck.


  If only Vortigern had listened to Morghan and had not invited the Saxons to the island, none of this would have happened.


  The advisor recalled the grief and sorrow that had filled his heart after the loss of so many good warriors during that last battle. He had retired to his tent and asked not to be disturbed. Still, today, he could hardly believe that at the time, even if it was only for a brief moment, he had even considered overthrowing the king and placing a younger leader on the throne. Vortigern was not fit to lead the Britons, and every man who had spent some time by the monarch’s side knew this. However, no one had the courage to defy him, not since he had murdered the eldest son of Constantine II.


  Morghan stood up, walked toward the tent flap and pushed the fabric aside slightly. Peering into the black night, he recalled the precise moment the dark stranger had come forth. It had almost seemed that he had crossed over from some other world beyond this one. Morghan had drawn his sword, but with a swift movement of his hand, the stranger had disarmed him. Then, in a soft but commanding voice, he had uttered a single word:


  “Sit.”


  The memory of that night was enough to send shivers down the old man’s spine. To this day, he still recalled the frightful powerlessness he had felt. It was as if the dark man had seized control of his spirit, draining every ounce of free will the old man possessed.


  Without wasting a single moment, the dark man had explained how he was here to help the Britons. He wanted to ensure a change in the tide of this war. He had indicated to the advisor the need to gather their troops and march westward, toward the mountains blocking access to the sea. Without waiting for any objections from the advisor, clearly assuming he would obey him, the dark stranger had simply taken a map from under his black coat and pointed out a particular spot, calling it Dinas Ffaraon.


  “There,” he had indicated. “This is where you will bring your king and your army. Once you arrive at Dinas Ffaraon, you will build a fortress strong enough to withstand the erosion of time, a place where you will win many victories, for many centuries. Once you accomplish this deed, the Saxons will have no hope of defeating the Britons.”


  Morghan had garnered enough strength of will to ask this man how he knew this would work and why he was helping them. “You will do as I say or your people will suffer by the thousands, either by the Saxons’ hands or mine.”


  Then the man had walked away and vanished into the night, leaving the map on the table, a small dagger planted into the spot he had pointed out to Morghan. It had taken Morghan a full hour to regain complete control of his will and cleanse his spirit of any lingering fear. At that moment, sitting at his desk and studying the stranger’s map, the old advisor had decided it was in their best interests to listen to the dark man. And he had been right. The hill was perfect: an ideal place to take control of this war and win back their lands.


  Morghan resumed his studies. Looking at the layout of the hilltop, he saw a particular mound that would be ideal for an observatory tower. He extended his right hand to take the quill from a black inkwell, but suddenly the feather jerked slightly, dancing away from his fingers. Morghan reached for the feather again, but it jumped out of reach, this time with enough insistence to throw a few droplets of ink onto the wooden desk.


  The old advisor slowly raised his head. For a third time, the quill jumped in the inkwell. However, Morghan now knew that the plume was not the subject of this mystery, for he also saw ripples forming in the glass of wine, next to his hand.


  The advisor remained motionless, his hand poised over the desk. For a moment, everything seemed normal and the night was as quiet as it ever was.


  Then he heard a noise. It was a faint rumbling sound, like a coming storm, distant and almost inaudible at first, but growing steadily louder and more powerful. For a few seconds, the rumble gained in strength, becoming a monstrous growl. Then, as suddenly as it had started, it stopped.


  Morghan held his breath for a few seconds, listening. Just as he was about to exhale, his desk suddenly jumped a few inches in the air, along with the chair he was sitting in and every other piece of furniture in the tent. Scrolls rolled to the ground, and a jar shattered.


  The cavernous tremor resumed, this time much louder and closer. The old man grabbed the edges of his desk, as the ground shook violently, throwing stools and shelves to the floor.


  Within a few seconds, the interior of the advisor’s tent was in disarray, while the ground continued to shake violently, as if hell itself was about to open under the feet of the Briton army.


  The center pole started cracking and the ropes broke loose of their anchors. The advisor barely had enough time to exit before it collapsed on the furniture.


  



  In the main camp at the bottom of the hill, Samuel was pulled abruptly out of his sleep by the first tremor. Malloy was already on his feet, while the other two companions were missing.


  “Come on, get up!” he yelled. “We have to get out of here.”


  Samuel quickly dismissed the last clouds from the dream world, which were still lingering in his head, and did as Malloy ordered. Jumping to his feet, he ran outside.


  Once they were in the open, Samuel quickly realized what was happening. An earthquake was shaking the entire camp, the ground wiggling in every direction. The simple act of placing one foot before the other was now an arduous task. The boy had to concentrate and focus all his energy simply to remain upright. All around him, warriors were running scared, seized by dread and terror. Panic spread among the men like a wildfire in a dry summer. Even the most hardened men were now howling in horror, falling to their knees to pray for their lives.


  “The old gods are angry at us!” called an old man.


  “Vortigern has led us to the gates of hell!” cried another.


  Samuel looked at Malloy, who was right next to him, also trying to maintain his balance. Both men looked each other in the eyes, not knowing what to do.


  Malloy opened his mouth to speak, but a terrible growl suddenly interrupted him.


  



  On the hilltop, Morghan was stumbling in the direction of the king’s tent, trying as best he could to keep his balance. Suddenly, an infernal roar made him stop in his tracks. It was a long, cavernous and profound snarl, which seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. For a moment, it smothered even the rolling tumult of the tremor.


  The growl went on for several terrifying seconds and when it finally stopped, the tremors still gaining in strength, a second thundering roar resonated in the sky. Or maybe it originated from within the hill itself—it was impossible to tell.


  All around, soldiers and guards were running, cowering under whatever shelter they could find, before it ultimately crumbled on them.


  The advisor carefully crept to the edge of the hill, until he was able to identify the work they had done during the previous day. Earlier, the men had set up a wooden fence around the hill, next to which they had started to pile up stones to make a rampart. Now, all that Morghan could see was the boulders rolling down the hill, crushing every tree trunk in their way, leaving a trail of rubble.


  Within minutes, the work of thousands of men was reduced to scattered piles of debris.


  Backing away from the edge of the cliff, Morghan turned. All of the officers’ tents had crumpled, the fabric now covered by mud and dirt. A little farther away, the foundations of the fortress had also collapsed into piles of rubble and shattered wood. Looking to his left, he saw that nothing was left of the small tower they had built before sunset. Just like the rampart surrounding the hillside, the work of countless men at the top had been reduced to nothing.


  And still, the thundering roars and the infernal shrieks resonated from within the hill’s heart.


  “My God, where are we?” whispered the old advisor.


  



  “Sam, help me out!” shouted Malloy.


  Samuel turned toward Malloy and saw his friend holding a wool blanket, trying to put out a fellow warrior who was on fire. The poor man must have lost his footing and stumbled into one of the bonfires. He was now rolling and screaming in agony, while Malloy tried to duck out of the flames’ way and put him out at the same time. Samuel froze for a moment, struck by the horror he was witnessing.


  Then he snapped back into reality. Running toward his friend, he grabbed a second blanket and tried to put out the fire consuming the unfortunate man.


  “Stop rolling away from us,” Malloy ordered the poor man.


  After less than a minute, though it seemed like an eternity to Samuel, they finally put the fire out. Unfortunately, the man was severely burned, and after a few more seconds of excruciating agony, his heart gave out.


  “Damn it!” whispered Malloy.


  “What is going on?” asked Samuel.


  “We’re at the gates of hell, Sam! That’s what’s going on. Our donkey-brained king has brought us where even the Saxon army would not dare follow. That fool led us into the very mouth of Hades.”


  “What?” Samuel yelled over the sound of the tremors. “You’re not making any sense. Why would he bring us to such a place?”


  “Who knows why this king does anything at all! Come, follow me. I have a friend in the officers’ quarters. Maybe he can tell us where we are and why the ground has been shaking.”


  Malloy darted in the direction of the hill, trying to make his way through the chaos. Everywhere they looked, tents lay flat on the ground, men were scurrying and horses were running wild, fleeing toward the forest, where wolves did not miss the opportunity of an easy meal. The night was filled with screams of agony and the stench of burning linen, smoking wood and scorched flesh. Dozens of fire had broken out, the flames spreading uncontrollably. Thick, dark smoke filled the air, clouding their vision and burning their lungs.


  The intensity of the tremors had not subsided, and the terrifying roars were growing louder and more aggressive, like a horde of demons launching an attack under cover of darkness.


  The closer the two young men got to the hill, the more wounded warriors there were. Finally, they made it to where the officers’ tents had stood. As they came closer, Malloy suddenly stopped dead in his tracks. Samuel, seeing the horror in Malloy’s face, followed his gaze.


  Malloy’s friend Clive’s tent was an inferno, the flames rising high in the air, as a column of black smoke twisted into the sky.


  



  Morghan was still trying to make his way toward the king’s tent, holding out his arms to keep his balance, when something to his left caught his gaze. A silhouette was standing on a small mound of boulders, looking at the horizon.


  The dark stranger.


  Immediately, Morghan went to confront the man, even if the fear he suddenly felt in his guts was trying to convince him to do otherwise.


  “You!” he yelled over the roars of fury and the growls of the earth. “Where have you brought us? What is this madness? I demand an answer!”


  The dark man did not move. Not only did he not make any gesture to acknowledge the presence of Morghan; it was almost as though he did not even feel the ground shaking under his feet.


  “Answer me!” shouted Morghan.


  The dark man raised his right hand and the old advisor instantly stopped moving, his muscles now unresponsive to his commands. He was paralyzed from the neck down.


  “Who are you?” Morghan asked, trying to control his voice. “What are you doing to me?”


  “I suggest you stop talking now, advisor,” said the stranger. “You know very well why I have brought you and your army here. We both know this is the perfect place to make your stand against the Saxons. I’m sure even your stubborn king has realized this hill is impossible to overtake if a fortress sits at the top of it.”


  “That may be so,” replied the advisor, “but in case you have not noticed, God seems to be making it very clear he does not want us here.”


  “God has nothing to do with this little setback. I thought you were a man of reason, not a superstitious weakling. This is where you are supposed to confront your enemy. This is where your future will be written, and your name remembered for generations upon generations.”


  The dark man moved toward Morghan. “Now,” continued the dark stranger, “this is what I want you to do. Go to your king and tell him of a boy. Listen to my words carefully and repeat them to Vortigern, for this boy will bring your people the deliverance they seek and the victory they desire.”


  Morghan listened to the rest of the instructions, still paralyzed by the stranger’s power, but also aware of the tremors that shook the hill.


  



  “We have to do something!” cried Malloy.


  He and Samuel ran to the flaming tent.


  “Go get us a couple of spears!” ordered Malloy.


  Samuel nodded and hastily started searching the surroundings for weapons. Fortunately, there was a rack of spears nearby, still standing by some miracle. He quickly took two spears and returned to Malloy.


  “Here,” said Samuel, holding out a spear.


  They moved up to the burning tent and used the spear shafts to move the flaming fabric covering the entrance, trying to peek inside. They would have to be quick—the wooden shafts of the spears were already starting to fume. “I see someone!” shouted Samuel.


  Through the smoke and flames, Samuel saw a large silhouette stumbling around, trying to find a way out. The man was covering his mouth to protect himself from the smoke and appeared to be blinded by the flames, unable to orient himself.


  “It’s Clive!” shouted Malloy. “We have to get him out of there!”


  “If we go inside, the smoke will blind us,” Samuel said.


  “We’ll go around the back and cut a hole through the fabric of the tent,” said Malloy. “We can drag him out from there.”


  Samuel considered the idea and then remembered movies he had seen, where unsuspecting heroes made the mistake of opening a door or a window to get inside a flaming building.


  “No!” he yelled. “We can’t do that. If we make another hole in the tent, it will only provide oxygen to the fire.”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  “Trust me, Malloy. If you open a hole in the tent, the fire will immediately intensify.”


  “Then what do you suggest?”


  “I don’t know,” was the only answer Samuel had to offer.


  He looked at the stumbling shadow of Clive inside the tent and felt utterly powerless. Some hero he was!


  



  “Dear God! You can’t be serious,” Morghan said to the dark man.


  “Do I look like to joking type to you, advisor?”


  “There has to be another way! I am willing to do anything to protect my people, but this is too much to ask. What you are suggesting is akin to demonic heresy.”


  “Either you execute the plan I just laid out for you or your army will get massacred by the Saxons. Tell me, advisor Morghan, how do you plan to announce to your men that you have failed them? How do you expect them to react, when you tell them you have to leave this place and wander through the forest aimlessly for days, until the Saxons find you and slaughter what remains of your pathetic army?”


  “You knew this would happen, did you not?”


  “What I know and don’t know is irrelevant, old man. If you don’t want to see the Saxons squash your ridiculous army and seize your precious island, you will do as I say and stop questioning my motives.”


  Morghan knew the dark man was right. There was no other way; he had to do as he was told. This stranger had manipulated him into doing precisely what he wanted.


  “Fine,” said the advisor. “I will explain your plan to the king. However, I highly doubt the boy you speak of will come to us willingly.”


  “Trust me advisor, he will.”


  



  “Listen to your heart.”


  It was Angeline’s voice. Just as she had the previous night, she whispered in his ears. Suddenly, he knew exactly what to do. It was so simple he could not believe he had not thought about it before.


  Without wasting any more precious seconds, he dropped the spear. Looking around, he rapidly found what he was looking for: a metal shield, probably dropped in the confusion by a horrified warrior. As soon as he had the shield on his left forearm, he ran toward the burning entrance of the tent. He lowered his head, hid behind the shield and unsheathed his sword. Behind him, he heard Malloy shout something, but he didn’t stop. He pushed through the entrance, using his sword to move the burning fabric out of the way.


  Once inside the tent, the first thing that hit him was the scorching smoke. Fortunately, Samuel had held his breath before entering, because he knew one inhalation was all it would take to doom himself. In front of him, he saw the shadow of Clive, bent over a chair and struggling to breathe. In a matter of seconds now, he would collapse to the ground and pass out. Samuel knew he would not be able to move the heavy man by himself. He had to get him out while Clive could still walk by himself.


  He wanted to call out to the officer, but again, that would mean smoke would gain access to his lungs.


  Moving swiftly, Samuel pushed aside a small burning table and reached the heavy man. He grabbed his arm and placed it around his neck, foolishly hoping to support his weight. He would have preferred to keep the shield, but if he wanted to have a chance of succeeding, he had to let go of it, in order to keep Clive on his feet.


  Moving slower than he had wished, Samuel carried the officer’s body toward the entrance. Any second now, he would not be unable to hold his breath anymore. Already, the lack of oxygen to his brain was beginning to cloud his vision and rendered every step difficult. Just as he was thinking that this might not have been a smart idea, that he might not make it back, a shadow appeared in front of them. Malloy had also found a shield and, following Samuel’s lead, had burst into the tent. The older boy grabbed both Samuel and the officer and brutally pulled them both out of the tent. For a young warrior, he was surprisingly strong.


  All three men stumbled out of the tent as it came crumbling down, sending fiery sparks all around and nearly setting another tent ablaze. Samuel rolled onto his stomach and pushed himself up, coughing and spitting ashes he had not realized he had inhaled.


  Only when he regained full control of his breathing did he notice the ground had stopped shaking. The deafening roars were gone.


  It was over.


  “Well,” said Malloy, looking at Clive, who was trying to regain full consciousness, and then at Samuel. “That was either incredibly brave or tremendously stupid on your part.”


  



  King Vortigern stood beside his collapsed tent, now an imposing pile of rubble. The white fabric covered all the furniture inside, punctured here and there by wooden posts and tangled in the supporting ropes. The king looked around, speechless in the face of the destruction. Every stone the soldiers had set earlier had now rolled back down the hill, every plank they had put together to form a supporting structure had been shattered. All of the day’s work, reduced to a pile of dust and splinters.


  When the ground had finally stopped shaking, Vortigern raised his eyes to interrogate the stars as to why this had happened to him. As he did so, he saw Morghan walking toward him. Only the long history of their friendship prevented him from beheading the man he now saw as responsible for this nightmare.


  “You!” he screamed. “Is this your great idea? Is this your vision for our victory? Why have you brought us here? Tell me, before I tear the tongue from your foul mouth!”


  “My king, my friend, please believe me when I say I had no idea this place was cursed. I was just as surprised as anyone when the ground started shaking. I beg your highness to forgive me. You know my heart as always been with you and our people, my lord. I would never do anything to put either into harm’s way.”


  “That may be so, Morghan, but look around you. Look at the result of your foolishness.”


  “I may have been a fool, my king, but I come with good news. I have learned of a way to break the curse of this place. Once we are rid of it, we can resume construction of the fortress and use this strategic location to our advantage.”


  “Enough. Not one more word out of you, Morghan, or I swear I will rip your heart out with my bare hands. I want you to gather the rest of my advisors and meet me back here within the hour. Only then will you explain to me and the rest of the council the reason for your treachery and what you intend to do to cleanse yourself of your sins.”


  Morghan wanted to argue it was not his fault, that he had not committed any sin against his king or the Briton people, but he knew it was useless. Vortigern was red with anger. Anything he would say right now would not only fall in deaf ears; it would probably infuriate the irascible king even more.


  “Yes, my lord,” was all he answered.


  Exactly an hour later, Morghan was back at the king’s tent. It had been repaired with haste, and the council was able to gather inside. On the large oak table, food and wine were still served, while the rest of the army struggled to put the camp back together.


  One of the youngest advisors, a man Vortigern listened to for his political ideas rather than his war knowledge, began the discussion.


  “My king, before we discuss any matter, I must warn your highness that the army camp is in complete shambles. It is clear to everyone that Morghan’s idea of coming here was a fatal mistake. The men are cursing your name and most fear we may have attracted the fury of ancient gods by our actions.”


  “And what action would that be, exactly?” asked another advisor. “Are they mad because we are fleeing before an uncivilized enemy or because we handed them our lands?”


  The king looked at the questioning man with rage.


  “Watch your tone, Corwan, I will not tolerate your insinuations any longer.”


  Corwan bent his head slightly, faking respect.


  “Morghan,” continued Vortigern, “explain to this council why you suggested we come here.”


  “My lord, esteemed advisors, friends and respected adversaries, I present to you my sincere apologies. I became aware of this region only recently, after carefully studying many maps and scrolls for countless nights. Until yesterday, I had no specific knowledge of this place, of Dinas Ffaraon. Before we arrived here, in this mountainous region, my only intention was to find a proper place to build our fortress. I still think this is the perfect place to do so.”


  “Oh I’m sorry,” interrupted Corwan. “I suppose the tremors we endured for the past two hours were simply my forceful snores?”


  “I admit I did not foresee these events. How could I have known that these hills were cursed? It came as much as a surprise to me, as it did to you, Corwan. Nonetheless, even you can’t be blind to the fact that the landscape is an absolute dream come true for an army trying to defend itself. The steep hillsides, the dense forest surrounding it, the slippery ground. It would be impossible for an enemy to bring any sort of equipment up to the ramparts. Our archers would crush any army trying to make it up the hill. If it wasn’t for the tremors, this would be the perfect place for our stand.”


  “Morghan,” intervened the king. “I’ve known you long enough to guess that you have a plan. I’ll admit that I do not want to leave this place, if you can assure us that the curse causing these tremors can be broken. If you can do so, then this is the place where we will defeat the Saxons.”


  The advisor laid out his plan, without disclosing the existence of the dark man. “My lord, I assure you the curse can be broken. Earlier this evening, before the ground shook, I was in my tent, reading more scrolls about Dinas Ffaraon and the region around us. Someone had to have discovered this place before us, and I wanted to know everything there was to know about it, make sure there was no flaw in this impenetrable terrain. Doing so, I came across a story concerning this place and the curse that inhabits within hill. When the tremors finally stopped, I went back to my tent to finish studying this text. Unfortunately, the author was not specific about the cause of the curse, but I’m afraid some passages were very clear on the consequences. The tremors we experienced tonight will occur again and again, every night, for as long as we stay here. With this curse still in effect, it will be impossible for us to build anything on this hill. However, the text also mentioned a way to remove this dark spell. I’m sure the council has heard of the fatherless boy who walks on the great island of Britain.”


  Every advisor held his breath. The king opened his eyes wide, not sure he had heard correctly. They had heard of this fatherless boy before, but always assumed he was only a myth or a legend.


  “There has never been proof of his existence,” pointed out Vortigern.


  “I assure the council,” continued Morghan, “that he is very real. I know for a fact that this boy is living in a monastery east of Mancunium, hidden by an impenetrable forest. He was placed there by his mother after she gave birth, for she knew the child possessed magical powers that would make him a target in the eyes of others. Today, this boy is eight years old, and he has displayed extraordinary powers, as expected.”


  “How do you know all this?” asked an advisor who had remained silent until now.


  “I’ve known for a long time, my friend.”


  “And you kept this from us, from your king?” questioned Corwan.


  “I’m sure we all have our reasons for displaying our knowledge only when it is necessary and prudent, advisor Corwan,” replied Morghan.


  “Still, I don’t like that you kept this from me, Morghan,” said the king.


  “My apologies, my lord. I only acted in what I thought were your best interests.”


  “Accepted. Now that we know of his existence and where to find him, how can this boy help us?”


  “It is still unclear exactly what the boy can do,” answered Morghan. “However, there is no denying that he is the only one who can break the curse. My king, noblemen, I propose that we bring this boy here and have him examine these hills. With his powers, surely he can figure out how to remove this curse.”


  “And what if he can’t?” asked Corwan.


  “If he cannot render this hill safe with his words, then he will do it with his blood on the land. This curse dates back from a time when our ancestors still honored pagan gods. Only a pagan ritual can break this curse. This is the only way we will free ourselves from the nightly tremors.”


  Morghan paused, waiting for the idea to sink into every advisor’s mind. Most of them were hardened men and brutal warriors, but even for them, the thought of spilling a child’s blood was immoral, perverse.


  “What guarantee do we have that it will work?” asked the young advisor who had accused Morghan at the beginning of the council.


  “It will work. I guarantee it with my life.”


  Every eye in the room turned its attention to the king, who was studying Morghan. The ruler was weighing all his options. On one hand, he was willing to accept his long-time friend and chief advisor’s idea, cruel though it was. On the other, he would have to tell the army of their mistake and risk a mutiny in the ranks. After a moment, he shared his decision.


  “We will do as you suggest. Send a few men to find this fatherless boy and bring him before us. However, before we decide to sacrifice him, I insist that we see if he can break the curse with his words first.”


  “But my king,” interrupted the young advisor.


  “I have made my decision! We are staying here, at Dinas Ffaraon. I am not about to go before my men and tell them we have no plan, that we have to leave and wait to be slaughtered by the Saxons. We have to show them we are in charge and know what we are doing. I won’t risk a revolt in the ranks, not when the tide of this war is against us.”


  “As you wish, my king,” replied the young advisor.


  “Morghan, where exactly do we find this boy?”


  “The monastery is hidden in a forest north of here, near Mancunium. It will take a few men on horses about two days to reach it and two more to get back here. I will draw them a map. Once they get there, they need to ask the head monk for the boy. They need to ask for Myrddin Emrys.”


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 8


  



  The next morning, the sun rose over the eastern forest of the Briton countryside. Among the towering oaks and lush elm trees, several birds were already singing their songs of courtship. As the morning light slowly exposed the full extent of the damage triggered by last night’s earthquake, any shred of hope and every ounce of resolve vanished from the camp. What was supposed to be a proud monument to Briton engineering, a testament to the iron will of the men in their pursuit of victory, was now a pile of smoking rubble.


  In the camp itself, the vast majority of tents lay on the ground, soiled with mud and trampled by the stampede of hysterical men running for cover. A few tents were still smoldering, ignited by a bonfire, which had spilled its flame onto its surroundings amid the confusion. The smell of burnt cloth and scorched flesh assailed the nostrils of every man.


  It would certainly take some time to put the camp back together, but none of the men seemed to be in a hurry to do so. They wandered aimlessly around, cursing this place, the weather and the king who had brought them here.


  Samuel was already cleaning up the area around Malloy’s tent, picking up the ropes and pegs. It was not something he had to do right away, but he needed to keep himself busy, in order to repel the contagious disheartenment that had taken over the camp.


  After he and Malloy had saved Clive, other officers had tried to regain control of the soldiers. They had barked orders and shouted directives, and had succeeded in limiting the casualties to a dozen victims, but the rising sun revealed hundreds of wounded. The hands and legs of these injured warriors, along with the ones attending to their wounds, would be sorely missed as they worked to rebuild the camp from the ground up.


  Samuel paused for a moment and looked around.


  Was this destruction part of the legend? Had the army been led here on purpose, so their camp could be destroyed and their spirits shattered?


  He took the dice from his pocket and looked at them. The strange symbols on each face were still glowing red, as if burning with a cold, unnatural fire. He rolled them together in his right palm, then returned them to his pocket and resumed his task. He was about to clean up the fabric of the tent when he heard a familiar voice behind him.


  “I’m very proud of you, young Samuel,” announced Angeline, hovering a few feet behind him.


  “Don’t go all Yoda on me please.”


  “What’s a Yoda?” asked the fairy.


  “Forget it. So, what were those tremors all about?”


  “That, my young Sammy, was the beginning of the legend. Your legend! I must admit, I’m quite excited. This is a very important moment for you!”


  “Well that makes one of us. I’m okay, by the way, thanks for asking.”


  Angeline flew a little closer to Samuel.


  “I can see that, silly-bee, and I’m overjoyed you survived the night. Had you not, the consequences would have been disastrous for everybody. I prefer not to even think about it. However, to be honest, I had absolutely no doubt that you would make it.”


  “I appreciate the vote of confidence, but it was no thanks to you that I saw the sun rise this morning. I could have easily died in Clive’s burning tent.”


  “But you didn’t!” replied Angeline, like a teacher proudly complimenting her brightest student.


  “Still,” continued Samuel. “I heard you whisper in my ears again and I went in, but I have to say, I didn’t feel any special powers or Lorekeeper’s abilities when the flames surrounded me and the smoke clouded my vision.”


  “That’s because you don’t have any special abilities for that specific task. Remember Sammy, not everything requires special powers. Some things you simply have to do by yourself. The only reason I gave you a little push was because I was confident you would succeed in rescuing that poor man. And you did! You’re a true hero now.”


  “I don’t know. It would have been nice of you to give me a little warning.”


  Angeline looked slightly offended.


  “But I did! Don’t you remember? I told you that the night would not be as quiet as the previous ones. Was I not right?”


  “Oh come on, that doesn’t mean anything. I never imagined that a magnitude nine earthquake would shake the whole region for over an hour. I thought maybe you meant stomachache or wolves howling. You’re not the most explicit person I know, Angeline.”


  “Samuel, you know very well I can’t say anything else. We’ve been over this. If I had explained to you in detail what was about to happen, that some men would die and many more would end up injured, I’m sure you would have tried to warn them.”


  “There’s something I need to ask you,” Samuel said. “You mentioned someone named Morghan in our last conversation. Who is he?”


  “Ah yes, advisor Morghan. He is a very close friend of King Vortigern. He is the one who suggested to the king that he bring his army here to Dinas Ffaraon. He’s also responsible for the next act in the story. I’m still not sure what role he plays in this particular version of the legend, but he is a wise and suspicious man. Stay clear of him as much as you can or he may find something peculiar about you, and we never know how he would react. What’s more, he could have been contacted by the Yfel’s agent already.”


  “I’ll try to avoid him. Still nothing on the Yfel’s man?”


  “No. Whoever he is, he’s doing a good job of hiding.”


  Samuel took out the dice one more time to look at them.


  “Why didn’t he try to prevent Morghan from suggesting to the king that they come here?”


  Angeline picked up one of the dice to study it.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Well, since the first act of the story was to bring the army here, so they could build a fortress and then watch it destroyed, wouldn’t it be wise for the Yfel agent to recommend somewhere else? If the Yfel emissary was able to get to Morghan and had made sure the army never comes here, then the legend would not even begin the way it was supposed to, right?


  Angeline pondered what the Lorekeeper had said.


  “It makes sense indeed. Then again, we still don’t know the plan of the Yfel. All we know is that he is here, and that he has not affected the story yet. For the moment, his goal remains hidden from us.”


  The little fairy put the die back in the boy’s hand, took off and flew rapidly around Samuel.


  “Nonetheless, you do raise a good point, Samuel,” she said. “I will share it with others and hopefully someone will have a clue to shed some light on this mystery. Until then, keep your eyes open and be on your guard.”


  “I will. But who are these others you’re talking about?”


  “Hush now, someone is coming!”


  The little fata disappeared in a small cloud of purple smoke.


  “Wait!” called out Samuel.


  “Sammy!” yelled Malloy. The older boy was hurrying in his direction. “Are you talking to yourself again, Sam?” he asked when he got closer.


  “Me? Of course not, that would be crazy. I was only picking up your tent and trying to salvage the anchors.”


  Malloy paused for a few seconds, studying Samuel’s face.


  “What’s up?” asked Samuel, to break the uncomfortable silence. He clenched his fist around the dice, hiding them from his friend’s view.


  “Right,” mumbled Malloy. “I just checked on Clive. It seems he will make it after all. He still has trouble breathing with all the smoke he inhaled, but he’s in the clear now.”


  “Glad to hear it,” replied Samuel.


  “However, while I was there, I learned a few things,” continued Malloy. “It seems everything the army built yesterday, at the top of the hill, is now also destroyed. I heard Vortigern was furious with his head advisor, Morghan.”


  Samuel suddenly turned his head to focus all his attention on Malloy. He had hoped he would not hear the name Morghan so soon. Trying to hide the concern on his face, he turned away and resumed coiling a rope around his right hand and elbow.


  “Why?” he asked.


  “Apparently Morghan was the one who suggested we come here, to Dinas Ffaraon. It’s rather curious, because Morghan is known as a wise man. He’s been with the king since he was a young boy, not much older than you are. I would be surprised to learn that he brought us here, all the while knowing about the curse inhabiting these hills. What on earth are you doing?”


  Samuel looked at the roll of rope that was tangled around his forearm, already too large to fit in his hand. He had no idea what he was doing.


  “Give me that,” said Malloy, reaching for the rope. “This is how you roll a rope. Seriously, you need to learn to do these things, Sammy. It’s not that hard.”


  The young man took a short length of rope in his left hand and using his right, he made regular loops and stacked them on each other.


  “Curse?” said Samuel. “What curse?”


  “We don’t know. Some men talk about the curse of ancient gods, others talk about spells from mischievous wood spirits. This is just babbling from the ancient pagan religion, if you ask me. Still, one cannot deny what happened here last night. The earthquake that shook the region was unlike anything I have ever experienced. Not to mention the thunderous roars we heard, like some huge, infernal beasts unleashed into our world by their master. I think that was the scariest part for me, hearing those shrieks without knowing what it was or where they were coming from.”


  Malloy finished spinning the rope and looked up at his young friend.


  “There isn’t much we can do for now anyway, he added. “Also, while speaking to the other officers who had gathered around Clive, I’ve learned that the king and his advisors strongly believe in the theory of an evil curse. They think the ground will shake again tonight and the night after, until we leave this place. However, they have come up with a plan to break this presumed curse. It seems they don’t want to leave this place that they have chosen for their fortress. There is talk about a boy who must be brought here, a young child without a father, who possesses supernatural powers.”


  “Really?” asked Samuel, intrigued.


  “And I haven’t told you the best part! They are sending out a small party to retrieve the boy, somewhere north of here. Clive put in a good word for us and we have been chosen to take part in this mission. Isn’t that music to your ears, my friend?”


  “Oh yes, very much so,” answered Samuel, trying to muster enthusiasm.


  “Maybe we’ll get some gold out of it, or even some land, as recognition by our king of the hard work we’ve done.”


  “How are we supposed to travel there?” he asked Malloy.


  “On horseback, of course. What a silly question.”


  Of course it was silly. However, Samuel had never ridden a horse, let alone galloped at breakneck speed through a forest, dodging branches, swerving around fallen trees and climbing over slippery rocks.


  “Come on,” said Malloy. “There’s not a second to waste. Gather your things and let’s get going, before they decide to ask someone else to go.”


  Malloy hastily grabbed his sword and concealed a few daggers in his boots and belt. He also found the bow he had used with Samuel the day before, along with a quiver of arrows.


  Samuel wanted to tell his friend he could not ride a horse. That would have been the wise thing to do. Maybe then, Malloy could have quickly taught him or even offer to ride with him, as they did in the movies. However, he said nothing. Angeline had made it clear that he was to follow this man everywhere he went, and he feared that if he made it known he could not ride, he would be left behind. The rest of the group would certainly not wait for a young boy to learn how to ride a horse, just so he could tag along.


  No, his only option was to learn on the fly.


  Slowly, Samuel picked up the belt to which his sword and dagger were attached and fastened it around his waist. He looked around for the sheep pelt, knowing full well it was under the tent, but buying every second he could.


  “Come on Sam! Stop wasting time,” urged Malloy. “Just take that pelt right there, under the tent. Grab the leather canteen behind you as well. We’ll fill it up with water on the way.”


  “Fine, fine, I’m coming! No need to be all pushy.”


  About fifteen minutes later, they met up with the group that would be sent to fetch the fatherless boy. Six men had been selected, one of them an officer. He was not much older than Malloy, but his gaze commanded respect. He was wearing an iron-plated breastplate, which also covered his thighs, with a decorated sword tied to his waist. On his head rested a galea, decorated with a brush of dark horsehair, a relic of the Romans who had occupied the island not so long ago.


  Two of the remaining men were much older than Malloy and the officer, probably in their early forties. They were much taller and bigger than the others. Both were wearing heavy-looking iron armor, though the helmets were strapped to their saddles. They carried heavy wooden shields, with long swords strapped on their backs and small axes hanging from their leather belts. One of them had a large scar that ran along his neck, while the other looked as if he had never shaved in his life. Clearly, these men were looking for battle and ready for it.


  The last member of the group was younger than the previous two, but still older than Malloy. Unlike the other men, he wore a simple leather jacket with a hood covering his head. He was also carrying a bow, along with a couple of knives attached to his wrists. Obviously, this man relied more on his accuracy with arrows than close combat.


  “Greetings, friends,” announced the officer to Malloy and Samuel as they approached. “I take it you two are the last members of our expedition.”


  “Indeed we are, Captain. This is Samuel, and I’m Malloy.”


  “Welcome. My name is Kaleb Hingolen. The two ugly beasts behind me are Atwood and Darroch, two brothers who fight their foes like wild animals, but always manage to survive somehow. The last member of our group is Freston over there. Should we find ourselves in a fight, I suggest you stay clear of his line of fire.”


  “Nice to meet you all,” said Samuel to the group, hoping to make a favorable first impression.


  An old man approached them on a majestic white horse. Two bodyguards rode behind him.


  “Who is that?” Samuel asked Malloy.


  “Morghan, the councilman who set up this mission.”


  Samuel remembered the warning that Angeline had given him not too long ago. She had advised him to avoid any confrontation with this Morghan, who was now approaching them.


  Did he know who Samuel was and why he was here? Did he know where he came from?


  It was impossible to know what the intentions of the advisor were, or what part he played in the legend. Not yet anyway. Unfortunately, it seemed a first meeting between Samuel and this man was unavoidable. All of a sudden, the men with Samuel rose to their feet and formed a line, ready to greet the advisor when he reached their small group.


  “Lord Morghan!” said the officer.


  “Kaleb,” replied the advisor. “I see that you have gathered your men and are ready to go.”


  “Yes sir, they are. We were just waiting on your final say to leave for Mancunium.”


  Morghan dismounted and walked toward the men who were before him.


  “These warriors were all personally selected by you?” he asked the commanding officer.


  “Yes, my lord. Except for these two at the end. They were strongly recommended by Clive. He said they saved his life during the earthquake. He believes they have proven their valor and courage by doing so.”


  The old advisor stopped in front of Malloy and Samuel.


  “I see.”


  The Lorekeeper tried to hide the fear that was fighting to gain control of his mind. He looked everywhere except at the advisor’s face, trying to avoid his inquiring gaze. So far, the others might have been fooled by Samuel’s back story, but this one would undoubtedly see him for what he was: a boy who did not belong here. He could feel drops of cold sweat running down his cheeks and along the back of his neck, as the advisor now looked at him with sudden interest.


  “This one is quite young,” observed Morghan. “He looks … inexperienced. Are you sure he is qualified for this important ask?”


  “I’m sure Clive would not have recommended him if he did not think he was,” answered the officer.


  “What is your name, son?” asked the advisor.


  “Samuel Osmond, my lord.”


  “And where are you from, Samuel?”


  “I’m from Venta, sir,” remembering the village Malloy believed he was from.


  The answer seemed to surprise Morghan. “Are you now? Did you leave before or after the attack on your town?”


  Samuel could now feel the panic growing rapidly in his stomach. This man was clearly not fooled by his story and would not let go until he found the truth. The problem was, Samuel could not reveal the truth or he would probably be killed then and there by the advisor’s bodyguards.


  “I’m … I’m sorry, sir?” was all Samuel could mumble, trying to buy a few seconds.


  “I said, did you leave before the Saxons attacked your town like a coward, or did you defend your people before joining the army? It’s a simple question, young man.”


  Samuel was still unsure of the proper answer to give this man. From the corner of his eye, he saw the two bodyguards behind Morghan move their hands to their swords.


  “Please, don’t mind my friend, good sir,” intervened Malloy. “He may be a strange character, but he is as brave as a whole regiment. Plus, he fights with his sword like no other. The great master Aragorn taught him how to make the blade dance in front of his enemies. It is quite a sight, I assure you.”


  Morghan seemed to lower his guard a little, but was still studying the young boy in front of him. He did not believe this boy was from Venta.


  “Is that so?” was all he said.


  “Yes, my lord,” answered Samuel.


  “I assure you,” continued Malloy, “he will defend the king’s name with the fury of a dozen men. Even if he acts strangely and appears to talk to himself most of the time, he has the heart of a lion.”


  Morghan had stopped listening when the soldier mentioned this boy was talking to himself a lot. He remembered what the dark stranger had said, that a boy would attempt to sabotage their plans. He had warned the advisor that such a boy would be a significant threat to the Britons and to the king.


  Samuel noticed the change in the advisor’s eyes. The boy and the man gazed into each other’s eyes, trying to guess what the other knew about him, without being quite convinced that an enemy was standing before each of them. The advisor could have given the order to arrest this boy or even to kill him on the spot, but his instincts told him otherwise. After all, they still needed the fatherless boy and he could not afford any delay. Morghan decided that he would capture the traitor on his return. He turned and walked back to the officer.


  “Here, take this map. It will show you the way to the monastery. I expect you will be back with the boy within four days. If you do not have him, don’t bother to come back at all.”


  “Yes, my lord.”


  Before returning to the hill and his tent, the advisor looked at Samuel one last time.


  “It was interesting to meet you, Samuel. I am looking forward to our next meeting.”


  “My lord,” answered Samuel, bending his head down as he thought he should do.


  As the advisor and his bodyguards galloped away, Samuel could not shake the feeling that Morghan had guessed who he was. He feared that their next meeting would not be a pleasant one.


  “It would seem that the advisor has taken a personal interest in you, my friend,” whispered Malloy.


  “It certainly looks like it.”


  “Come on, don’t be like that. It’s a great honor. Maybe we will get an invitation to meet the king upon our return!”


  Samuel did not share the enthusiasm of his friend.


  “All right, you lazy bastards!” yelled Kaleb. “Let’s get on with this. Gather your things and let’s go.”


  With all the commotion and the advisor’s visit, Samuel had all but forgotten the most pressing problem that now presented itself. Reluctantly, he followed Malloy to the horses, which were tied to a wooden post. The older boy untied two of them and handed the reins of one of the horses to Samuel. Quickly, Malloy mounted his horse and turned around to join the rest of the group.


  Putting a hand on the saddle, Samuel looked up and was astonished by the height of the horse. “Come on, boy,” yelled Darroch, one of the two bulky brothers. “You don’t have to court this one to mount it!”


  The rest of the group laughed hysterically. Samuel, of course, only smiled politely. He did not have much of a choice. He had to give it a try. Carefully, he put his left hand on the pommel of the rugged leather saddle, then his left foot in the stirrup dangling in front of him. At that moment, the horse decided it was the perfect time to stretch its legs and took a few steps forward, forcing Samuel to jump sideways.


  The men behind him renewed their wild laughter.


  Samuel decided it was now or never. Holding his breath, he took a step up, pushing on his left foot, while swinging his right leg up and over the horse’s back. Before realizing it, he was sitting on his mount. For the first few seconds, he had some trouble adjusting to the new angle of vision. He also suddenly felt exposed to the rest of the camp, fully in view of anyone looking in his direction.


  “Come on, Sam!” yelled Malloy, a little annoyed about the show his friend was putting on. “It would be nice to get to the fatherless boy before he becomes a man.”


  “Go on,” replied Samuel. “I’ll catch up in a minute.”


  “I hope he fights better than he rides,” said Atwood.


  By some miracle, Samuel was able to make the horse move with a gentle tap of his heels on the flanks, something he had seen people do in movies. Quickly, the horse rejoined the group of warriors. Samuel also realized that no matter what he tried to do, whether it was steering right or left or even trying to slow down, the horse would only follow the group ahead of him. It certainly made it a lot easier to follow the men. That is, until they started to gallop. After a few minutes of violently colliding against the leather saddle with the rolling gait, Samuel felt it would be impossible for him to do this for more than five minutes, let alone a few days.


  Malloy looked back at his friend and had to restrain himself from bursting out in laughter. He slowed down and came alongside Samuel.


  “You’ve never ridden a horse before, have you?” he asked the boy.


  “No.”


  “What about a pony?”


  “No.”


  “A donkey?”


  “Look, I’ve never climbed on any animal’s back before, all right!”


  “Didn’t you tell me that your sister and you …”


  “Forget about my sister! Please, I beg you, show me what I’m doing wrong, because I can’t keep this up for much longer. It feels as if my butt is turning into mashed potatoes.”


  “Don’t tell me your noble father never taught you how to ride?”


  “No, he did not. Please, you have to help me!”


  “You are impossible. Stand up for now, while we are galloping. Push down with your feet, keep your heels down and raise yourself from the saddle. It’s that simple.”


  Samuel did as Malloy advised, and gave his rear end some much needed rest.


  “Now,” continued Malloy, “this is only to give you a rest. You won’t be able to ride like that for the whole day. The key is to follow the horse’s pace with your body. Watch his left shoulder. When it moves forward, stand up. When it moves back, sit back down. Don’t let yourself fall, simply move up and down. Try to keep in rhythm with the horse.”


  Samuel tried to follow Malloy’s instructions, which proved easier said than done.


  “Like that?”


  “Yes, sort of. Don’t worry, after a full day of riding, you’ll be just fine. Now let’s catch up with the rest of the group. We don’t want to find ourselves lost in the woods.”


  Samuel silently cursed the fact that the dice did not give him the power to ride a horse properly.


  



  “I think I may have spotted the sorcerer you told me about,” announced Morghan to the dark stranger. They were standing in the advisor’s tent, where no one could see the man in black.


  “Good.”


  “He did not look like much of a threat to us, if I may say so.”


  The dark man sat down in a large wooden chair that was usually reserved for the king when he visited his advisor. Morghan did not find the courage to ask his visitor to rise.


  “Don’t be fooled by his appearance. He is much more powerful than you can imagine. Even he probably doesn’t know the full extent of his power, which makes him a hazard and that much more dangerous.”


  “What shall I do with him? He is part of the group that was sent to search for the boy you mentioned. I thought it would be best to leave him be for now, and not delay our plans unnecessarily. We can always capture him when he returns.”


  “I will keep an eye on the group. It’s important that the boy named Myrddin arrive safely at Dinas Ffaraon. As I told you, only he can break the curse of this place.”


  Morghan grabbed an apple from the fruit basket on the table. That was one of the perks of being the advisor of a king: you always had fresh fruit. “How do you know so much about this boy and this hill?” he asked casually.


  In the blink of an eye, the dark stranger had risen to his feet. He darted over to the advisor, throwing the table and the fruit basket to the ground in the process. Taken by surprise, the old man toppled on his back, hitting the floor hard, his feet dangling in the air.


  “Do not question me, Morghan. Ever. Remember that I can kill you or your king anytime I want. The only reason you are alive is because you are of some use to me. Don’t make yourself more of a nuisance than a tool. I’m sure you would not like the consequences of such a change in your status. Am I clear?”


  “P-p-perfectly clear, my lord,” stammered Morghan.


  “Good.”


  The dark man walked back to the chair, but remained standing.


  “The party you dispatched to get the fatherless boy—how long will it take them to get back?”


  “Probably four days, five at most,” answered Morghan, still lying on the ground.


  “Then we have work to do. It will be important that we capture the sorcerer you saw earlier, as soon as he gets back to camp. We also have to brief the fatherless boy, Myrddin, on his purpose, once he is within our grasp.”


  “Understood.”


  Before he could say anything more, the dark stranger once again vanished.


  Morghan slowly got to his feet, picking up the chair, the table and the basket, trying to put the tent back in order. His muscles were aching and painful shocks rippled along his spine. He sat down on a wooden bench and stared at the apple he was still holding. A tear ran down his cheek and reached the corner of his lips.


  What had he done? What was he thinking, inviting the devil inside his tent like that? He now believed the dark stranger was up to something, but he could not say what. Even if everything the stranger had told him so far had been in the best interests of his people and to protect his king, in his guts, the advisor knew there was a part of the plan that remained hidden from his eyes.


  But what could he do?


  He was as much a part of the machinations as this dark stranger was. If he said anything to Vortigern, not only would the king probably behead him, but it would also mean that there was no plan. The army certainly would fall into total despair and then everything would be lost. His only choice was to stay the course and listen to the evil man’s plan.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 9


  



  Samuel, Malloy and the rest of the group rode north for most of the day, before setting up camp for the night. Fully aware that the king was waiting for their return, they traveled swiftly and without any interruptions, except for the few breaks they had to make in order to wait for the youngest of them, who had some difficulty keeping up with the pace set by the leading officer.


  Fortunately for Samuel, by the end of the afternoon on this first day of traveling, he was already growing accustomed to the rhythm of his horse, and was riding with a little more ease. Nevertheless, he was glad to offer his aching body a rest from the incessant pounding it had suffered. After watching old westerns and recent fantasy movies on television, he would have never thought riding a horse would be so demanding, both physically and mentally. When he sat down on the first tree trunk he saw, careful not to move to fast and hurt his buttocks even more, he felt like he would never be able stand again. Staring at the growing shadows of the trees around him, his mind was numb to anything other than the pain in his muscles and the soreness in his back.


  Kaleb and the archer named Freston immediately got to work on the men’s dinner, preparing a few rabbits and a couple of partridges they had shot earlier in the day, while waiting for Samuel. The two hefty bothers, Darroch and Atwood, gathered some wood and quickly had a fire going to repel the cold, which was slowly creeping through the forest around them. Less than an hour later, they were all gathered around the fire, savoring a tasty meal. Samuel was delighted to finally eat something other than the tasteless oatmeal they always seemed to serve in the army camp.


  When they had all finished their plates, each man took out a blade to whet or a shield to polish.


  “They say you saved Clive’s life last night,” Kaleb suddenly said to Samuel. “Is it true?”


  Samuel looked up at the officer sitting across the fire. Then he looked at the other men around him. They were all strong and proud warriors, staring at him with eyes that reflected the harsh brutality of this world. He suddenly felt exceedingly small among these hardened combatants, unworthy of being part of their group.


  “He certainly did!” answered Malloy. “This boy has more courage than it appears.”


  “If only he could ride better than it appears!” shouted Darroch, holding out his massive sword to examine the result of his work. He and Atwood, who was working on his shield, burst out laughing.


  The remaining four could not help but smile at the joke, including Samuel. Even he knew he was a terrible rider.


  “Hopefully, tomorrow you won’t have to wait for me,” replied Samuel after they had stopped laughing, lowering his head to avoid meeting their eyes.


  “I sure hope so,” added Kaleb. “We cannot afford much delay. Every night we spend on our expedition, our brothers at the main camp must suffer the tremors and blood-chilling shrieks.”


  “What do you suppose they were, those growls?” asked Atwood.


  “Who knows? Maybe it was only the wind,” answered Kaleb.


  “It wasn’t the wind,” intervened Freston, sitting by himself across from Kaleb.


  “To be honest, I thought it was my brother’s stomach,” joked Darroch, but no one seemed to find the statement quite as funny as the first one.


  For a little while they all sat in silence again, staring at the crackling fire and listening to the night’s symphony. An owl signified his displeasure with the intruders, while a few wolves howled deep within the forest. Only the grinding of the sharpening stone against Darroch’s blade interrupted the natural music.


  “I miss my wife,” Malloy murmured. “And my son. Every day, I pray that they are safe and that I shall see them soon.”


  “How old is your son?” inquired Kaleb.


  “He’s seven months old now. I haven’t seen him since he was born. Nonetheless, I thank God every day for this gift and for allowing me to see him. I was lucky enough to remain by my wife’s side while she gave birth, just before I joined the army. With a little luck, I will get to see them soon.”


  “I share your burden, my friend,” answered Kaleb. “I miss my home and my family as well.”


  “I miss the wench at the inn near Glevum!” exclaimed Darroch. “She has got the biggest …”


  “All right, all right. Enough of your ramblings,” intervened Freston. “What about you Samuel, do you miss anyone special?”


  Samuel looked up from the fire and at the archer. It had only been a few days since he had seen his family and his own world, yet it seemed as if he had been gone for ages. He could only imagine the loneliness that must fill his companions’ heart, being denied the touch of their loved ones for months.


  He realized they were not that different from him. They had also been plucked from their homes and their normal lives, and thrown into a conflict they had little control over. They all had something to do before they could go back to their regular lives; a task to accomplish prior to enjoying any peace and prosperity.


  “Of course,” he said. “I miss my father and mother, my sister Shantel and my friends. However, I know I’ll see them again someday, hopefully soon.”


  “Don’t count too much on it,” said Atwood. “Our king, the ‘Great’ Vortigern, seems to be dead set on making all the wrong moves in this conflict.”


  “Atwood!” exclaimed Kaleb. “I will not have you speak about our leader like that on this expedition.”


  “Why not?” said Darroch. “He is right. Vortigern is not the leader he’s depicted to be. So far, all we’ve done in this war is run away from the Saxons. A war he created by inviting the enemy onto our lands, might I add. When are we actually going to stand up and defend ourselves with our swords pointed at the barbarians, instead of at our rear ends?”


  “Isn’t that what he is doing at Dinas Ffaraon?” asked Malloy. He was carving a piece of wood, using a small dagger he wore in a boot sheath.


  “It’s what he has planned, I will give you that much,” conceded Darroch. “However, look where he brought us! The only place in all of Britain where God doesn’t want us to be, and that’s the location he chose to make his heroic stand. It could not have been worse if the devil himself had pointed him to the spot.”


  “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Darroch. Strategically speaking, it is a great place for a fortress,” replied Kaleb.


  “Oh I’m sure it is,” continued the stout warrior. “If you don’t mind the ground shaking for hours in the middle of the night, that is. How do you expect us to build a fortress when every morning the work has to be done again?”


  They all remained silent for a few minutes. They knew it was a crime to speak ill of a king, but Darroch was right. Vortigern had not been the best leader of the Britons, and history would certainly not remember him for his military deeds or war tactics.


  “Look,” said Kaleb finally. “Vortigern is not perfect, but he’s our king and we’ll obey his orders. Once we bring the boy back to him, hopefully he will know how to appease the demons living within the cursed hill.”


  “And how exactly is he supposed to do that?” asked Atwood.


  “They will probably spill his blood all over the ground,” answered Freston, a hood covering his face.


  The words hit Samuel like a boulder thrown to the chest. The Lorekeeper looked up in shock, not quite sure he believed what the archer had just said.


  “I’m sorry, what? You can’t be serious,” he asked the men around the fire. “They can’t simply murder someone and hope it will solve their problem—a problem they don’t even fully understand to begin with! Isn’t it against the law?”


  “Of course he can,” replied Darroch. “He’s the king. He can do whatever he wants. And how do you know it won’t work? Are you some kind of wizard or a black sorcerer, to be so certain it won’t lift the curse on the land?”


  “No.”


  “Then you don’t know any better than us. I’m willing to try anything myself, so long as it means we get to squash the Saxon hordes.”


  “A friend of mine lifted a curse on his fields with the blood of a donkey,” Atwood mused.


  No one answered him.


  “I’m telling you, it’s true! From that day on, he always the most amazing golden crops. I swear!”


  “The point is,” said Kaleb, “we don’t know what their plans are for the fatherless boy. We’ve been asked to deliver him alive, and that is what we’ll do. There is no reason to think they want to do him any harm. I’m sure Morghan has a good reason for wanting the boy alive. Now that I think of it, I’m sure he wants him alive because he can help us without shedding any blood. We are going to be heroes, men, for bringing a savior to our people.”


  “I think we should forget this so-called savior of yours and find the eldest of Constatine’s sons,” added Darroch. “He would be a much better guide to lead us to victory than this murderer we take our orders from.”


  “All right, that’s enough!” ordered Kaleb.


  Samuel thought long and hard about what the warrior had said: that they might be fetching a boy, only to deliver him in the hands of a butcher who would spill his blood. Up to this point, he had thought he might actually be able to fulfill his new role as a Lorekeeper. However, he had never stopped to think that there might be some things that would make him question his moral grounds; vile acts, purportedly committed for the benefit of a whole population, in order to guarantee its survival.


  Once more, it dawned on Samuel that this world was not make-believe. This was a real war, in a time when some people still believed in rituals to several gods, while others acted solely on superstitions rather than human decency. His earlier feeling of comfort vanished. He now felt utterly alone again, in a violent world that would surely eat him up and spit him out.


  “Are you okay?” asked Malloy.


  “Yes, I’m fine.”


  “Before we get some sleep,” Kaleb announced, “I’d like to share a story with you; a story that a wise and good man once told me.”


  The officer cleared his voice and began.


  “Hear me out and hear me well, my friends, for the story I am about to tell you is as real as the heat from this fire before us. Although I cannot impose on you to believe it, I hope you will find it in your heart to listen to the words and embrace the wisdom they carry.


  “There once was a man, a fierce warrior who fought many battles for his lord and won them all. For many years, he instilled terror in the minds of his lord’s enemies and minstrels turned his battle deeds into beautiful songs, in order to keep his feats alive. Still, in all those years of war, violence and sacrifice, all the warrior ever wanted was to find peace and live a quiet life. Finally, after one last victory, the hero was relieved of his duties and given lands where he could establish a home.


  “However, before settling on his lands, the man went back to his native village, where he courted a fair maiden. He had always carried the young lady’s gentle face in his heart, and revealed to her that he had fought the battles so that one day, he could come back and proudly ask for her hand. Of course, the young maiden was only too happy to accept his proposal. Their wedding was celebrated promptly and joyfully that spring. Soon after, the young woman was carrying a child and the couple could not have been more blissful.


  “As the months went by, the man built his home with his bare hands, and lovingly prepared the land he had been given. During the coldest month of the year, when the night is twice as long as the day, their home was filled with warmth from the birth of their first child, a healthy son who was sure to grow up as strong as his father was.


  “The man could not have been happier. All his wishes had come true and it appeared he would have the life he had always dreamed of.


  “However, when the snow melted and the ground was ready for the first plowing of spring, the man quickly realized something was not right. As he moved with his horses through the land and turned the soil over, he saw that what had been fertile land was now transformed into dry sand and rock fragments. The more he plowed with his horses, the more sand and rock he turned over. The man quickly realized all his lands were in this dire condition and that nothing could be grown.


  “Desperate, and unsure of what was happening, he went home and told his wife what he had witnessed. She tried to cheer up the man and told him to try again tomorrow. Maybe he had not seen right, or maybe only a portion of the land was now unsuitable for farming. However, for the next few days, the more the man plowed, the more sand he uncovered and the more bitterness filled his heart.


  “As if that was not enough, his newborn son became violently ill, seized with a fever and covered by purple spots. Healers and doctors examined the fragile infant, but alas, none of them could determine the cause of his illness, let alone find a cure for it. The mother became a lifeless image of her former self, drowned in sorrow and consumed by despair.


  “It seemed that fate was rapidly taking from the man everything he had fought for.


  “One night, as he was sitting on the porch of his home praying to God and hoping for a sign from an angel, he noticed movement on the ground, a few feet beyond the light from the fire he had lit. Peering into the darkness, he tried to see what kind of animal was walking about this cursed home.


  “But the nightly intruder was no rabbit or rat. It was a disfigured leprechaun, one of those evil house spirits who delight in tormenting unfortunate men. The creature looked at the man and vanished before he could do anything to catch it. That night, it became clear to him what was happening to his family and his land. The leprechaun had placed a curse on his home, probably to serve some evil plan that only creatures of the night could understand.


  “The next day, the man set up traps around his house, determined to catch the fiend. He believed that only by slaying the little creature could he break the curse on his lands and heal his son, lifting the veil of despair that covered his wife at the same time. That night, he stood guard by the porch, his trusty sword in his hands.


  “Sure enough, as midnight approached, he heard eerie screams from somewhere behind the small barn, where he kept two workhorses. Without wasting a minute, the man jumped to his feet and ran to where he had laid a trap. When he turned the corner, holding a torch in one hand and his sword in the other, he saw the evil leprechaun struggling to free itself from the trap. Upon seeing the man and the sword he was carrying, the little fiend began to yelp frantically, imploring the former warrior to let him live. But the man believed there was no other way. Killing this demon was the only solution he could think of to free his family from the evil curse that besieged them.


  “Slowly approaching the trap and its prisoner, the man lifted his sword over his head and prepared to strike down the leprechaun. The little creature turned his head to look away, holding out a crooked hand to protect himself and begging for his life. Oily tears were now running down his cheeks.


  “The man looked at the creature, ready to slice it in half, but could not bring himself to strike. He had fought dozens of battles and slain hundreds of men, but could not bring himself to execute this defenseless creature. Instead of executing the little creature, he lifted his sword once more and brought it down on the trap, freeing the leprechaun.


  “Filled with sadness and despair, tormented by his failure to lift the curse on his home, the man turned around, wanting nothing more than to get back to his wife. But the little creature called out and thanked him a thousand times for his mercy. He explained that these lands had been a meeting place for himself and other leprechauns. Every spring, they would come here and, for three nights, they would chant and celebrate mysterious rituals, which were not to be seen by human eyes. When he had arrived a few days earlier, the first of his kind to do so, he had seen this human, who had established a home on these sacred lands, and thought this man would surely hunt them down and force them out. So the leprechaun had put a curse on his family, as well as on the land. He did not intend for the child and wife to suffer, but had merely wanted to make the man leave, so he and his kind could continue the rituals they had performed here for centuries.


  “Understanding the fear the leprechaun had, the man swore that he would never disturb their rituals, so long as he knew when they would take place. During those nights, he and his family would simply remain inside, as long as nothing happened to their health or lands. The leprechaun agreed. Before leaving the man’s sight, he told him that his kind ways and generous actions would not go unrewarded.


  “Sure enough, when the man got back to his home, he saw his wife crying and smiling at the same time, for their son appeared to be perfectly healthy again, free of the fever and purple spots. Finally, the family was happy once more. But the leprechaun had another surprise for the man and his family. On the fourth morning after their encounter, the man woke up to find several bags on his porch, filled with gold coins, undoubtedly left there by the unusual visitors.


  “From that day on, every year at the same time, he man and his family stayed inside, and by the end of the leprechauns’ festivities, they would always find a tribute in gold coins on their porch. The rest of the year, their land was as fertile as any, though they no longer needed to worry about growing anything for their survival.”


  When Kaleb was done with his story, everyone remained silent for a few moments.


  “That’s your story?” asked Atwood.


  “Yes it is.”


  “What is it supposed to mean?” asked Darroch.


  “Well, I guess it means that appearances can sometime be misleading. Someone you think is your enemy can turn out to be a great ally, if you only take some time to get to know them. I believe it also shows that when facing a choice between committing a decent act or an evil crime, even if the latter seems like the only way to go, listening to your heart and acting as a decent human being will always be more rewarding in the end.”


  “So what choice will you make when they move to kill this boy we will bring them?” asked Freston.


  “I’m not sure,” answered Kaleb. “The story tells us to search within our hearts and find what we are prepared to do for our people. I don’t claim to have the answers, I only try to do the best I can in this harsh world.”


  “I think the story simply means that you should never settle down and get married,” claimed Darroch.


  “I’ll drink to that, brother!” Atwood nodded.


  Samuel thought about the story for a while, even after they had all gone to sleep. He imagined what he would do if faced with such a choice. Would he make the right one? He also could not help but see the similarities between Kaleb’s story and the fate that seemed to await the young boy they were looking for.


  Was the officer trying to say something through the story?


  Was it simply a coincidence?


  Suddenly, it came to him that it must be the Yfel’s plan to kill the young boy they were about to bring back to the king. It was obvious now that the fatherless boy played a key role in this legend, and killing him would be a sure way of sending the story off its regular track. However, the king and the advisor already looked as if they wanted execute the child themselves. Why would the agent need to plan for it?


  Unless it was not his plan to do so, in which case the boy probably had a more serious purpose. Or maybe he did not plan to kill him right now, but would eventually change his mind.


  It was all terribly confusing.


  As sleep slowly enveloped his body in its comfortable arms, Samuel made another decision. He silently swore he would defend the boy, no matter what Angeline said.


  



  Samuel slept soundly. The night, alive and vibrant with nocturnal life when he had fallen asleep, was now slowly leaving the stage to let the day take over. In the moments before the first rays of the sun peaked over the horizon, when the predators of the night and the daytime creatures were all asleep, the forest suddenly seemed as if it had been fixed in time by some magical spell.


  In that moment, a buzzing sound gently woke Samuel, the noise moving from his left ear to the front of his face, then back to his side. The annoying hum continued for a few seconds, swirling around his head like an unwelcome mosquito, until he finally opened his eyes.


  “Wake up!” said Angeline. “Follow me, quietly!”


  Samuel sat up and saw that the rest of the men were still sleeping. The little fata gestured to the boy to follow her, rapidly flying away from the camp and into the woods. Samuel followed her without making any noise, hoping no one would wake up before he got back.


  A few moments later, he was standing between two majestic oak trees, stretching his arms and yawning. Angeline hovered in front of his eyes, her wings flapping rapidly.


  “I’ve been trying to wake you for twenty minutes,” she declared. “Don’t you remember you have a legend to save?”


  “Of course I do. But I still need to rest and get some sleep from time to time, or I won’t be of any use to you. I’m not Superman, you know.”


  “Who? Never mind, there are more pressing matters to deal with than your senseless expressions. Have you learned anything new since we last spoke?”


  “I have. There’s this boy, who we have to find and bring back to the king. He’s supposed to know how to calm the hill and lift the curse on Dinas Fafoon.”


  “Dinas Ffaraon!” corrected Angeline. “Don’t you think I know that already? It’s part of the whole legend. In fact, it is the main event before the climax!”


  Samuel looked at the little fairy, puzzled by her last statement. She was always a little excited, as if she’d drunk too much coffee … if there were any coffee in this world. However, this morning, Angeline looked more anxious than usual.


  “Is there anything I should know?” asked Samuel timidly.


  “What? No, not particularly. Why?”


  “Are you sure? Will there be other surprises, like the ground shaking or monsters growling?”


  “You know all you need to know for now, Keeper. And don’t take that tone with me!”


  Angeline turned around, crossing her arms over her chest. For a being that seemed to transcend worlds, Samuel thought, she sure knew how to pout like a three-year-old.


  “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude to you. It’s just that everything is still very confusing for me.”


  Angeline peeked over her shoulder, gauging his sincerity. Satisfied with the honesty of his apology, she turned back to him, flew closer and gently tapped his nose.


  “I know,” she said in a tender voice. “I’m sorry as well. Sometimes I forget you’re new to this and that it must be disconcerting for you.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “It’s probably very scary, too!”


  “It is.”


  “In fact, I’d be mortified if I were in your shoes.”


  “Well, it’s not that scary.”


  “I would probably panic, lie down in a corner and weep forever.”


  “Okay, now you’re just being silly.”


  Angeline laughed heartily. It was the first time Samuel heard her laughter and he had to admit, it was very appeasing to hear a fairy’s laughter. For a second, he felt like all the worries and all problems on his shoulders had suddenly vanished.


  “Now, back to business,” said Angeline. “What else have you discovered?”


  “Not much, I’m afraid.”


  “Are you any closer to finding the Yfel’s envoy?”


  “Not really.”


  Angeline tried to hide her disappointment.


  “However, I have met this Morghan you warned me about,” said Samuel.


  “You have? Odin’s beard! How did it go?”


  “I guess it could have been worse. He asked me a few questions, but I don’t think he was satisfied by the answers I gave him. I had this uneasy feeling he knew who I was and where I was from.”


  Angeline crossed her arms over her chest.


  “Morghan is a veteran warrior and a wise man,” she said. “Maybe he just felt there was something odd about you.”


  “Maybe, but I wouldn’t bet on it. Just thinking about the way he was studying me, I still have shivers running all over. And when we parted, he said he was ‘looking forward to our next meeting.’ Do you think he meant anything by it?”


  “You could be right. I still don’t think he is the Yfel agent, however, simply because he is part of the original story, and always has been.”


  Samuel tried to shake off the memory of his meeting with the advisor.


  “What exactly is his role in the tale?” he asked.


  “Morghan usually plays a major role in the story. He’s the advisor who chooses the site of Dinas Ffaraon for the future fortress. He’s also the one who suggests they search for the boy in order to rid the hill of the curse.”


  Samuel sat on a boulder, careful not to rest on the damp moss that partially covered it.


  “If he’s already a character in the story and he hasn’t done anything different so far, doesn’t that mean he’s merely playing his part?”


  “Perhaps. I guess it could eliminate him as a potential character under the influence of the Yfel. What about your companions? Do you think the Yfel could have infiltrated your group?


  “I doubt it, but I guess it could be possible. I’m sure Malloy is genuine, and I’m confident that Darroch and Atwood are as well. Maybe it’s the movie fan talking, but I don’t believe any evil foe would talk that much and attract that kind of attention to himself. Freston, on the other hand, is rather enigmatic and keeps to himself. I guess he fits the stereotype of a bad guy.”


  “What about your leading officer?”


  “Kaleb? I don’t think so, but then again, he is sort of strange. He told us a story last night, about first impressions and how sometimes who you think is your enemy turns out not to be. Maybe he was trying to hint at something.”


  Angeline flew over to Samuel and sat next to him. Unlike the boy, she sat directly in the moss, opting for its comfort.


  “Well,” continued Angeline, “it sounds like our best candidate is still Morghan.”


  Samuel thought about the old advisor and they way he had looked at him. Although it was clear Morghan was a character in the story, something was strange about him.


  “Maybe he isn’t the agent, but couldn’t he be involved with the Yfel side on some level?” he said out loud.


  “I suppose it’s possible. But what do you mean exactly?”


  “Couldn’t the advisor be influenced in some way by the Yfel’s recruit?”


  “Hmmm. Maybe you are on to something. Your nemesis knows the entire legend, including everything Morghan is supposed to do and his exact role in the story. Unlike the Lorekeepers on the Virtus’ side, agents of the Yfel are told the myth in detail as soon as they step on Metverold, simply because they don’t care if they change something. It’s what they are here for.”


  “Well, that’s unfair,” Samuel pointed out.


  “I never said it was fair, but if I told you everything and you decided to act on one aspect you are not supposed to, that would defeat your purpose here. We would be no better than the Yfel. You can still defeat this nemesis of yours, Samuel. Have faith.”


  Angeline took off and flew in little circles around Samuel’s head.


  “I think I may have an idea of the role Morghan might be playing in this particular version of the story,” she announced. “Hear me out and think about it for a minute. What would be a better way to gain someone’s trust, if not by giving them ideas you know they will have by themselves anyway?”


  Samuel immediately understood what the fairy was getting at.


  “So, the agent reveals a plan to Morghan, which he claims is his own,” he said. “That way, the advisor can do nothing but agree, because in fact, it’s his own plan, which he simply has not come up with just yet.”


  “Exactly. This would be a sure way to take control of the legend. In order to do so, we have to assume the enemy is already very close to the advisor. By now, he may already have the old man entangled in his evil web. He is probably even threatening the advisor by now.”


  Samuel thought this made a lot of sense, but it did bring up another question.


  “So, if the agent has the advisor on a string,” he said, “what does he plan to do now?”


  “It has to be something to do with the boy you’re going to look for,” she said. “It is the only option I can think of.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because this boy will reveal the end of the legend and spark events that will unfold by themselves. Once the boy has spoken to the king, it will be too late for the Yfel to do anything. The king will unearth—”


  Angeline put both hands over her mouth.


  Rather than interrogate her, Samuel simply smiled at the fairy, who looked downright panicked.


  “Don’t worry, I won’t ask you what the king is supposed to unearth. Just tell me if it will be something scary.”


  Angeline slowly nodded, her hands still over her mouth.


  “And it has to happen for the legend to go as planned, I assume?”


  Again the fata nodded.


  “So if it will be too late for the Yfel agent to act, that leaves only one option for him,” announced Samuel. “He has to kill the boy before he gets to speak to the king.”


  Angeline nodded one last time.


  “It is very important that you keep an eye on him,” she said. “With the help of as many others as you can or by yourself, you must protect this boy and make sure he makes it in front of the king.”


  Samuel looked up at the sky, taking in the serenity of the forest, the fragrance of the surrounding trees and the soft caress of the wind on his cheeks. He should have been terrified by the challenges he faced, but it felt good to finally know what his goal was. It was reassuring to no longer be pursuing his path in darkness.


  The dice he carried had sent him here to protect a boy, a young child who did not possess a father. A young lad who had a crucial role to play in this story.


  “Can I ask you one more question?” he said to Angeline.


  “Of course you can, Sammy. I will answer it if I can.”


  “Who is this boy? Why is he so important that you need someone like me, a Lorekeeper, to protect him?”


  “For a while, I thought he would be able to protect himself, but I suppose I was wrong,” answered Angeline. “His name is Myrddin Emrys.”


  Samuel turned around to look at the fairy, unsure if he should know the name or recognize the boy.


  The little fairy smiled and added: “You probably know him in your world as the wizard named Merlin.”


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 10


  



  “Wait, hold on a second,” said Samuel. “You mean to tell me that I am supposed to protect Merlin? The Merlin, from King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table?”


  Angeline pinched her tiny nostrils together, as if she wanted to make a headache go away or take back what she had just revealed. Obviously, the Lorekeeper knew about the Arthurian mythology and the importance of its head wizard.


  “Yes, that Merlin!” she answered. Samuel felt his knees weaken and sat back down on the boulder. Any courage he had managed to muster had now completely vanished. Merlin, one of the most powerful wizards of all time. If he was not able to defend himself, how could an ordinary teenage boy, without any training whatsoever, be up to this colossal task?


  “This is insane,” he said. “You can’t seriously expect me to protect Merlin. I’ll need a lot more than mere swordsmanship to be a decent bodyguard to a wizard of that sort.”


  “Don’t forget he isn’t a wizard yet!” answered Angeline.


  “What do you mean?”


  She flew toward Samuel and sat on his right shoulder.


  “Right now, he is only a little boy named Myrddin Emrys. He is already special, of course, but he hasn’t earned the title of wizard yet. His powers are nowhere near what they will be, once he has learned everything there is to learn.”


  Samuel tried to imagine what a younger Merlin would look like. It was hard not to picture the traditional old man, with a long gray beard, a pointy hat and a blue tunic with stars on it. However, he was having a difficult time picturing him as a child, discovering the world with inquiring eyes, pronouncing incantations in a high-pitched voice.


  “I guess that makes sense,” he said.


  “Of course it does!” assured the fairy. “At the moment, he is only eight years old, and he will need a protector. He needs you to guard him. He might be able to handle petty criminals or even wild animals, even at his young age, but fighting the forces of Yfel on his own is another story. You, on the other hand, are equipped to deal with such a foe. You can protect him against this threat. You have proven yourself to be courageous and intelligent. No doubt these are all qualities the dice saw in you when they chose the new Lorekeeper. I’m sure you have only scratched the surface of your potential. I trust you will succeed, Lorekeeper, and I would not have our worlds’ fate in any other hands than yours. I only wish you could believe in yourself as much as I do.”


  Samuel looked at Angeline. Warmth and compassion filled her radiant purple eyes. He knew she was speaking the truth, from the bottom of her heart.


  “Thank you,” he said simply.


  For a few moments, they sat quietly, observing the forest’s beauty, breathing in the perfumes of nature and listening to the symphony of wildlife waking up, as the morning mist gave way to bright sunshine.


  All of a sudden, the silence was broken by Malloy’s voice, calling out for the younger boy.


  “Sam!” he yelled. “Sam! It’s time to get going!”


  “I have to get back to the camp before they find me here, or they’ll think I am crazy,” said Samuel. “Please don’t leave me by myself for too long!”


  “Not a chance,” replied Angeline with a smile. “You’d ruin everything if I did!”


  “Come on, I haven’t done anything yet!”


  Again, the fairy’s laughter was music to Samuel’s ears. He stood and took a few steps in the direction of Malloy’s voice, where the rest of the group waited for him.


  “Oh, I almost forgot!” called out Angeline. “There is something else you should know, something which may come in handy today.”


  Samuel turned.


  “Swordsmanship is not your only talent, Lorekeeper Samuel. You are also able to commune with animal life.”


  The boy could not believe what he had just heard.


  “I can talk to nature?”


  “No, not talk. I said commune, not communicate. It’s a little hard to explain. Think of it as if your mind could connect with that of an animal, creating a sort of symbiosis, as if you were thinking alike, feeling the same things and almost becoming one. If you are scared, the animal will react to it, either by being scared as well or by protecting you. If you are confident, it may submit to your will or try to challenge you. It all depends on the nature of the animal and the strength of the bond between you.”


  “I’m not sure I understand.”


  “Give it a try. See if you can connect with the horse you ride. I would recommend you try to remain calm and peaceful. Try to make friends with it.”


  “You couldn’t have told me this before we left yesterday morning?” asked Samuel, a little annoyed he’d had to endure a whole day of pain.


  “I guess I forgot!” answered Angeline, before she disappeared in a puff of smoke. Samuel could have sworn he heard her chuckle.


  “Sam!” This time it was Kaleb calling. “Time to go! Get back here or we’re leaving without you, son!”


  Less than a minute later, he was back at the camp, where they had packed their bags and were already mounted on their horses and ready to leave.


  “In the name of God, where have you been?” asked Atwood. “You missed a terrible breakfast, which Darroch successfully overcooked.”


  “I had to take a leak,” answered Samuel.


  “Did you drain yourself of any hearing capacity as well?” asked Kaleb. “We’ve been calling your name for twenty minutes.”


  “I heard you! I’m sure you did not want me running back here with my pants around my ankles now, did you?”


  Darroch started laughing, but Kaleb cut him short.


  “All right, that’s enough,” he ordered. “Let’s go.”


  Samuel hesitated for a moment before stepping into the stirrup, remembering what the fairy had revealed to him. As the rest of the men got ready to leave and argued over which way to go, Samuel put a hand on the horse’s cheek, gently stroking the soft coat of his mount. At first, nothing much happened. He could still hear Darroch and Atwood argue with Kaleb over how to read the map. He also listened to the birds taunting him and distracting his thoughts. He looked at the horse and realized he was making the animal nervous. Samuel tried again to concentrate, this time focusing on his own breathing, making an effort to ignore all the distractions around him. Gradually, the ambient noise seemed to lose its intensity, becoming a faint whisper and then disappearing completely. As he focused, the steady beat of his own heart was replaced by a faster pulse. The heartbeat grew louder and stronger, resonating inside the boy’s core. Samuel realized he was hearing the horse’s heartbeat.


  Samuel’s focus narrowed to only himself and the animal, losing sight of everything else around. All he could see was the black eye of his mount. All he could hear was the heartbeat of the horse. He attempted to remain as calm as he could, hoping to show the horse that there was nothing to be afraid of. He wanted his mount to know that he was confident they could ride together, if they only worked as one.


  Gradually, the heartbeat of the horse slowed down. Soon, it was beating in tandem with Samuel’s own heart. In that moment, the young man felt it—the symbiosis that Angeline had talked about. He sensed the animal’s fear dissipate, replaced by a feeling of friendship and calmness.


  Similarly, he could feel the energy flowing through both their bodies, like an electric current uniting them. He could almost see it, a stream of pure light pouring into his own heart and then, into the animal’s, a link that could not be broken or severed.


  Without a sound, without a single word, Samuel knew that the horse was also trying to extend his feelings toward the rider, to touch him at his very core. He felt the courage and strength of the beast flowing through his body, assuaging his own riding anxiety. It was as if the mount was letting him know that he was allowed to take charge, that it accepted this boy as its rider and would take care of him, as he would take care of the horse.


  “Let’s do this,” whispered Samuel.


  The horse answered with a whistling sound, a sign of agreement that from now on, they were a team and would work as such.


  



  By the end of the afternoon, Samuel and his companions were slowly making their way over rough ground. The horses had to maneuver around large rocks and slip between massive trees, whose branches flogged the riders.


  “Where the hell is this abbey, Kaleb?” asked Atwood. “I’ll bet a silver siliqua that you’re lost and have no clue where we are.”


  “I am not,” answered the officer. “This is the road indicated on the map that advisor Morghan gave me.”


  “What road? All I see is a forest fighting to keep us out,” complained Darroch.


  “I suppose you expected to see signs indicating the way to the secret abbey?” asked Kaleb.


  “That would have been useful, yes.”


  Samuel had to agree with the burly warrior: this did not look much like a path to anywhere. If there was a monastery or a village around here, it was very well hidden and pretty much inaccessible. Fortunately, the new bond between him and his mount allowed him to maneuver around the obstacles with ease, even more so than some of the experienced riders with him.


  Needless to say, it did not go unnoticed. “You certainly seem to have acquired an uncanny ability to ride during your sleep, Samuel.” Malloy whispered to the boy, so no one else would hear it.


  Samuel had to come up with a plausible answer, and fast.


  “It’s not that difficult, once you get the hang of it,” he said. “You were right about me picking it up after a full day of riding.”


  Suddenly, Atwood screeched with pain. Immediately, his companions stopped and turned toward the warrior. The man was holding his right leg, and the shaft of an arrow stuck out between the fingers of his leather glove. Already, blood was flowing down the side of his leg. A moment later, another arrow flew right by Malloy, missing his neck by only a few inches. Within seconds, dozens of arrows were whistling around them, most of them hitting the trees, which were preventing the unseen archers from getting a clear line of fire.


  “Get down!” yelled Kaleb.


  Each warrior leaped from his mount and threw himself flat on the ground, trying to find cover behind a boulder, a tree or even a heap of dry leaves. One of the horses was hit by an arrow, and all the mounts darted in different directions, abandoning their riders to their fate.


  Samuel heard several arrows fly just above his head and ducked down even lower than he was, almost burying himself in the muddy ground. He remained as he was for a few moments, hiding his face under his dirty hands.


  Fear swept through the young boy’s body. Fighting against the terror, Samuel forced himself to remain still, to keep his head down, for he knew very well that he could die in a fraction of a second.


  One arrow. That was all that it would take to end his life.


  Samuel wanted to scream as loud as he could, and sob out all the tears in his body. He wished he were a child again, and that his mother would pick him up and carry him away. He wished his father would come and tell the other kids to stop pestering his son. He wished Angeline would pause everything and take him back home.


  Of course, none of that happened. No one was going to come save him. If he wanted to make it out of here alive, he would have to do it himself.


  Hundreds of arrows flew over their heads for another two minutes, or maybe twenty, he could not say.


  “Hold fire!” they finally heard a man yell from somewhere in the wood. Gradually, the flow of projectiles dwindled, until one last arrow hit a tree next to Malloy and fell on the warrior’s back. Silence returned to the forest. Samuel cautiously sighed in relief. But a moment later, the sound of a blown horn set his heart beating once more. The enemy was approaching.


  “Move in! Take no prisoners!” ordered the voice.


  “Saxons,” whispered Malloy. “They must have spotted us earlier and were waiting for us to fall in their trap.”


  “You think?” asked Darroch sarcastically. “Those bastards shot at us from above, like cowards.”


  “You can thank the trees, my friend, or we’d all be dead by now,” replied Malloy.


  Atwood moaned something unintelligible. For a few moments, they remained still on the ground, waiting for a sign, anything to indicate where the enemy was. The Saxons had the benefit of such information regarding the small group, but they would quickly give it away if they revealed themselves too soon.


  Samuel slowly lifted his head. Holding his breath, he parted two small branches of the bush behind which he was hiding, but could only see shades of green, countless leaves and branches, dancing with the gentle wind.


  “They’re probably circling around us to close the trap,” whispered Freston.


  The archer pulled out his bow, trying to stay as low as possible. He placed an arrow on the string. Malloy quickly followed suit. Kaleb already had his fighting sword in one hand and a small dagger in the other. Darroch and Atwood pulled their shields over their heads and readied them on their forearms. They gripped their swords in their other hands. Samuel noticed that Atwood had broken off the arrow’s shaft close to the wound, probably to prevent it from becoming a hindrance in the fight to come.


  The young boy’s attention returned to the woods. His heart was racing, the blood pumping fast in his veins.


  He slowly placed a hand on the hilt of his sword.


  Suddenly, from the corner of his eye, he saw an arrow fly by, very close to where he was. Only this time, it had originated from within their group. Samuel turned around and saw that Freston was already notching a new arrow and lifting his bow to aim at the same spot. Following his gaze, Samuel spotted the body of a man between the branches, an arrow in his throat. Then he noticed five or six more Saxon warriors, running down the hill and toward them, a mere hundred yards away.


  “Behind us!” warned Malloy, who had also fired an arrow, cursing the trees that blocked his line of fire. “A dozen men from behind!”


  Freston fired a third and soon after, a fourth arrow. Samuel immediately understood why this man only carried daggers and preferred to use his bow. His accuracy was deadly, and he succeeded in taking down five more men before the enemy wisely decided to hide behind trees and stop their progression.


  “We’re as defenseless as lambs,” observed Kaleb, looking round for an exit.


  Unfortunately, there was none. The Saxons had picked the perfect place for their ambush. The group had inadvertently walked into a natural basin, with steep slopes surrounding them. The Saxons had been waiting for them at the top of those hillsides and were now encircling them, blocking any escape route.


  “What are we going to do?” asked Samuel, unable to hide the fear in his voice.


  “We won’t have much choice,” calmly answered Malloy. “Time to pull another of your tricks my friend,” he added, looking at Samuel.


  Unfortunately for the older man and the rest of the group, Samuel had no tricks up his sleeve, no magical power to get them out of this predicament. Unless Angeline had not mentioned the ability to teleport, he and his companions were not going anywhere.


  Malloy shot another arrow, and hit one of the Saxons in the arm. His comrades immediately jumped back behind boulders and trees.


  “We have to do something,” said Atwood. “If we keep them at bay like that, they’ll move their archer closer and shoot us dead without putting the rest of their men in harm’s way. I’m surprised they haven’t done so already.”


  “Maybe they want a little bit of sport,” replied Freston. “Who knows what thoughts lurk in the heads of barbarians.”


  Suddenly, they heard cheers and clamor coming from all directions at once, screams of encouragement and sadistic laughter, followed by the rhythmic banging of weapons against shields.


  “What are they so happy about?” wondered Kaleb.


  The answer to his question came in the form of an enormous giant, slowly emerging from the trees in front of them, where the Saxons had taken cover from Freston’s deadly bow. The man was easily over seven feet tall, with shoulders as broad as those of a bear. He was wearing full-plated armor that covered his entire body, with a shield attached to his chest. Pieces of a skull were lashed to the shield with leather straps. The colossus held a sword in each hand. The blades were more than three feet long and scalloped on one side, like a couple of handsaws from hell. The hilts of those dreadful weapons bore small blades like little daggers. On his head rested a helm with a horn extending on each side, at the ends of which were attached dried and unnamable body parts of slain foes. A third horn went straight up in the air on top of the helmet, white and sharp. Finally, a metal mask covered his face, with only two small holes for the eyes.


  “Dear God,” said Freston.


  Shaking off the initial shock induced by the sight of the infernal giant, he aimed his bow and fired. The projectile ricocheted off the shield on the giant’s chest. The archer quickly loaded another arrow, aimed a little higher than before and fired again. This time, he hit the metal mask of the colossus.


  Eerie laughter came from the uncanny fiend, who was calmly marching toward them.


  “Malloy, help me out!” begged Freston.


  Both men fired arrow after arrow at the incoming giant, but all bounced off his armor. The rest of the Saxons discreetly emerged from behind their trees and followed their leader at a short distance.


  “Stop wasting your ammunition on the big guy. Take down as many of the others as you can!” ordered Kaleb.


  Freston and Malloy moved their bows slightly and fired at the “regular” men approaching them, aiming as best they could and reloading as quickly as it was humanly possible. When the giant was within fifty feet of them, Darroch stood up, grabbed his shield and, with a savage growl, darted toward the huge man, his weapon raised above his head like a madman.


  “By all that is holy, I’m going to fight on my feet and not die like a coward,” he screamed.


  Kaleb and Atwood imitated him, the latter limping because of his wound, which had thankfully stopped bleeding. However, they both turned around to face other enemies coming from every direction. Malloy dropped his bow and took out his sword to do the same, while Freston kept shooting at more barbarians, which were rapidly closing in on the small group.


  Samuel could not move a muscle. He had lived through scenarios like these many times in role-playing games, but he had never imagined he would find himself in a real fight. The foes were real, the blades were sharp, and the chaos that reined was almost intoxicating. When he heard the clash of metal against metal, as Kaleb engaged the nearest Saxon, his heart nearly jumped out of his chest.


  He had to do something; he could not simply remain on the ground and wait for the inevitable. His head was telling him to get up, but his muscles refused to obey.


  He saw Darroch charge the giant warrior. The bulky Briton brought his weapon down hard, striking his foe on the right leg, hoping to destabilize him. The blow resonated throughout the forest, as Darroch was not a small man by any means. However, instead of having the desired effect, the blow only seemed to infuriate the giant. Darroch barely had enough time to put his shield to his side, as the towering Saxon pivoted and hit him in the flanks. Darroch blocked the blow, but the sheer force of the swing sent him flying in the air, landing a few feet away.


  “Darroch!” screamed Atwood, as he saw his brother land hard on a dry tree trunk.


  “Sam, get up and fight!” Kaleb called. “That’s an order!”


  The young boy turned around and saw that the officer had already dispatched a couple of enemies and was fighting a third one. However, another was getting into position to attack him from behind. Before this second foe could put his plan in motion, an arrow from Freston lodged itself in his neck and the poor man fell to his knees.


  “Son, I seriously think you should get up and defend yourself,” said Freston. “Better to die on your feet like a man than cower like a snail.”


  Samuel knew the archer was right. He knew all the right things to do and the proper words to say. He had recited powerful and motivating speeches many times before, during make-believe battles between friends. He knew exactly how heroes were supposed to act in dire situations, like the one they were in currently. But now he realized what made some people heroes. Now he knew the incredible amount of courage and strength of character it took to get up and face certain death.


  Suddenly he did not want to be a snail.


  He wanted to be a hero, or at least die as one.


  In a second, something snapped in his brain, as if he had cut the last bond holding him back, the last thread linking him to his former self, back in his home world. He was not a high school student anymore. He was a warrior.


  He was the Lorekeeper.


  Samuel finally got up to his feet, holding his sword in both hands. He looked around, just in time to see a Saxon rushing toward him, an axe raised above his head. Samuel barely had time to slide to his left, avoiding the blow. As the barbarian passed in front of him, the Lorekeeper struck him down with the pommel of his sword, sending the man to the ground. Samuel raised his sword and turned to deliver a final blow to his enemy.


  All he had to do was to hit the man squirming in pain at his feet, thrust his weapon between his shoulder blades to end his life.


  Only, he could not.


  He turned his weapon sideways and was about to knock his foe unconscious, when the man suddenly swiveled and kicked the young boy’s legs from under him. Samuel did not have time to react and fell back to the ground. With one swift move, the Saxon was back on his feet and raising his axe in the air. He would not hesitate, as Samuel had done. However, before the man could bring his weapon down on the defenseless body of the boy, a dagger sliced open his jugular.


  “I should have known, the boy has never killed a man before!” said Freston. “Better learn quickly!”


  Samuel wanted to thank the archer, but something else caught his attention.


  “Sam!” yelled Malloy. “Go help Atwood!”


  Samuel ran to where Atwood was standing. The vision in front of him was straight out of a nightmare. The warrior looked more like a horseman from the Apocalypse than a mortal soldier. Even with an arrow sticking out of his leg, he was pushing back his enemies with his shield, then striking them with his massive sword. Already, a dozen bodies lay at his feet, creating a morbid obstacle that the rest of the Saxons had to climb over simply to get to the madman.


  “I’m fine,” the warrior yelled back to Malloy. “I’m only trying to teach good manners to these savages.”


  Samuel turned back to Malloy, who was now trying to attract the giant Saxon’s attention. A little farther on, Darroch was still lying on the ground, apparently unconscious from the devastating blow he had received only a few minutes earlier.


  Unfortunately for Malloy, his plan was working. The colossus turned his attention to the young warrior taunting him, leaving the unconscious Darroch alone for now. The young warrior sized up the enormous Saxon in front of him, holding his sword in his right hand and a dagger in the left. The giant was strong and massive, but he was also slow, hindered by the imposing armor he was wearing. He walked over to Malloy and raised one of his swords. The Briton easily dodged the hit with a side-step, countering with a blow of his own, which had absolutely no effect on the brute.


  Rapidly, before the giant could regain his stance and deliver another blow, Malloy rolled between the legs of his foe and crouched behind him. He scanned the backside of the armor, searching for a weak spot. The colossus turned to face him, but Malloy yelled, “Freston, aim for the back of his knees! Now!”


  The archer notched an arrow and quickly raised his bow, aiming at the spot Malloy had indicated. The armor covering the colossus was protecting almost his entire body, but he still needed some space at the knees and elbows to allow them to bend. Freston spotted the minuscule target and let the arrow fly.


  The giant roared in pain as the metal arrowhead lodged itself behind his right knee. The effect, however, was not what Malloy had anticipated. The giant remained on his feet, still blindly swinging both his swords at the young Briton. Malloy had to step back quickly to avoid the dented blades. Adding to the already precarious situation, some of the other Saxon warriors were now encircling the Briton, ready to plunge their swords into his back should he stray too close or if by some miracle he managed to kill their leader.


  Without thinking twice, Samuel ran to the right side of the Saxon formation behind Malloy, hoping to help his friend out.


  “I got the left!” he heard Atwood say. The veteran warrior had apparently finished dispatching the foes on his side and was now looking for more opponents.


  Samuel attacked the first Saxon with a wild scream that petrified his foe for a second, allowing the young man to kick a shield out of the way. Using his momentum, he followed with a blow of his sword, the flat side of the blade hitting the right temple of the Saxon, rendering him unconscious on the spot. Following up on his attack, Samuel bent down to avoid a blow from the next opponent, pivoting and kicking the legs from under the barbarian at the same time. Still moving swiftly through the line of Saxons, he used his sword to parry a strike from a third enemy, rotating his blade to disarm the man. He followed with a punch to the man’s jaw that sent him to his knees.


  Just like it had happened at the army camp, when he confronted the band of thieves, Samuel could feel an energy coursing through his entire being. Again, the fairy’s whisper was taking over, allowing him to fight with the ability of a hundred sword masters, defending himself like a shadow and countering with blows that were calculated and precise. Within a few seconds, he had transformed from a cowering boy lying in the dry leaves to a warrior efficiently dispatching his enemies.


  While Samuel and Atwood were dealing with the Saxons behind Malloy, Freston fired a second arrow, which hit the giant in the left knee. This time, the colossus staggered forward, then fell to his knees, unable to hold up his weight any longer. Without letting the enormous man regain his composure, Malloy quickly raised his sword above his head, hoping his foe would raise an arm to defend himself. When the giant did, Malloy quickly planted his dagger under the raised arm of his enemy, lodging the blade in his armpit. The giant immediately dropped his sword to the ground. Malloy followed with a powerful blow to the head that sent his helmet flying, nearly knocking the weakened barbarian unconscious.


  With everyone now staring at the two adversaries, Malloy seized his sword with both hands and took a full spin, circling his weapon around, until the blade met the neck of the Saxon.


  As the headless body of the giant slowly slid to the ground, it seemed like the whole forest held its breath. Every man around looked at the improbable victor, unsure of what their eyes had just showed them. Against all odds, the young Briton had slain the giant, a warlord who had terrorized the battlefields so many times before.


  However, rather than cowering after the death of their leader, the Saxons only seemed to become enraged by it. More of them came down the hillside, as the others rushed the Briton group without showing any fear. Very quickly, the small group found itself surrounded again, gathered around the unconscious body of Darroch, each man with his back to his companions.


  “What do you propose we do now?” Atwood asked Kaleb.


  “I suppose we had better pray.”


  For what seemed like an eternity, both factions stood face to face, staring at each other, waiting for an opportunity to strike. The Saxons were not about to let these men go, but they were also more careful than before. After all, one of these Britons had just slain their champion.


  Suddenly, a bright, white light engulfed the whole forest. Samuel had to shield his eyes with his hand to protect himself from going blind, holding out his sword with the other. The light was so bright and so pure that he could see neither the enemy in front of him nor his friend standing at his side. He could feel their backs and shoulders, but could not see anything, as if he stood behind a white curtain.


  Before Samuel’s vision could come back and show him what was happening, he suddenly heard voices from above, yelling and screaming from somewhere behind him. Gradually, he regained focus. First, he saw the blurry silhouettes of the trees, gradually becoming distinguishable again. Then he noticed moving bodies passing beside him. Finally, when he was able to see clearly again, he saw the Saxons running away in complete chaos, stepping over each other in the process.


  Samuel turned his head and saw more men running down the steep slope. Some rode on horses and pointed spears in front of them, while other carried heavy shields and brandished silver swords. The boy did not immediately understand what had happened, but then he saw the rest of his group waving delightedly to the newcomers.


  “Blessed be the Lord!” cried Malloy. “Reinforcements at last.”


  The new Briton soldiers passed the group without acknowledging them, focused on their pursuit of the enemy. The knights quickly reached the slowest ones and showed no mercy to the barbarians. When the last of them had passed, Samuel and his companions finally exhaled, still thanking Heaven for the miracle that had just happened.


  “I’m glad we got here in time,” said a voice from behind them.


  It belonged to a tall and stalwart man, wearing iron armor and a red cape. On his head was a helmet similar to the one Kaleb wore, like those of the ancient Roman centurions. However, unlike the copper one of the officer, this one was made of silver, with a red brush on top of it. The face of the man was riddled with scars—signs of a life full of adventures and danger. His eyes were dark, but spoke of wisdom and courage.


  This was the kind of man that entire armies would follow without question, thought Samuel.


  “Not as glad as we are to see you, my lord,” answered the leading officer. “My name is Kaleb Hingolen and these are my men.”


  “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, Kaleb. I am Ambrosius Aurelianus.”


  At the mention of the name, all the men accompanying Samuel bent their heads and immediately kneeled to the ground. Samuel thought it would be wise to do the same.


  “Please, there is no need for such demonstration, I assure you,” continued Ambrosius.


  The soldiers slowly got back up to their feet, though most kept their eyes lowered.


  “If I may ask, my lord” said Kaleb, “what was the trickery you used to blind the enemy in such an efficient manner?”


  “That would be my doing,” a high voice from behind Ambrosius answered proudly.


  A young boy, no older than seven or eight, appeared from under the cape of the commanding man.


  “I blinded them, so they would not attack you.”


  “In that case, you have my eternal gratitude, my boy,” replied Kaleb. “What is your name?”


  “I’m the one you came for, Kaleb. My name is Myrddin Emrys.”


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 11


  



  After Ambrosius and the Briton reinforcements had rescued Samuel and his companions, they pursued the Saxons for a short while before regrouping around their leader. A few monks accompanying the soldiers took care of Atwood’s wound and awakened his brother Darroch. Fortunately, Darroch had not suffered any serious injury, other than a dent in his pride.


  Once the Britons were confident that the Saxons had been chased away and that no scout was following them, they escorted Samuel’s group back to their base camp, the abbey that held Myrddin Emrys.


  It took the men a little over an hour to reach their destination. Samuel had expected some kind of cathedral with high bell towers, or a stone building that resembled a prison, where monks lived in isolation. Instead, he was pleasantly surprised to find a small village nestled in the woods. As he emerged from a hidden path into the clearing, the first building he saw was a mill where a mule pushed an enormous stone wheel. The fragrance of fresh bread wafted from the bakery attached to the mill.


  In front of this building was the blacksmith workshop, with two red-hot furnaces. A large, sweaty man was striking a blade with a gigantic hammer, helped by two apprentices. Even from a distance, Samuel could feel the heat that radiated from the furnaces. He admired the freshly made weapons on display.


  Next were a few rows of houses and tents, arranged in no particular order. Samuel assumed these accommodations must be for the soldiers accompanying Ambrosius and the many workers of the village, as well as the servants helping the monks in their daily chores.


  As the young man and his companions progressed between the sheds and tents, about a dozen children came running toward them, quickly encircling the group and asking the soldiers about what had happened. It seemed to the Lorekeeper that none of them was actually interested in the answers; they just seemed to shout one question after another.


  It was then that Samuel noticed a couple of larger tents at the back, surrounded by guards. Probably the sleeping quarters of Ambrosius and someone else, he thought.


  When he passed by the last wooden shed, where a large family lived, he saw the stables where the horses were kept and next to it, the abbey itself.


  The building looked more like a stronghold than a church. The thick, towering walls were made mostly of stone, with oak beams supporting the corners. Small windows high in the walls prevented anyone from seeing into the abbey. A red wooden roof completed the structure, with pennants flapping here and there, making it look a little more welcoming. Moving a little closer, Samuel saw that it was also built at the top of a vertiginous cliff, offering a breathtaking view of the whole region, including the spot where the Saxons had ambushed them.


  Surely the Britons had seen the group coming and the trap being set for them, even before it had all happened. Samuel thanked God that someone had been standing right here earlier, seeing the events about to unfold.


  Other than this cliff, the small village was surrounded by dense, dark woods. Samuel could not help but wonder if they would have ever found this place had Ambrosius and his soldiers not intervened to save them. Then again, maybe it was all part of the story. Maybe the ambush had been scripted, so they could find the monastery and the precious boy without a father.


  It made him wonder how much of his own life was already scripted in advance. Was he in any real danger and, if so, was there anything he could do to prevent it? The voice of Ambrosius pulled him back to reality.


  “My friends, consider yourselves most welcome to our humble hideout,” said the charismatic leader. “Please do not hesitate to visit the many workshops, or even the abbey, where you can warm your heart with a delicious meal. Our kitchen is always open for hungry heroes such as yourselves.”


  Ambrosius then requested that Kaleb and Myrddin follow him, while the rest of them settled down and enjoyed the monks’ hospitality.


  “Come on,” said Malloy to Samuel. “Let’s see that kitchen of theirs and if we can find anything to eat. I’m starving.”


  Samuel followed Malloy past the stables, followed by the archer and the two injured brothers.


  “I bid you all a hearty welcome,” said a monk standing behind a wooden counter, as they stepped into the abbey’s small, dark vestibule. “If you may be so kind as to leave all your weapons with me, I shall let you through.”


  The man had a ghostly look, accentuated by the candles behind him, which were the only real source of light in the room.


  “You heard the man,” whispered Malloy to the others. He dropped his bow on the wooden counter and quietly unfastened his belt, on which was attached his sword.


  Samuel imitated him and left his sword and dagger in the care of the eerie cenobite. Freston did the same, stacking several small daggers on top of each other, while the old man observed him attentively.


  Darroch and Atwood, though, were a little more reluctant to leave their weapons behind.


  “Who’s to say you’re going to give them back to me when we leave this place?” asked Darroch, raising his eyebrows.


  “What is it that you think he’s going to do exactly?” replied Freston. “Steal them?”


  “He might!”


  “Darroch,” countered Malloy. “He’s a monk! He’s not going to steal your things. Now leave your weapons and let’s get something to eat.”


  “You never know,” complained the bulky warrior. “Maybe he’s just disguised as a man of faith.”


  Atwood finally put his shield, sword and small axe on the counter, pressing his sibling to do the same. The monk slowly took the items and stored them behind the counter. Then he pointed at Darroch’s waist.


  “I will also need the knife, good sir.”


  The warrior feigned surprise and outrage. He took from his belt a gigantic knife, which had a blade more than fifteen inches long.


  “What, this thing? It’s my buttering knife. You couldn’t harm a mouse with this thing.”


  “For God’s sake, Darroch,” said Freston. “Just give the man your damn knife and let’s get out of here!”


  Darroch mumbled something under his thick beard and dropped his last weapon on the counter. Satisfied, the monk gestured for the group to go in, pulling on a wooden lever to open the door, which creaked loudly.


  “May God be with you,” he said, as they passed by.


  “I’d rather have my sword,” Atwood told him.


  Although the building had appeared to be quite large from the outside, Samuel was surprised at the vast interior. In front of him, an alley stretched through several rows of wooden benches, all the way to the front of the nave, where a large crucifix was displayed. Unlike the church Samuel and his family attended on Sundays, this one did not have large choir from which priests preached to the congregation. Instead, a simple altar was placed behind a metal fence, with two candles burning on either side.


  The interior was dark and silent, a place imbued with respect for God and Christian traditions. Even the sun, coming in through the stained-glass windows and projecting colorful patterns across the room, could not adequately light the room. Likewise, the chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling, projecting dancing shadows on the stone walls, barely provided enough light for visibility.


  In a violent world like Metverold, full of danger and uncertainties, it was probably easy to find faith and pray for protection from evil, thought Samuel.


  “Come,” said Malloy. “Let’s find that kitchen.”


  The dining room at the back of the church reminded them of a small inn, with a few tables and wooden seats scattered all around. As soon as they sat down, a stout woman entered through another door and listed the available dishes. She set a few pitchers of water on their tables, along with a bottle of wine and several metal cups. After having noted the selection of each man, she disappeared through the same door she had come from earlier.


  “Finally, something to thank God for,” exclaimed Atwood as he grabbed two of the mugs, without offering the second one to any of his companions.


  “Careful,” replied Freston, with a glance at Darroch. “It might be poisoned. After all, this abbey is filled with evil monks, out to get our rusty swords.”


  Samuel cautiously tasted the wine that Malloy poured him, but immediately spat it out. The taste was so awful and so bitter that he thought his breakfast would knock at the back of his throat. He opted for the water, even though it was slightly brown and smelled funny.


  Soon after, they were all feasting on hot bread, juicy meat and mashed turnip. As he was happily gorging on roast mutton, Samuel wondered if the monks treated all their guests in the same way, but his thoughts quickly drifted to other matters. Since Myrddin and his protectors had rescued them, Samuel could not help but feel as if he should have known the name of their leader, Ambrosius. He remembered hearing it before, but could not recall where and under what conditions. In the end, he decided that the best thing to do was probably to ask his companions.


  “So, who’s Ambrosius Aralius?” he asked casually.


  The whole room fell silent. All his companions stopped what they were doing. Small chunks of meat and gravy dribbled down Darroch’s thick beard. Even the corpulent lady, who had just brought back some more wine, froze dead in her tracks, before scurrying back to the kitchen.


  “Am I saying it right?” asked the young boy, his voice suddenly sounding a little worried.


  Darroch put down the piece of meat he was holding and looked at his brother Atwood. The latter looked back at him with an inquiring look. Both men tried to refrain themselves from bursting into hysteria, but could not do so for very long. Freston went back to eating his bread, balancing his chair in the corner of the room. Malloy, however, did not take his eyes off the strange boy he had met only a few days ago.


  “It’s Ambrosius Aurelianus,” he said. “And he’s the rightful heir to the throne of Britain.”


  Samuel tried to act casually, unsure of what was going through Malloy’s mind.


  “I thought Vortigern was the king of the Britons.”


  “That bastard isn’t the king of shit, if you ask me,” replied Darroch.


  “Enough of that,” warned Freston.


  “What? It’s true,” agreed Atwood. “For God’s sake, the man even married a pagan woman. He was not only content to give our lands to the barbarians, he also had to let them into his own house.”


  Samuel looked at his plate, dipping a piece of bread in the sweet brown gravy. He could still feel Malloy’s eyes on him.


  “I’m sorry,” he mumbled to defend himself. “I just did not know, that’s all. Unlike you, I don’t know all of our people’s history yet.”


  “You should know this,” said Malloy.


  “Come on Malloy,” said Atwood. “He’s just a kid, he doesn’t know what Vortigern has done. Probably doesn’t know who the Saxons are either.”


  “He sure knows how to handle a sword, though!” Darroch grinned.


  “How would you know?” said Freston. “You were sleeping the whole time.”


  “Why, you …”


  Atwood had to intervene quickly in order to restrain his brother from attacking the archer. Finally, Malloy turned away from Samuel and resumed eating his dinner in silence.


  “Well, aren’t you going to tell him the story?” Atwood asked Malloy. “After all, he did save your arse earlier.”


  “Fine,” answered Malloy, turning to Samuel. “I guess it falls on me to teach you about our history. Maybe if you spent less time wielding that sword of yours, and more time learning about your ancestors, you would know about them already.”


  “Duly noted,” replied Samuel.


  “Well, I’m sure you know that the Romans were in charge of Britain up until recently. For a few centuries, our people lived under the protection of their empire, and followed their way of life. From what we know, it seemed it was a fairly peaceful time on the island, except for the occasional raids from the north. However, one day, the Romans packed up their goods and left. I imagine they had been recalled to defend their empire, back on the main continent. When the last of them sailed away, most of Britain found itself in a struggle for leadership, every noble claiming they had a right to a throne that had been practically nonexistent until then.


  “In the end, it was agreed that a man named Flavius Claudius Constantinus, or Constantine II, would be put on the throne. He was of Roman descent and was a noble from the main continent, appreciated by all, if we are to believe the stories. Nonetheless, his crowning didn’t mean everyone had suddenly quenched their thirst for power. As you probably know, there will always be people who will scheme to overthrow a king or a ruler.”


  “Where I come from,” said Darroch, “we call them traitors.”


  “You can call them whatever you bloody well want,” replied Malloy. “Just don’t interrupt me again! Now, where was I? Right, there will always be traitors. However, Constantine II ruled for many years. His reign was relatively uneventful, and he eventually took a wife who gave him three sons: Constans, Ambrosius and Uther. The firstborn was sent to study with monks, while the other two remained with their father, in order to help him rule the land.


  “One day, while the two brothers were away to conduct some business, a Pict assassin slipped into the castle and murdered the king. The perpetrator claimed he had acted on his own, but many believed Vortigern’s clan was behind it. At the time, our present king was an advisor to Constantine II, the last of a long line of Briton noblemen.


  “When Ambrosius and his brother returned home, the whole country was already arguing who should inherit the throne and step up as king. Many believed Ambrosius would be an outstanding leader and should inherit the crown, but he and his younger brother insisted that their elder, Constans, was the rightful heir to the throne. When Vortigern, as the head advisor to the former king, declared that Constans was the rightful heir, the elder of the three sons left the monastery where he was living, to assume his new role.


  “If you believe the stories, however, Vortigern had plans of his own, which he immediately set in motion. He knew the elder son could easily be manipulated, since he had been away from politics for so long. This provided the advisor with the necessary time to put his scheme in place, turning the rest of the council, along with the army generals, to his side. When he became powerful enough to suppress any opposition, he murdered the young king and took his place. His first command was to declare the two surviving brothers outlaws and a menace to the Crown. Before long, anyone found guilty of helping them was sentenced to death.”


  “My God,” said Samuel. “And no one stood in his way or organized a rebellion?”


  “There was simply no time to do so. As soon as he was put in charge, Vortigern decided to address one of the biggest threats facing the kingdom. At the time, the people were outraged by the Picts and Scots raiding the northern part of the land, murdering the farmers and assaulting their women. Anyone who would offer protection to those poor people would instantly fall into good favor with them and the rest of the island.


  “Vortigern immediately took this opportunity to strengthen his grip on the throne. To accomplish this, he brought the Saxons to the island, so they would fight for him. When the barbarians defeated the northern tribes and secured Hadrian’s Wall, most of the people turned to his side, and the other half kept their heads down because of Vortigern’s newfound army, the savage Saxons. If these barbarians had not turned on him later, he would undoubtedly still be chasing after Ambrosius and his brother right now.”


  “Now do you understand?” interjected Atwood. “The man who risked his life to save us, Ambrosius Aurelianus, is none other than the true king of Britain. He is the rightful heir to the throne, which Vortigern stole from him.”


  “I still don’t understand why we don’t organize an insurgence,” added Darroch. “Look where that snail has brought us, right to the brink of annihilation.”


  “My brother is right, and we all know it,” agreed Atwood.


  Everyone kept quiet for a few minutes. Of course Darroch was right, but what could they do? The country was divided between itself, and the small army still acting under Vortigern’s rule was being pursued by a ruthless enemy, one who sought to take their lands and homes. If a rebellion occurred right now, the Saxons would simply overtake them all within a day.


  “In any case,” Malloy added finally, “this is not the day to mount a revolution. We have a job to do and we should concentrate on it.”


  As the young man concluded his history lesson, a monk quietly entered the dining hall, bringing a most welcome interruption to a tense dinner.


  “Would you please follow me? You are all summoned by the king.”


  “Even the monks recognize Ambrosius for who he truly is. The army should do the same,” whispered Darroch, as they stood and followed the newcomer out of the dining room.


  The cleric held a burning torch in front of him and led the group up a dark and narrow spiral stairway, made of slippery gray stones. At the top, he pushed open a wooden door to let them inside a gloomy room, where only a few candles and a couple of oil lamps provided a dim light. The room was circular and surprisingly large, without any windows or any other door. The ceiling seemed to be a little lower than usual, which gave the chamber a claustrophobic feel. The furniture consisted mostly of a round table in the middle, with several chairs around it, along with a few bookshelves holding grimoires and scrolls that were covered with a thick layer of dust.


  Taking place in the seats around the center table were Ambrosius, Kaleb, Myrddin and two other men. The first of the strangers, sitting next to young Myrddin, was an old monk, probably a caretaker or a mentor for the boy. The other man was sitting with his back to the group, wearing armor similar to that on Ambrosius.


  “Please, come in,” said the rightful king of the Britons. “Join us.”


  Samuel and his companions obeyed without hesitation. However, now that Samuel knew who this man was, he could not help but feel a little awkward in his presence. Should he kneel or bow down? He had no idea what was the proper code of conduct to adopt in such a situation. In the end, he thought it would be best to follow his companions’ lead and take his place in one of the free chairs around the table.


  The heir to the throne gestured to the man who was sitting with his back to the door.


  “This is my younger brother, Uther. You have already met Myrddin, of course. The man sitting next to him is his mentor and tutor, Master Blaise.”


  Samuel tried not to stare at the man called Uther, but could not keep himself from doing so. Ambrosius’ brother had broader shoulders than Ambrosius, and looked to be taller as well. His face was stoical and his stare focused, unyielding, the kind of gaze that inspired men to follow without any questions. He was staring at Ambrosius, clearly in disagreement with his brother over something.


  Britain.


  Merlin.


  Uther.


  Suddenly, it dawned on Samuel. It was so obvious, he wondered why he had not thought about it before. He knew he had read about Uther before. He was a hero and a warrior without equal, the subject of many stories and legends. However, he was also known for a different reason.


  Sitting barely a few feet from Samuel was none other than Uther Pendragon, whose son would become the most famous king of all Britain: Arthur.


  Samuel could not believe his eyes. He was in the presence of characters from whom a whole mythology would be born. His head spun. The legend he had to defend was the Arthurian myth. Maybe it was the one that started it all, the original story. However, with the excitement of this discovery came the weight of his responsibilities. This was not a trivial legend or a simple rehearsal for a new Lorekeeper. This was the real deal, one of the cornerstones for the future of a whole country.


  “We’ve asked you to join us,” announced Master Blaise, “because it’s only fair that you take part in the discussion regarding the fate of our people. You have come a long way to achieve your goal, and fought valiantly against our enemies, even when every hope looked to be lost. Your leader, Kaleb, has explained to us the situation at the army camp. You seek to get back to your commander with this young boy, so he can free Dinas Ffaraon of the curse that dwells there. However, we do not agree on whether or not we shall permit it. Perhaps you can help us reach a decision that will be final.


  “Actually,” Uther cut in, “we think it’s bloody stupid to let Myrddin go.”


  “Brother, please,” said Ambrosius. “They are merely messengers. There is no need to get hostile toward them.”


  Darroch was visibly impressed to be in the presence of the one he so proudly referred to as his king.


  “If I may,” he said, “I only want you to know, my king, that not all of us see the traitor Vortigern as our commander.”


  “I thank you, good man.”


  Ambrosius stood up and paced slowly around the group, weighing his words and trying to find a solution to their predicament. It was obvious to everyone present that Myrddin was special, and Samuel could hardly blame them for being cautious regarding the fate of this young boy.


  “I’m sure everyone here wishes only the best for our people,” continued Ambrosius. “Nonetheless, we also have to protect Myrddin. As you all know, he is a special boy, who still has a lot to accomplish, if we believe the scriptures of our ancestors. We cannot blatantly send him to the wolves, without any protection. We have to consider the possibility that Vortigern will want to harm the boy, if only to draw me and my brother out of hiding. We have discussed the many options facing Vortigern, and we have to assume that one of them includes sacrificing Myrddin in order to appease ancient gods. Of course, we cannot allow that to happen.”


  “Do you really believe there is such a curse on the place?” asked Malloy.


  “Of course there is,” answered Myrddin. “You have been to the hillside yourself. You’ve experienced what lies underneath the hill, that which comes alive at night. I’ve seen it in my dreams. Vortigern and his friends think my blood will remove the curse, but they are wrong. There is only one way to break the spell on Dinas Ffaraon.” He turned to Ambrosius. “You know I can help them. It has to be done, Ambrosius, so why do you oppose it?”


  “Because you’re too important, Myrddin,” answered the king. “I will not risk your life for a prophecy, one that we don’t even know is true.”


  “Isn’t that what prophecies are all about?” asked Master Blaise.


  “We can protect him, my lord,” said Kaleb. “Freston’s bow is unmatched by anyone, and our swords are steady and accurate. Even the young Samuel can incapacitate scores of men without even killing them. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”


  Samuel felt a little uneasy with this sudden mark of recognition.


  “Not to mention the valiant Malloy,” added Atwood. “He took down a giant who was completely clad in metal. He fought him like a lion and prevailed over this impossible foe.”


  Ambrosius stopped and looked at Malloy.


  “Yes, we saw that. Very impressive, young man. Still, you will be no match against Vortigern and his entire army, if they decide to harm Myrddin.”


  Suddenly, Samuel realized that the young boy who would become Merlin was not paying attention to the conversation. He was staring back at Samuel, studying him.


  Samuel held his breath, completely paralyzed. Myrddin was still only a child, but his powers were decidedly real. The Lorekeeper did not know if it was a spell or merely the myth of Merlin that prevented him from moving a muscle, but he remained immobile for a long time, looking back at the young boy. Finally, Myrddin smiled and turned his attention back to Ambrosius.


  “Tell us,” said Uther to Kaleb. “What is the state of the army, as of this moment?”


  “I must confess that the troops’ morale was rather weak when we left. If the earthquakes occurred on every night since we have departed, as Myrddin suggested, I suspect the soldiers’ tents are not the only things in ruins. My guess is that the morale of the army is probably at its lowest right now. The men are following Vortigern, but only because there is no other alternative. I’m sure very few believe he can actually win the war against the Saxons.”


  Uther jumped up to his feet and faced his brother Ambrosius.


  “Then we must take action. We must go to Dinas Ffaraon and dispose of the traitor once and for all!” he exclaimed. “Let’s gather the men and attack swiftly. Reclaim what is rightfully yours, my brother. Reclaim the throne that was stolen from us.”


  “You know we will follow your orders, my king,” added Darroch.


  Ambrosius pondered the idea, trying to evaluate every possible scenario that would emerge from an attack against Vortigern and his men.


  “This is a bad idea,” someone suddenly whispered.


  Everyone turned his head toward Malloy, who was staring blankly at the table in front of him. Samuel could not believe he had the nerve to contradict Uther Pendragon.


  “If you take on Vortigern now, a lot of lives will be lost,” added the young warrior. “You can be assured he will not go down easily, and will use every trick at his disposal to defend himself. Even if he is a poor king, he has proven to be resourceful when he needed to defend his throne. You can’t be sure he will not commit some vile act that would have disastrous consequences for our country. Also, do not discount the advantages he has, namely the landscape of Dinas Ffaraon and the army officers. Your men won’t make it halfway to the top of the hill before his archers rain arrows on their heads.”


  Uther opened his mouth to put this youngster back in his place, but before he could do so, Master Blaise spoke.


  “He is right, Uther. You should listen to this one, for he is wiser than he looks.”


  “Not everyone here is what they seem,” added Myrddin, looking at Samuel. The Lorekeeper wished he could vanish between the planks of the floor.


  “What did you say your name was, young man?” asked Ambrosius.


  “Malloy Cadwallader, my lord.”


  “Malloy is right, my brother. Let’s not commit the sin of vanity and assume the army will immediately rally to our cause and turn on Vortigern. We do not know if the officers are still behind him or not. We might end up facing an enemy much stronger than we think. I will not risk our men and our lives on a coin toss. If it is our destiny to take back the throne, we should be intelligent about it. Our first step should be to ensure we can sway the army’s loyalty to our side. We have to find a way to rally the officers to us, without Vortigern knowing of it.”


  “And how do you plan to do that, exactly?” asked Uther.


  “I will go with Myrddin to Vortigern’s camp.”


  Every man in the room could not help but react with shock and surprise to this unexpected announcement.


  “Are you mad?” inquired Uther Pendragon. “They will spot you from a mile away.”


  “Not if I disguise myself as one of the men sent to get Myrddin.”


  He pointed to Atwood.


  “This brave warrior is wounded and can barely stand. I can wear his armor and wield his weapons, take his place in the group. That way, I can protect Myrddin and get close to Vortigern. Would you mind allowing me to borrow your gear, Atwood?”


  “It would be my greatest honor, my king.”


  “For God’s sake, don’t encourage him!” exclaimed Uther, sitting back in his chair. “That, my brother, is the worst idea you ever had. No one said we have to do anything. We should keep these men here with us, hide Myrddin and wait for a better occasion to strike the bastard.”


  Ambrosius walked to his brother and bent over him as if addressing a child.


  “Don’t you understand, Uther? They sent these men here. They know the boy is hiding in this abbey. I don’t know how they learned about this secret, but they did. It is not safe for us anymore. There may very well never be another occasion like this one. If we stay here, they will come for us. If we move the village, the Saxons will hunt us. Myrddin, tell him of your vision, the one you had, if we leave Vortigern and his army to themselves.”


  “As I’ve seen it,” Myrddin said, “the Saxons will march to Dinas Ffaraon in the next few weeks, and descend on a weakened and tired army. They will exterminate every one of them. It will be the downfall of the Britons and our people will be erased from history.”


  “Visions,” mumbled Uther. “They change all the time, your visions. It doesn’t mean anything.”


  “They change because we can act on them before they happen. You see, my brother, we must act now, if we are to save our people.”


  Uther studied his brother. He tried to find a flaw in Ambrosius’ plan, but he knew his elder brother was right. He looked at Myrddin.


  “And you are sure you can convince Vortigern to let you live long enough for us to overthrow him?”


  “With one word, my lord.”


  “And then what?” wondered Uther.


  Myrddin stood up and took place next to Ambrosius.


  “Your people are standing on the edge of an abyss, a bottomless pit of despair,” he said. “They have lost all hope and are patiently awaiting certain death. They follow Vortigern because doing otherwise means they would have to face the fact that they are doomed. We have to give them back their courage. If we were to provide them with a strong sign, a rallying symbol toward their rightful king, and show them that he can lead his army to victory, it would give them a chance to defeat the barbarians.”


  “And you can provide them with such a sign?” asked Uther.


  “I can, my lord,” answered the child.


  Uther looked into his older brother’s eyes.


  “If you get killed, Ambrosius Aurelianus, I will invade hell myself, track you down and smack you so hard the devil himself will take pity on you.”


  Ambrosius’ face lit up with a large smile.


  “Then it is decided,” he said. “We will go to Vortigern. Uther will stay here at the monastery, with the men, in case the Saxons decide to return and look for Myrddin. They probably didn’t forget the little magic show you put on for them earlier. Make sure they do not learn he has left this place or they will hunt us down.”


  For the next fifteen minutes, everyone at the table voiced ideas and suggestions. Details were studied, a plan was put together, and it was decided that they would contact Uther and his men once the traitor had been killed. As for Samuel, he kept quiet, but listened attentively. After all, this was a unique opportunity for him to learn strategies and tactics he could use in cosplay events and role-playing games. Who better to learn these from than Uther Pendragon and his brother Ambrosius? Lucian would undoubtedly be impressed with this newfound knowledge.


  He did not notice the young Myrddin sneaking up behind him.


  “You were right not to intervene, Samuel. It could have had disastrous consequences for all of us,” said the wizard-to-be.


  Samuel’s blood froze in his vein. His heart jumped in his chest.


  He knew. Merlin knew Samuel’s secret, he knew who he truly was.


  “Don’t worry,” continued Myrddin with a smile, “Your secret is safe with me. If you are wondering how I know you are not from our world, it is quite simple. You see, I always have these visions of events to come, and have seen most of the possible endings. I constantly see people I have never met before, but I have never seen you in any of my visions. I have to admit, I was quite thrilled to meet you and very much looking forward to it. My visions of this specific council always included your companions, but you were hidden from my mind. I had realized there was someone else in my visions, but your identity was hidden, as if by a mist. For a long time, I questioned why it was so, why I could not see this last man at our meeting, but then I realized it was quite simple: you must be from another world. That is the only explanation.”


  Samuel could only nod slightly.


  “I knew it!” exclaimed Myrddin. “However, it also begs the question of why you are here, doesn’t it? Again, I had to ponder many possibilities, but only one of them really made sense. You are here to accomplish a task or protect us, am I right?”


  Again, Samuel nodded.


  “Can you tell me what it is?”


  “I – I’m not sure,” said the Lorekeeper. He hesitated for a moment, but then decided to answer the boy’s question. “I’m here to make sure everything goes as it’s supposed to.”


  Myrddin clapped his small hands and smiled generously.


  “Now that is quite incredible. Me, little Myrddin, meeting a person such as yourself! I can hardly believe it!”


  “I assure you, Myrddin, the honor is all mine.”


  “In any case, you are doing a splendid job so far, Samuel.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  Myrddin signaled for the Lorekeeper to get closer and whispered in his ear.


  “Because my vision hasn’t changed yet, meaning you have not done anything to alter the course of history. However, even though it appears you have defended it successfully so far, since you are still here, I imagine your task is not done yet.”


  “Have you ever heard of the Yfel?” Samuel asked Myrddin.


  “I’m afraid I have not.”


  “And if you can’t see me in your vision, I assume you cannot see who my true enemy is either.”


  “Vortigern? I can see him clearly!”


  “No, not him; a man like me. Only his intentions are the opposite of mine. He wants to change the course of history, not protect it.”


  “I’m sorry, I can’t help you there. All I can see are the consequences of your actions, and probably those of your foe as well.”


  “And if your vision hasn’t changed, it means the Yfel’s agent has not done anything yet to alter history, which only means his plan is yet to be set in motion.”


  “That would make sense, yes. However, don’t think we know everything there is to know here, Samuel. Many variables and important details may still be hidden from you and even from me. This man you are referring to, he could already be working, without our knowledge. You have to tread carefully.”


  “But how could he? You would see it.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know the answer to that question. After all, I’m only eight years old!”


  Samuel let himself fall back on his seat, going over all the new information he had recently learned and trying to solve the enigma of his enemy. He had to figure out this man’s plan before it was too late, but he was starting to think he would never be able to do it.


  “In any case,” said Myrddin, “I’m glad to have met you, Samuel, and I won’t tell anyone who you are, as long as you don’t interfere with my people’s history.”


  “Thank you,” was all that Samuel could answer.


  “Now, let’s get ready. We still have a long journey before this story is over, don’t we?”


  Myrddin turned around and ran out of the room and down the stairs, with Master Blaise trying to catch up behind him. Samuel was still standing and reflecting on how he would tell Angeline this young boy knew who he was.


  Strangely, he felt relieved to finally share his secret.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 12


  



  It had only been two days since he had dispatched the group to fetch the fatherless boy, but Vortigern felt as though two years had passed. Standing outside his tent, as the sun ascended the morning sky, he tried to occupy his mind with plans to defend his army against the Saxons or images of the fortress he intended to build on Dinas Ffaraon. Despite his best efforts, scenes of a young child pleading for his life kept coming back into his head, like vultures circling over a rotting carcass.


  Since agreeing to put Morghan’s plan in motion, he could not help but wonder about his mental state. Maybe he had gone mad after all. For the first time in his life, he was reluctant to act in the best interests of his own people. The crime he contemplated committing was horrendous, an act so vile and despicable, he did not dare rehearse it in his head as he normally did with deeds he had to perform. However, it appeared to be the only option before him. Saving his kingdom and protecting the Britons were the only true purposes of his existence, and he would stop at nothing to fulfill his destiny.


  Vortigern could only hope history would forgive his actions. As a wise man had once told him: “A strong leader will stand with his people and remain undaunted in the face of danger, but an exceptional leader will also possess the courage to take the right decisions when faced with harrowing choices.”


  The king turned and looked at the remains of his tent, shaken to the ground again for the third consecutive morning. As they had done the two previous nights, uncanny earthquakes had shaken the hill, creating chaos and striking fear in the hearts of men, until the crack of dawn. Vortigern grabbed his sword and walked across the plain that was the summit of Dinas Ffaraon, until he reached a small mound. Climbing onto it, he stood at the edge of the cliff, where he looked down on the camp in the valley. There, he witnessed once more the carnage and suffering that cursed him and his men. The crisp morning breeze lifted his gray hair and the purple cape he wore, as he leaned on the black hilt of his sword to take a closer look at his military forces. Soldiers were scurrying to extinguish fires caused by the nocturnal tremors. Tents and temporary camps were once again piled up on the ground, the soldiers trying desperately to clear paths for the victims, who were being carried off to the physician or, worse, lugged to a common grave.


  Looking into the distance, observing the morning mist slowly setting over the valley, the Britons’ sovereign wondered why God had cursed him. He yearned to learn the nature of the crime he must have committed in order to deserve such an ungrateful fate. Everything he had done had been in the best interests of his people. When the Romans had abandoned his country to be pillaged by the northern tribes, content to return home after having enjoyed the hospitality of the Britons for so many centuries, it was he, Vortigern, who had stepped up to unify the nobles and to protect the lands.


  Even after his own kind, his friends and neighbors, had rejected him as a suitable leader, and decided to ask an outsider to govern them, he did not concede and leave them to their fate. Constantine II may have been a favorite of the people, but he was not a true Briton. He could never have understood the ways of the island and the political games played among the many kingdoms and tribes. He had been weak and dimwitted, unable to protect his country from internal struggles or threats from the outside. No prosperity could ever come to a country fighting against both itself and others.


  Still, Vortigern had offered his help as an advisor, hoping to guide this new king and keep his people on the right course, if only from the shadows of the throne. At the time, it suited him just fine, so long as the king was obedient and followed his every recommendation. After all, Vortigern, not Constantine, was the only one truly fit to rule over the Britons.


  Nonetheless, no matter how good an advisor Vortigern had been, Constantine eventually started showing signs of being more comfortable in his new role, developing a mind of his own and making decisions without consulting the council. Everyone could clearly foresee the troubles toward which the country was heading. This outsider, who was acting as king, would most certainly bring nothing but chaos and war to the Britons. Something had to be done. The crime would eventually be forgiven, for it would have been committed for the people, to free them of an imbecilic ruler and replace him with a competent one—himself.


  It had been for the greater good. Always for the greater good.


  It would have been easy enough to eliminate Constantine and claim the throne for himself, but, unfortunately for Vortigern, the king had produced three sons, all legitimate heirs to the crown. He doubted they would have accepted him as their new ruler. More careful planning had been required, and that was where the Picts and Saxons had come in handy.


  Vortigern had sent off the eldest of the three sons and locked him up in a distant abbey, so he could put his plan in motion. Unfortunately, the other two had proven to be more difficult to dispatch. Those bastards were stubborn, and eager to learn about the arts of war and politics. Of course, their appetite for justice made them favorites of the people, the clear candidates to wear the crown once their father passed into the afterlife.


  Then again, the people generally did not know what was best for them. How could they? Their lives were so distant from the games of power, content to farm their lands and raise their children, unaware of the dangers menacing the nation and the island of Britain.


  However, with every passing year under Constantine’s reign, the people had grown more and more frustrated with the king, especially with his inability to deal with the Picts and Scots from the north.


  Vortigern looked down on the army he now commanded, reminiscing over his finest moments, remembering how he had mange to outwit them all.


  He had worked the Picts into his plan, a grandiose scheme that would ensure that Britain’s future was in his own hands. Of course, those feebleminded fools were a pain in the heel of the country, but he had cleverly turned them into temporary allies, without their knowledge of the full plan, of course.


  To begin with, he had made a deal with their leaders. Savages, all of them, but so easy to buy off. When he had first stepped onto their lands, crossing the Hadrian’s Wall and pushing through unexplored terrain, he had been unsure of how they would react to his proposal. He had expected every possible scenario, including violent bargaining at the tip of a sword. However, all he had to do was offer them free, uninterrupted raids on villages known for their wealth and fair maidens. The savages had agreed immediately. Not only would they keep terrorizing the northern part of the island; they would also wait for his command to launch an unprecedented wave of attacks. Vortigern would indicate where to strike, as well as ensuring the defenses of their targets were weak and unable to protect their own. All the Picts had to do was to leave a few survivors, who could spread the words of terror and tell the horrifying tales of they had lived through.


  It pained him to remember all those lives that had been lost in the pursuit of his goal, but sacrifices had to be made, if Britain was to become the great nation it was destined to be.


  Once he had his diversion set up, Vortigern had moved on to the next phase of his plan, a fairly easy one. As an additional chip on the bargaining table with the Picts, he had requested that one of them kill Constantine II. Vortigern would provide safe passage to the castle and the opportunity to strike, in return for some extra gold for the family of the murderer.


  A week later, he was attending the king’s funeral and supervising the execution of the Pict assassin.


  The relentless attacks on the northern villages, by the savage hordes living on the other side of the wall, combined with the murder of the king by one of those wild men, had successfully generated enough outrage among his countrymen to provide Vortigern the diversion he needed. During the following months, no one had paid attention to him, and he had been free to put in motion the next part of his plan: recruiting an army.


  Dealing with the Saxons and their leader, Hengist, had proved to be much more difficult than bargaining with the Picts. The pagans from the eastern continent had more serious demands, asking not only for gold and treasure, but also for land and food for their own people. They were essentially looking for a place to settle down and start over. Nonetheless, although they were ruthless people, governed by laws of violence and akin to animals, they were also vital to the execution of Vortigern’s plan. He had had no choice but to agree with their terms. More than once, he had hesitated to carry on with his scheming, fearing something dreadful was looming in a distant future for himself, but every time, he had remembered why he was doing this.


  For the greater good. For his people.


  What’s more, he had been able to get something for himself in the bargain, which had made the decision to go forward with the plan a lot easier: he had acquired the daughter of Hengist. She was a woman of pure beauty, with long hair the color of autumn and green, lustrous eyes. She may not have been a Christian, but she would still make an absolutely stunning queen.


  Once the deal had been struck and sealed by a blood oath, the Saxons had crossed the sea and settled on the southeastern part of the island, their presence hidden from the Britons until the time would come. There they would build houses, hunt and receive regular tributes from Vortigern, waiting for his command to attack a target he would point out.


  And just like that, he had his own private army.


  After Constantine’s death at the hands of a Pict, every advisor and noble residing at the court, including Ambrosius and Uther, requested that the eldest son, Constans, be crowned and placed on the throne. He had spent most of his life away from the castle and in solitude, but they all insisted it was both customary and lawful for him to succeed his father. Vortigern, of course, had foreseen this minor setback. However, he had not been sure if Constans would accept his new role or even if Ambrosius would not make a move to secure the throne for himself. Wisely, he was prepared for both eventualities. When the eldest son, the weakest of the three, had returned home and declared he would try his best to bring prosperity to his people, Vortigern had almost danced for joy, because he knew his time was now at hand.


  Had it been anybody else in his shoes, Vortigern was convinced they would have tried to cast off Constantine’s sons and take the crown for themselves. Most likely, they would have succeeded. However, Vortigern was no ordinary man. He liked to think of himself as a master strategist, and one of the first things you learn from playing politics as he did was to always use timing to your advantage. Successfully dealing a blow to your foes was easy enough, but inflicting one that would last a lifetime was much harder. It needed preparation and precise planning. If he had stolen the throne from the three brothers immediately after their father’s death, he would have risked an uprising from the people and maybe even the army. Perhaps he could have clung to the crown for a year; probably less. Eventually, he knew, the heirs to the throne would have prevailed and overthrown him. He had needed more time to put all the pieces in motion.


  So he had waited for the perfect opportunity to strike a lethal blow, one that would ruin the brothers’ reputation and cast them away forever. He needed to not only seize the throne, but also prove he was the only one skilled enough to lead the Britons. He had to gain the trust of the people. With the feeble Constans nervously doing his best to look like a king, struggling to deal with the public outrage stemming from the constant raids on northern villages, Vortigern knew his time had arrived.


  He had thought of using another assassin to kill Constans, but in the end, he had decided to do it himself. For all the schemes and the planning he was doing, getting your hands dirty once in a while was an excellent way to keep an edge over your opponents. Convincing the generals and the nobles that the monk was not a suitable choice for a leader had been easier than expected, and within a few months, he had plunged a sharp blade into the heart of the fool.


  As the morning mist slowly crawled up Dinas Ffaraon, Vortigern recalled the most crucial part of his plan, in which he had finally seized the throne for himself.


  Before the two brothers could react to their elder’s death, Vortigern had quickly unleashed the most violent and ruthless raids of the Picts in the north. The savages had been true to their word, and the raids had pushed the public disgust to the brink of rage and rebellion.


  The diversion had worked as planned.


  The people forgot about the struggle for the throne of Britain and clamored that something be done to stop the violence and the pillaging of their countrymen. Vortigern had quickly stepped up and declared war on the Picts. He had proposed a simple solution to their problems: employing the Saxons to eliminate the Picts. The country quickly agreed and the people were ready to welcome Vortigern as their new leader. When Ambrosius and Uther asked questions as to why the Saxons were already on the island, he had declared them outlaws and traitors. He went as far as to pin the raids on them, inventing stories about forbidden relationships with Pict women.


  When the Saxons crushed the Picts, the whole country was grateful for Vortigern’s swift action and strongly supported his every decision, even those regarding the two surviving sons of Constantine. Any attempt at an uprising by the two brothers had been rendered impossible, crushed before it even started.


  The plan had worked. Vortigern was now king and the two brothers, caught off guard, had been unable to mount a rebellion in time. Everything was as it should have been in the first place, with the island’s future safely in the hands of its new leader.


  Then, unexpectedly, the Saxons started to bring more of their people, constantly asking for more lands and requiring more food. When their incessant demands were not met, they threatened to kill nearby villagers and steal what they saw as rightfully theirs. Vortigern should have known these barbarians were up to something. He should have foreseen they would go back on their word. He should have expected they would eventually turn on him and declare war on the Britons. All along, they had planned to take over the island for themselves.


  Then again, how could he have known?


  Was it his fault he thought every man had a minimum of dignity and honor in his heart?


  He was convinced he had been right to take the throne, but fate had decided to reward him with a war.


  At the time, when the Saxons started to attack the Britons, he had thought the conflict would only last a few months. He had thought he would be able to organize a proper army and crush them, but for a second time, his careful planning backfired on him in a way he had not predicted. His wife, a woman who had refused to convert to Christianity, was now the enemy, and this placed Vortigern in a delicate position. He loved his wife very much and even though their marriage had been short-lived, he had enjoyed every minute at her side. However, his country was still too important to jeopardize. With a pagan queen sitting next to him, he thought it would provide his enemies a perfect opportunity to seize the throne, not to mention the rumors that were rapidly spreading among the commoners: that the queen was helping the enemy and keeping the king under her control. He had no other choice but to do the right thing. With tears in his eyes and one last kiss, he had strangled his wife—for the good of his country, so he could remain the strong leader they needed.


  But the deed had only made him a monster, a tyrant in the eyes of his countrymen. Again, fate had played him for a fool.


  He closed his eyes, listening to his heart, summoning the last drops of courage and will that he possessed.


  Not this time, he thought.


  This time, he would have the upper hand over fate. This time, he would emerge victorious and turn the tide of the war.


  He had to, because he would not get another chance to do so. Here, on Dinas Ffaraon, he would not only place the fate of his people in the balance of destiny, but his own as well. He knew very well that small factions within the army were already plotting to take him down. He knew as well that morale was now at its lowest level and that the oppositional factions were attracting disgruntled soldiers at an alarming rate, growing more confident with each new recruit.


  The only way he would survive the next few months was if he could inspire his men, make them believe in him once again. He had to prove he was the leader they needed, the king they had worshiped when he had crushed the Picts and saved the northern villagers from unnamable atrocities.


  He pictured himself killing the fatherless boy who would soon be here, spilling his blood in a public ceremony. He would lift the curse of this place and build the largest fortress the world had ever seen. Then he would annihilate the Saxons and place his foot on the throat of destiny.


  



  “They refuse to rebuild the ramparts, my lord,” reported an officer to Morghan. “The men are tired and weak. They have been up all night, trying to put out fires and helping others. They need to rest.”


  “Tell them that anyone found disobeying my orders and not participating in the construction of our defenses will be hung, dismembered and used as mortar in the construction of the pigpen. Any day now, the Saxons will figure out that we did not go north. They will be on their way within a few weeks, at most. There is no time to lose in making trivial complaints.”


  The general hesitated for a moment, then nodded and quickly left the advisor to his thoughts.


  Morghan knew very well that the men were rebuilding the wall in vain. Every night since they had set foot on this godforsaken hill, the ground had shaken for hours, destroying all the work done during the day. There was no reason to believe tonight would be any different.


  But what else could he do?


  Any hope of winning this war had vanished from the minds of the warriors. Once part of a proud army, the soldiers surrounding the advisor were now mere ghosts of what they had been, wandering about without purpose, awaiting certain death. There was no doubt that leaving them to their thoughts for a whole day would prove disastrous for the leadership of the army. Left to themselves, the men would organize a rebellion and strike without delay.


  He could not let them do so. He had to keep them occupied, force them to work if necessary. If the soldiers were busy chopping down trees and gathering rocks, then they would not have time to debate whether or not they should dispose of the king and his council.


  Of course, this meant that every morning he had to convince the army officers that he and the other advisors, as well as the king, had a plan to solve their problem. He had to remain stern and calm, persuading the men that everything was under control and on schedule. Still, the men were rapidly growing impatient, tirelessly working all day, and unable to get any rest at night. Tempers were flaring and there was no holding cell to keep the troublemakers from causing more problems.


  Morghan climbed back up to the plateau at the top of Dinas Ffaraon. There, a few soldiers were rebuilding the tents and living quarters that had crumbled the previous night. The advisor was glad to see his tent was already up. He saluted the two guards posted at his door and walked in, thankful to see someone had even put a breakfast on the table.


  He went to grab a piece of bread and pour himself a cup of water, but halted at the last moment. A dark thought had suddenly crossed his tired mind. Who were the guards he had just seen outside his tent? Were they new? He could not tell. He looked at the bread he was holding and sniffed it. It smelled like fresh bread. Or did it? He bent over the cup of water. Again, he tried to smell if anything had been added to the liquid. He decided it was not worth the risk, and put bread back in its basket and the cup of water on the table. He called for someone to bring back another breakfast. Surely, the traitors had spent all their poison on this one, if there was any.


  He looked at the men who picked up the food with suspicion. Did they look disappointed? Maybe they were just tired.


  So was he.


  While he waited for more food, Morghan picked up the scrolls and maps that were still scattered on the ground. He placed a few of them on the table, unfurling the old yellow parchment to study them. As if someone was spying on him, he acted like he was devising a plan to put up defenses in place for the Saxon’s attack, but really, he was merely staring blankly at the scrolls, unsure of what to do or where to begin. When he heard someone entering his tent, he did not look up, and gestured for them to leave the breakfast on a small table next to a wooden chair.


  “Sit down,” said a voice that immediately sent chills down the advisor’s spine.


  The dark stranger was back.


  “We need to talk.”


  Morghan tried to appear unafraid, but he knew it was useless. This man could read his every thought.


  “Please, have a seat,” Morghan said. “Do you have any news of our expedition, and whether or not they were successful in getting the boy you told me about?”


  The dark man did not respond immediately. For a few moments, he remained silent and perfectly still, staring at the old advisor from under his perpetually dark hood. Morghan felt the air around his body become suddenly cold. The hair on his arms stood up and droplets of sweat on his neck slowly trickled toward his shoulder blades. He could not see the stranger’s face, but he could feel his gaze upon him, freezing his body in place.


  Finally, the stranger spoke: “Do not worry yourself. They will bring him back.”


  “How can you be so sure?”


  Again, a heavy silence fell inside the tent. The advisor suddenly remembered the threat that was made to him, the last time he had questioned the dark stranger. He immediately regretted his last words and wished he could take them back.


  “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “Please, tell me what I can do for you now.”


  “There is nothing you can do for me. Rather, it is I who does everything for you and your king. Don’t ever forget it.”


  He walked around the table and sat down in Morghan’s favorite chair.


  “There are still preparations that need to be made,” he said. “In order to lift the curse afflicting this place, specific rituals must be performed.”


  “I don’t understand,” replied the advisor, sitting in a smaller, less comfortable chair across the table.


  “The curse that dwells in this place is very ancient,” continued the dark man. “It was conjured on this hill when pagan deities still ruled these lands, when antediluvian gods reigned over your ancestors. It was done by using dark rites and violent sacrifices. If you want to purge this hill of the evil that dwells within, if you want to remove this evil charm, you need to perform rituals that address these ancient gods. Only they can lift the curse and free this land for your fortress.”


  “I see,” Morghan said. “I have no reason to doubt you, but there will probably be some resistance to performing anything that will not appear Christian. The king himself is not keen on using pagan symbols or blasphemous chants. I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of his wife and what she represented for him. The old religions tore his heart apart, and he was forced to commit the unthinkable because of them.”


  “Your king needs to remember that his place on the throne was stolen. If he intends to keep it, he should listen to you. The gods, history and fate, could care less about his feelings toward what needs to be accomplish. Everything has to be done for the greater good, am I not right?”


  “Of course you are.”


  “Good.”


  The dark man stood up over the table, looking at all the scrolls Morghan had laid there earlier. With a swift movement of his right hand, he shoved everything off the table, heedless of the mess he was creating on the floor. Then he opened his robe and pulled out a dark parchment of his own. Carefully, he placed it on the empty table and slowly unrolled it.


  On the parchment were many sketches and dozens of inscriptions he could not decipher. The characters looked unlike anything he had ever seen before, even in the oldest of grimoires he had read in the kingdom’s archives. Written vertically, apparently meant to be read from top to bottom, the writings were sometimes arranged in dense paragraphs, probably explaining the adjacent sketches. In other places, they looked like formulas or incantations.


  Morghan could not suppress a certain nervousness. This power seemed to be dealing with demons from hell, or perhaps the devil himself.


  “What … what do all these writings mean?” he asked the dark stranger, his voice trembling.


  Without a word, the dark man pointed to the main sketch. The drawing depicted something that looked like a cross, only there was a massive circle around the central point. Two beams were assembled to form the crucifix, and the circle went around the point where they crossed, so that the beams divided the circle into four equal quadrants.


  Along each beam, symbols were inscribed, and more symbols ran around the circle. At each point where the circle made contact with one of the beams, a larger rune was displayed, different in all four spots. The advisor thought they probably represented the four cardinal points.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “An altar,” answered the dark stranger. “These are the instructions to build it.”


  Morghan shivered in disgust.


  “Is this … is this where the boy needs to be sacrificed?”


  “Indeed it is. You will take these sketches to your king, and convince him to build the altar. A few moments ago, you mentioned that some men might be harder to persuade than others when it came to dealing with pagan rites. This is why you will present this altar as a cross—a Christian cross. You will instruct your men to build it exactly as it’s shown here, and to carve each symbol into the wood exactly as it is depicted on the parchment. It is very important that the sigils be identical to the sketches.”


  “It is certainly very clever to disguise the altar as a Christian cross, but Vortigern will ask why this cross looks so strange.”


  “Tell your king and the rest of your council that the cross is part of a forbidden Christian celebration. Tell them that it is so powerful against curses that it is also terribly dangerous. Tell them it had to be kept a secret so no one would toy with its power. Tell them that even you don’t understand the full power of the cross—which is the truth.”


  Morghan bit his lower lip. “What if they ask where I got this parchment and how I know of this powerful cross?” he said.


  The stranger turned toward the advisor. “Do I also have to teach you how to take a piss, old man? Can’t you do anything by yourself? If they ask such questions, make up answers. Explain to them how you learned of the existence of these documents and the cross a long time ago. Invent some horrific stories and strike fear in their hearts with threats, so they stop asking useless questions. It usually works on men, especially frightened and desperate ones.”


  Morghan remained silent, looking anywhere but at the dark stranger. He had no idea how he could make up such stories and come up with threats strong enough to quiet the king or the council, but he figured it was easier to invent such lies than ask more questions of this man.


  “Tell your men to fashion this cross at a thirty degree angle from the ground,” continued the dark stranger. “Tell them it will channel the forces of your god, or that of the angels. In reality, this is where the boy will be kept, until we have drained every last drop of his blood. To maintain the altar in place, you will also need to make a base capable of holding it, like this one.” The hooded man pointed to a smaller drawing of a circle, with another cross in the middle. Symbols identical to the ones inscribed on the cross were carved around the base.


  “Again, it is very important that your men carve the symbols exactly as they are shown. Any mistake could have devastating consequences.”


  “I understand. How will the boy remain on the altar? Should we attach leather straps to restrain him?”


  “No! Do not add or omit anything,” yelled the dark stranger. “How can this be any simpler? Build the device exactly as it is described, nothing more. I will take care of the boy. Once we put him into the circle, he will not be able to escape us. Do not worry about it.”


  “How long do we have to build the altar?” Morghan asked.


  “Two days. By then the boy will be here. It has to be completed by then and ready to be used. The sacrifice must take place as soon as the boy arrives, without delay.”


  Morghan’s mind was a maelstrom of contradictions. What they were speaking of, the crime they were scheming to commit, went against every fiber of his body and every belief he held dear. Of course it was for the benefit of his people, but wasn’t there any line to be drawn?


  Was there any sin that would be too much to forgive?


  Killing an innocent child, even if it was done to save the army and ultimately, the Britons, wasn’t it going too far?


  How would history judge those who spilled the blood of the innocent to save themselves?


  “It is the only way to survive this war and the right thing to do, advisor. It’s the only thing to do, in fact,” said the dark man.


  “Is it?” asked Morghan, more to himself than anything else.


  “Yes,” replied the dark stranger. “It is, and you know it. It was the right thing to do when you helped Vortigern murder a young king. It was also the right thing to do when your king killed his wife. And it is still the right thing to do to, if you want to save your country from oblivion.”


  “And you are absolutely certain this will work? This sacrifice we are planning will rid this hill of the curse that inhabits it, so that we can build an impenetrable fortress to crush the Saxons?”


  The dark man raised his head and stared directly at the old advisor. For the first time, Morghan saw something other than complete darkness in the hood covering the man’s head. It started with two little specks of red light, glowing intensely, like the hottest coals in a dying fire, but they rapidly grew into bright flames.


  They burned like the eyes of a demon.


  Morghan felt his mind pulled toward those burning red lights, entrapped within them and at the mercy of this infernal being. It seemed he was standing on the edge of an abyss of madness, unable to free himself from the fiend’s grasp. Finally, the stranger broke his spell: “I swear to you, old man, this is the last time you question me. If you ever express doubts again, your mind will belong to me for all eternity. You cannot even begin to imagine to tortures and cruelties I can inflict on you and your soul. This is my last warning. The device will free you of the curse upon this place. Why else would I waste my time with you?”


  Grasping at the few slivers of sanity he had left, Morghan quickly turned away, before he went completely mad. As his consciousness started to reclaim ownership of his mind, the stranger spoke once more.


  “Now go to your king,” he said. “Tell him about the altar and what needs to be done. Make haste in your preparations, for time is running short.”


  “I understand,” mumbled Morghan.


  “One more thing, advisor. Make sure the boy does not speak to anyone when he gets here, and especially not to the king. This child is special, magical, and he has the ability to twist reality, to read people’s minds and turn lies into truths. With one word, he can put a spell on Vortigern and turn him against us. With one syllable, he can undo everything you have worked for and convince the king to spare his life.”


  “What about his companions, the ones who travel with him? Should we assume they are under his spell?”


  “We can only presume that they are. There is no point in taking unnecessary risks. Deal with them as you wish, they do not matter. However, be on your guard. The young man who travels with them, the one I warned you about, is a sneaky fellow and has the potential to surprise your soldiers. He could easily ruin everything if you are not careful. Don’t let him take out his sword, under any circumstances. He may not look like much too you, but he is a powerful being, much more powerful than he realizes. If you can, dispose of him quickly, before he can defend himself.”


  “Understood.”


  Morghan looked back at the cross.


  When he looked up again, the dark man was gone. The old man remained in his uncomfortable chair, leaning back on the hard wood and looking at the cushioned seat where the stranger in black had sat a few moments ago. He knew he would never use his favorite chair again.


  He simply could not sit where the devil had sat just a few seconds ago.


  Morghan now knew it could only be the king of demons he had been dealing with. Only the lord of hell could have such an effect on the human soul.


  For the second time in recent days, Morghan cried. This time, however, he cried for the salvation of his own soul.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 13


  



  Samuel and his companions had been traveling in the dense and misty forest for two days now. Fearing another trap by the Saxons, the group had decided to ride using the cover of trees, taking a long detour around the path they had journeyed on to arrive at the abbey a few days earlier. The trail was harder to negotiate and more hazardous, causing an extra day of delay, but it was worth it in order to remain hidden from a devious enemy. To make up for lost time, hoping to find safer ground as soon as possible, the group had been advancing relentlessly through the dark foliage and muddy terrain, stopping only for a few hours at a time to rest and let their mounts gather their strength. There was no doubt in everyone’s mind that the Saxons had not simply abandoned their prey after their last defeat, two days earlier. Surely they were still looking for the small group, and probably setting up another ambush. If the Britons were foolish enough to find themselves within their grasp again, this time the barbarians would not let their vanity take over. They would kill them swiftly and without hesitation.


  When Kaleb finally declared that they were out of danger and back in more familiar territory, Samuel immediately felt relieved and grateful. Looking around, he saw the same thankful expression on the tired faces of his companions, like a weight had been lifted off their broad shoulders. Still, they did not let their guard down, watchful for any signs of a surprise attack from an unseen enemy.


  Everyone, that is, except the young child, Myrddin Emrys.


  Samuel had peeked in his direction a few times since their departure, though never for more than a few seconds, fearing the boy would spot him staring and misinterpret his intentions. Myrddin always appeared perfectly at peace, smiling gently and clearly enjoying the trip out of the abbey. The large stone building must have felt like a prison at times to a young boy his age, and it was understandable that he would experience a sense of freedom on this journey. Samuel remembered how the boy had told him he could see the future, how he had visions of things to come. He had also mentioned to the Lorekeeper how these visions never included him, something that made the young man a little uneasy. Samuel had tried to comprehend this power that Myrddin had described, but was having a hard time wrapping his head around the ability to witness events before they occurred. Every time he organized his thoughts around the concept, the questions multiplied in his head, and he would end up more confused than before.


  For instance, if the boy could foresee events that were yet to happen, could he know whether or not there was a Saxon attack brewing in the near future? And if he could, in fact, predict such an attack, was he calm and at peace because the group had decided to take a course away from danger?


  When the second day of traveling came to an end, the group reached the camp where Samuel and his companions had first stopped on their way to the abbey. It was decided they would build a fire and stay here for the night, one last stop before reaching the Briton army and turning Myrddin over to their leader. Exhausted from the excessive riding they had endured in the last forty-eight hours, the men quickly ate their dinner and lay down to get a decent night of sleep. No one seemed inclined to tell stories.


  That night, though, Samuel’s sleep was not peaceful. His inner voice would not keep quiet. He had listened to Angeline and let the story play itself out, letting himself be swept along by the current of the plot. However, it sometimes felt as though he was on the verge of being drowned in it; as though the story would eventually swallow him whole and never spit him out. He wished he knew what to expect for the following day. He wished he could be better prepared to face whatever danger lurked in his future.


  The next morning, Samuel woke as soon as the first rays of the sun touched his face and gently warmed his cheeks. After opening his eyes and stretching silently, he stood and looked around, making sure everyone was still sound asleep. The day was serene, the morning air cool and moist. Without making a sound, Samuel collected his sword and dagger and quietly walked away from the camp. He was hoping to find a quiet spot to gather his thoughts and maybe have a chat with Angeline.


  As he followed a foggy path that led him deeper into the forest, covered with wet leaves and slippery roots, Samuel took the two strange dice from his pocket. In all the excitement of the previous days, he had almost forgotten about them. He recalled the first time he had seen them in the store, a moment that now seemed to belong to a previous life. Rolling the dice in the palm of his hand, he saw the burning symbols on each side and wondered what they meant. He remembered the art class in which he and Lucian had tried to paint the faces and first noticed the strange sigils.


  If only Lucian could see him now.


  He returned the dice to his pocket. After fifteen minutes of walking through the branches and delicate spider webs spangled with dew, Samuel emerged into a small clearing. It could have been the same one he had stood in a few days earlier, but he could not tell. He took a few more steps forward and then stopped, shutting his eyes.


  Under different circumstances, he might have felt overwhelmed and even frightened by the situation he now found himself in. However, this morning, he felt peaceful, as if he belonged here. In fact, he almost felt privileged to be a part of this adventure. He now realized how fortunate he was to experience firsthand what children from his world could only picture in their minds and through staged events. The closest any teen his age would ever come to being a true hero was through computer games and controlled simulations. He, on the other hand, was living the real thing. What’s more, he was not a mere passenger, an obscure character who did not make it past the first five pages of a storybook. He was much more than that. He was a Lorekeeper. He was a hero.


  “I’m glad to see you are finally embracing your new role, Lorekeeper,” said a soft voice behind him.


  “Today is the day, isn’t it?” he asked Angeline, without opening his eyes.


  “Yes, I’m afraid it is. This day will be the final chapter of this story. This is the time when everything will come to a dramatic conclusion, when heroes will rise and fiends will be cast down. If everything goes well, you could be home tonight, back in your own world and among your family and friends. I would have thought you would be thrilled to see them again.”


  Samuel looked at the ground beneath Angeline, focusing on a single leaf, which gently danced in the morning breeze.


  “I guess you’re right. I should feel excited. Truth be told, I am excited at some level, but I’ve also grown accustomed to this world. Even though I have only been on Metverold for less than a week, I’m actually starting to enjoy myself. I’ve met amazing people and developed strong friendships, and the idea that I might never see them again is sad. Don’t get me wrong. I will certainly welcome with open arms a break from the constant danger and the ever-present fear of dying, but I think I’m actually going to miss this place and the people. A don’t forget, I also get to have my very own fairy, which is pretty cool.”


  Angeline blushed slightly.


  “All right now, no need to get all sentimental here,” she said, trying to adopt a more serious look. “There are more pressing matters we have to attend to. We need to talk about what’s going to happen today.”


  Samuel did not fail to notice that the fata’s tone had shifted to a slightly graver one. He sat down on a fallen tree to hear what she had to say.


  “With the approaching end to this myth,” continued Angeline, “I am growing ever more concerned, and I’m sure you share my worries.”


  “Yes, I do. To be honest, these thoughts have not left my mind since we left the abbey. With everything seemingly going according to the story, we are no closer to finding the Yfel’s man than we were almost a week ago. Even worse, we still have no clue about what his real intentions are. How can we counter his plan if we don’t know what it is?”


  “Precisely! This is of much concern. I’ve actually never had something like this happen. Usually, these little rodents are pretty quick about making their presence felt and putting their dark schemes in motion. This is definitely a first for me.”


  “Lucky me! My first mission as a new Lorekeeper and I get the one time the enemy isn’t showing its face.”


  Angeline flew over to the hollow trunk where Samuel was resting and sat next to him, leaning on his leg.


  “Don’t worry, Sammy, we’ll find a solution.”


  For the next few minutes, they sat in silence, their minds working together to find answers to their questions. Samuel was getting somewhat frustrated with the lack of progress in regards to his task. His days on Metverold had been filled with adventures and they certainly did not lack for action, but he felt as if it was all part of the regular life in this world. Nothing seemed to be the action of an Yfel agent, an enemy who was reluctant to reveal itself. He almost wished his nemesis would act and put an end to this suspense. He was tired of going over every detail and searching for clues. Surprisingly, he almost wished he could confront his foe here and now, battle each other to the death, and be done with it.


  If only it was that simple. Samuel picked up a pebble and rolled it in the palm of his hand.


  “What about Myrddin?” he suddenly asked.


  “What about him?” answered Angeline.


  “We know the young boy can foresee the future and everyone playing a part in it, except those who are not from this world. You told me the Yfel’s recruit is also from Earth, from my world, since he picked up the black dice.”


  “That is correct,” replied the fairy.


  “Therefore, even though Myrddin cannot see the face of our enemy, maybe he can see his actions. Perhaps he has missed a detail, a tiny bit of information that could be crucial to us. Maybe I should talk to him some more.


  “It’s a good idea, but I’m not sure it would actually do anything. He already told you his vision was unchanged, did he not?”


  Samuel nodded.


  “Then there is no need to torment the poor boy. I’m sure that if his visions were to change, he would say something to you right away.”


  Samuel threw away the pebble he had picked up.


  “I guess you’re right. I was only hoping he—”


  “Ow!”


  The little yelp came from the place where Samuel had thrown the pebble, in the midst of a bush. Samuel immediately placed a hand on the hilt of his gladius.


  “Who goes there?” he asked.


  A few seconds later, the boy who would become Merlin stepped out of his hiding place. He must have heard their whole conversation. Angeline looked as surprised as Samuel to see young Myrddin. She was about to ask Samuel to make the child leave, when she suddenly noticed something odd about the newcomer.


  He was looking straight at her, his eyes wide with amazement.


  The little fata took off from the tree trunk and flew in circles in front of the young boy.


  The child’s eyes did not leave her tiny body for one second, his gaze following her every move.


  “You … you can see me?” she asked timidly.


  “Of course I can,” answered Myrddin.


  Samuel walked toward the young boy, throwing a quick glance in Angeline’s direction on the way. The fairy looked pale and skittish, and seemed unsure of how to react to the fact that someone else was able to observe her.


  Probably another first, thought Samuel.


  “Come, there is nothing to be afraid of,” he said to Myrddin. “She’s a friend. She’s here to help you and to protect us.”


  “Oh, I know that,” replied the young wizard joyfully.


  “And how does an eight-year-old boy know such a thing?” asked Angeline.


  Myrddin’s perpetual smile vanished.


  “I don’t know. I just do. Sometimes I just know things like that. Master Blaise says it’s a gift and that I should be careful with it. He says some people might want to hurt me if they knew I could see the bad things they do or the joys they could experience.”


  “Come,” said Samuel. “Sit with us, Myrddin. Maybe you can help us.”


  Myrddin looked at Samuel and then at Angeline. He still seemed slightly disconcerted by the winged creature and the tone she had used to question him. The little fairy stared back at him for a few moments, but then her face became gentle again, warm and caring. She flew over to Myrddin and caressed his cheek with her tiny hand.


  “I’m sorry, Myrddin. I did not mean to scare you. My name is Angeline. I’m happy to meet you. I am indeed a friend and you have nothing to fear from me. Come, now that you are here, you might as well share your knowledge with us.”


  The words seemed to reassure the young boy and he smiled again before running happily to the tree where Samuel was sitting. The Lorekeeper knew that one day, this child would become a powerful wizard, but he was still just a kid, easily scared, but easily amused as well. Like every child his age, he enjoyed playing games and wanted to look up to adults.


  Samuel wondered if his meeting with Myrddin would influence the wizard in some way. He hoped not, but at the same time, he was almost wishing for it. Wouldn’t that be something to tell Lucian!


  “How much do you know about what is happening?” Angeline asked Myrddin. “How long have you been listening to us?”


  “Not for long, I assure you! I don’t know much—only that you are trying to find a bad man and prevent him from doing something terrible that would change our world.”


  “Can you help us find this man?” asked Samuel.


  “I’m afraid I can’t. Like you, he’s not from our universe. As I already told you, my visions only seem to include things and people from this world. I cannot tell you what this bad man’s actions are either, since nothing has changed yet. So far, I still see the same events unfolding for us. Every time I have had a vision about today and what’s going to happen, I see myself talking to Vortigern, and I reveal to him …”


  “Wait!” interrupted Samuel. He looked at Angeline. “Don’t tell me what’s to come, unless it helps prevent the plan of the bad man from playing out.”


  The fairy smiled back at the Lorekeeper. The student had learned the lesson.


  “Why not?” asked Myrddin.


  “Because then I might change things myself and could alter your world. If I were to do so, then I would be no better than the man we are trying to stop. He wants to change things, and I am trying to make sure they remain the same. Do you understand?”


  “Yes, I think I do. It would not have been any good to you anyway to know what I know. I’ve seen this day coming for a long time. Every time I see it in my head, it’s still the same vision. Nothing changes—not the slightest detail. It’s as if this bad man you are talking about does not exist.”


  “By the tail of pixie’s pig, I don’t get it,” exclaimed Angeline in frustration. “Why isn’t the story altered? Why are you not seeing a change in some way? It’s almost as if there is no one from the Yfel. It’s almost as if … as if you were sent here by mistake.”


  Samuel had previously thought the same thing. The more time that passed without any signs of an Yfel enemy, the more he wondered if this was not a mistake. Maybe this myth did not need saving. However, it would imply the dice had made a mistake by sending him here, something he could hardly believe to be possible. He was still relatively new to this whole Lorekeeper thing and how it worked, but if there was one thing he would not bet against, it was the dice’s intuition.


  Still, it did not make any sense. Samuel felt something was missing, a crucial clue that could help them solve the mystery that was the enemy’s plan. For the hundredth time, he recalled the events that had brought him here, hoping to find something he could have missed or a detail that had not seemed relevant at the time, but that could be crucial right now. He thought about King Vortigern and his advisor, Morghan. He remembered meeting the old man, on the morning before he departed to find Myrddin. He relived the tremors that had shaken the camp on the night before this meeting. He felt once more the fear that had enveloped his mind when the Saxons had attacked his companions and himself, not so long ago, and the relief he felt when Myrddin and his protectors came to their rescue. Finally, he thought of the true heir to the throne, Ambrosius Aurelianus, and his brother Uther Pendragon, protecting the young child who would become Merlin.


  His thoughts brought him back to Myrddin, who could see the future, but did not see anything useful. Maybe they were not asking the right questions. Maybe they had misinterpreted the answers. Maybe the answers were hidden in facts they already knew.


  Things are rarely what they seem, Samuel recalled. He remembered the story Kaleb had told his men, only a few nights ago. He thought about the lesson behind the words of the officer: even when every sign points in the same direction, there is always a chance we could be wrong in interpreting them. There is always a chance that the antithesis of our speculations was actually the truth.


  “That’s it!” Samuel suddenly called out, jumping to his feet. “It’s Myrddin! He is the key.”


  Both the child and the fairy looked at him, puzzled by the Lorekeeper’s sudden outburst of optimism.


  “He’s the reason we have not seen any sign of the Yfel man so far. It’s because he would see the Yfel.”


  “I don’t understand,” replied Angeline. “Only a moment ago, he confirmed he could neither see who the man is nor the result of his actions.”


  “Exactly!” continued Samuel. “We know that if any change were made to the story—anything at all that affected the ending—Myrddin would immediately see it, since today is the final day of this legend. However, he had the same visions for years, unchanged and always playing out the same way. It’s pretty safe to assume that if anything were to suddenly change, if the story were to unexpectedly take a turn for the worse, he would immediately tell Ambrosius and Uther, am I right?”


  “I guess so,” said Angeline, and Myrddin nodded.


  “We have been looking at this from the wrong angle the whole time,” resumed Samuel. “We had hoped Myrddin would tell us what had changed. Since nothing had, we assumed the enemy had not made a move yet. However, the agent is also aware of Myrddin’s ability to see the future. You said it yourself, Angeline: since they don’t care about changing the course of history, they know everything there is to know about it, up to the very last detail. What if his plan is already in motion, but in a way that is not affecting the story yet? If you knew someone like Myrddin could warn others of a change in the story and, therefore, alert them to your presence, wouldn’t you hide your intentions till the very end? Think about it. Whoever this man is, he is being very careful not to change the course of the story yet, because he knows any action to do so will immediately change the vision Myrddin has, and probably make him turn around and go back to the abbey, along with Ambrosius. Up until now, we had thought there was no plan in motion, but the very fact that the ending has not changed tells us there is a scheme in the works. A scheme that is carefully hidden within the storyline.”


  “It does make sense,” acknowledged Angeline. “But wouldn’t it be easier to simply kill Myrddin? No offense, my young friend.”


  “Again,” answered Samuel, “any action he would take to set up an assassination attempt would change the ending, and Myrddin would see it coming. How can you kill someone who knows your every move? No, whoever this man is, he is letting the story play out as it’s supposed to until the very end, when he will strike before anyone can react.”


  “I have to admit,” said the fairy, “that it does make sense. Although I don’t see how it helps us. If what you are saying is true, then all it does is confirm the presence of the enemy. We are still no closer to finding his plan.”


  “Quite the opposite! The fact that he tries his best to remain hidden from Myrddin tells us one thing: the young wizard is the target. From now on, we can concentrate our energies and strengths on one purpose: protecting Myrddin. We no longer have to ponder every scenario and progress in the dark. Our mission is clear and our goal is right in front of us. It also provides us with an indication as to when our enemy intends to strike. Since the ending is still ‘on schedule,’ I’m sure it means he will attack us at the very last moment. Now, we can prepare and be ready for him, rather than spend all our time wondering if something will happen at any moment.”


  “Assuming you’re right,” countered the fairy, “how will he be able to do anything if he waits until the very last second to act? By then, it will be too late to change the story significantly.”


  “This is precisely why we have to assume he has disguised his moves under the cloak of actions already taking place in the storyline. Pieces of his plan could already be in place, but passing as something else, ready to be used when the time comes. He is probably working his way into the army’s camp right now. Heck, he could be working with Vortigern as we speak, ready to take Myrddin as soon as we step in the camp.”


  “It makes a lot of sense, Keeper,” Angeline said. “Apparently, the dice did not choose you solely for your physical abilities.”


  “Can I ask you something?” said Myrddin. He was staring at her with a puzzled look.


  “Of course,” replied Angeline.


  “Why do you talk about a story and the ending of it? What story are you referring to?”


  Angeline looked up at Samuel, a little panicked by the questions Myrddin was asking. The young man raised both his hands in a sign of retreat and walked backward, toward the camp.


  “You’re on your own with this one!” he said, before turning around and running back to the camp.


  



  One by one, the warriors traveling with Samuel opened their eyes and stretched their muscles.


  About an hour later, everyone was up and getting ready to leave. Samuel packed up his things quickly and placed the leather bags on his horse, gently stroking its mane as he did so. He had grown accustomed to his mount and he very much enjoyed the “conversations” they had. It pinched his heart a little to know that this would probably be the last time he rode the magnificent beast.


  Once he was done, he looked for Myrddin. The young boy was back from the wood and seemed to be having some kind of argument with Ambrosius. Samuel could not make out what they were talking about, but he was almost certain it had something to do with the young boy’s safety. No one could blame the heir to the throne for being protective of the young prodigy.


  Turning his attention back to his mount, Samuel noticed Malloy walking toward him, his own horse in tow.


  “Looks as if we will be riding back to the army’s camp today,” he said to Samuel. “Let’s hope there won’t be any problems when we present Myrddin to the king … I mean, to Vortigern.”


  “Let’s hope not. Do you suppose it’s true that they will attempt to lift the curse by killing him and spilling his blood?”


  “I have no idea what their true intentions are, my friend, but if they do try to harm this child, they’ll find my sword in the way, king or not.”


  “Well, technically, you will be following your king’s wishes. Ambrosius is very fond of Myrddin and will do anything in his power to protect him.”


  “I guess you’re right. Come on, let me help you with this.”


  Malloy fastened all the leather straps, something Samuel still had a hard time with. Soon after, the group was on its way to Dinas Ffaraon, ready to face whatever awaited them there.


  In the middle of the afternoon, dark clouds gathered in the distance, over the western mountains. The wind was cold and the air charged with electricity, like the hair-raising feeling that precedes a thunderstorm. What had started out as a beautiful day was turning into a rather ominous afternoon.


  When Samuel and the rest of the group reached the outermost tents of the army camp, the ones that had been installed nearly a mile from the hill, it almost seemed like everything was back to normal, like the curse had already been lifted while they were gone. The tents were upright, the men busy with various activities. Some of them were even sitting on makeshift chairs, enjoying a pint of mead and laughing at their comrades’ jokes.


  A few of the soldiers acknowledged the group as they passed by, their mounts slowly winding among the furniture and the tents. Fortunately, no one recognized Ambrosius, for he had been careful to hide his face behind a leather bandana. As they moved closer to the small mountain, the devastation became more obvious. The first few tents had been quite a distance from the tremor’s epicenter. They had not been damaged that much by the earthquakes. However, as they kept progressing through the Briton army, the camp rapidly transformed into a chaotic display of soiled fabric, cracked wooden shafts, scattered weapons and wounded soldiers.


  Everywhere they looked, misery and despair were manifest, choking the will of men as they tried to keep faith in their ruler. It became evident that the soldiers around this place had finally lost any hope they once had. The vast majority of them had not even bothered to rebuild their camp and reset their tents. They wandered aimlessly among the debris, looking for scraps of food or a drop of potable water. Some of them were attending the wounded, but most simply sat on rocks or on the fuming grass, waiting for the barbarians to attack and put an end to their sufferings.


  “My God,” whispered Ambrosius. “It’s as if the Saxons had just attacked these men and left them for dead.”


  “I can only imagine how they feel, tired and weak as they are after so many restless nights,” said Kaleb. “They were desperate and longing for a sign, anything to show them Vortigern will either take his army away from this dreaded place or lift the curse that plagues it. But it never came. Truth be told, I’m sure most of them are not expecting it anymore.”


  “On the bright side,” said Darroch, “They are ripe for a mutiny, my king. At the first sign from you, they will surely join your cause. Vortigern’s reign is over.”


  “All in due time, my friend. All in due time,” Ambrosius told him.


  When they reached the first slope of the hill, where the officer’s barracks once stood, the desolation and carnage was absolute. Here, almost every building was charred. The few men who had stayed at the bottom of the hill were packing belongings they had salvaged, ready to move to the outskirts of this place.


  “Tell me, where is Vortigern?” Kaleb asked an officer who was sitting on a flat boulder, staring at the sky. His eyes were ghoulish and his skin was pale, like a ghost awaiting tribute from these travelers in order to allow them through. He lowered his eyes and gazed upon the group of riders. Samuel could have sworn that this man was possessed by some uncanny spirit, his irises devoid of color and his mouth dried up, barely moving and probably unaware of his surroundings.


  “The coward is hiding from us,” answered the man. “He’s still up there, holed up at the top of this cursed hill. He claims he has a solution for this malediction, but no one believes his lies anymore. He will probably cut your head off on sight, but if you must see the mad king, simply follow the path around the hill.”


  Without another word, the man resumed his strange trance, as if he was meditating. The group passed him by, then dismounted and continued their ascension on foot, along the path.


  “Why does Vortigern still have his tent right at the epicenter of the tremors?” asked Freston.


  “Because he doesn’t want to show weakness in front of his men,” answered Ambrosius. “He wants them to believe everything is under control.”


  “It might be a little too late for that!” exclaimed Darroch. “If his idea of an army under control is a bunch of lunatics wandering around without any purpose, then he’s doing a terrific job of it!”


  For little more than an hour, they climbed the path to the top of the hill. Dragging any material to build a fortress here must have been a nightmare, thought Samuel.


  Once they reached the top, they found themselves on a plateau, barren except for a few trees and large boulders. Here, the grass had all but vanished, leaving rocks and black soil. Several mounds of stones disrupted the flatness of the hilltop, as well as small bushes attempting to find fertile ground, but for the most part, desolation and coldness characterized this place.


  Like the army camp, any structure that had been built here was now a pile of rubble. Still, some tents remained upright, notably a large black one in the middle of the plateau, about two hundred yards from where they stood. Around it, smaller but still sizeable tents were fighting the wind that had now picked up quite a bit, another sign of a coming storm.


  Looking at the tents, Samuel noticed many guards, officers and common soldiers, all running around and yelling at each other, apparently in a hurry to do something. Their distress made him uneasy. “What do we do now?” asked Malloy.


  “I don’t know. Go forth, I guess,” answered Kaleb.


  Before any of them could move, Myrddin walked forward, stepping in the direction of the main tent. Quickly, the others followed, hands on their sword hilts. Over their heads, the sky was getting more agitated, the heavy, dark clouds now moving closer from the mountains, charged with freezing rain and powerful thunders.


  Up ahead, a figure suddenly emerged from between two tents. Samuel immediately recognized the advisor Morghan, someone he would have preferred not to see immediately. He was sure this old man had something to do with the Yfel, although he did not know in what capacity. One thing was certain, however: Morghan did not intend to offer young Myrddin a glass of milk and chocolate cookies.


  The advisor moved toward them at a slow and steady pace, like a man in control of the situation, one who is aware of every detail, including Samuel’s origin and his purpose here.


  Samuel suddenly realized all the warriors and guards had disappeared. As if by some mysterious magic, they were now surrounded by nothing but the dirty tents, flapping frenetically under the wind that seemed on the verge of blowing them away.


  The advisor stopped about twenty paces from where the group stood. He observed them all, one by one, taking a particular interest in Samuel and then the young boy.


  “Myrddin Emrys, it is an honor. Welcome to Dinas Ffaraon,” said the old man.


  The child did not answer, but retreated behind his protector, holding on to Ambrosius’ armor.


  “Please,” continued the advisor, holding out his right hand and doing his best to smile gently. “There is nothing to be afraid of, I assure you, my boy.”


  Myrddin did not move an inch. Morghan’s smile slowly disappeared, replaced by a stern and forbidding expression. He glanced at the officer he had put in charge of this mission.


  “Hand him over, Kaleb,” ordered the advisor.


  “If it’s all the same to you,” answered the officer, “We would prefer to bring the boy before Vortigern ourselves.”


  Morghan seemed a little surprised of the reply from his subordinate. He was not a man who was used to being questioned, and this cockroach would certainly not start today.


  “I suggest you do as I say,” he said, waving his hand in the air. Immediately, dozens of soldiers emerged from behind the tents, quickly encircling the group. They were all armed with a shield and a sword, ready to seize the boy by force if needed.


  “Well, now we know why they were so busy running around like chickens,” said Malloy.


  “There’s too many of them to fight back,” continued Freston.


  “Not to mention they are Britons, our people,” finished Darroch.


  “So what’s the plan?” said Malloy. “We can’t just hand him Myrddin.”


  “I’ll go with him,” said Ambrosius. The rightful king moved to the front of the group. He sheathed his sword and slowly removed his helmet. As he lowered the leather bandana covering his face, revealing his true identity, he looked the advisor straight in the eyes.


  “I am Ambrosius Aurelianus, son of Flavius Claudius Constantinus, Constantine II of Britain. I am the rightful heir to the throne. Wherever this boy goes, so will I.”


  The blood quickly left Morghan’s face, making him look fifteen years older than he was. His eyes were wide open in disbelief, his mouth gaping in shock and his hands trembled. Clearly, he had not expected the true Briton king to show up with the boy. A few moments later, the initial shock slowly vanished from the face of the advisor as he tried to regain his composure, remembering what needed to be done to save his people and himself. He raised both his hands in order to try to calm the whispers among the men surrounding his prisoners.


  “Ambrosius,” he said in a trembling voice. “What a pleasant surprise. I see you have become quite the sturdy man, unlike that poor elder brother of yours. What was his name again?”


  “Constans. I would choose my words carefully if I were you, Morghan, if you don’t want me to tear your foul tongue out of your mouth.”


  “You will do no such thing.” The advisor turned to one of the guards surrounding the group. “Take them to the wooden posts and tie them up there, all of them, except the young child and this traitor. Take these two to the king.”


  He approached the group and walked up to Samuel, looking boy in the eyes.


  “Take this one to the royal tent as well. Vortigern and I need to interrogate him.”


  Freston and Darroch protested violently when the soldiers tried to grab them, but were quickly taken away, along with Kaleb and Malloy. Ambrosius, Myrddin and Samuel were brought inside the black tent, their hands tied behind their backs.


  Vortigern was in the middle of a dinner with the rest of his council of advisors. He had been warned of the arrival of the boy and had quickly put his black armor on, hoping for a terrifying effect on the child. Anything to ensure his full cooperation, he had thought. When the prisoners were brought to him, he was surprised to find two more men accompanying the boy, one of them none other than the true king of Britain. Unlike Morghan, however, Vortigern was not scared of Ambrosius.


  Immediately, the advisors dining with the current leader of the army whispered many opinions and theories about the presence of Ambrosius among them. Already, some of them were thinking of schemes to ally themselves with the son of Constantine II … should he succeed in overthrowing Vortigern, of course.


  The ruler of Britain stood and raised his hand to quiet his guests. Slowly, he walked over to the three newcomers. He looked into the eyes of Ambrosius, then gazed down on Myrddin. He opened his mouth to speak, but the young child spoke first.


  “Listen to my words, and hear the story of Dinas Ffaraon,” he said.


  “Speak on,” answered Vortigern.


  The warlord examined the young boy for a few seconds, unable to think of a reason why he had just agreed to listen to this child. He wanted to change his mind and order the guards to take the boy away, but he simply could not. Struggling against his own will for a moment, he finally turned away to look at the other prisoners who had been brought before him.


  He observed Ambrosius. Even after all these years, he would have recognized him anywhere. He was his enemy, of course, but he could not help remembering the young boy who would run around the castle holding a wooden sword and pretending to fight off some imaginary foes. Today, his face was slowly becoming a replica of his father’s, with infinite wisdom and unyielding courage clearly visible in the eyes of this descendant of Constantine. Unlike his older brother, this one projected leadership and the ability to inspire men.


  “Ambrosius Aurelianus,” said Vortigern.


  The prisoner did not respond to his name, content to simply look back at the eyes of his captor.


  “You’ve become a sturdy man. Your father would have been proud of you.”


  Ambrosius did not answer.


  “Tell me, then, to what do I owe the pleasure of welcoming you in my humble home?” asked Vortigern. “After all these years of looking for you, am I to believe that you would simply fall into my lap?”


  Again, Ambrosius remained silent.


  “Why are you here? Where is that short-tempered brother of yours?”


  Ambrosius looked over at Myrddin.


  “I’m here for him,” he said. “Wherever he goes, so do I. I’m here to make sure he does not become the latest victim of a murderer like yourself.”


  “Well, isn’t that the noble thing to do? Or rather, should I say, a stupid thing to do.” Vortigern looked at the guards that stood behind the prisoners. “Leave us. Do not say a word to anyone about this traitor’s presence in our camp. If I hear so much as the wind whispering his name, your heads will spend the night at the end of a wooden spike.”


  “Afraid it would rally the troops against you, old man?” asked Ambrosius, defiantly.


  Vortigern pretended to ignore the attack and moved on to Samuel.


  “Who is this?”


  “His name is Samuel, my lord,” replied Morghan, who had entered the tent to join the rest of the advisors.


  “I don’t care about his name. What is he doing here? Why am I looking at him?”


  “We have reason to believe he is not part of your army and infiltrated the camp a few days ago.”


  “A Saxon spy?” asked Vortigern.


  “Maybe,” replied Morghan. “But I think there is something more to it. This boy somehow managed to get himself into the group sent to fetch Myrddin. I believe there was a reason behind it, and I would like to find out what it is.”


  Vortigern approached Samuel and stared into his eyes, trying to read his soul and discover anything that would indicate who this young man was. The boy felt quite nervous all of a sudden, as if evil itself were taking a macabre interest in his little being.


  “I think you’re being paranoid, Morghan,” the king said finally. “He doesn’t look like much to me. What we have here is most likely a case of someone being at the wrong place at the wrong time.”


  “He is my cousin,” Ambrosius suddenly proclaimed. Samuel was as surprised as Vortigern to hear the allegation. For a second, he wondered why Ambrosius had said such a thing, but then realized that the older man might have just saved his life. Vortigern was two words away from dispatching Samuel. Guards would have taken him away from Myrddin and probably killed him shortly after. Why would Vortigern bother to figure out if Morghan’s theory had any weight, when he could simply eliminate the young man with ease and be done with it? Now that Ambrosius had given some importance to the boy, maybe it could buy Samuel some time to figure something out.


  “Is he, now?” asked Vortigern. “From where? I know all of your father’s family and this boy does not ring a bell.”


  “You know those on the island, but remember that my family has ties to the continent as well. Do you really think I would be stupid enough to reveal to you the names of those helping me out?”


  “You will in due time, Ambrosius. We have ways of cracking tough nuts such as yourself. If this is truly your cousin, I trust you will do everything in your power to prevent any … unpleasantries from happening to his young body or to his innocent mind.”


  Samuel remembered reading about the torture devices employed in ancient times, as well as the methods of interrogation they would use to make people say anything they wanted. At the idea of all the cruelties he could be facing, a cold shiver ran down his spine.


  All of a sudden, he wished they had thought of a better plan than this one.


  Thankfully, Morghan broke the eerie silence that had fallen over the tent.


  “My lord, should we proceed with the preparations for the sacrifice? There is much work to be done, and the sun is starting to set.”


  Vortigern wanted to say yes. He had already formed the word in his head; he even pictured the three letters next to one another: Y-E-S. He opened his mouth, intending to move his lower jaw slightly forward, flexing the muscles that the word required to be pronounced accurately. Instead, his tongue came up to his palate, right behind his teeth, and he said the opposite of what he had thought, without even realizing it, until he heard the sound come out.


  “No. I want to hear what he has to say first. Bring him to the table and seat him with the rest of the advisors.”


  “But my lord, there isn’t …”


  “I’ve made my decision, Morghan. Unless you want to be part of the sacrifice yourself, I suggest you listen to me.”


  “Of course, my king.”


  Vortigern could not believe what he had just said. It was not what he had intended at all. He tried to correct his mistake, but this time, no words crossed his lips. No matter how hard he tried to articulate the syllables, nothing happened. In the end, fearing he would look like a fool or, worse, a madman, he decided to sit back and listen to the boy, just like he had unwittingly ordered his advisor to do.


  Reluctantly, Morghan brought the young boy to the end of the long oak table. He sat down on the adjacent bench, next to the rest of the advisors. He looked at each of them, hoping to find some support for his plan to spill the blood of this young boy. Unfortunately, all he saw were broken men, intent on listening to their king for as long as they could. He suspected most of them had already taken steps to ensure their survival, once Vortigern would be murdered or chased from the throne.


  Spineless traitors! thought Morghan.


  A guard, who had remained present at Vortigern’s request, tied Samuel’s and Ambrosius’ feet together before forcing them to the ground.


  Samuel looked at the young Merlin, standing alone in front of a dozen men who wanted nothing else than to slit his throat and lift the curse that was destroying their army. Myrddin did not seem to think such dark thoughts, however, as he joyfully looked at them, even smiling at his persecutors. It was as if he had already lived this whole scene and knew perfectly well how it ended.


  Finally, Vortigern spoke.


  “What can you tell me about the curse on this place, Myrddin?”


  “It’s not a curse.”


  “Lies!” intervened Morghan. “You’ve all felt the tremors, every night now, since we have been here. If this is not a sign of a curse, then I do not know what is.”


  “Then you do not know what a curse is,” Myrddin said simply.


  “And I suppose you do?” pressed the advisor.


  “Indeed I do.”


  “Then please, share your infinite knowledge with the rest of us.”


  “Soon,” answered Myrddin, smiling at the advisor.


  Samuel was trying to loosen the knots in the bonds restraining his hands, but to no avail. It seemed so easy in movies!


  “Does he really knows what is going here?” whispered Ambrosius.


  “I believe so, yes.”


  Myrddin looked back to Vortigern and continued his little show.


  “Do any of your advisors know what’s buried at the heart of this hill?”


  Vortigern looked at each of them, hoping one of his advisors would answer the question that this eight-year-old boy had asked. No one did.


  “And yet,” continued Myrddin, “Without the slightest idea of what lies underneath these rocks and roots, you chose this place to build a fortress.”


  “Cease playing games with us. What is buried beneath this hill?” asked Vortigern.


  “Do you know of Llud Llaw Eraint?” asked the boy.


  “Of course,” answered Morghan. “He was a king of Britain.”


  “Indeed he was, many centuries ago,” continued Myrddin. “King Llud was a great leader to his people, defeating the Coranians and fighting back a dark wizard, who would steal the food reserved for his subjects. However, his greatest feat was to save his people from the curse of the two dragons.”


  Everyone’s attention was directed at the boy. Not a sound was heard, except for the thunder that was now resonating in the distance, a sure sign of a coming storm.


  “Go on,” said Vortigern.


  “As you wish. During Llud’s reign, the country was plagued by a strange phenomenon that would occur every year, on the eve of May Day. On that night, terrifying shrieks could be heard across the island, from the beaches of the Cantiaci to the hills of the Damninii and from the sea to the east of the Parisii, all the way to the forest of the Demetae. With the help of his best men, Llud found out that the shrieks were made by a dragon, red like the blood of his people. For the entire night, the beast was entangled in a fight with another dragon, this one white as a ghost. Every year, on the same night, they would emerge from the abyss and fight in the sky of Britain, until morning came.


  “Whenever the red dragon was struck by its foe, it would produce a shriek so frightening and so powerful that it would be felt in the heart of every Briton across the land. Upon hearing this scream, men would lose their strength for the night, along with their will to do anything. Pregnant women would miscarry their unborn child, while young men and fair maidens would lose their senses, becoming utterly hysterical until the sun rose again. Under the thunder of this uncanny cry of pain from the red dragon, the water would turn black for the remainder of the night, the trees would shake and lose their fruits and leaves, the earth would open and swallow entire farms and the animals would scream in agony, until the first ray of light finally appeared over the horizon.


  “In the end, after a night of battling each other, the dragons would fall back down in the abyss, where they would remain for an entire year, gathering their strength for the next round.”


  Upon hearing this incredible story, everyone at the table remained silent.


  “What did Llud do?” Vortigern asked finally.


  “King Llud was a wise and patient man. Upon hearing of the cause of this annual nightmare, he set out to discover the exact spot where the dragons emerged to fight each other. He measured the island in every way imaginable and determined the exact center of it. There he found the entrance to the abyss, and the cave from which the dragons would emerge on the eve of May Day.


  “Without wasting any time, he set out to have a trap built, a box so big it could hold the two beasts. The following year, when the red and white dragons emerged once more from the abyss they were in to fight their battle in the sky, Llud set the box under them, completely covering the entrance of the cave. When their fight was finally over, exhausted from battling each other with the ferocity of a thousand armies, the dragons plunged back down to earth, only to find themselves entrapped in Llud’s box.


  “Unable to fight for their freedom, their strength drained from the confrontation, the dragons were carried off to another location, where they would be buried forever. There, they would pursue their eternal struggle, but their shrieks and cries would not be heard again by any man or woman.


  “Llud carried them here, to Dinas Ffaraon. He plunged them into a large pool of water, where they would be forever confined.”


  Vortigern was visibly shaken by this tale. He observed the boy, unsure of what to say next. His advisors did not seem to know much more than him, unsure of what to make of this amazing story.


  Samuel could not believe his ears either. So this was what this whole legend was about. Finally, he knew what was happening. Or at least he thought he did.


  Morghan suddenly broke the silence.


  “This is ridiculous. How do you expect us to believe this story?”


  “I do not expect you to believe anything,” answered Myrddin, smiling at the advisor. Then he looked toward Vortigern. “But he does.”


  The ruler of the Britons was cautiously thinking about what he would say next, weighing every word. Then he realized something, a detail that had escaped his attention at first.


  “You said the red dragon’s shrieks were heard by every Briton, resonating in their hearts and rendering them mad. What about its foe, the white dragon? Why did no one hear it?”


  “It’s simple,” answered Myrddin. “The red dragon represents the people of this island, the Britons. It is a part of them, it lives in their hearts and their souls. It is the spirit that guides us through history, the idea that defines us as we are. It is our ambitions, the challenges we face and our victories. The white dragon is also a spiritual guide, but it represents a foe of Britain, an enemy who would seek to destroy the people of this island by killing the red dragon. It is the invader, trying to subdue the rightful owners of this great land.”


  “The Saxons,” whispered Morghan.


  “Exactly,” replied Myrddin. “Ever since the Saxons have been on these lands, the conflict between the two dragons has escalated to the point that they now fight every night, inside the hill, causing the whole region to shake.”


  Vortigern immediately saw the opportunity to turn this situation to his advantage. This was precisely what made him such a fearful and efficient leader: the ability to turn everything back to his advantage. At least temporarily, anyway. If he were able to slay the white dragon, it would show his people that the Saxons were a weak enemy and could be repelled and sent back to their continent. He would win back their trust and inspire courage by defeating the legendary beast, just like in the stories of old times. This was exactly what he had been waiting for, what he needed to regain to trust of his men.


  “So, if I understand this correctly,” he said, “under our feet, there are two dragons, fighting for supremacy over these lands. One represents the Britons and the other the Saxons. Am I correct?”


  “That is correct.”


  “Then it is clear what we must do: we must fight by our dragon’s side and kill the Saxon spirit.”


  Morghan, Samuel, Ambrosius and the rest of the council collectively held their breath for a second. Surely, they must have misunderstood what the Briton ruler had said. Releasing two dragons from the cell that had kept them captive for so long? Fighting alongside one of them to vanquish the other?


  “Surely,” said Morghan, “you are not serious, my lord?”


  “As serious as one can be, Morghan.”


  “This is madness! You can’t unleash something like that without first taking the necessary precautions. Not to mention that the men are in no condition to fight such a powerful being. They are tired and weak, their spirits shattered.”


  “Morghan, I am warning you, these are dangerous waters you are embarking on,” threatened the king. “I suggest you remember your place and weigh your words carefully.”


  “I beg your pardon, my lord, but I must insist. We don’t know if any of this is true. For all we know, this boy is sending us on a wild goose chase, so he can gather more time to escape and warn others.”


  Vortigern considered what his senior advisor was saying. This man had been with him for a long time and had always been right … until recently, that is.


  “I have made my decision,” Vortigern announced at last. “I will gather the strongest of our men and turn over the ground, until we find this pool of water, where the dragons are presumably buried. In the meantime, Morghan, you will prepare the boy for the sacrifice. Let’s be safe and spill his blood anyway, just in case there is an authentic curse on this hill and none of this is true.”


  “As you wish, my king,” answered Morghan, satisfied with his lord’s decision.


  “What?” Ambrosius cried out suddenly. “What kind of animal are you, Vortigern? You can’t kill an innocent child. This is murder. You’re as mad as your advisor!”


  “Take this man away,” ordered Vortigern. “Morghan, bring them all with you and dispose of them.”


  The advisor flashed a chilling smile to Ambrosius as he passed by, and signaled for a few guards to bring the three prisoners along.


  “You will pay for this, Vortigern, that much I swear!” yelled Ambrosius, as he was carried outside the tent.


  Once they were out in the open, the rightful heir to the throne saw that Myrddin was still peaceful and smiling, as if his life was in no danger at all.


  “Tell me,” he asked the young boy. “Is any of this true?”


  “Every single word.”


  “Then tell me, Myrddin. What happens once Vortigern finds the underground pool and opens up a hole in the ground?”


  “Then both dragons will be free to leave their cell and take flight in the Briton sky.”


  “God have mercy on us,” whispered Ambrosius.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 14


  



  Malloy was vigorously tugging on the ropes that tied his hands behind his back, hoping to loosen the knots and free himself. He had been doing so for over an hour now, without much success. Still he persisted, because it was the only thing he could do. He had no intention of waiting around for Morghan to come back. Surely the advisor had schemed a dark plan for their demise, and he did not want to find out what it was.


  After they had been separated from Ambrosius, Myrddin and Samuel, the guards had brought the rest of the group to the eastern part of the plateau. Here, the area was covered with dozens of soiled tents, most of them hastily put together and flimsy looking. This was probably the place where the king’s guards and the officers were sleeping, away from the brewing rebellion below. A little farther away from this camp was a long wooden post. Since any attempt to build a cell had been done in vain, the officers had opted for this simple solution. The post was in fact a frail-looking tree, from which they had lopped the branches and removed the bark, so the ropes would not tear apart over time. Malloy and his companions were tied to this tree, forced to sit down next to it in the dark, freezing mud.


  Malloy wished he knew what was happening to the others, the ones who had been brought to Vortigern. Unfortunately, they were on the other side of the hill, and it was impossible for him to guess what their fate had been.


  He renewed his effort to free himself of the restraints around his wrists. He had to be careful in doing so, since there were no walls around them to prevent the guards from spotting him. Two warriors were sitting about fifty feet from them, drinking mead and placing bets on what would happen to their prisoners.


  Up above, in the late afternoon sky, dark clouds of the gathering storm were now hiding the sun. Malloy thought that it was most likely flirting with the peaks of the mountains to the west at this hour. Soon the dim daylight that filtered through the clouds would be replaced by the night’s darkness. Within the last hour, the air surrounding the region had grown heavy with humidity and charged with the electric effervescence of a major thunderstorm. The cold wind was now blowing with more strength, violently rocking the few trees, their sinister shadows dancing on rocks like the dried-up hands of an old sorcerer.


  A storm was undoubtedly in the making, thought the warrior. One that would be remembered for a long time.


  While he kept working on the knots, he looked at the two soldiers guarding them, as well as others who were passing by, sending disgusted looks in his direction. He recognized a few of their faces, but did not see anyone he knew well. They were simply people he had fought with, Britons with whom he had stood side by side, facing cruel foes. He felt betrayed that they would change their attitude toward him so quickly. In less than a week, he had gone from friend to foe.


  “What do you suppose they will do with us?” asked Kaleb.


  “I don’t know,” answered Darroch. “They will probably kill us in the morning, simply to make an example for anyone thinking of rebelling against Vortigern. I imagine we will be strangled, drawn and quartered.”


  “Well, that doesn’t sound very appealing,” said Kaleb. “Why would they even arrest us to begin with? We did nothing wrong yet. We simply obeyed the orders and brought young Myrddin back, did we not?”


  “Well,” replied Malloy, “you also came back with the rightful king, a sworn enemy of Vortigern. What did you expect?”


  “I don’t know. I must admit, it never really crossed my mind,” answered Kaleb.


  “I’m sorry you found yourself in this mess, my friend,” said Malloy.


  “I came of my own free will, did I not? Besides, someone has to show this army their leader is an imbecile.”


  “Keep your filthy mouth shut, you traitorous dog!” shouted one of the guards, who passed by them, before joining the others at the table.


  “Why don’t you come shut it for me?” Kaleb yelled back. “Afraid of the rebellious captain?”


  The guard did not bother to answer. As soon as he joined the others, he started talking in a low voice. The other two immediately ceased eating and looked at him with interest. It seemed he was bringing news of the other prisoners.


  “I wonder what’s happening in the royal tent,” said Freston. “Do you think Myrddin can keep them safe?”


  “I hope so,” answered Kaleb. “I know Ambrosius is supposed to watch over the young child, but sometimes I can’t help thinking it’s actually the other way around. This kid has a lot more power than he shows, I’m telling you.”


  “Well, in the meantime,” said Freston, “it looks as if something is happening. Our guards look ready to leave their posts.”


  Malloy looked up at the warriors keeping watch over them. The newcomer was now standing up, clearly relating a story that the others found hard to believe. More soldiers had now joined them around the table and a few of them were gathering their weapons, while the others seemed to dispute the messenger’s account, asking many questions.


  “What’s happening?” asked Malloy.


  “I don’t know,” answered Freston, “But something big is going on. Look at them. They look like they can hardly believe what they’re hearing.”


  “Let’s hope they are not getting ready to execute anyone.”


  



  Samuel, Ambrosius and Myrddin were brought into Morghan’s tent, which was smaller than the king’s, but still quite impressive. Inside, elegant furniture was placed on several muddy rugs. The advisor stood in front of them, carefully studying his guests. He looked at them one by one, attempting to assess the threat they represented. Finally, he turned away and sat down behind a large wooden table. He poured himself a cup of wine and sipped at it. Everyone else remained on their feet.


  Morghan looked at the young boy standing behind Ambrosius, the child who knew about the two dragons inside Dinas Ffaraon.


  “Who are you, really?” the advisor asked the boy. “How come you know things no one else does?”


  Myrddin seemed far less confident now than he had been a moment ago. Deep down inside, he was still only a small child. Even if he possessed immense powers; even if sometimes he could speak like the wisest of old men, he was still a little boy, afraid of the big bad wolf.


  “He’s only a kid,” answered Ambrosius, sensing the fear in his young friend’s heart. “You should be ashamed of yourself for proposing to harm this creature of God.”


  “He’s no creature of God. He does not even have a father! For all we know, he’s a demon, the descendant of some incubus. Maybe the Devil himself fathered this child. God has nothing to do with him.”


  Myrddin’s eyes now shone from the tears forming behind his eyelids. He did not like this man, nor did he like his superior, the false king. He regretted coming here, and wished he was still at the monastery, with Master Blaise to watch over him.


  “Be careful what you say, Morghan. This child is a dear friend to the rightful king of Britain.”


  “Spare me the drama, Ambrosius. You’re not a king, you’re a traitor.”


  “You know very well that this is not true. You are aware of the sins that your so-called leader committed. He arranged the murder of my father and killed my brother, just so he could sit on the throne himself. He is a backstabber and a despot.”


  “He did so because your father was powerless to solve the problem of the Picts and the Scots raiding our villages to the north. He stepped up because your brother was weak and unfit to rule our lands! He did it for our people, to save our magnificent country!”


  Ambrosius took a step forward.


  “Did he, now? Then tell me, advisor, how is that working out so far? Why is it that you are the ones fleeing your own country, while others seek to seize it?”


  Ambrosius knew his words had the desired effect on his captor. Morghan did not answer immediately, his eyes filled with shame and sorrow as well as anger and hatred. The true king was right, and now he had cracked the iron conviction of this old man, a veteran soldier who would follow Vortigern to the death.


  Ambrosius kept on pressing.


  “Your people are starving, Morghan. They are weak, tired and on the brink of death. Every day, more of your men wish to be delivered from this miserable existence they call their life. Across the island, our villages are being pillaged, our women abused and our farms burned to the ground. Deep down, you know Vortigern is responsible for this mess. Killing this boy will not make the slightest difference in the world. Yesterday it was the Saxons and the day before, a pagan wife and the raids by the Picts. Today it’s dragons. Tomorrow there will be another hurdle in your way, because your king does not belong on the throne. God is sending you all these signs, but you are blind to them. Open your eyes, Morghan. Vortigern is dooming us all, and we must stop him before it is too late.”


  The old advisor took a long sip from the cup. Of course Ambrosius was right, but the rightful heir to the throne did not know the whole story. He did not know about the dark stranger and what he would do to the Britons should they decide not to hand him the young boy.


  The advisor stood up and quickly left the tent.


  “It is too late already, Ambrosius,” he said as he passed under the tent’s flap. “Vortigern has made his mind. Tonight he will dig up our fate. May God be with us and have mercy on our souls.”


  When he left, he instructed the guards at the door to leave sentinels around the tent and not let anyone in or out of it.


  When they were alone, Myrddin smiled again, wiping away the tears from his eyes. Taking one last look toward the entrance of the tent, making sure the old man was not coming back, the young boy moved behind Samuel and quickly untied the bonds holding his hands together.


  “How long have your hands been free?” asked Samuel.


  “The whole time. I just did not want them to see it and tie me up again. The rope nearly broke my wrists the first time.”


  Samuel untied Ambrosius’ hands as well and all three of them sat down around the table. Outside, the wind seemed to pick up, blowing the tent’s fabric in all directions. The structure creaked and squeaked, the ropes keeping it in place tugging on the anchors in the ground. Maybe they would not have to find a way to escape. If they were lucky, the wind might pick up their makeshift prison and set them free.


  “What do we do now?” inquired Samuel.


  “For now, we wait,” answered Myrddin. “But I would suggest contacting your friend, the fairy. My vision still has not changed and if it holds true, things are about to get a little rough.”


  



  Morghan joined Vortigern on the western side of the plateau, where the king had brought his men in order to start digging. When they had arrived on the hill a week ago, a few warriors had built a lookout tower on a western slope, but the structure had sunk slowly into the ground, the soil unable to support its weight. Most of the area was made of rocks and boulders, but on this particular spot, there seemed to be mostly clay, mud and sand. Vortigern had declared this would be the best place to begin the excavation of a tunnel.


  It had already been an hour since Myrddin had revealed to Vortigern what lay underneath the hill.


  Vortigern had sent guards to spread the word and make sure everybody was aware of the events that were unfolding. For his plan to work, as many men as possible had to know what the dragons represented or it would all be for naught.


  Armed with renewed enthusiasm and a newfound confidence in their leader, the men had quickly volunteered to participate in the excavation, hoping to get a chance to slay the white symbol of the enemy, and help their own champion win the fight. Surely, they thought, the Saxons would not stand a chance against them if they were able to defeat their emblematic figure. This was the sign they had all been waiting for, a sure indication that the tide of this war was finally turning in their favor. No more would they have to run away. From now on, they would be the ones giving chase, pursuing the barbarians all the way back to their continent.


  At the moment, about a thousand men were tirelessly digging in the sand, exploring every inch of the hillside, while hundreds more carried the earth away. With a workforce this impressive, the excavation was going at an alarming pace, with every soldier hopeful of finding the way inside Dinas Ffaraon.


  Vortigern and his advisors supervised the work and regularly moved men around, trying to identify any sign of a cave or tunnel. As night slowly fell, soldiers lit torches and placed them around the digging site. Unfortunately, the coming storm made it difficult to keep the torches lit. The wind was now blowing much harder than before, forcing the officers to shout their orders and the men to protect themselves from the dirt whipping their faces. Lightning flashed in on the horizon, revealing the peaks of the western mountains for a split second before plunging the world back into obscurity. Thunders rocked the sky, a sound familiar to every man who had spent the last few nights in this cursed place.


  Vortigern stood at the top of a small mound, overseeing the work. As the wind blew into his cape and lifted his long, gray hair, he finally felt in control of the situation. At last he had a solution to all his problems. With one courageous act, he would set Britain on the right course. He felt closer to God, almost like a deity himself. He was a savior, a true hero. Tonight, history would be written, and his name would be eternally branded in the hearts of the Britons. Tonight he would unleash nightmares that this world had not seen for a long time and then he would slay them with a swift stroke of his blade.


  Suddenly, lightning struck a nearby tree on the hillside, just below the men. The targeted tree immediately caught fire, as deafening thunder exploded in the air, rocking the men’s hearts and freezing the blood in their veins. At the same time, one of the warriors brought his shovel down hard and revealed an opening.


  “Over here!” he yelled to the officers. Like a wildfire, the word spread that they had found something.


  “My lord,” said one of the advisors to the king, “It appears one of the men has found a cave. It looks to be a tunnel that goes down under the ground. It could be an entrance to the heart of the hill.”


  “Then what are we waiting for?” Vortigern jumped down from the mound he stood on and rushed to where the men had gathered. He found himself at the mouth of a massive cave.


  The opening was almost twenty feet across, angled slightly forward. The men had quickly removed any sand and rock covering the entrance, revealing the opening as much as they could. Vortigern stared into the darkness of the cave, trying to determine the depth and perceive any signs of the dragons that were supposedly inside.


  “Who discovered the entrance?” he asked.


  “I did, my lord,” said a young warrior, eager to investigate his findings.


  “Good job, son. Gather your weapons and follow me.” Vortigern turned, grabbed a torch and gestured to the men around him. “All of you, get your swords and come with us. There is no time to lose. Glory awaits us, my friends!” The king turned to his oldest advisor. “Morghan, I need you to stay up here. Tell the men to be ready for anything. If we are lucky, we can kill the foul beast in its lair, but we may need to draw it outside, into the open. Order the archers and spearmen to be on the alert.”


  “Understood,” answered the advisor. “What about the sacrifice of the boy?”


  “You just can’t let it go, can you? Fine, do it.”


  “Good luck, old friend.”


  “I don’t need luck, for God is finally by my side!”


  Vortigern looked up at the sky. The first droplets of rain fell on his face and iron armor. The storm was right above their heads.


  “Onward!” called the king, leading the small army inside the cave. Morghan watched his friend disappear into the tunnel, followed by the rest of the advisors, then by the officers and, finally, the common warriors. He remained at the cave mouth for a few more minutes, praying that the men would prevail and be safe.


  Then he climbed back to the top, ready deliver the boy to the dark stranger.


  Inside the cave, Vortigern advanced down a gentle slope, holding his torch before him. For a long time, the tunnel went down in the same direction, but then it suddenly veered to the right, then back to the left. The walls of the tunnel, which at first had been smooth and almost seemed carved by hand, were now rough and irregular, with rocks regularly obstructing the path and slowing down their progression considerably. Every fifty feet or so, the group had to stop and wait for some men to clear the way, then resume their descent, only to be forced to repeat the exercise a little farther on.


  Vortigern was growing frustrated with the pace of their progress. He had hoped he could simply walk in, find the two dragons, kill the white one and set free the Briton symbol. Then he would have come back up, triumphantly holding the head of their foe, rallying his men around him in an instant.


  Instead, he found himself holding out a torch to light the way, waiting for his men to remove the boulders blocking the path.


  One of the soldiers working on the latest barricade removed a large rock, then suddenly stopped and looked at the soldier kneeling next to him.


  “Can you feel that?”


  “Yes.”


  Vortigern immediately made his way to the front.


  “What is it?” he asked eagerly.


  “Here,” said the first soldier, stepping aside. “Come closer to the opening, my lord.”


  Vortigern handed him the torch and knelt down where the soldier had been. Without wasting a moment, he peered into the black hole. At first, he did not notice anything. He had thought he would hear a distant growl or maybe a deep and hollow breathing sound, like that a sleeping dragon would make. He even thought he might feel some heat on his face.


  Instead, he felt a moist and chilly breeze. He looked up at the soldier next to him, then back into the hole again. There was a large body of water behind this last wall of rock. This was the pool where Llud had confined the two dragons. It had to be.


  “Good job,” he said, standing up and retreating, so the men could finish clearing the way.


  Soon the path was clear again, the rocks having been pushed aside to allow the king and his officers to pass through. On the other side of this last obstacle, they only had to walk for another ten feet before they emerged into an enormous cave. As more men came through the opening, the torches they were carrying gradually revealed the vast underground chamber they had just discovered. Up ahead, just twenty paces from where they stood, was the shore of an underground lake.


  One of the officers ordered some men to spread out on the shore, so they could get a better view of the place. As they did so, more of the water became visible, but still, they could not see the end of the lake—or the roof of the cave, for that matter. Their steps echoed loudly, as if a giant were walking inside the mountains, accompanied by the incessant clanging of their metal gear. No more than five minutes later, two hundred men stood at the edge of the lake, peering into the darkness.


  Complete silence engulfed the cave, disturbed only by the hiss of the flames dancing at the tips of the torches. Not one man dared to speak, for fear of awakening the forgotten evil. Vortigern stood at the edge of the lake, the water licking the tips of his leather boots. The surface was smooth as a mirror, reflecting the light from the torches.


  “Can you feel it, men?” said Vortigern. “Can you feel the presence of those two ancient beings? They’re here, all right. The boy told us the truth. Can you feel the energy of their eternal clash filling this cave? Tonight, brave men, our destiny awaits! Tonight, we shall …”


  The king paused before he could finish his sentence. A ripple was moving soundlessly toward them. As it reached the shore, lifting the water a few inches and splashing the king’s boot, a second wavelet emerged from the darkness, followed by a third.


  Something hidden was disturbing the water. Something that was aware of their presence.


  “Here they come,” whispered Vortigern, smiling like a madman in the face of danger.


  



  Ambrosius was pacing rapidly around the table. Night had fallen over the camp, and Myrddin had lit a few oil lamps in the tent. Outside, the weather was quickly turning into a loud and violent thunderstorm, with the wind threatening to blow the tent away and lightning flashes sending shadows flaring across the walls, followed immediately by thunder that sounded like the sky being torn apart.


  Samuel was sitting at the wooden table, unsure what to do. Now was not the time to marvel, but it almost felt surreal to be held captive in a tent, along with a boy who would become Merlin and the man who would be Arthur’s uncle in a few years. Of course, they would have to get out of here first and survive the next few hours if that was to happen.


  Samuel stood up and started exploring the tent. It was remarkable how much stuff this Morghan had with him, even in this time of war, when the army kept moving from one area to the other. Samuel thought of how many men it must take simply to transport all of this junk—men who could be used for something else, like carrying provisions or weapons.


  There were also several cabinets full of texts, and more were spread out on tables or scattered over the ground. Samuel inspected a few of them. They were books about the history of the Britons, tales of ancient wars and stories of old times. There was no Bible, but there were many small books that contained stories about Christianity and the messiah. Samuel flipped through a few of them, while Ambrosius went to the tent’s flap to peek outside. A moment later, he was back at the table, mumbling something to himself.


  Samuel put back the book he was holding, a story about the Persian Empire, bound in worn leather. He went to another bookcase, to look at more titles. Here, the top shelves were occupied by miscellaneous objects: a glass jar containing some unidentified liquid, and a little red stone with an inscription on it. The next couple of shelves were occupied by books, and the bottom shelves held a few ancient scrolls.


  He was about to go back to the table when he noticed that one of the scrolls stood out from the others. The parchment did not look the same and it was much larger than the others. It was leaning on the shelves, rather than properly stored with the other scrolls, as if someone had recently consulted it. Out of curiosity, Samuel picked it up.


  “This is an interesting find,” said Myrddin, who had been watching the older boy. “May I see it?”


  Samuel walked back to the table and set the scroll on top of it. He unrolled the document, using stones to hold it.


  “What is it?” asked Ambrosius, who was also back at the table and leaning over the parchment.


  “I have no idea,” answered Samuel.


  The young man looked at the sketches and tried to read the inscriptions on the parchment. It depicted a kind of cross with a circle around it, and what looked like a pedestal to set it on. Characters and sigils he could not recognize were written all over the drawing.


  “It looks like a sort of plan or directions to build something,” he said.


  “I would guess it describes how to assemble the cross depicted here,” said Ambrosius. “I must admit I have never seen anything like this before.”


  “It looks like an altar,” announced Myrddin. “Probably used to perform sacrifices.”


  No one spoke for a few seconds. They knew very well who was intended to take his place on this device.


  “However, the markings on it are strange,” continued the younger boy, “They are unlike anything I have ever seen before. I don’t think even Master Blaise could tell you what they mean. He is old, but these look much more ancient.”


  “They are older than the current gods, much more ancient than humanity itself,” said the voice of Angeline, from above them.


  Samuel and Myrddin raised their heads to look at the little fairy. Ambrosius followed their gaze, but could not see anything. He was not even aware that someone had spoken. He looked back at the two boys.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  Samuel looked at the rightful heir to the throne, his eyes wide, his heart stricken with panic. He was unable to move, unable to breathe, unable to think. The older man looked back at him, puzzled by the reaction of the Lorekeeper. How could he explain the existence of Angeline to this man, without sounding completely insane?


  “What do you mean, older than humanity?” Myrddin asked, completely oblivious to the fact that Ambrosius could not see the fairy.


  “What?” asked Ambrosius.


  “I mean,” answered Angeline, “that these inscriptions are part of a very old ritual. Only beings such as myself and other magical creatures know of their existence. These rituals date back to a time before most of our deities even existed.”


  “Do you know what they refer to?” asked Myrddin.


  “Who is he talking to?” Ambrosius asked Samuel.


  “It’s … complicated, sir,” answered Samuel uneasily.


  “It’s not that complicated,” intervened Myrddin. He turned to Ambrosius. “Do you trust me, my lord?”


  “Of course I do, Myrddin.”


  Samuel was suddenly afraid Myrddin would reveal too much about him to the king and risk changing the course of the legend. For some time now, he had feared this moment, the instant where he would officially become a character in the story and a part of it. Unfortunately, it seemed to be inevitable now.


  “Then believe me when I say this,” continued Myrddin. “There are forces at play here; powerful beings you cannot see, or even comprehend. All you need to know for now is that some of these forces are acting on your behalf, protecting your future ascension to the throne and keeping the Britons safe. I can see and hear these beings, but you cannot.”


  “And what about Samuel? Can he see them too?”


  “It would appear so, although I cannot say why. Maybe his ancestors were versed in the art of divination, giving him a certain perspective on the world that most men don’t possess.”


  Ambrosius looked at Samuel. The young man silently thanked Myrddin for keeping his secret safe and refraining from mentioning that he was not from this world.


  “I knew there was something more to you, my young friend,” said Ambrosius. He turned back to the youngest. “If you say some forces are working with us, it implies that others are conspiring against us. Am I right?”


  “You are, my lord. It would appear they are trying to eliminate us.”


  “And your invisible friends are able to help us?”


  “I’m not invisible!” yelled Angeline. “I am fully visible, but only to those worthy,” she added, lifting her nose at the rightful king of Britain.


  “Don’t be like that,” said Samuel. “Now is not the time to pout, Angeline.”


  “Fine!”


  “Please, what can you tell us about these symbols?”


  “Well, I don’t understand all of them. I can only read a few of the runes. However, combined with the design of the cross, I would say this is not an altar used to sacrifice humans, or any animals, for that matter.”


  “All right, then what is it?”


  The fairy flew a little lower, almost landing on the table, but careful not to touch the foul parchment. She hovered above it, flitting back and forth, trying to read the entire inscription.


  “Here it describes how to store magical power,” she said. “Over there it indicates how to use the runes to concentrate this power on a focal point. Finally, the angled cross looks to be some sort of magnifying glass for magic.”


  Myrddin listened carefully to Angeline’s description of the device.


  “I know what this is,” he said. “It’s a weapon. From what you are saying, I think you can store energy in the circular base, concentrate this power to form a beam of energy and then point it at someone. Then, the upper part of the cross releases this power, destroying everything in its path.”


  Ambrosius quickly figured out what they were saying.


  “This is a strange and frightening weapon,” he said. “And a very powerful one, I might add. But it begs the question: why go through all this trouble simply to eliminate someone? Whether I am the target or you are, brave Myrddin, wouldn’t it be easier to use a simple blade? If you ask me, using this device is a little much for the desired effect.”


  Samuel was still studying the plans, going over every detail he had learned in the last few hours, and reminiscing over all the information he had gathered since he had set foot on Metverold.


  “The Yfel’s man gave the advisor those plans, did he not?” he asked.


  “It would be the only way for the advisor to get his hands on a document like this,” answered Angeline.


  Samuel looked at the fairy, then at Ambrosius and finally at Myrddin. “I know what the enemy wants to do with this,” he said “His target isn’t any of us. It’s not Ambrosius, Myrddin or anyone else. It’s not even a man.”


  “Then what is it?” asked Ambrosius.


  “I believe the Yfel’s envoy wants to use this device to kill the red dragon.”


  For a moment, everyone, including the voluble fata, stared at Samuel without saying a word. It took a few seconds for the idea to sink in.


  “Are you sure about this?” asked Angeline. “Why would the Yfel want to kill the red dragon?”


  “Think about it for a second,” replied Samuel. “We know the Yfel’s purpose is to change the course of history.”


  Ambrosius was staring at Samuel, very confused.


  “My king,” said Samuel, “I beg your pardon, but some of the things I say may sound strange to you. Unfortunately, I do not know how to go about explaining my theory without revealing things that may impact your judgment for future actions. I know I cannot ask you to forget this conversation, or even this night, but I must beg you to keep what you hear to yourself, and not mention it to anyone, not even to your brother or any other member of your family. You are right about me, I am more than I seem, but my identity must be kept secret, or the consequences could be disastrous. Can I trust that you will accept my request and keep what you hear a secret until the end of time?


  “This is a strange request, Sam, but I accept. Maybe when this is all over, you and I can sit down and you can explain to me exactly what is happening on this hill.”


  “I would love nothing more, but even that may prove impossible.”


  “You drive a hard bargain! Very well, you have my word. Carry on, then.”


  Samuel nodded to the king of Britain and continued explaining his theory.


  “Vortigern is actually the one who gave me the clue I was missing. At first, I didn’t make much of it, but now I can see it clearly. He was right about one thing: the army is in disarray and the morale of the troops is at its lowest level. The Saxons are almost here, and they will defeat the Britons if your people do not fight back with all their might and spirit. Vortigern is hoping that killing the white dragon—representing the enemy—will breathe a new wind over his army, a wind charged with hope and filled with songs of victory. I believe he is right about that part.


  “The red dragon represents the Britons and will eventually become a powerful emblem of your people, Ambrosius. However, here is where Vortigern is wrong: he cannot kill the white dragon himself; the red one needs to do it. Only then will the men see the omen in this. The word had been spread across the army camp about the two dragons, Vortigern made sure of it. If the soldiers witness the red beast trouncing his foe, then they will believe in victory again.


  “If I am right, Ambrosius, then, before this is all over, you will have won back your army and the faith of your people. I trust this is how it is supposed to be. Your descendants and your brother’s descendants will be among the highest regarded rulers your nation has ever known and will prevail against many foes.


  “I believe this is the night when you must use a symbol—the red dragon—to rally your troops around you and overthrow Vortigern. I believe this is the night when you will reclaim control of Britain and start fighting back against your enemies.”


  Samuel paused to make sure everyone was following.


  “You may have said too much to this man, Lorekeeper,” Angeline said.


  “I don’t have any other choice, Angeline. He is part of this legend and he has to know what needs to happen if we are to save history.”


  “All right. But what now?”


  “All along, we thought that the Yfel was plotting to kill Myrddin or Ambrosius, when in fact he was waiting till the very end to make his move. This is why Myrddin’s vision never changed, because nothing has changed yet. In the minds of everyone involved, therefore, this legend is still going according to plan. The device is disguised as an altar, and the attempted sacrifice of Myrddin is still a possible outcome, even if we know it would not have happened.


  “I believe that when the two dragons emerge from the cave and soar into the sky, the agent of Yfel will aim this weapon at the red one and fire all its power at it.”


  “By the gods,” said Angeline, suddenly realizing what was about to happen and what it meant. It was almost unthinkable.


  “I don’t get it,” asked Myrddin. “What will he accomplish by killing the dragon?”


  “If he kills the symbol around which the whole Briton army is supposed to rally, then your warriors will lose their last glimmer of hope. Especially if he makes a big display of it, showing the Saxon dragon slaying the Briton one. Any attempt by Ambrosius to take back control of his army won’t make a difference in the world. The metaphor is too profound. Think about it. Dragons? It doesn’t get much more powerful than that. If the red dragon loses the battle, the men will give up and the Saxons will exterminate the last Britons within a few days. Ambrosius and Uther will never become kings of their people, and the rest of history as we know it will never happen.”


  Angeline whispered a name: “Arthur.”


  “Exactly,” answered Samuel. “If he succeeds, he will effectively change the history of Britain and erase the whole Arthurian mythology.”


  “Hold on,” said Angeline. “It makes sense, but still, why go to all this trouble? Why not devise a plan to kill Myrddin earlier in the story, without him seeing it coming? That way, Vortigern would have never learned about the dragons and the army would never have gotten its momentum back, suffering the tremors night after night until the Saxons crushed them. He would have gained the same thing, without having to unearth two dragons!”


  “It’s quite simple,” answered Samuel. “If he had made such a plan and been successful, there were no guarantees that Vortigern would have stayed here. Under the constant threat of rebellion, with Morghan no longer under the influence of the Yfel’s man, the false king could have left with his army and then who knows what would have happened next. Maybe Ambrosius would have found a way to get his people back and fend off the Saxons.


  “No, I think the opportunity was too good to pass up. His plan was brilliant, hiding behind the cover of a sacrifice and making sure nothing was changed until the last moment, influencing the false king so he would stay here, playing the advisor for a fool. If he succeeds, not only would he eliminate any hopes of the Britons regaining their spirit, but the Saxons would be right at his doorstep to make sure Ambrosius’ people were swiftly exterminated.


  “I don’t know who you are talking to,” said Ambrosius, “or how you know all of this, but I am inclined to believe you’re not crazy, Samuel. If I understand what you are saying, we have to do everything we can to stop a strange man from using this device here, sketched on that parchment, so we can save the red dragon and, at the same time, my people. Am I right?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Good. There is only one problem, though. We are all still prisoners of Morghan and time is quickly running out.”


  As if waiting for its cue, the whole hilltop suddenly jumped under the force of a single tremor, while thunder resonated from deep below the ground, as if a level of Hades had just exploded.


  “I think Vortigern has found what he was looking for,” said Myrddin, his lips trembling.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 15


  



  Morghan could hardly believe the events that had transpired during the last few hours. The evening had started out with everything going according to plan. Kaleb and the group he had sent were back with the young Myrddin, the altar for the sacrifice was completed and every detail had been taken care of. However, despite his best efforts, everything had been thrown out of sync, the situation rapidly morphing into a complete disaster. What should have been a routine sacrifice had turned into a wild goose chase.


  Dragons? Really?


  He could not believe Vortigern was giving any credit to such an inconceivable tale. Instead of gathering the men to witness the liberation of Dinas Ffaraon, the foolish king was now digging tunnels through the hill, looking for a couple of ancient reptiles that had never existed in the first place. Of course, Morghan had heard about dragons before. Throughout history, they always proved to be a convenient way of turning a perfect stranger into a hero. It was the oldest trick in the book. The formula was simple. First, you needed to create a nightmare for the people, something horrific but believable, even if they never actually witnessed it with their own eyes. The scarier the threat, the more efficient the plan. Then, once everybody was frightened out of their minds, offer them a champion who would free their pathetic lives from the evil afflicting them, delivering the men and women from a diabolical fiend who had never existed in the first place.


  It worked every time.


  Such was the only use that people like him made of fairy tales and mythical creatures like dragons. Vortigern was chasing a dream or, rather, a nightmare—something that did not actually exist, created from the mind of an ancient ruler. It was a fool’s errand and a waste of time. Fortunately, Morghan knew what had to be done. The answer to their problems had not changed because a child said so. The sacrifice of young Myrddin was still the only way to put an end to the curse over this place and free his army. The dark stranger had said so.


  The advisor passed by the large, black royal tent, beside which a few guards still stood, and continued toward the north side of the hill, where he had instructed several men to build the altar for the sacrifice. He thought about bringing the young boy with him, but changed his mind. It was probably better to check with the dark stranger first, in order to verify if the time was right and if everything was as it should be. The last thing he needed right now was to upset this strange man.


  Lightning lit up the sky, soon accompanied by powerful thunder, the kind which seemed to stop the world for a moment. The rain was now coming down hard on the camp, the droplets whipping the face of the old man as the wind lifted his cape. Morghan held a hand in front of him to protect himself from the storm, as he walked toward the place where the altar stood.


  Suddenly, the hill shook violently, throwing Morghan to the ground with brutal force, along with several tents and other soldiers around him. A single tremor, as if the hill was holding its breath for something terrible about to befall them.


  “My God! Could it be the curse again, or was that something else?” Morghan asked himself.


  He hastily stood up and walked faster toward his destination. In the lightning flashes, he saw the outlines of the altar and a tall man standing next to it. It was truly a picture out of the worst nightmares, a shocking vision that sent cold shivers down his spine. Had it truly come down to this? A pagan ritual to help them? A spell of dark magic to deliver them from evil?


  When the advisor reached the large heap of rocks and boulders, he slowly made his way up the mound. The climb was lengthy and laborious, since the pouring rain was rapidly turning the soil into sticky mud. Finally, using both hands and heedless of the stains on his clothes, he made it to the top of the ridge.


  Lightning and thunder exploded in unison, but the old advisor ignored them. What he was witnessing at the moment was impossible to describe: a scene too absurd and dreadful to comprehend.


  About thirty yards from where he stood was the altar, facing toward the east. The cross and the pedestal on which it stood had been built exactly as the sketch required, carefully respecting every detail in the plans. It stood about ten feet tall and was more than fifteen feet long, set at a forty-five-degree angle.


  At the moment, however, the angle did not matter in the slightest, since the altar was levitating slightly above the ground, hovering as if it was weightless, oblivious to the hurricane-like winds blowing over it. Like a demon at work, a towering figure stood next to it, his arms extended toward the strange device, the palms of his hands facing the apparatus.


  The dark stranger was already at work, preparing the altar for the sacrifice. Still, even in his wildest thoughts, Morghan could have never imagined how the dark man would proceed.


  A green glow emanated from the man’s hands, like gloves of psychic energy. This light emanated toward the pedestal of the altar, where it was received in the circular base of the device, apparently stored within the carved runes. The wood was glowing with the same green glow, as the energy poured into the receptacle, like a strange liquid filling the circle.


  Morghan did not dare reflect on the origin of this man and the nature of the rite he was currently performing. He was convinced that if he learned the whole truth behind this stranger, he would most likely go crazy. Quickly chasing away the dark thoughts that were gathering in his mind, the old advisor tried to act as naturally as one could do so in such circumstances, and carefully approached the stranger.


  He hesitated before speaking, since he did not know if he should disturb the meditative state of this uncanny wizard who was standing in front of him. Summoning every ounce of courage left in his body, he parted his lips slowly.


  “Are … are you ready for the boy, my lord? Should I have him brought up here to finish the ritual? The men are growing restless, and—”


  The dark stranger did not turn his head. Before Morghan could finish his sentence, he said: “That won’t be necessary, old man. We don’t need the boy anymore. You can dispose of him however you wish.”


  Morghan was speechless. Surely, he must have misunderstood the sorcerer. Myrddin was the key to their salvation, he had said so himself on more than one occasion!


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “You heard me the first time, Morghan. Myrddin is no longer necessary. You can dispose of him as you wish. As you can see for yourself, I am rather busy at the moment. I would suggest you let me finish my work and make sure no one else disturbs me.”


  The old man could not believe his ears. This was not happening. After everything he went through to bring the young child here, after all the planning and the lies he had told his king. Ever since this wretched man had come into his life, he had believed every word he had said, spending many sleepless nights worrying about the things this infernal being would do to him should he disappoint. All the labor, all the worries and now, suddenly, the boy did not matter? The sacrifice was no longer necessary?


  Morghan’s face swiftly changed from the obedient slave to the vigorous warrior he once was. Who was this man, to simply use him as a puppet, and then cast him aside without so much as an explanation? Who was he, to make a fool out of a king’s advisor and treat him like a dog?


  Morghan had had enough. He would not submit to this man’s will any longer. He grabbed the knife he always kept at his side and pointed the tip of the blade at the dark stranger’s neck.


  “What the hell is going on here? I demand an explanation, and it had better be to my liking or, as God is my witness, I will slice your throat open and gut you like a pig.”


  Thunder rolled above them, as a flash of lightning lit up the scene once more.


  The dark stranger did not move for a few seconds, still concentrating on his work. However, when the advisor pressed the blade a little harder on the back of his neck, he finally stopped and slowly turned around to face the old man.


  Morghan stared into the dark hood, still unable to see his adversary’s face. He tried to ignore his fear and stay strong. This demon had fooled him for the last time.


  Suddenly, the dark stranger opened his eyes. The advisor could not help but take a step back. Even with the cold rain now falling heavily on the two men and blurring his vision, Morghan could clearly see the eyes of the stranger, burning like hot coals. They did not seem human at all, but rather appeared to be windows on the deepest pits of hell.


  “You’re the Devil,” whispered Morghan.


  “There is no need to resort to name-calling, old man,” replied the diabolical figure.


  Before he could turn around and run for his life, Morghan felt an intense heat envelop his entire body. Horrified, he watched as his skin turned bright red, large blisters erupting from it. Within seconds, Morghan fell to the ground, his body boiled on the spot by an evil spell.


  “Then again, maybe I am the prince of lies,” whispered the dark man.


  Without wasting another moment, he returned to his work, for he knew the time was quickly approaching when his plan would reach its culminating point.


  



  Malloy was still trying to loosen the knots around his wrists when the ground suddenly jumped under him, the hill shaking violently for a brief second.


  “What the hell was that?” asked Kaleb.


  “I have no idea,” answered Darroch. “But if you ask me, I would suggest we find a way to get out of here, and sooner rather than later. Something is happening and I don’t want to be around to find out what it is.”


  “Why do you say that?” inquired Kaleb.


  “Look at the men around us. The guards they assigned to watch over us have mostly left in the past half hour. Either they are fleeing some grave danger, or they are gathering somewhere, on the orders of their leader. Whatever the reason is, something significant is going on and my little pinky tells me that it probably doesn’t bode well for us.”


  Kaleb looked up at the black sky. All he saw was lightning cracking the darkness open, briefly illuminating their surroundings, before obscurity enveloped them again, along with a deafening thunder.


  “I don’t know about you,” said Freston, “but I think what we just felt were not the regular tremors of this place. This was something different, like some ancient evil waking up after a millennium of slumber. I fear that tonight this place will be the scene of terrible events that will be engraved in the memories of men for generations upon generations.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Malloy cut in.


  “You know I am telling the truth! Look around us, for God’s sake! Tonight is one of those nights when legends are born. Something is about to happen, something bad, and we should find a way to get off this hill, and fast.”


  “And just how do you propose we do that?” asked Kaleb, yelling over thunder that felt like God was trying to shut them up.


  “I’m working on it!” Freston yelled back.


  For the next few minutes, all four of them remained silent, trying to think of a way to get out of their makeshift outdoor cell. If they successfully untied their hands and made a run for it, they would be spotted immediately by the guards, and would find themselves with a few arrows lodged between their shoulder blades. Even if by some miracle they made it to the edge of the hill, the path down would more than likely be a steep cliff. In the darkness, they would almost certainly break their necks trying to get to the bottom of the hill. Even Malloy had given up trying to free his hands and simply looked around, hoping for a miracle. He noticed a black mass on the ground, where one of the guards had stood a few moments earlier. The heavy rain blurred his vision, but he guessed it was the fallen body of the soldier. Shortly after, a second shadow appeared next to the body, looking down on it. Before he could react, the second guard fell to the ground as well.


  This time, however, Malloy was able to see a detail he had failed to notice previously: an arrow was sticking out from the neck of the second man. Before he could tell the others about it, he heard a third guard call out, having also seen the second man fall to the ground. The two guards closest to Malloy immediately ran to the spot where their friends had fallen, quickly followed by the pair of guards stationed behind Malloy. Before they could reach the bodies of their fallen comrades, however, Malloy saw a large shadow forming in the rain in front of him, passing over the two dead soldiers. The shape grew larger and clearer, until he was able to identify it as a group of men running toward them, weapons drawn and arrows flying over their heads.


  The guards immediately yelled orders to one another, rushing to confront the incoming group. As the factions met in the distance, Malloy could only see shapes and shadows, but heard the clash of metal against metal, with the occasional cries of pain or pleas for mercy. The four guards fell, one by one, until all four were lying beside their dead companions.


  The mysterious group of newcomers slowly walked toward Malloy and his companions. One of the men detached himself from the gang. With his imposing stature and full-plated armor, he was clearly the leader. The helmet on his head was magnificent, and Malloy immediately recognized the distinctive wings on each side.


  “Uther,” he said. “Am I ever glad to see you, my lord.”


  “Malloy,” said Uther, as he gestured to his companions to free the prisoners. “I’m glad to see you alive as well, my friend.”


  Within minutes, all four prisoners were free, on their feet and equipped with new swords and shields. Freston looked at his blade skeptically. He preferred to use his bow. Whoever took it from him would pay dearly.


  “Where is my brother? Where is Ambrosius?”


  “We don’t know where they took him, my lord,” answered Kaleb. “When we got back to the camp, we climbed up the hill to find Vortigern, but Morghan had set up a trap for us. We were taken to this tree here, while Ambrosius, Samuel and Myrddin were brought to the royal tent. After that, we don’t know what happened to them.”


  “How did you find us?” asked Malloy.


  “My brother is wise and cautious,” answered Uther, “but sometimes he outwits himself and forgets that some people hide their true plans very well. Even with the best precautions, things can go wrong. As soon as you left the monastery, I gathered a few men and followed your tracks from a distance. Although we would prefer to avoid it, the abbey could fall into the hands of the Saxons. The people and brave monks who live there are prepared to make the sacrifice. My brother Ambrosius, however, is too important to leave unprotected. When you climbed up the hill this afternoon, we stayed behind, observing from the fringe of the wood. After the sun set, we walked into the camp, mingling with the other soldiers. That is when we heard about a group of prisoners and Vortigern’s plan to free a pair of ancient creatures.”


  Malloy and his three companions looked at him, hardly believing what he had just said.


  “He plans to do what now?” asked Darroch.


  “There are rumors in the camp that the soldiers are digging up two dragons hidden in the heart of this hill. Once they are free, Vortigern thinks he can kill one of them. He thinks they are symbols of the two nations in this war, one white and one red. I’m betting he hopes to regain the trust of his men by slaying the Saxon symbol—the white dragon. That fool wants to unleash an evil he does not even understand on this place.”


  “Dear God,” said Malloy. “We have to do something.”


  “First, let’s find Ambrosius and the others,” said Uther.


  



  Vortigern stood silent at the edge of the dark water, observing the incoming ripple, the tenth or eleventh now, he had lost count. All of his men were likewise silently gazing into the vast, obscure cave they had discovered. A few minutes ago, they were all asking questions of each other, wondering what was causing the disturbance on the surface of the water. However, when a forceful tremor shook the cavern, caused by a growl so powerful that it felt like the hill itself was exploding, everyone had taken a step back and no one had dared to speak since.


  Although it defied reason, it was quite obvious now, in the minds of everyone, what was causing the ripples. Something had noticed them and did not seem to like the intrusion.


  The only question that was yet to be answered was: what should they do now? Should they turn and run for their lives or unsheathe their weapons and get ready to fight whatever would emerge from the darkness before them?


  Vortigern was no different from his men, asking the same questions. He tried to remain calm and demonstrate courage, but deep inside, fear was rapidly gaining control of his mind. When the idea of killing the white dragon had come to him, back in the comfort of his luxurious tent, above the surface of the ground, it had seemed like an extraordinary plan. It was not an easy task, but still doable and relatively easy, especially for himself, if he were to stand back a little and let a courageous champion claim the momentary glory. But now, surrounded by tons of rocks, trapped in a cave that seemed bigger than the hill surrounding it, caged with two evil creatures who were older than time, the plan to kill one of them seemed a lot less appealing.


  Without warning, a second tremor, much like the first one, violently shook the grotto, sending most of the soldiers to the ground. In the confusion, many torches were dropped and the light in the cave was considerably diminished. At the same time, a deafening detonation resounded, followed by another and then a third, louder and longer than the previous two.


  Then, the cacophony stopped. For the next few minutes, nothing else happened. There was no sign of anything disturbing the dark and cold water. Vortigern’s warriors picked themselves back up, nervously holding out their shields and swords, almost ready to face anything.


  Or to run for their lives.


  Most of them looked at each other, hoping to find comfort and reassurance, but everyone was displaying the same sentiment of fear and dread, a feeling dangerously close to panic.


  Moments later, Vortigern finally lifted an arm, signaling to his troops to remain calm, pretending everything was under control. The king took a step forward, carefully avoiding the water, as if it were a dangerous poison that would burn through his leather boots in seconds. He leaned forward a little, peering into the darkness, looking for any sign of the beasts they had come to hunt.


  Suddenly, a deafening shriek filled the cave, echoing from the rock walls, like a spell engulfing every man and filling their hearts with fear and madness. The uncanny roar persisted for almost a minute, forcing everyone to let go of their weapons in order to cover their ears. Even Vortigern was pushed to his knees by the unnatural shriek, as if the creature emitting the sound had seized his will and bent it without much effort. Finally, the last echo of the infernal noise faded away, and the cave fell silent again, like a tomb forgotten by time.


  Vortigern stumbled back to his feet and slowly removed his hands from the side of his head, listening once more to his surroundings. At first he did not notice anything, but then he realized the cave was not in complete silence anymore. A strange sound was coming from the darkness, subtle and short, but repeating itself at regular intervals. It sounded like a large sword was slashing through the air, a sort of whistling noise that was longer and deeper than anything he had heard before. It came and went, again and again, until, finally, a shape gradually appeared in the vast emptiness of the cave.


  The white dragon.


  The creature emerged from the darkness with terrifying speed, flying just above the surface of the water, the tips of its wing almost touching it on their downstrokes.


  “God help us! What have I done?” whispered Vortigern, looking into the red, burning eyes of the beast.


  The dragon was much larger than he had expected, its wings almost spanning the width of the lake. Its body was massive, as large as the tallest tower on the biggest castle of the island, covered with colorless scales, which gave it a dreary look, akin to a beast straight out of the darkest nightmares. Its head was bigger than a horse, with a mouth opened wide to reveal hundreds of sharp teeth, over which danced a tongue ending in the shape of an arrowhead. On top of its skull stood four black horns, along with a series of smaller ones that descended along the creature’s spine, all the way to the tip of its tail.


  When it finally came into full view, the dragon seemed to look at Vortigern for a second. Turning its head slightly to the right, it opened its mouth and spewed liquid fire, burning a dozen men on the spot, before they had any chance to react. The beast spat another line of fire before flying up and coming around for another pass.


  The warriors immediately dropped their weapons and ran for the tunnel they had used to come in, screaming in terror and trampling over the unlucky ones who lost their footing in their attempt to get out of this death trap. The dragon flew over the crowd once more, opening its mouth and charring more soldiers with gouts of flame.


  Vortigern finally came out of his stupor. Everywhere he looked were smoking ashes, melted rocks and grown men weeping in fear, screaming at the top of their lungs to cover the panic in their hearts. The cave was now a place of sheer chaos, every soldier running for the tunnel, as the dragon burned dozens of men who were trailing the main group.


  What had he done? This was supposed to be the pinnacle of his reign, his mark on history, when he would seize Britain and finally make it his own. This was supposed to be a night of legend, a night that bards everywhere would turn into marvelous songs praising their king, who had saved them all from the Saxon hordes.


  Instead, this had turned out to be another instance in a long list of miserable events, a series of curses that God saw fit to bestow on him for some unknown reason. Tears rolled down his cheeks as he stood by the underground lake, watching his men disappear back up the tunnel. The white dragon flew one last time over his head and landed on top of the last group of men, crushing their frail bodies under its powerful legs. The beast looked at the opening, studying it for a second, then took a few steps back. With unbelievable power, it launched itself against the rock, burrowing into the tunnel. Behind the king, the water started to move again, ripples hitting the back of his boot heels, slowly at first, but quickly gaining speed, rapidly turning into small waves. When the water covered his feet, the king finally noticed what was happening and slowly turned around.


  He found himself face to face with another dragon, this one covered with bright red scales. The beast stood ten feet away from the king, staring directly at his face. Vortigern could smell its foul breath, a mix of sulfur and dry ashes. “I … I … I—” stammered Vortigern, “I am Vortigern … king … king of the Brit … Britons. I am the leader of your people.”


  The beast looked puzzled by this man before it, who pretended to be a king. It knew very well that this should not have been the case. Slowly, the dragon lifted its head higher. Vortigern fell to his knees to beg for mercy. In one swift move, the dragon opened its mouth and brought it down on the false king.


  Once it was done with its quick meal, the red dragon looked at the enlarged tunnel and slowly made its way up the path, pursuing its nemesis.


  



  “I can’t see it anymore!”


  Angeline, Ambrosius and Samuel all turned their heads to look at the young child at the end of the table.


  “You can’t see what?” asked Ambrosius.


  “What comes next. The ending that the fairy talked about. My vision. I can’t see it anymore.”


  “It could only mean one thing,” said Angeline. “The Yfel’s recruit has made his move. He has changed the story.”


  “If that is the case,” said Samuel, “why is Myrddin unable to see the new events? If our enemy has made a move to change history, shouldn’t he be able to still see something, even though it could be different?”


  “Maybe he can’t see anything because nothing is decided yet,” said Angeline. “We might be too close to the events, with too many variables to consider. Our choice of actions will determine which vision will come true now. As of right now, the rest of this story is officially up to us.”


  Samuel looked at Myrddin. For the first time since he had met the young boy who would become Merlin, he was genuinely scared. All along, this boy had known what was going to happen. It was probably the reason he had agreed to join them here and meet with Vortigern, because he knew he would not be sacrificed—he had seen it. It was also why, until a few minutes ago, even as the thunder rolled over the mountains and they were still prisoners in this tent, awaiting their fate, Myrddin had kept humming and smiling. Up to this point, he had felt safe.


  However, his certainty was all gone now. Nothing was sure anymore and anything could happen, including their own deaths, if they were not careful. Probably for the first time in his short life, Myrddin felt what every human feels on a daily basis: the uncertainty of our lives, never knowing the time of our passing and what the future holds for us. Some people believe it is a blessing, allowing oneself to enjoy life to the fullest, living every day with welcoming hands and accepting every surprise that life throws at them. But for Myrddin, it was an unfortunate wave of reality, overwhelming for sure, and probably terrifying to him.


  “We’ll be fine, kiddo,” said Samuel, passing an arm over the young boy’s shoulders.


  “We’ll be fine?” yelled Angeline. “How can you say that? You’re all stuck in here, while our enemy is making his move outside! If anything, we’re far from fine!”


  Samuel looked at the little agitated fata and frowned heavily, inclining his head toward the scared little boy. Myrddin as well was staring at Angeline.


  “I mean, of course we’ll be fine!” corrected the fairy. “There’s nothing to be scared about, really, we’re all heroes here, and one of us is even a wizard. We should be able to find a solution. I hope.”


  Naturally, the words of Angeline failed miserably at reassuring the young boy. To make matter worse, just as she stopped talking, a shriek was heard by all four of them. The scream appeared to come directly from under their feet, from within the hill itself. It lasted for nearly a minute, before things returned to normal again.


  “What the hell was that?” asked Samuel.


  “That would be one of the dragons,” answered Myrddin, his face now pale.


  “My God,” said Ambrosius. “He has actually done it. He has found the dragons, and now the fool has loosed them upon us.”


  Screams and shouts erupted from outside the tent, the guards yelling orders and instructions at each other. Shortly after, Samuel and his companions heard swords hitting swords, barely fifteen feet away. The brawl went on for a minute and then it was quiet again, except for a final complaint by the unfortunate side.


  Ambrosius grabbed the first item at hand, a heavy metal cup, and raised it above his head, ready to hurl it at whoever crossed the tent’s flap. Myrddin hid behind Samuel, along with the little fairy, who was clinging to the boy’s hair as hard as she could.


  The door of the tent flew open and Malloy appeared inside, followed quickly by Uther and the rest of the rescuers.


  “Brother!” exclaimed Ambrosius.


  “Before you chew me out for not following your plan,” said Uther, “we had better get out of here without wasting a moment.”


  “Am I ever glad to see you, brother!”


  Myrddin ran toward the newcomer, throwing himself into his arms. Uther lifted the young boy, looking at Samuel and Ambrosius. Malloy walked over to the Lorekeeper.


  “Are you all right?” he asked.


  “I am, but we can’t stay here. We need to hurry before it is too late.”


  “I know. Uther told us about Vortigern’s plan to free a couple of dragons. We have to hurry and get off this cursed hill. Hell is about to burst open on this place, and we need to be as far as we can from it.”


  “No! You don’t understand,” cut in Samuel. “We have to find a man first. I don’t have time to explain, but trust me, we cannot leave before we stop him. He’s going to kill the red dragon and we must prevent it at all costs!”


  Malloy, Uther and the others who had come in to rescue their friends looked at the strange boy, trying to make sense of what he was saying.


  “I don’t fully understand it either,” said Ambrosius, “but I trust this young lad. Tonight I have witnessed many strange things and learned a good deal about the forces that surround us in this world. This boy speaks the truth, Uther. I believe him.”


  “Then so do I,” Uther said. “What do you propose we do now?”


  Suddenly, the hill shook so violently it knocked everyone to the ground. Before they could understand what was happening and get back on their feet, the colossal tent fell over their heads, trapping them in heavy folds of damp and soiled fabric.


  



  On the eastern side of the hill, where, just a couple of hours earlier, warriors had been searching for a way into the hill, the tunnel entrance was now fully cleared of rocks and rubbles, guarded by several soldiers. A few moments ago, the men closest to the opening had perceived screams and strange noises coming from inside the tunnel, and had moved in a little closer, curious to see what was going on. As they did so, a bright red light had appeared from deep inside the underground passage. They had immediately felt the heat on their faces and smelled the disgusting stench of sulfur, mixed with burnt flesh.


  Now, as the red glow disappeared, they could see the shapes of men running toward the exit, yelling impossible things and screaming in sheer terror. Before the soldiers outside could get out of the way and prepare themselves, a large reptilian head appeared in the entrance of the cave, its mouth open wide to swallow the last soldiers, who had thought they could make it out alive.


  As it reached the exit, seeing the night sky for the first time in many centuries, the white dragon picked up speed, the ground quaking mightily under the force of each powerful step. The beast hurriedly approached freedom until finally, in an explosion of fragmented rocks and dust, it emerged from the hill and opened its wings to welcome the storm’s wind beneath them. Oblivious to the crushed bodies of the men underneath it or the soldiers stuck under the shattered hillside, the white dragon lifted itself higher and higher, turning around and flying over the hill in large circles.


  Moments later, a second explosion sent a column of dust high in the sky and rocks flying to the bottom of the hill, crushing anything they landed on, whether it was empty tents or warriors running away from this place of evil. In the midst of this second cloud of dust emerged a red figure, the same as the white one in all aspects except for the color of its skin.


  Seeing its lifelong nemesis flying toward it, the white dragon turned and hovered in midair, getting ready to engage in another battle of their eternal struggle. This time, however, they would have room to maneuver, and both dragons were bent on settling the score once and for all. Tonight, Dinas Ffaraon would witness the end of their millennia-old battle.


  



  The dark stranger was almost ready. His hands were tired, aching from all the energy he had gathered and poured into the device. His trap was set and his weapon ready. The time was nearly upon him when he would finally execute his plan and fulfill his goal. He looked at the white dragon take off and fly over the hill, then at the red dragon following in its path.


  The dark man quickly finished charging the apparatus with enough energy to blast the Briton dragon into smithereens. When he was satisfied, he chanted an old telekinetic spell to move the device, making it float a few feet above the ground.


  Carefully, moving his hands, without touching the cross, he aimed it at the red dragon.


  “That’s it boy,” he muttered. “Come a little closer.”


  



  Samuel was fighting to free himself from the tent that had fallen on his head. He could hear the others close by, likewise struggling. Angeline, furious about getting mud on her tunic, was cursing ancient deities and unknown gods.


  Crawling under fallen posts, Samuel searched desperately for an exit. Finally, his head came free and he felt the cold rain on his face and the wind violently blowing in his hair. With another push, he was finally free of his unconventional prison and stood up. He found himself next to Malloy and Ambrosius, who had also freed themselves and were trying to help the others to get out. Soon after, Kaleb, Uther and the rest of his companions found their way out of the tent and gathered together, with Darroch coming out last.


  Ambrosius wanted to establish a plan and make sure everyone knew what had to be done, but Malloy interrupted him before he could speak a word.


  “What is that?” asked the warrior, pointing toward the north, indicating a mound in the distance.


  At first, no one could make out what the warrior was pointing at, but then Samuel saw it. Three hundred yards from where they stood, a green light was rapidly growing stronger, slowly rising over the hill and pulsing as if it were a living thing.


  When lightning flashed and briefly revealed what was on the mound, Samuel saw that it was the device he had seen on a sketch inside the tent, with the silhouette of a man standing underneath it. He looked up at the sky, just in time to see two dragons collide, biting and clawing at each other.


  “Oh no,” he said. “We’re too late.”


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 16


  



  Samuel and his companions stood next to the crumpled tent. The rain was coming down harder than ever, the thunderstorm apparently at the pinnacle of its power. The small group, however, did not heed the wind howling in their ears and the cold water running down their face. Their eyes were all turned toward the sky, witnessing in disbelief an impossible battle. A few days ago, none of them would have thought creatures such as these were even real, but there they were, two dragons, mercilessly biting and clawing at each other.


  The uncanny beasts were enormous, much bigger than they had first appeared to be. It was as if some magical power had allowed them to reshape their bodies in order to fit the available space. Now that they were out in the open again, battling in an arena as vast as the sky, both fiends had regained their imposing size, clashing with the force of landmasses colliding.


  The thunderstorm over Dinas Ffaraon was reaching epic proportions, unleashing the full fury of nature on the world below. Incessant lightning scarred the dark sky and continuous rolling thunder shook the earth. The raindrops were like small projectiles, propelled horizontally by the fierce wind.


  Samuel could not believe the scene he was witnessing. Even in his wildest dreams, he could have never envisioned such a nightmarish image, seeing these ancient creatures clash in the midst of a violent thunderstorm.


  “Sam!” he heard Angeline yell. “Sam! Snap out of it!”


  The boy shook his head and looked at the fairy. She had been tugging on his shirt for a few moments now, trying to get his attention.


  “What do you mean, we’re too late?” she asked. “Sam! By the gods, answer me!”


  Samuel finally focused all his attention on the fairy. This was not a wild dream or a vivid movie. The events were real, and he was a part of them.


  “Look,” he said, pointing to the mound on the northern part of the plateau. “We’re too late. The Yfel’s emissary is ready to use the cross. He’s going to fire at the red dragon, any second now.”


  “We have to stop him! We can’t simply let him win.”


  “How do you want me to do that? He’s too far away,” yelled Samuel, barely hearing his words over the rain and wind. “Even if we run, we’ll never make it on time. I can’t prevent him from shooting down the dragon. We’ve lost, Angeline. It’s over, I failed.”


  Angeline slapped him, her tiny hand smashing against his wet cheek.


  “Shut up, Sammy! Stop being such a whiny brat!” she screamed. “Don’t you dare give up. You’re the Lorekeeper. You’re my Lorekeeper and you better remember it. I never give up and neither will you. Do you hear me? There is always a way, we only need to find it. You will find it, Sammy, if you truly wish it.”


  He looked at the distant mound, now clearly seeing the ball of light growing and expanding, a mass of primal energy, ready to be used as a weapon against the red dragon.


  He looked up at the two creatures battling each other, oblivious to their surroundings and unaware of the danger below. If only there was a way to warn them, thought Samuel. Alas, the beasts were so high up in the sky, out of reach of any arrows, that it was impossible to attract the attention of the red dragon.


  Unless …


  Of course!


  “Angeline!” exclaimed Samuel. “Dragons are ancient and legendary beasts, but are they still animals? Or are they considered something else?


  “What? Of course they’re animals, but I don’t think this is a good time for a biology lesson, Samuel!”


  “I think I can warn it. Maybe I can get into its head, connect with it in some way, just like I did with the horse a few days ago. If I can only make it turn around and look below, maybe it will see the ball of energy aimed at it. With some luck, maybe I can make the Yfel’s man miss his one and only shot.”


  The fairy’s eyes open wide.


  “Why didn’t I think of that?” she said. “But there is one problem. Will you have enough juice to reach it or even make it realize you are trying to contact it? Even though it is an animal, this is still a being of immense power, ancient, and magically protected. This is not a simple horse. You might need more power than you possess.”


  Samuel turned around and quickly found the person he was looking for.


  “Maybe he can help me,” he said, pointing at Myrddin.


  The young boy was already looking at Samuel. He had followed their conversation and now he nodded. He let go of Uther’s tunic and walked over to Samuel.


  “What’s going on?” asked Ambrosius.


  “We cannot reach the device in time to stop the man from firing it,” answered Samuel. “However, with Myrddin’s help, I think I can warn the Briton dragon. I will need all my concentration, since I’ve never done this before. Can you make sure we are not disturbed?”


  “You are definitely a strange one, Samuel, but I said I would trust you. I suggest you hurry up, though, because it appears we are quickly running out of time.”


  Ambrosius pointed to the mound, where the ball of energy continued to grow and expand. Then he quickly instructed the others to position themselves in a circle around the two boys. Malloy peeked over his shoulder to look at Samuel, who smiled at him, confident his plan would work.


  The Lorekeeper sat with his legs crossed over the crumpled tent, Myrddin taking his place in front of him, in a similar position. The two boys looked into each other’s eyes one last time and then closed them, taking hold of each other’s hands.


  At first, Samuel did not feel anything except for the cold rain falling on his face and the wind mercilessly whipping every inch of his skin. Then he felt something—a gentle heat, as if someone had lit a fire close to him. The warmth gradually became more intense, until it reached a comfortable level. Samuel could almost feel as if he was sitting in a living room, where a nice fire gently burned inside a fireplace.


  Soon after, he heard the voice of Myrddin, softly pronouncing words he could not understand, reciting ancient rituals from extinguished languages and vanished cultures. He felt his body vibrate, every molecule of his being suddenly more aware, more alive than it had ever been. He felt pure energy rise in his belly, expanding through all his limbs and then reaching his head, where it felt as if it formed a cold halo at the top of his skull. It was an extraordinary, intense, vibrant energy, waiting to be unleashed and to burst out of his head like a beam of light in search of a target.


  Taking in all the energy Myrddin was pouring into his own body, Samuel focused on his part. He imagined his aura expanding around himself, trying to get in touch with the red dragon’s own psychic energy. He formed the words he wanted to convey in his mind, a message of warning.


  “Look down,” he thought. He tried to garner all the urgency he had felt in the last minutes, as well as all the emotions passing through his being at this very moment. One last time, he displayed the message in his mind and then connected with the energy on his skull, pushing to unleash it, carrying his message wrapped in his emotions.


  He felt extreme relief when the energy left his body, as if he was suddenly eased of all his worries and anxieties. He waited a few seconds, praying his warning would be received, hoping he would connect with the red dragon.


  Alas, nothing happened.


  “It’s okay,” he heard Myrddin say in his mind. “We will try again.”


  Just like the first time, Samuel felt the heat slowly built up around his body, then the vibration in his core and the light gathering on his head. He formed the message again, but this time he added the image of the red dragon, trying to remember every detail of its enormous body: the large wings, the powerful legs, the reptilian scales. He pictured the horns on top of its head and those running down its back. Finally, he focused his awareness on the color red, using it to paint his message. He pictured the energy, as he unleashed it a second time, to be scarlet as well.


  Again, he felt nothing back. He waited a few more seconds, but still could not connect with the dragon. Unlike the horse, who had been aware of Samuel’s presence and probably of his attempt to communicate, the dragon did not know someone was trying to warn him of a danger. The beast was in no disposition to accept the boy’s message.


  “I can’t,” he whispered.


  “Yes, you can,” thought Myrddin in Samuel’s mind. “Keep trying, we have to succeed.”


  “No! I can’t!” yelled Samuel.


  



  On the mound in the northern part of the plateau, the dark man was also harnessing ancient energies and gathering power, but he was using a device to do it. All the energy he had stored at the bottom of the weapon, in the pedestal that Morghan’s men had built for him, was now being rolled into a ball of destructive power.


  The dark man carefully aimed his weapon at the fighting dragons, waiting for the red one to turn its back to him. Any second now, he would be able to execute the final part of his plan, and then it would all be over. He had won. Nothing could stop him now.


  Up in the sky, the red dragon launched himself on his foe and tried to take a bite out of the white beast’s wing. Doing so, it rolled over the white dragons, exchanging positions. The scarlet creature was now facing up, its back turned to Dinas Ffaraon.


  The dark man immediately seized the opportunity and unleashed all the energy from the base of the weapon. As it went through the top circle, it was magnified into a concentrated projectile of pure, primal energy, power that could create worlds, and destroy them in the blink of an eye.


  



  The red dragon was trying to defend itself from the claws of its foe. This fight was much more violent than their previous encounters. Maybe it was the thunderstorm or maybe it was the fact that they were free again, but both dragons seemed intent on putting an end to this eternal struggle.


  Suddenly, it felt something invading its spirit. It was as if someone was poking at its mind, pushing against its will. The creature felt the fear, the terror and the urgency of this stranger—emotions it had not felt in millennia. Then it heard the words in its head, a warning from an unknown ally.


  “Look down!”


  The red dragon did so, just in time to see an enormous projectile of green energy rushing in its direction. With one powerful beat of its wings, it turned to one side, barely avoiding the deadly projectile. The ball of energy only grazed its intended target, striking a wing of the white dragon instead, and immediately reducing it to ashes. The Saxon dragon screeched in pain, desperately trying to grab hold of its foe to avoid a deadly fall. Seeing its opponent struggle to remain in the air, the Briton dragon freed itself from its enemy’s grip and watched it fall to the ground. The white beast desperately tried to fly with one wing, but was only able to turn in circles, spiraling rapidly toward the hill of Dinas Ffaraon.


  



  The dark man could not believe his eyes. All his planning, all his careful scheming, reduced to nothing. He did not know why, but he had missed. The red dragon had seen the incoming projectile and turned away in time to avoid it.


  Fortunately, he had one last trick up his sleeve, but he would have to act quickly if he wanted to succeed.


  



  Samuel opened his eyes. He had felt it. He had made a connection with the red dragon. They had succeeded in warning it and now, as he looked up, he saw the white dragon spiral down toward the hill. As the beast crashed into the trees, the ground shook violently.


  Samuel looked at his hands, still holding Myrddin’s own. Another pair of hands had joined them, much smaller than their own. The fairy, Angeline, was holding one hand from each of the boys, adding her own energy to theirs.


  “I’m not supposed to, but I won’t tell if you don’t!” she said with a wink at Samuel.


  “Thank you,” Samuel said.


  “We did it!” exclaimed Myrddin, who had regained his perpetual smile. “We saved the red dragon!”


  Samuel smiled back at the young boy.


  Up in the sky, the dragon representing the Britons circled a few times over the hill, then plunged toward the area where the white dragon had crashed, most likely to make sure its enemy was down for good. Ambrosius and the others turned around, moving closer to the two young boys sitting across from each other.


  “Did you succeed? Is it over now?” asked Ambrosius.


  “Not quite,” answered Samuel.


  He stood up and looked at Angeline, who nodded to the young man. There was still one more thing to do; one last deed that needed to be accomplished by the Lorekeeper. Before anyone could stop him or ask questions, Samuel quickly took off and ran toward the north. As he passed by the fallen bodies of the guards assigned to their tent, he snatched up two short swords.


  “Samuel, wait!” called Malloy. “Where is he going?”


  “There is still one more enemy to take care of,” answered Myrddin. “He’s going to accomplish his destiny and make sure we are safe.”


  “Alone?” replied Malloy. “That boy! I swear, he does everything to get himself killed!”


  Without wasting any more precious seconds, Malloy went after Samuel, running as hard as he could.


  “I’m going with them,” said Uther. He turned to his brother Ambrosius. “Find Vortigern, my brother. Take back the throne he stole from you, and avenge our family.”


  Ambrosius wanted to tell his sibling to stay, but he knew it was no use. Uther had never been one to follow orders. Instead, he nodded and turned to the rest of the group.


  “Myrddin, you’re coming with me,” said Ambrosius. “The rest of you, I need your help to regain control of our men. The army is in complete disarray, and they must know the truth if they are to regain hope. Go and find the commanding officers. Report our story to them. Tell each man on the way of the events that took place on this hill tonight. Tell them how Vortigern has gone mad, how he has unleashed two dragons in our world, risking their lives in the name of his own vanity. Announce to them the return of the true heirs to the throne, back to claim what is rightfully theirs. Tell them how we have slain the Saxon dragon and saved the emblem of our people. Rally the army around yourselves, in the name of the red dragon and for the new king of the Britons.”


  “We will, my king,” answered Kaleb.


  “It has been an honor to fight with you,” added Darroch.


  “We’ll spread the word of your success,” finished Freston.


  “Thank you, my friends.”


  Then Ambrosius took the young Myrddin with him and went looking for the murderer of his father and brother, not knowing that his people’s emblem, the red dragon, had already wreaked his vengeance on the treacherous, corrupted man. The other three ran down the hill to tell their story to the army, hoping to rally them around their new king.


  In the meantime, Samuel was running as hard as he could, the rain whipping his face and the wind howling in his ears. The time of guessing and waiting was over now. He had had enough of hiding and trying to keep a low profile, while his enemy was free to do as he pleased. Tonight he would confront this elusive shadow and put an end to the threat once and for all.


  Tonight, for the first time, he was going to kill a man.


  In the distance, he saw the mound where the weapon stood, briefly lighted whenever a lightning split the sky. He also saw a dark shadow come down the rocky hump: a hooded man, running toward him.


  The Yfel’s man.


  Samuel could not see his face because of the hood, but he saw that the man was tall, with broad shoulders. He was wearing a black coat that covered his entire body, from head to toe. His hands were empty, but as they approached each other, the dark man reached inside his coat and produced a large sword, with a curved blade and a hilt made from a black horn.


  Within seconds, both combatants were on top of each other. Samuel screamed as hard as he could when he dealt his first blow, using all his strength as he struck with one sword and then the other, but the dark man parried both blows with his own weapon, circling his blade to push his enemy’s weapons aside. Calmly, the hooded man lifted his own blade and brought it down on Samuel. The young boy barely had enough time to deflect the hit with one sword. He quickly followed through with a slashing motion of his other weapon, aiming for the chest of his foe. He cut the fabric of the robe, but his enemy was fast and strong, avoiding the blow with perfect timing.


  This man was not a common warrior; he was Samuel’s equal on the other side, a dark version of the Lorekeeper. Like the young man, his opponent had also been infused with certain powers—most likely the same swordsmanship abilities Samuel had. What’s more, the young man was still quite inexperienced, while his enemy could very well have been doing this for many years, if not centuries.


  Samuel tried to chase away such thoughts, keeping his composure and remaining confident he could prevail. If he wanted to survive the night, he had to stay focused and keep his presence of mind. Giving in to rage or fear would only make him more predictable, and give his enemy an advantage.


  The men exchanged more blows, each skillfully avoiding the hits of his opponent and parrying the deadly strikes. Several warriors and guards around them looked on as the two men, possessed by some demonic frenzy, fought each other with the skills of a thousand masters and the fury of a hundred lions.


  The blows came so fast that the air whistled under them.


  The strikes were so hard that sparks flew.


  “Sam!” yelled Malloy, as he reached the scene, hardly believing what he was witnessing.


  “Stay back!” ordered the young boy.


  His voice was suddenly so commanding that the older man stopped in his track and looked on, praying his young friend could defend himself against this demonic figure.


  The dark man mumbled something to himself, parrying every blow Samuel tried to deal. The boy could not understand what his enemy was saying, but he immediately guessed the purposes of the dark incantations. Without any warning, the dark man lifted his free hand and formed a fireball in his palm, quickly releasing it in the direction of Malloy. Samuel barely had time to tackle the Yfel’s sorcerer as hard as he could, shifting his balance and disrupting his aim. The fireball missed Malloy by less than a foot.


  “Leave him alone!” yelled Samuel.


  The dark man laughed and aimed for Samuel’s legs with his sword.


  “He’ll die right after I am done with you, Lorekeeper.”


  Samuel jumped in the air, avoiding the circling blade that would have chopped him at the knees. As he landed, he quickly moved to his right, hoping to catch his foe off-guard. Unfortunately, the dark man had anticipated the move, swiveling away from the swords.


  As he did so, the dark man finally spotted his real target. Up until now, he had kept this young boy entertained for one purpose only. He was hoping to draw the attention of his companions. One of them in particular and there he was, running to his doom without even knowing it.


  Uther Pendragon.


  The man who would father Arthur.


  “There you are!” whispered the dark man.


  Quickly, he turned, ducked to avoid a blow from Samuel and, in the process, muttered an ancient incantation, summoning the forces of nature through his body. When he came back up, lifting his sword to open the defense of his foe, he followed with his free hand, placing it on the young boy’s chest.


  “Malre zug itof!” he called.


  Lightning hit the blade of his sword, flowing down the metal and through the hilt, then his arm and into the heart of Samuel. Blue sparks flew from the young man’s chest and he was thrown into the air, landing several feet away, unconscious, his weapons scattered around his fuming body.


  “No!” screamed Malloy.


  Before either he or Uther could do anything, the dark man turned toward the future king of Britain and raised his sword, pointing it in the direction of Arthur’s future father.


  “Gregtol,” he said, in a deep, cavernous voice that resonated in the hearts of everyone around. “Frove naktou!”


  The blade of his sword turned an intense red, glowing like the sun. A second later, the light became a beam, which left the tip of his sword, projected in the direction of Uther. However, Uther remained upright. The spell had missed him and struck someone else. He looked down at his feet, where the crisped body of Malloy had fallen to the ground. The young man screamed in agony as the deadly, magical fire spread through his body and mind, bringing him to the verge of madness. Without thinking twice, Malloy had thrown himself in front of Uther, sacrificing his life to save a future king.


  “You fool!” the dark man called out.


  Uther knelt next to Malloy, placing a hand on his shoulder.


  “Hang on, my friend,” he whispered.


  Uther looked up at his enemy, only to see him speak the same words he had pronounced only a few minutes ago, preparing another devilish spell. This time he would be the only target left standing. This time the dark man would not miss.


  However, before he could finish his dark incantations, the ground suddenly shook violently and sent the evil sorcerer to the ground, forcing him to let go of his sword and breaking the spell he was preparing. Before he could react, a high-pitched shriek assaulted his ears and paralyzed his muscles, pushing every ounce of will out of his mind.


  When silence fell again, the Yfel’s wizard turned around, slowly rising to his knees. A few feet from him, the red dragon stood, watching this man who had tried to kill it, a man who was now threatening the future king of its people. This weak human, who had almost changed the course of history, was now at its mercy.


  The beast inhaled the surrounding air with a deep breath, smoke forming at the edge of its nostrils, its eyes focused on its target. The dragon’s mouth opened and a red glow appeared at the back of its throat, signaling what was about to come next.


  “I’ll see you soon,” said the dark man, turning toward Uther Pendragon, just before an intense stream of fire rushed out of the dragon’s mouth, burning everything in its path, melting the rocks and turning sand to glass.


  When the fire stopped, nothing was left of the dark man.


  Uther looked at the dragon standing a mere fifty feet from him, unsure of what to do. He held out his sword to defend himself, then lowered it, feeling the creature was not here to fight him. Myrddin had said this dragon was the symbol of the Briton people, a spiritual figure of their great country. In its eyes, he saw infinite wisdom and unyielding courage, as well as mutual respect and absolute trust. Myrddin had spoken the truth: this creature meant no harm to the Briton.


  The dragon lowered its head as a sign of respect and obedience, before taking off into the night’s sky.


  Uther knelt next to the shivering body of his savior, Malloy. He lowered his head to the warrior’s face, listening for a sign of life. He was relieved to feel cold air on his cheek, a sign that the young man was still breathing.


  “Hold on my friend, just hold on,” he muttered, gripping Malloy’s hand.


  A few soldiers slowly approached, curious to see who this man was who could command the respect of dragons. As they moved closer, a few of them recognized him.


  “Uther!” said one.


  “Uther Pendragon!” said another.


  “The brothers have returned to save us!” exclaimed a third, falling to his knees in front of his lord, quickly imitated by the others.


  “Don’t just stand there!” barked Uther. “Help me! Take this man and make sure he does not die.”


  Two soldiers quickly came to the aid of their lord, kneeling next to Malloy to pick him up. Uther immediately stood up and left the side of his friend, searching for the body of another of his companions. Within seconds, panic filled his heart and he feared for the worst. He could not find the body of Samuel, the young boy who had saved them all.


  He looked around, the rain clouding his vision and the wind blurring the scenery. Finally, he saw the inert body of the young man a few yards away. He quickly ran to it and threw himself on the ground once more.


  Samuel’s body was still smoking from the lightning that had entered it. Uther could not tell if he was dead or simply unconscious, even when he bent down to look for signs of life in the young boy’s corpse.


  “Dear God, no. Please, no,” he prayed.


  “My lord,” said a man who had followed him. “What should we do?”


  “Help me, grab his feet. We need to bring both of them to my brother.”


  Both men lifted the body of Samuel and rapidly brought him away, followed by the other men carrying the body of Malloy.


  Neither Uther nor the men helping him could see the little fairy who stood above them, watching over the limp body of the Lorekeeper.


  None of them could see the tears running down Angeline’s cheeks.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 17


  



  Uther Pendragon was shouting orders to the men around him, soldiers who were now following him as their leader. They had witnessed this son of Constantine II turn a dragon to his will and prevail over a demonic sorcerer who had sought to destroy them all. Following these events, their hearts had been filled with pride and courage; they had regained hope and were once again the proud warriors of the Briton army. With the rightful heir to the throne leading them, these men now believed they could turn the tide of the war and defeat their enemies.


  The rain had dwindled to a faint mist, and the wind had been reduced to a gentle night breeze, allowing the soldiers to quickly put together a tent large enough to accommodate a couple of beds and a few chairs. A few moments later, the motionless bodies of two fallen comrades were laid in the beds.


  The first body was that of a young man named Malloy Cadwallader, a brave soldier who had literally thrown himself in the line of fire. He had willingly put his life in jeopardy in order to save Uther’s, a gesture that had deeply touched the latter. Now, instead of lying in the bed himself, Uther watched on, as the body of his savior was covered with cold sweat, shivering and trembling under the spell of a dark energy that coursed through his veins. The poison not only attacked the flesh of its victim, but also his mind, making the young man speak unintelligible words and say things only a mad man could possibly conjure.


  In the other bed, the lifeless body of a teenager remained motionless. Samuel did not shiver or tremble. His body was like a statue, frozen in time. His face had no expression on it and his skin was a ghastly white, traced with darkened and corrupted blood vessels.


  Uther asked the men with him to withdraw from the tent and find his brother, leaving him alone with the two heroes. He did not know the nature of the dark forces gripping the bodies of his friends, but he had a feeling Myrddin would be the only one able to help them. For the next hour, he sat between them, his sword across his knees, praying to God that he would save these two young men whose lives had been unfairly cut short. For a long time, the man who would father a hero cried and wept, for this night should have been one of celebration, not of mourning.


  Behind him, unseen by his mortal eyes, Angeline hovered a few feet above the ground, also praying and weeping. “You should have warned me,” she said.


  Her complaint was addressed to another mysterious being, one who remained unseen even by the little fairy. Even though she could not perceive his physical form, she felt him in the tent, along with her and the humans. A deep, solemn voice replied.


  “You know very well I cannot intervene in your affairs, Angeline,” it said.


  “He’s only a boy. He is still new to this, and he doesn’t yet understand all the dangers of his new role. You could have told me the Yfel had given magical powers to their own man.”


  The voice did not answer.


  “I could have trained him properly, taught him how to fight a sorcerer,” continued the fairy. “If only I had warned him of things to come, maybe he could have avoided a direct confrontation with our enemy.”


  “You did your best, Angeline. The rules are very strict.”


  “Sometimes I hate this world and its rules. Right now, they don’t make one bit of sense to me.”


  “Yes, I know you are not keen on following them. I must warn you that you are walking a very fine line. Be careful of the choice you make, for the consequences could be harmful to you and others.”


  Angeline looked up at the sky, her eyes filled with tears, as well as anger toward this being, who did not seem to see the tragic side of the night’s events.


  “So what if I broke a rule or two?” she said. “I would do it again. Who are we to ask others to sacrifice themselves for the safety of our world? Is it fair to pluck beings from other worlds and bring them into our own, just to repair our mistakes or protect our way of life? Tell me!”


  “It is not your place to question us, nor to question what is fair or unfair, fata. We all have our reasons for the things we do.”


  Abruptly, the unseen being left the tent. Angeline knew she was now free of its presence, for she no longer had goose bumps covering her skin. She did not know much about this creature, who was like an overseer to her, but the more she interacted with it, the more she hated this being.


  “If Sam dies, I will find you,” she whispered.


  As she pronounced these words, Uther opened his eyes and raised his head. He turned around, looking at the empty tent behind him. For some reason, he could have sworn he had heard something, a murmur in the wind. He slowly turned back to the bed where Samuel lay.


  For some inexplicable reason, maybe because of the shivers he felt down his neck, Uther was convinced something or someone was there, a presence that might or might not be friendly. His guts told him not to worry, but his experience cried out for caution. He was putting a hand on the hilt of his sword when the tent flap suddenly flew open.


  “Brother!” called Ambrosius. He looked down at the two bodies beside his sibling. “My God, what has happened here?”


  Myrddin quickly followed and, upon seeing Samuel lying in the bed, pale and motionless, he cried out the name of the Lorekeeper and threw himself by his side.


  “There was this man,” Uther started to explain. “I don’t know who he was, but I can assure you that he was not from this world. He could very well have been a demon of some sort, or an ancient, dark spirit. Samuel fought him bravely, but paid the ultimate price for it.”


  Myrddin turned around to look at the two brothers, his eyes filled with tears for his friend.


  “He’s not dead yet, we have to help him!”


  “Are you sure he’s still alive?” asked Ambrosius.


  “Yes! The fairy is telling me Samuel is in a place between life and death, struggling to hang on. We have to do something.”


  “A fairy told you that?” said Uther, looking around the tent and remembering the faint voice he had heard.


  “Trust me, brother,” said Ambrosius. “I have witnessed many strange things tonight. If Myrddin says there is a fairy among us, I am inclined to believe him. What about Malloy? What has happened to him?”


  “This dark man who Samuel fought, when he saw me, he … he …” Uther had to pause for a moment, in order to regain his composure. “He invoked the lightning to strike Sam, and then he turned toward me. He conjured a spell that would have killed me, but Malloy jumped in front of me and was struck by the spell instead. I should be the one lying in this bed right now, not this poor man.”


  “By all that is holy!” exclaimed Ambrosius. “Is there anything that can be done?”


  Myrddin stood up and left the bedside of Samuel to go over to Malloy’s body. He examined the poor, shivering man carefully, trying to determine the cause of his illness. Angeline flew over to him, hovering just above his shoulder.


  “He was hit by a spell of shadow poison,” she said. “He was lucky, since the spell was not made for him, but for Uther. Had the future king been struck by it, he would have died on the spot.”


  “Tell me how to cure him,” said Myrddin.


  Uther looked over at his brother, puzzled by the young child’s words.


  “Probably the fairy,” answered Ambrosius.


  For the next five minutes, Angeline explained to the boy who would become Merlin how to administer the antidote for the shadow poison. She told him that they would need boiled holy water, certain common herbs and the blood of a snake. When she was done, the boy quickly passed on the list to the new king, who dispatched the guards to find the items.


  “The poison itself is not hard to cure,” said Angeline to Myrddin. “It’s the initial blow that usually kills the target. Although the remaining effects are very painful and could eventually prove fatal, they are curable.”


  Myrddin turned to Samuel.


  “What about this one? Can you help him?”


  “I’m afraid I cannot. Samuel’s fate is out of our hands, Myrddin Emrys. In all the centuries I have been a fata for the Lorekeepers, I’ve only had a couple of deaths under my watch. Both times, the demise of my protégés was rather … violent. In this case, things are quite different.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Samuel was struck by a spell from the Yfel, one of the magical forces at work within our universe and others. These powers are present in every world that exists, interacting with each other and their environment in different ways. One force could be dominant here and almost absent somewhere else. For instance, the Yfel acts differently in this world than it does in Samuel’s native universe. Over there, it is far less powerful, because the inhabitants of his world have developed a strong resilience to it. This is why Keepers are typically selected from Samuel’s world. When they transfer to our world, their resilience to the Yfel, even though it is lessened, is usually still strong enough to protect them.


  “But then why did the spell put him in this state?”


  “That part of the equation is still a mystery to me. For the same reason we draw our Keepers from Sammy’s world, the Yfel also selects their agents from the same place. Although these people have a strong resistance to powers like the Yfel and the Virtus, guarding them against our spells and powers, they usually have very little aptitude for using it. Most of the time, they are not even aware such forces exist. This time, I guess, the Yfel found someone who could work the mechanisms of this power, enough to hurt a Lorekeeper, which makes him a powerful foe. This is a first for me, and I truly cannot say what will happen to our friend, Myrddin.”


  “It’s not fair,” said Myrddin.


  This time, Ambrosius answered before Angeline could.


  “It rarely ever is, young wizard. But even though the sadness of events such as these can put a painful veil on our grieving heart, we have to remember that, in the end, righteousness and justice always prevail. Only then can the eyes of our soul finally see the true meaning behind the sacrifices of our friends. When we see that meaning, their actions are suddenly transformed into acts of heroism, rather than meaningless deaths.”


  Angeline looked at the one the Britons now regarded as their new king. She felt a little peace in all this sadness, knowing that men such as he and his brother were worth the sorrow and all the hassle.


  He was right: in the end, every action, even the smallest, takes its full meaning.


  



  “Samuel.”


  A voice called out to him, in his head and in his heart. Slowly, Samuel grew aware of his existence once more, gradually regaining his conscience, after the …


  The …


  He could not remember. Where was he? He opened his eyes, only to see nothing. Even though he knew his eyelids were open, all he could see was pitch black, the complete absence of light. He tried to turn his head, but found he could not. It was not as though he was paralyzed, but as though there was no head to turn. He could not feel his neck at all.


  In fact, he could not feel his entire body.


  “I must be dead,” he thought.


  Again, out of habit, he tried to put his hands in front of his eyes, with the same result. Nothing happened, not even pain or any sensation of any sort.


  “Samuel,” said a voice, again.


  “Who … who’s there?” asked the boy. “Angeline?”


  “No, I am not your fata.”


  “Then who are you?”


  “A friend.”


  All of a sudden, a bright spot appeared in front of him. Or was it behind? He did not know which way was up or down anymore. Without any points of reference, he could not picture anything at all. It was as if he simply floated somewhere and nowhere, out of this world or in no universe at all.


  “Where am I?” he asked, not knowing how the words were said.


  “You’re in a place that doesn’t exist.”


  The bright spot appeared to be coming toward him. Or maybe the young boy was moving in its direction. Samuel could not say if it was a minuscule dot, slowly approaching, or a larger object far away, closing in fast. There was absolutely no sense of proportion here.


  “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “Indeed, it does not. This is a place in between worlds, where nothing exists and no rules apply.”


  The bright spot came a little closer.


  “Why am I here then, if nothing exists in this place?”


  “Because I brought you here. Had I not, you would have died from the lightning curse cast on you.”


  Suddenly, everything came rushing back. The rain, the thunder, the clash of his swords against the dark man’s weapon. He remembered Malloy screaming his name and the dark man pulling the lightning from the sky and striking him with it.


  “Who are you? Or rather, what are you?” asked Samuel.


  “My existence would be too much for you to comprehend, but rest assured, I mean you no harm. You are safe here.”


  The light suddenly became much larger than before, engulfing Samuel. It was as if he could see all around at once, feel the warmth of this light and the rejuvenating feeling it projected.


  “Why did you bring me here?”


  “Because your time is not up, Samuel the Lorekeeper. There are still things you need to accomplish, duties I have planned for you. I chose you to be my champion, and so you will be. However, you have to be more careful. Your enemies are powerful and cunning. They seek to fulfill their goals, as well as to destroy those like you. You need to proceed with caution or you will quickly fall to your demise.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  “Yes, it is. However, only through hardships and difficulties can a true hero emerge. Do you not agree?”


  “I suppose.”


  “This first adventure of yours was nothing more than a test, a sample of things to come, designed to get you acquainted with your new purpose in the universe.”


  “Well, when you put it like that.… How did I do?”


  “You barely passed your test. You have to learn to control your emotions. Your foe could have easily killed you. The only reason he waited was to use you as bait for Uther Pendragon. You were lucky to have brought Malloy into the legend. That misstep turned out to be your salvation, for he was able to save the father of Arthur.”


  “At least I did something right.”


  “Yes, but you have to learn from your mistakes, Lorekeeper. Next time, learn about your opponent before you charge in.”


  “I will.”


  The light became even brighter, now surrounding Samuel’s consciousness with a white blanket of pure energy.


  “Your journey is still young, Lorekeeper Samuel. There will be many more battles to be fought, many legends to save and many traps to avoid. Some will bring you to the edge of madness, others to the verge of the abyss that is Death. You must tread carefully, for the forces against you are evil and have no mercy.”


  “You know, when you put it like that, I’m not sure I want to be a Lorekeeper anymore.”


  “Unfortunately, the decision is not up to you, Samuel. However, you may find comfort in knowing that being chosen means you have the ability to succeed in every one of your adventures. Even without their powers, Lorekeepers always have the ability to vanquish their foes. Keep that in mind, Samuel.”


  “I understand.”


  Samuel remained in this light for a few more seconds … or maybe eons; he could not have said which. There was no time here, only peace.


  “Tell me,” he said. “Who was the dark man?”


  “That, Lorekeeper, is for you to find out.”


  Before Samuel could say anything else, the bright light flashed intensely, until it reached a point where Samuel thought he would become mad, unable to shut his eyes and shield himself from this godly glow.


  And then everything returned to blackness.


  



  Myrddin was repeating the sacred words Angeline was whispering in his ears, holding the mixture in front of him. The soldiers had found all the ingredients for the antidote, and now it was a matter of infusing it with the right energies.


  When the incantation was done, Myrddin spilled a little of the liquid onto Malloy’s lips, attempting to make a few drops slip into his mouth. At first, the young man did not seem to notice, still shivering and drunk with fever, but soon he opened his mouth a little wider and quickly drank the whole bottle.


  A few moments later, he opened his eyes, the blood slowly making its way back to his face and his skin gradually regaining its pink color.


  “Good to have you back, son,” said Ambrosius.


  “What … what happened to me?”


  “You saved my life,” said Uther, kneeling. “I owe you everything, my friend.”


  Angeline smiled warmly, happy to have been able to save this dying man, before the Grim Reaper could claim him. She only wished she could do the same with Samuel. She turned around, to see how the Lorekeeper was doing.


  “Sam!” she yelled, making Myrddin jump on his chair.


  The other three men looked at the young boy, puzzled by his sudden jerk.


  On the bed behind him, Samuel opened his eyes, looking at the ceiling of the tent. Slowly, he lifted his head to see where he was. Once he realized he was back in the real world—or the mythological one, at any rate—he let his head fall back down, glad to be among the living again.


  Myrddin leaped to the bedside of his friend.


  “Sam, by the gods, you’re alive!” he said, bursting into laughter, tears running down his cheeks.


  Ambrosius and Uther also knelt by Samuel’s bed.


  “You’re as mysterious as you are resilient, young man,” said Uther. “Both of you deserve to be heroes.”


  “Don’t move! You need to rest for now,” said Angeline to her protégé. “Are you cold? Do you feel sick? Do you need anything? Water? Food? Food! You need food!” She turned around. “Bring this man some food!” she yelled to the others.


  “No one can hear you, Angeline,” said Samuel.


  “Oh! Right.”


  “I’m fine, don’t worry about me.”


  Angeline could not help herself and flew over to Samuel’s bed, throwing her little arms around his neck.


  “All right, all right,” protested the young man.


  The others looked at him, witnessing his struggle against an invisible foe.


  “Fairy again, I presume?” asked Uther to Ambrosius.


  “Just tell me one thing. Did we succeed?” asked Samuel. “Is the dark man dead?”


  “Rest assured, young man, he is very much dead,” replied Uther.


  The king’s brother quickly related to everyone how Malloy had saved his life and how the dragon had come to his aid to do the same. He told them of the fire that incinerated everything, including the dark man.


  “He’s not dead,” said Angeline to Samuel. “He vanished just before the fire reached him. If he were dead, I would know by now.”


  “Of course he isn’t—that would have been too easy,” grumbled the Lorekeeper.


  “What about Vortigern?” asked Malloy. “Does anyone know what has happened to him?”


  “We looked everywhere for the murderer,” answered Ambrosius. “But we could not find any sign of him or his body. Either he perished inside the hill when he freed the dragons or he fled somewhere once he did. Either way, I doubt we will see the traitorous scoundrel around here any time soon.”


  Suddenly, a subtle, distant rumble seemed to gather strength around the hill. It was like a rolling thunder coming from outside, growing louder with every passing moment. Not knowing exactly what the commotion was about or where it came from, every man in the tent waited and listened.


  “It’s a chant,” said Uther. “From the army camp.”


  Quickly, Ambrosius left the tent. Uther helped Malloy get up, while Myrddin tried to do the same with Samuel. Fortunately, the Lorekeeper had almost regained full control of every muscle in his body.


  Once outside, Samuel was surprised to see the sun over the mountains. It was barely above their peaks, indicating it was still early in the day. Everywhere around, the tents were being rebuilt and the furniture was being put back together. Already, soldiers were busy making the plateau at the top of Dinas Ffaraon a more habitable place.


  Samuel and his friends walked over to the southern edge, where the clamors seemed to originate. There, on a mound where Vortigern had stood a few days ago to observe his failing army, Kaleb now stood as well, watching the small group approach.


  “My king,” he said to Ambrosius, bowing his head and extending his left arm. “Your army awaits you.”


  King Ambrosius walked over to the captain, saluted him and climbed onto the mound. At the top, he looked down at thousands of men gathered together, chanting his name in unison.


  “Ambrosius! Ambrosius! Ambrosius!”


  When the crowd saw the new Briton leader stand at the top of the hill, it immediately broke into cries of joy.


  Ambrosius observed the soldiers, his heart filled with pride and triumph, grateful to see his countrymen once again proud and strong, ready to defeat an enemy who expected them to be weak and practically dead. At the front of the crowd, standing with the officers, he saw Darroch, Freston and even the wounded Atwood, their weapons high in the air, professing their loyalty to the new sovereign.


  “You deserve it, brother,” said Uther, kneeling in front of the new king of Britain. Samuel, Malloy, Kaleb and every soldier around the plateau quickly imitated him.


  “Thank you, my friends,” said Ambrosius. “I owe this all to you.”


  



  Later that morning, Samuel was helping Malloy built his new tent at the top of Dinas Ffaraon. The young man had been named advisor to the king by Ambrosius and was asked to move his things at the top of the hill, where a tent awaited him next to the king’s.


  “Moving up the social ladder, I see,” said the Lorekeeper.


  “Be quiet!” replied Malloy.


  “At least you get a larger tent. And it’s nicer, too.”


  “Why didn’t you accept the offer as well?”


  When the king had extended the offer to Samuel, the young man had almost accepted, but quickly remembered he could not. His duty was over, his mission accomplished. Soon he would have to return home. A week ago, the prospect of seeing his parents again was all he desired, but today he wanted to push it back a few more days. He had grown to like this world, and especially the friends he had made in it. Leaving them behind was proving more difficult than he had thought.


  He would have never believed it to be possible, but right now, he almost wished he could stay on Metverold.


  “I wish I could accept,” answered Samuel. “But I have to get back home. I have to find my family and see if any of them survived the Saxon invasion. Maybe meet a girl and start a family of my own, who knows?”


  “Still, you could do all these things and be a part of the king’s council. We could use your … unique perspective on things.”


  “As much as I appreciate your faith in my perspective, I have made up my mind, Malloy. I’m not staying.”


  “I guess there is nothing I can say to change your mind, then.”


  Samuel tied a rope against a wooden post that held part of the tent wall in place.


  “Look,” he said, “I wanted to thank you. If it hadn’t been for you, I’m not sure I could have made it past the first day in here.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  “You’re a good man, Malloy. I’m sure great things await you.”


  “Sam, you talk as if we’re never going to see each other. You will come and visit from time to time, right?”


  Samuel stepped toward his friend and extended his right hand.


  “I don’t know what the future holds for me, so I cannot promise you anything, but I really hope we do get to meet again.”


  Malloy grabbed the young man’s hand and shook it warmly.


  “You’re a good man as well, Samuel. You might be strange, but you are brave and strong. Please be careful in your travels or I will find you and teach you a lesson myself.”


  “I will.”


  Samuel hugged the young man, then turned and walked away. As he did, he could feel Malloy’s eyes on his back, probably still trying to figure out who this young boy was. Angeline appeared next to the Lorekeeper.


  “You have to get ready to go now, Sammy.”


  “I know. There’s only one more thing I need to do.”


  Samuel walked to the royal tent, which had been rebuilt for Ambrosius. Inside, he found the young Myrddin in conversation with the two brothers.


  “Sam!” said Ambrosius. “What a pleasant surprise. Did you reconsider my offer?”


  “Actually, I’m here to say goodbye.”


  All three looked at him in surprise.


  “So soon?” asked Uther.


  “I’m afraid so.”


  Myrddin ran to Samuel and threw himself on the young man, hugging him as if his life depended on it. Finally, the young wizard-to-be looked up.


  “Do you know what Ambrosius and Uther have just decided? They are going to rename this place in my honor. From now on, this hill will be called Dinas Emrys. Isn’t that great?”


  “It is indeed, Myrddin.”


  Ambrosius and Uther walked up to Samuel, shaking his hand in turn.


  “Are you sure you won’t reconsider my offer to join our council?” asked Ambrosius.


  “I wish I could, my lord, but I must be on my way.”


  “In that case, is there anything we can do for you before you leave?” asked Uther.


  “Indeed there is. It will sound strange, but I must insist you respect my wish. As you trusted me before, I ask that you place your faith in me once more.”


  “Of course. What is your wish?”


  “You have probably guessed that I am not a common man—I am kind of like Myrddin is. There are things about me that you do not know and things that must remain secret. This is very important. As strange as it may seem, you must not mention my name or who am I to anyone. For the future of Britain and the wellbeing of your descendants, I implore you to do as I ask and keep my existence a secret.”


  “You are indeed special, Samuel,” said Ambrosius. “I would have had the best bards sing praises of your adventures and the most skilful sculptors carve your image in stone, for I am eternally in your debt. However, we will respect your wish and do no such thing.”


  “You have our word,” added Uther. “No one will know of your role in this episode of our great history. Although I do not fully understand why you would make such a request, I trust that your reasons are good and noble.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Is there anything else we can do for you?” asked Ambrosius.


  “Well … there is one more thing.”


  “Please ask: anything you want, my friend.”


  Samuel looked at a wooden desk behind Ambrosius, upon which a quill stood in a small flask of black ink.


  “Would you guys sign my shirt?”


  Uther and Ambrosius looked at each other with sheer surprise. They had expected a request for gold or land, maybe even a title. A scribble on a garment was definitely unheard of.


  “Trust me guys, where I come from, it’s a kind of a big thing.”


  “If that is what you wish for, then so be it!”


  A little while later, Samuel was walking down Dinas Emrys, admiring the linen shirt his sister had given him. Inside it was an inscription that would make any Dungeons and Dragons adept green with envy:



  “To our dear friend and mysterious savior of our people, Samuel.


  May your courage inspire many and may your heart remain pure.


  We and the people of Britain are forever in your debt.”


  Ambrosius Aurelianus


  Uther Pendragon


  Myrddin Emrys


  



  “You know you cannot show this to anyone,” said Angeline.


  “I don’t care.”


  “Fine. As long as you are aware of it, that’s all I need.”


  When the ink was dry, Samuel put his shirt back on.


  “So what happens now?” he asked the fairy.


  “You go back to your world.”


  “And that’s it?”


  “That’s it! For now, anyway. Whenever the Yfel sends their man back in this world to mess with another legend, you will be called again to save the day!”


  Samuel took the dice from his pocket. The carved sigils on the bones had disappeared, and all six faces were blank again.


  “All I have to do is cast the dice, right?”


  “Yes. Once you are back in your room, store them in a safe place and make sure you do not lose them! When the time comes, the runes on them will appear to you and burn again. This will mean you are needed on Metverold.”


  Samuel looked at the dice and then at the forest surrounding him. For one last time, he smelled the aroma of the trees. He heard the songs of birds and the wind rustling the leaves. He was only just starting to feel at home in this world, and already he had to leave.


  “Will I ever come back here, to Britain, I mean? Will I see my friends again?”


  “Maybe. You can be called to intervene in any legend from any era. Who knows where we will end up next time.”


  “We?” Samuel echoed.


  “Well, of course, silly! I’m your fata. Where you go, I go. You should be glad to be under the care of a veteran protector like me!”


  Samuel winced at the fairy.


  “I beg your pardon? I almost died last night, remember?”


  “Yes, I do recall that you were feeling a little under the weather,” answered Angeline, before both of them burst into laughter.


  “Seriously, I’m glad to have you by my side, Angeline. I will miss you.”


  “And I will miss you as well, Sammy.”


  Samuel looked at the dice again, trying to summon the will to cast them and leave this world, a place he had always dreamed of finding. This was every role-player’s fantasy: to fight real battles in ancient Britain, saving the day and defeating dragons. It was harder to leave than he had anticipated.


  “By the way, when I was unconscious, I heard a voice,” he suddenly recalled.


  “What did it say?” asked Angeline.


  “It said this legend was only a test and more dangerous adventure awaited us.”


  “Did the voice identify itself?”


  “No. It only said it was a friend.”


  Angeline put a hand under her chin, looking up.


  “Maybe it was a Parca,” she said.


  “I thought they never picked sides or directly intervened.”


  “You’ll learn, my young friend, that people in this world tend to break the rules far more often than they make them.”


  “So I’ve noticed.”


  Angeline smiled at the Lorekeeper and flew closer. When she was next to Samuel’s face, she leaned in and kissed his cheek.


  “Go now. The time for us to meet again will come soon enough. Until then, I suggest you read over the ancient legends. As you know, I cannot tell you anything regarding the stories once you are here, but nothing prevents you from already knowing the storyline before you arrive!”


  “Good point. I guess I will see you later, then, Angeline.”


  “You bet!”


  Samuel took a few steps aside and looked around one last time, making sure no one had crept up behind them or was watching him from the trees. When he was sure they were alone, he took a deep breath and cast the dice on the ground. Both landed on a rock and didn’t move. The sigils had now reappeared and were glowing unusually brightly.


  A reddish light emerged from the ground where the dice were and enveloped the body of Samuel. The young boy looked up at the fairy, who waved at him. He waved back.


  The world around him spun, slowly at first, then gaining speed. The red light surrounding Samuel turned green, then blue. Faster and faster the world spun, until finally he lost the feeling in his limbs and, soon after, his whole body. Just like he had experienced when he was in between two worlds, his physical form completely vanished, leaving only his consciousness behind. He could see everything and nothing, every color and only black. He smelled a thousand flowers and none, heard every existing instrument and then complete silence. All his senses were stimulated, even though he had no nerves to stimulate. Just like the last time, he felt he was brought to the brink of madness and then violently rescued, before he passed out in complete darkness.


  Finally, the world stopped turning and he felt his body again.


  He opened his eyes.


  Above him, a fan attached to the ceiling rotated slowly. He turned his head to the side and saw familiar furniture: the desk, the workbench his dad had made for him and, on the other side, his bed.


  He tried to get up, but his head was suddenly assaulted by a sharp pain, not unlike the lightning he had taken to the chest, not so long ago. Apparently, he had passed out and fallen to the ground, knocking his head on the hardwood floor in the process.


  “Sam?” yelled his mother from the first floor. “Are you okay?”


  Samuel tried to sit up again, this time more slowly. He held his head with one hand.


  “Yes!” he answered, “I’m fine!”


  He stood up.


  He was back in his bedroom.


  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER 18


  



  Samuel took a moment to fully comprehend where he was. He peeked outside and saw the sun going down over the horizon. The weather was still warm and comfortable, just like the day he had left for Metverold. It appeared it was barely after dinner, on his birthday. He glanced at the digital alarm clock: 8:22 p.m.


  The young boy was relieved to see that all the time spent on Metverold did not match the time in this world. Barely a minute or even a second had passed since he had cast the dice and been transported to ancient Britain.


  He was glad he would not have to explain a week-long absence to his family.


  His clothes, on the other hand, showed unmistakable signs of his adventure. The new leather pants and linen shirt he had unwrapped barely an hour ago were now dirty and stained from sweat and mud, not to mention the stench that emanated from them. It really did look as if he had been to war and back. On top of that, his new boots would certainly leave muddy tracks on the clean hardwood floor.


  Samuel took off his boots and threw them under the bed. Carefully, he stood up again and opened the door to peek outside his bedroom. When he was sure everybody was still talking downstairs, he quietly sneaked out to the bathroom, where he swiftly closed the door behind him. Quickly, he looked for towels that he could use to clean the floor of his room.


  After he was done erasing any traces of his escapade, Samuel undressed and hid his pants behind his desk, where his mother would not find them. He also placed his autographed shirt there, so she would not clean it by mistake. He would have to do it himself later. He certainly did not want anything to happen to the precious inscription inside the garment. A few minutes later, he was standing under a warm shower, where he remained for almost an hour. Finally, after one last, quick inspection of his room, to make sure everything was in order, he hid the dice somewhere safe, before passing out in the comfortable bed for the night, sleeping like a bear.


  The next morning, Samuel opened his eyes, expecting to see trees covered by a morning fog. He was almost disappointed when he found himself in his room, back to his regular, boring life. He was glad to get back all the comfort and the convenience of this world, but he also wished he could still have the camaraderie and freedom of Metverold. Before his adventure, he used to go to his computer to check on his email almost immediately after waking up. Now he wanted nothing more than to enjoy the fresh air once more and smell the warm oatmeal.


  It had only been a week since he had left home, but Samuel had some difficulties readjusting to the routine of his normal life. Homework, school, combing his hair and brushing his teeth were all things he had almost forgotten about. His mother actually had to remind him to grab his schoolbooks when he left to catch the bus.


  “Sammy, are you okay?” she asked. “You seem distant this morning. Did you sleep well?”


  Samuel looked at the warm smile of his mother and then at the house.


  He was home.


  “Yes, everything is fine, Mom.”


  “I’m glad to hear it. Now hurry up or you’ll miss the bus.”


  Samuel smiled back at his mother and closed the door behind him. Casually, he crossed the lawn, thinking of Malloy and the other friends he had made on Metverold. He wondered what they were doing right now. Had they started building the fortress? Had they seen the dragon again? Were the Saxons on their way to Dinas Emrys?


  He was lost in these thoughts, when he suddenly realized the bus was already at the stop, waiting for him. “I know I said I would wait,” the driver told Samuel, when he finally climbed aboard. “But don’t push it.”


  The young man simply smiled at the driver and walked to the back of the bus. When he saw his friend Lucian, a large smile immediately appeared on his face. He already missed the friends he had made on Metverold, but he was more than happy to return to the ones in this world.


  “Lucian! Am I ever glad to see you!” he exclaimed, as he sat down next to the red-haired boy.


  “Um … I’m happy to see you too, Samuel,” Lucian said cautiously. “What’s wrong with you?”


  “Nothing. Everything is perfectly fine.”


  Samuel knew he could not divulge anything to his friend about his adventure, and it bothered him greatly. If only he could tell him how he had met Merlin and Arthur’s father, how he had seen dragons and survived a lightning spell. Of course, Lucian would probably never believe a word of it, but he could always produce the shirt signed by Uther and Ambrosius, a sure proof he was telling the truth.


  Then again, his friend would say he had written the words himself.


  In any case, he simply could not mention anything to Lucian.


  Once they arrived at the school, Samuel quietly sat through his classes and tried to get back into his everyday life. Despite his best efforts to do so, his teachers and Lucian had to bring him back from his daydreaming a few times. For the most part, however, everything went smoothly and soon enough, the school day was over.


  “I think we’re being watched,” Lucian said to Samuel, as they were packing books in their bags.


  Samuel discreetly turned his head. At first, he only saw dozens of students who were rummaging through their lockers and getting ready to go home, but then he saw one who was standing still, staring at Samuel: Danny. He was on the other side of the hall and, for once, without his two followers. His eyes still burned with anger.


  Samuel thought of all the battles he had fought these past few days and the skills he now possessed. If Danny tried anything on himself or Lucian, he would be in for a nasty surprise. But then, as he imagined the shock on Danny’s face, Samuel remembered the advice of the mysterious voice: learn about your opponent before you charge in. He had almost paid with his life to learn that lesson, so he might as well apply it right now. What’s more, as Kaleb’s story had taught him, appearances were often deceiving. He opted to ignore Danny for now, at least until he could learn a little bit more about him.


  “Come,” he said to Lucian. “Forget about him.”


  On the way back home, Samuel asked Lucian if he wanted to go back to The Gryphon’s Lair.


  “Sure, I’ll go with you,” replied the red-haired boy. “I need to find a proper sword anyway, for this weekend’s costumed event. I am so looking forward to the event. It’s going to be epic. The Briton army, bravely fighting against hordes of barbarians! Can you imagine how awesome it must have been to live in those times?”


  “I can imagine some of it,” replied Samuel. For the hundredth time, he had to fight back the urge to relate to Lucian everything that had happened to him.


  “Why do you need a new sword? I thought you already had one,” he said instead.


  “Yes I do, but the one I have is a small spatha. Nothing more than a concealed dagger, in fact. I need a full-bladed, two-handed sword, if I want to properly play my role.”


  “And who are you supposed to be, Conan the Barbarian?”


  Lucian’s eyes widened in shock, looking at his friend as if he had just committed the worst of sins.


  “Are you kidding me? You seriously don’t remember? I’ve only been talking about this for weeks.”


  “Apparently I don’t.”


  “I’m going as Malloy Cadwallader, of course.”


  Samuel thought he must have heard wrong. He felt the blood leave his skin and his heart jump in his chest.


  “What … what did you say?” he asked.


  Lucian noticed the sudden change in his friend and the widened eyes now staring at him.


  “Did I say something wrong? I only said I was going as Malloy—you know, the guy who saved Uther Pendragon and commanded his army against the barbarians. You wanted to play his role, but I won the bet. Wait a minute! Are you trying to switch with me?”


  It suddenly hit Samuel like a ton of bricks. Angeline was right: the slightest miscalculation on his part could affect this world, in ways he could never imagine. Even if he had been careful not to change anything, careful of keeping the legend as it was supposed to be, he had still modified the myth.


  Now he was witnessing firsthand the results of his misstep.


  By helping the Lorekeeper and saving Uther from the dark man, Malloy had carved himself a place in the legend and had become a part of the whole Arthurian mythology. After Samuel had left Metverold, Malloy had taken on a major role, fighting alongside Ambrosius and Uther. Maybe he had even met Arthur and influenced him.


  A simple act of courage on the part of the young Briton and, a couple millennia later, people still remembered his name. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I guess I forgot. You made a good choice. He was a brave and genuinely good man.”


  “Of course he was,” said Lucian.


  “All right then, let’s go to the store as soon as we get home. My sister can drop us off at the mall. I will also need to stop at a bookstore to get some things.”


  “Like what?”


  “I don’t know. Books? Anything about legends and mythology.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I want to read up on them. Can I be interested in something without asking permission first?”


  “Okay, okay! Maybe I’ll try to find an encyclopedia of magic as well. The Gryphon’s Lair only sells make-believe stuff—pretty books to make a quick buck. Maybe I can find the real thing somewhere else.”


  At the role-playing shop, Lucian immediately went for the rack of plastic swords, hoping to find a weapon that would be worthy of his role. Samuel went straight for the counter where he had purchased the dice, not so long ago. He peeked inside the glass display, knowing what he would see, but still needing confirmation.


  Just as he had thought, the black dice were gone.


  “Excuse me,” he called to a nearby clerk. “I came here two nights ago and purchased a pair of white dice, kind of looked like ivory, without anything on them.”


  “So?” replied the clerk.


  “You also had a pair of black ones at the time. I was hoping to buy those as well.”


  The clerk leaned over the counter and looked through the glass.


  “I think we sold those, man. I don’t see them.”


  “I am aware of that, but maybe you remember who bought them, and where I could reach them?”


  “Look dude, I don’t even know what you’re talking about. A lot of kids come through this store all the time. Maybe it’s someone at your school, I don’t know. Why don’t you ask around?”


  Samuel was getting a little frustrated with the clerk’s unwillingness to help him out.


  He had seen a dragon and fought Saxons, for cripes sake.


  “Well, maybe you could ask your coworkers or look in the computer. It would mean the world to me if you could trace the name or a phone number.”


  “Dude, I can’t, okay? If you want your dice so bad, call the manufacturer, I don’t care.”


  Without waiting for a reply, the clerk turned and walked away.


  Frustrated, Samuel stormed out of the store, leaving Lucian to play with a fairly realistic weapon he had found, making whooshing noises as he swung it through the air.


  It was too bad Samuel had asked the wrong clerk. Had he come in a few minutes later, an older employee would have come back from his dinner break. That man, who was much more friendly, could have told the Lorekeeper about someone who had stopped by earlier in the day, asking the same question he had, but about a pair of white dice.


  Instead, Samuel walked across the mall to the bookstore. He walked straight to the fantasy section and pulled out every mythological encyclopedia legend compilation he could put his hand on.


  He had a lot of reading to do.


  



  THE END
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  CHAPTER 1


  



  



  “Both of you shut up or they’ll spot us!”


  Samuel hadn’t even bothered turning around. After crawling for an hour over leaf-covered ground and through spider webs—praying every time they were vacant—he was not about to move a single muscle and risk being seen by the enemy.


  “If we don’t get moving soon, I’m going to piss my pants,” said a blond boy named Thomas, who was right behind Samuel.


  “Stop complaining and go piss somewhere else,” said Tony, the second of Samuel’s companions.


  Like Thomas, Tony was a little shorter than Samuel, but his hair was black and curly, and he had the largest nostrils Samuel had ever seen.


  “I hope you trained yourself with a sword or you’ll be the one pissing your pants,” Thomas retorted.


  The curly-haired boy picked up a handful of wet leaves and threw them at Thomas. The leaves only flew a couple of inches and landed on Samuel’s neck. Samuel let out a deep sigh of exasperation.


  “That’s enough, both of you!” he said, lifting himself on his elbows. “If you keep on bickering like that, you’re going to ruin everything. Our friends depend on us, so this is not the time to fight among ourselves. Save it for the Saxons.”


  His companions exchanged an irritated look, but Samuel ignored them. He was in charge of this mission and these two amateurs were not going to ruin everything. He wiped the sweat from his forehead, put his left hand up to shield his eyes from the bright summer sun, and went back to studying the enemy camp.


  Unlike the Britons’ camp, the Saxons’ looked more sturdily built, and certainly more comfortable. It was evident that the enemy had intended to use it as a permanent base, rather than an easily movable bivouac.


  The first building was either the barracks or a dormitory. Entirely made out of blackened wood, it was at least twenty meters long and had only one floor. There was no door at the back, but Samuel could see movement inside the building through the few windows in the back wall. From time to time, a face would briefly appear in a window and look toward the forest where Samuel and his friends were hiding. Every time, Samuel would hold his breath and try to bury himself deeper in the damp grass. Fortunately, nobody had seen them yet.


  It was doubly impressive that they had successfully remained hidden, given that Samuel’s companions could not keep still for more than a few seconds.


  Left of the dormitory, and perpendicular to it, stood a second building, also made of blackened wood. This one, however, stood a couple of meters above the ground, held by three wooden beams and massive arches. It was probably a command post or an arsenal, Samuel thought.


  One thing was certain: it was not in either of these buildings that Samuel and his companions would find those they were looking for.


  “I’m starting to get hungry,” said Thomas. “When are we going to eat?”


  “Not before we’ve freed our friends,” answered Samuel. “Now shut up.”


  “Yeah, shut up,” repeated Tony.


  “You shut up,” said Thomas.


  “Are you guys done already?” Samuel asked. “Our friends depend on us. You want them to be massacred by the Saxons because our enemy figured out we were about to launch an attack on their camp?”


  “No,” said Thomas and Tony timidly.


  “Then keep your mouths shut!”


  Samuel shook his legs to get rid of a line of ants, which seemed determined to crawl over his body to get back to their nest, then resumed his surveillance of the Saxons’ camp. In the middle of it stood their objective: a wooden tower, three stories high. According to the information the Britons had obtained, that was where the prisoners were kept. The presence of archers at the top of the tower and the guards patrolling around it seemed to confirm their suspicions. Samuel studied the surroundings one more time and tried to identify any flaws in the Saxons’ defense. Any time now, the Briton army would launch their assault on the camp, and if they hoped to be successful in their mission, he had to be ready for every scenario. The Saxons were most likely anticipating a rescue attempt and Samuel knew that their success was far from granted.


  “Why is it taking so long?” asked Tony with a disgruntled sigh. “What the heck are they doing?”


  Samuel had to admit that his companion was right. It had been over two hours since the three boys had left the main body of the Briton army. The plan was for them to use the cover of the trees and go around the enemy camp. They had all agreed that Samuel and his companions would have an hour to get into position. Then the army would charge the front of the Saxon camp to create a diversion. Simultaneously, the three boys would infiltrate the camp from the back and make their way to the central tower to free the prisoners.


  Samuel had initially thought that they would be late to get into position, since Tony had led them in circles for thirty minutes, all along maintaining that he knew his way around the forest perfectly well. Samuel had been forced to take charge of the group and, after much debate, they had finally found the right path. When they had taken up their position, Samuel had been afraid that they had missed the rendezvous, but the Saxons’ camp had been calm and quiet. Apparently, the Briton army was also late. Samuel thought the leaders had probably argued on the way here, like he had done with his companions.


  “Maybe we should try to get closer,” suggested Thomas. “Maybe the army wants to see us before they launch the attack. They probably want to make sure we’re in place and ready to play our part.”


  “They will never be able to see this side of the camp from where they are,” said Samuel. “That’s why we gave ourselves a delay. Let’s just stick to the plan and wait for the others to attack.”


  “But I’m hungry! Look, even the Saxons think it’s lunchtime.”


  He pointed at a black cast-iron cauldron that sat on top of a campfire not far from the central tower. Several Saxon warriors were helping themselves to a bowl of hot stew. A little farther from the cauldron, a dozen were sitting at a wooden table, enjoying their meal and laughing together.


  Everything looked peaceful in the camp, until one of the lookouts in the tower started screaming at the top of his voice.


  “To arms! They’re here! The Britons are here!”


  “About time!” said Tony.


  In an instant, the entire camp sprang to life. Every warrior jumped to his feet and ran to his post, a weapon in his hand and a shield on his forearm. One of the Saxons, who was taller than the others, barked orders in every direction and hurriedly positioned the warriors. A few moments later, Samuel heard a distant tremor, along with the clamor of the Britons who were launching the assault.


  “Time to do our part,” said Thomas, standing up.


  “Not yet,” said Tony. “Give them a minute to create a proper diversion and engage the enemy.”


  “I’m sick of waiting! I need some action.”


  Without waiting for Samuel to call him back, the blond boy jumped to his feet and took a few steps toward the Saxons’ camp.


  “I’m going,” he said. “You can all stay hidden like cowards if you like, but I’m going to get the wizard.”


  Samuel watched Thomas rapidly cover the distance that separated him from the dormitory, hunched over to avoid detection. He flattened his body against the back wall. Samuel shook his head and took a deep breath to calm himself. Then he got up as well and joined Thomas behind the building, closely followed by Tony. After taking back the lead of the group, he slowly crept to the corner and carefully moved his head forward to check the position of the Saxon warriors.


  At the front of the camp, the battle was well under way. Briton and Saxon warriors were locked in awkward skirmishes. In a matter of seconds, what little order the leaders of each faction had tried to establish had gave way to the chaos of war and the battle was turning into carnage on both sides.


  At the speed with which men were dropping in the camp, Samuel and his companions would have to be quick if they did not want the battle to be over before they could rescue their friends in the tower. Tightening his grip on the hilt of his sword, Samuel turned the corner and hugged the short wall of the dormitory, before pausing again at the next corner. With one more step, they would be fully visible to anyone looking in their direction and nothing else could hide them until they reached the tower.


  “Don’t let them get to the tower!” yelled the one who seemed to be the Saxons’ leader. “They’re here for the wizard! If they get him back, everything will be lost!”


  Samuel took one last look to be sure the way was clear, and then made his way toward his objective. In order to limit the chances of anyone spotting him, he refrained from running and opted to walk rapidly instead. As he approached the tower, he raised his eyes and saw the archers on top of it raining arrows on their assailants. Luckily, not one of them was looking in his direction.


  The way seemed clear for Samuel and his companions. They might actually make it to the tower without having to parry a single blow. A few more steps and they would be hidden from the eyes of the Saxons.


  “We’re almost there,” said Tony, who was following Samuel like a shadow.


  At that moment, a group of Saxons came out of the dormitory behind them and immediately spotted Samuel and his companions. Without thinking twice, Thomas and Tony ran toward them, shouting wildly with their swords above their heads. Samuel’s first thought was to join them to lend a hand, but their mission was more important. They had to rescue the wizard if they had any hope of winning this war. After hesitating for a few seconds, he bolted toward the tower.


  Samuel’s heart was pummeling his ribcage and the sweat on his palms made the hilt of his weapon slippery, while his whole vision was restricted to the entrance of the tower. All it would take was one look in his direction to spoil their plan.


  A few more steps and he would be inside, shielded from the enemy’s eyes.


  Samuel saw the arrow coming a split second before it struck him on the leg. It was a brief instant, no more than a blink of an eye, but it was enough for his brain to register his failure. He had been spotted just a few steps away from his goal and he would now pay the price for his recklessness.


  As soon as the foam head of the plastic arrow hit his thigh, Samuel put a hand over the spot to simulate an injury, raised his eyes to the sky, and let himself fall to the ground. As he shrieked in simulated pain, a second arrow hit him square on the chest and killed him on the spot.


  “They’re trying to gain entry into the tower from the north,” yelled the archer from above.


  “Damn it!” said Samuel.


  He could hardly believe it. How could he have been so reckless? He turned his head. Thomas and Tony lay on the ground as well, felled by the blows of the foam swords wielded by those who had surprised them from the dormitory. Samuel looked at the tower. It was so close—just a few steps from where he had fallen.


  Samuel let his head rest on the ground. At least he had been lucky to die on a green patch of grass, which was undeniably more comfortable than the gravel that encircled the tower. He would have hated to tear holes in the leather pants that his sister had given him for his birthday a few days earlier. He reached out to touch the spot where the first arrow had hit his leg. The impact had been a little more painful that he had anticipated. Even though the head was made of foam, the shaft of the arrow was solid graphite and he would probably have a small contusion in the morning.


  Samuel returned his attention to the ongoing battle. His team, whose members wore red armbands to identify them, was defending itself relatively well against the enemy, who wore blue ones. Now that the less-experienced players had been dispatched—which apparently included Samuel—the best swordfighters were going at it with more gusto.


  One of Samuel’s team members held a sword in each hand. At the moment, he was facing two foes while a third was preparing an attack from behind. The Briton player pivoted slowly, holding his swords vertically in front of him and forcing his enemies to turn with him. One of the two Saxons facing the warrior suddenly launched an attack, but missed his target. The Briton warrior quickly grabbed the arm of his assailant and pushed him toward his other assailant, who cursed as his teammate’s sword struck his chest. He fell to the ground, imitating Samuel and feigning death.


  The third Saxon raised an enormous foam hammer and brought it down with all his might. The Briton barely had time to duck and swivel, ending with his back against the hammer-wielding Saxon’s. In one quick move, he thrust both his swords at the body of his foe, who fell to the ground.


  At the same time, the first Saxon warrior, who had missed his initial attack, launched himself at the Briton, who now had his back turned to him. However, the Briton warrior crouched down to avoid the attack, and his sword once again missed its target. The Briton turned and quickly executed a three-strike combination into his foe’s ribs. The Saxon finally collapsed to the ground next to his two companions.


  “Wow!” said Thomas, who had also been watching. “That guy knows how to fight.”


  Samuel could not turn away from the Briton warrior, who was wearing a helmet that hid his face and a chainmail vest made of realistic foam. His forearms were protected by pieces of armor made of the same material, and he wore cargo pants. Samuel could not remember seeing the warrior when they had arrived the previous night and could not guess who he was.


  The mysterious warrior suddenly turned toward Samuel, Thomas, and Tony, and walked over to them. When a Saxon leapt into his path, the Briton warrior jumped onto a nearby table and turned a somersault over the head of the enemy warrior, who was left speechless. Without slowing down, the Briton then struck him in the back of the neck. A second enemy tried to block his advance, but the Briton slid between his legs, stabbing him the belly while doing so. As he rolled back to his feet, he threw one of his swords at a third foe, who had just come out of the tower. The poor Saxon hesitated a moment, unsure of what had just happened, but when he saw that Samuel was looking at him, he wisely lowered himself to the ground and feigned death as well.


  Samuel had never seen anyone fight like this. Even when he was on Metverold, the alternate world he had entered almost a week ago, where his role as a Lorekeeper granted him extraordinary skills with a sword, he doubted he could have defended himself as deftly as the warrior who was now entering the tower.


  A few seconds later, Samuel heard a stream of curses and cries of surprise as the Briton warrior mounted the tower staircase. The players of the opposing team had absolutely no chance, and within a few minutes, he saw the archers fall one after the other at the top of the tower. He briefly saw the helmet of the Briton warrior over the small wall, but then it disappeared and silence reigned.


  After a few moments, the Briton warrior appeared in the tower door. He rapidly scanned his surroundings and then gestured to the other players inside the tower to follow him. He moved like a cat and quickly slid across the camp, parrying the strikes of Saxon warriors who were trying to prevent him from getting away. At the base of the tower appeared another Briton player, who wore a dirty gray robe and a fake black beard, which probably gave him a ton of zits. The newcomer started to shout unintelligibly while gesticulating wildly.


  “Fireball!” he shouted suddenly, as he opened his hand toward an incoming enemy, who pretended to burn up on the spot.


  “Shield of psychic protection!” the wizard cried, taking a piece of green cloth from his pocket and sticking it to his chest. “Come on, Malloy, follow me! We have to get out of here now.”


  Lucien appeared in the door of the tower and followed on the heels of the wizard. He was keeping his eyes on the surrounding enemies and held a gigantic sword in front of him. His entire body was covered with imposing armor made of realistic-looking foam, which looked to be more of an inconvenience than anything else.


  “Go ahead, Melrok,” said Lucien. “I’ll cover you.”


  Both boys advanced toward their freedom while trying to keep up with the Briton warrior who had rescued them. The wizard Melrok was casting spells in every direction, while Lucien was barking orders to the Briton team. No one was paying attention to him. When he turned around to make sure nobody was following them, he saw Samuel who was lying on the ground, his own weapon next to his motionless body.


  “Samuel? What are you doing there?”


  Samuel shrugged and cocked his head at his two companions who lay behind him on the grass. He wished he could tell Lucien that Thomas and Tony had spoiled their rescue attempt with their impatience, but he was dead and, unfortunately, the dead do not speak. Tony, however, seemed entirely unaware of this simple fact.


  “I think they may have caught your savior,” he said to Lucien. “You should hurry up and get out of here.”


  Samuel scanned the camp and spotted a small group of Saxon warriors. They had managed to encircle the Briton who had rescued Lucien and the wizard Melrok a few moments earlier. He counted five opposing players, who were all standing at a safe distance from the Briton. Rather than use their numbers to swiftly dispose of their enemy, the Saxons were all looking at each other and carefully staying out of the Briton’s reach. The mysterious warrior had picked up his second sword and was keeping both of them pointed toward the ground, patiently waiting for his foes to make a move.


  Samuel decided to ignore the rules of the dead and pulled himself up on his elbows. The fight promised to be a good one and he had no intention of missing a second of it.


  The Briton warrior glanced over his shoulder and then looked at each of the players facing him. It was evident that they had all witnessed his skills with a sword and none of them seemed particularly keen on being the first to attack. Instead, they just stood there, observing the Briton who patiently waited for them to make a mistake.


  All of a sudden, two of the Saxon warriors moved aside and revealed an archer standing behind them. He held a bow in front of him, an arrow notched. Taking a few steps toward the Briton warrior, he released the arrow, which hit its target square on the nose.


  “Ouch!” yelled the Briton as he removed his mask and helmet.


  Samuel had already been mesmerized by the warrior’s feats in combat, but now he was stunned.


  No sooner was the helmet off than the warm summer breeze picked up masses of red, curly hair surrounding a girl’s delicate face. She had almond eyes of a green brighter than the grass, and a delicate mouth with pastel-pink lips.


  However, the charm quickly vanished when the young woman’s lips morphed into an incendiary grimace.


  “You little piece of shit!” she yelled to the archer. “You guys are going to pay for this.”


  For a moment, the red-haired girl studied the six boys facing her. The next moment, they were all disarmed. Not knowing if they should pick their weapons back up or play dead on the ground, they all stood like imbeciles, looking at each other. The young woman made a sudden move in their direction and the choice suddenly became clear to all six Saxons. They quickly threw themselves to the ground.


  “By Odin’s beard, you guys are lucky these are only fake swords,” she said. She turned and stalked out of the camp.


  “I repeat: wow!” said Thomas.


  “I totally agree,” added Samuel.
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