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Aut disce aut discede 

			Either learn or depart 

			Death stalked the venefical gift, those who 

			opposed it and those who supported it 

			There simply was no other way 
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A Veneficus

			A veneficus is a hybrid of sorcerer, magician, hermit, alchemist, oracle, wizard, and wax-pale ghost. Each one lives for exactly one hundred years. All are born on All Hallows Day (Halloween - 31st October). Venefici cast no shadow, leave no footprint, and have an individual aura. They do not need sleep after childhood. They do not eat food or drink liquids after childhood. They can be born to any parents but are extremely rare. Venefici do not feel physical pain but are susceptible to emotions. They can be killed, but it takes a skilled and deadly opponent - or another veneficus to do it. They have been on this earth for ten thousand years. The Wessex venefici are buried under their named Destiny Stone at Avebury. 

			Each one needs to be trained by another in the use of the enchantments. It usually takes twenty years, although Twilight only had seven years with Merlin. 

			There is at least one in Wessex at all times. There is one there now. There may be more. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter One 

			As the late afternoon gloom of winter began to thicken, the boy, mounted behind his father on the back of a tired old horse, moved slowly, unknowingly, toward a destiny that would last for another eighty-seven blood-soaked years and see him take the lives of many thousands of people. That most of those lives were taken in an attempt to maintain an allegory of noninterference, independence, and redemption by a peaceful, poetic, and elegant Celtic nation against murderous, power-hungry invaders was a conundrum only the spell-bindery and stardust sprinkled by a veneficus could bring about. 

			As the boy and his father progressed through the rolling Wessex sward, they remained aware of the pitched escarpment of huge trees as the great Savernake forest loomed ever larger on the horizon. Even the old horse, head held permanently low and many years beyond the age of any form of spirited response or skittishness, began nervously switching its tail from side to side as the dark mass grew closer. 

			Their first set of directions, given by a gaily singing woman rinsing worn tunics in a stream, took them along a track toward the highest, darkest part of the tree line. As its own shadow stretched to embrace that thrown outward by the approaching curtain of forest, the horse faltered and bent to nose at some lush grass by the side of the track, all the while keeping one wary eye on the towering beeches that guarded the forest entry. 

			As they paused to consider a way into the menacing forest, they noticed the smoldering fires of a young charcoal burner. So intent was the young firewatcher in attending to his sticks and blowing into the glowing embers that the mounted man and boy stood for some time in the shadowy shafts of his wood smoke before he turned to acknowledge their presence. Without a word he suddenly raised his arm and pointed toward a narrow path disappearing into the dark, brooding trees. Moments later the boy looked over his shoulder from his seat on the back of the plodding old horse, just before they entered the dark forest. The young charcoal burner, his smoking camp, and piles of glowing sticks had disappeared. 

			It was then the boy first knew. 

			Time, the obstinate, irreversible, invariable witness to the history of the turning world’s infinite occurrences, and its only utterly irrefutable given, was an irrelevancy under the mighty canopy of this great medieval forest. Seasonal sequences, day and night, generations of animal, plant, or human life, even centuries, were all insignificant measurements. Only history was measured here, waypoints recorded at minimum intervals of five hundred years, anything lower a transient speck of dust, an invisible incidental with a negligible contribution to the life span of such a mighty forest. The five-hundred-year-old beeches just about qualified, but even they were infants. A thirty-four-year-old man and his thirteen-year-old son astride a broken old cob were an immeasurable inconsequence when placed against such fabulous leaps of time. 

			The mighty medieval Savernake of Wessex was no ordinary forest. Renowned for its stillness and silence, the normal rhythms and cadences of nature’s growth patterns were inverted here. Plant and sapling growth were very limited because of the lack of sunlight, but the gloom was perfect for fungi, which varied from the small, deadly opaque whites, delicate pinks and purples of death cap, fly agarics, puffball and stinkhorn tubers, to the cankerous great brown-and-cream clusters of spongiforms spreading their morbid spores in ever-widening circles around the bases of the great trees. These odorous fungoid malformations had colonized parts of the forestry floor to the exclusion of all other fauna, drawing their life blood from the damp, rich humus of the yielding earth and smothering and poisoning anything else that attempted root purchase. 

			Those who lived near the great forest seldom ventured in; tales of its dark demons and mystical wraiths abounded around the fires of the peripheral hamlets and settlements. Much of this demonry could be laid at the door of the abundant fungi, the combination of poisonous delicacy and mutant gigantism perfect fare for ghoulish fable, the horrors magnified by mead and embellished by fireside recital. Add to that what had become known locally as the Lament of the Sorrows; the wind keening in high register through the canopy like a mythical choir of female sirens trapped forever in the treetops, waiting to accompany those bold enough to venture through its menacing avenues. A soaring requiem, it was said in whispers, that was a prelude to a dark, phantom-embraced death. 

			Yet, for the man and his son on the ragged old horse, the demons had to be faced, the journey made. Destiny, duty, and simple desperation on the part of the father demanded that they brave all the legendary Savernake wraiths to meet with a man who lived at the forest’s epicenter, and who, according to their local holy man, was the only one who could help with their dilemma. 

			The mighty veneficus known as Merlin. 

			The dark, foreboding secrets that constituted the Savernake’s legends were as nothing compared to those surrounding Merlin. Iridescent wizard, oracle, alchemist, prophet, and onetime counselor to King Arthur and the great court of Came-lot - or just an old fraud and savant hermit whose day was done and undeserved reputation founded upon trickery and deceit? 

			Whatever he turned out to be, he was the only one the desperate man on the horse could turn to. 

			The dark path snaked unerringly through the grotesque fungi and the huge gray and green moss-covered trunks of the towering beeches, many of them so big that it would take eight grown men with linked hands to embrace their massive girth. It was a strangely silent, haunting world beneath the high canopy with just enough afternoon light filtering through in places to show them the way. Stillness enveloped their uncertain progress: no birds sang, no animals flashed and sought cover from their approach, no breezes stirred the mutant undergrowth, and even the plodding hooves of the old horse were muffled by the deep, mottled brown carpet of mulch that covered the forest floor. Each time the path seemed to merge into the darkness, muted shafts of light would filter down from the great spread of branches overhead to guide them onward. 

			Emerging suddenly into a small clearing, the old horse swished his head, let out a low snort, and stopped. Blinking in the bright afternoon light, the man urged the horse forward. 

			He would not budge. 

			Then the man, with the boy looking around him from his straddled position behind, saw why. 

			Standing in the shadow of a great spreading oak on the other side of the small clearing was an unkempt, gray-robed old man. His silver beard and shoulder-length hair were matted and dirty, and the length of coiled jute holding his tattered robe together was shiny with age and use. His feet were bare and dirt-encrusted, and his thin body, bent forward with age, was supported by a gnarled old staff. He did not appear to be aware of their presence, so intently did he stare at the ground by his feet. 

			The man on the horse was just about to call out and ask for directions when he was stilled by a sudden movement in the grass at the old man’s feet. The boy, his black, luminous eyes expressionless, watched quietly and without fear as the large, flat head of a huge snake lifted itself from the grass and, tongue forking, began to coil itself around the old man’s staff. The horse snorted again and was steadied by the boy’s father. The fact that the snake’s body was almost twice as thick as the gnarled old staff didn’t impede its progress. The markings along the snake’s head and back were white and black chevrons, its shiny body gray and green with a white underbelly. Perfect camouflage for the forest environment. 

			Slowly the snake worked its way around and up the staff until it reached the old man’s withered hand. Pausing momentarily to check and sniff out its route along the dirty old robe, the snake continued up the old man’s arm until it reached his shoulder, at which time its tail left the grass. The old man never once moved his soft gaze from that of the reptile. They seemed eye-locked. 

			Snapping out of his fear-frozen reverie as the snake’s tongue began to fork around the old man’s face, the man on the horse made as if to jump down and go to his assistance. With surprising speed for one so old and without taking his eyes from those of the snake, the old man thrust out his free arm, his hand palm out, indicating that the man should stay put. 

			Just when it seemed that the frail frame of the bent old man couldn’t take the weight of the huge, coiled serpent any longer, its head slowly moved on upwards to bridge the gap to a thick, low-hanging branch of the spreading oak tree. With its tongue flicking and the great body moving in glistening folds and curves around the old man’s arm and up to the oak, the snake continued its inexorable climb until all of its length lay along the shaded branch. Then it looked down at the old man, flicked its tongue once, and closed its eyes. The old man then turned toward the mounted pair, smiled broadly, mumbled something unintelligible, and, almost absentmindedly, as if his mind was on much weightier matters began to hobble away. 

			A dirty old hermit suddenly confronted by other humans, the boy thought, will always take refuge in foolish mumbles. Lax in his manners to honest wayfarers, preferring the attentions of a cold-blooded serpent, such a man is not to be trusted. 

			As if stung, the unkempt old man suddenly snapped out of his reverie, straightened his bent old body, and turned a level, knowing gaze to the boy. Then he scowled, bowed almost mockingly, jabbed the gnarled old staff toward a gap in the trees, and leaned back against the massive trunk of the oak to watch their progress. 

			Tired and frozen with snake-fright, the old horse remained rooted to the spot. Still shaken himself by what he had seen, the father slapped the flanks of the beast several times before it began to move slowly forward. The boy never took his luminous dark eyes off the old man until he was lost to him, as he and his father plunged once more into the gloomy avenues of trees. After ten more minutes of slow plodding, the gloom became even more impenetrable and the old horse began once more to switch his tail in a show of nervousness. Pulling to a halt, the father dismounted and, putting one foot carefully in front of the other in the darkness, began slowly to lead the old horse by the rope around its neck, the boy moving forward to sit on the warm blanket that served as a saddle. The blackness that enveloped them was such that even the path beneath their feet became invisible as they edged carefully forward. Above them the winds in the canopy began to make a low moaning sound that quickly gained intensity, through a wringing dirge to a full-blown plangent wail. For once the fabler underscored reality as the canopy thrashed and heaved as if inhabited by screaming hordes of invisible demons, the Lament of the Sorrows giving full reign to its tearing, breast-beating agonies. 

			With a loud snort the old horse dug his front legs into the deep, soft humus and refused to move another step. With the Sorrows hurling their deafening lamentations on their heads from above, the fearful father reached for his mounted son’s calm hand in the glue-black earthlight and tried to squeeze it confidently. Then froze as another hand, sensuously female, slowly caressed his neck and cheek. 

			Erotic voice-breath hushed into his ear, most of the words lost in the swelling requiem that seemed to fill the entire forest. The horse shuddered and whinnied in terror as the father let go of the rein and his son’s hand. Raising both of his now free hands to his softly caressed cheeks to engage in a finger-dance of erotic abandon, he began to moan and sway in a form of possessed ecstasy. With the Sorrows soaring above him, the rapt father gave in completely to the unchaste sensuality of the gossamer-soft fingers running down his cheeks and the Zephyrus endearments in his ears. Slowly, he began to step away into the surrounding darkness. 

			Ignore the inflamer, my father. It is an illusion that would cause you harm. Turn now; I am by your side. We will continue our journey together as we began. Our destination is close by. Turn and take my hand … now. 

			The possessed father stopped, shook his head dumbly, and turned. He could see nothing in the blackness. He reached out for his son and felt the smaller, cool fingers grip his larger, work-roughened hand. As their fingers closed, the caressing hands around his face fell away, and there was a scabrous scream in his ear as the hushed, ecstatic spell was broken. At the same time the cacophony of the Lamenting Sorrows died away, and the glue-black earthlight lightened. 

			All was as it had been. 

			Except for the horse. 

			The loyal old cob, after a hard lifetime of wooden plough shafts between his shoulders and the burden of firewood, produce, and occasional humans, had succumbed to the surreal surroundings of the mighty Savernake. Nothing in his simple life had prepared him for this menacing journey, but he had done his duty to the last breath and had almost got them to their destination. For that he would be the first to be remembered by the boy in a special way. 

			The father removed the blanket from beneath the fallen horse and handed it to his son, and then he gently lifted the shaggy head and removed the jute rope rein. They stood in the forest gloom for a few moments of quiet reflection over the old cob’s corpse, and then continued on their journey. Another few minutes of steady, untroubled walking brought them to a large clearing, in the middle of which stood a stockaded compound with a pair of tall, intricately woven willow gates. 

			They had reached their destination. This had to be the home of Merlin. 

			All gods, no matter how big and important their domains, reported to Zeus, who became leader and king of the gods, father of the Olympians, sky and weather, hospitality, rights of guests and supplicants, sending of omens, punishment of injustice, and governance of the universe. Governance of the universe. That covers pretty much everything a god could want. The ancients liked to have a god in place for everything. An immortal omnipotent in the Presidium of Mount Olympus who would oversee the fates, rules, and spheres of each domain. Among the nine principal gods and goddesses, Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes, was the god of the Domain of the Cowering Dead. He is the god responsible for a great deal of the trouble herein. 

			



	




Chapter Two 

			The two most remarkable things about Merlin were his great height and deep emerald eyes. Bareheaded and straight, despite his advanced years, and tall enough to see clearly over the back of an eighteen-hands horse, the mighty wizard paced and fretted around his compound, stroking his silver-streaked black beard and twining and untwining the thick, shoulder-length mane of similarly colored hair that adorned his great head. The piercing, emerald green eyes flashed and squinted in frustration from beneath thick brows above a large, aquiline nose set in a lined, careworn face. He had known for a long time that someone special was coming to him, someone with embryonic gifts and powers as rare as his own, and someone whose destiny would eventually be that of his successor. He also knew that this person was young and would not yet understand these powers and that there was a great deal to be done by way of teaching, revelation, and enlightenment. 

			And that he had less than seven short years left in which to accomplish the task. 

			But that was all he knew. The specifics had been denied him. He had posted his conspicuous apparitions around the various routes to his compound, called fervently and often on the Three Fates that control the birth, life, and death of all beings - Clotho, the holder of the distaff of birth; Lachesis, who spins the thread of life; and Atropos, who severs the thread of life - and waited. 

			Using all of his many voices Merlin once again paced his compound imploring Lachesis to protect the special one from Atropos until safely in his care. 

			“Lachesis I need you to spin, spin, and spin 

			Then spin again your threads, begin again your spin, 

			Keep Atropos from severing the light from within. 

			Lachesis, my wish is that you spin, spin, and spin 

			In golden weft threads spin, spin, and spin, 

			In warp threads of silver bring my fellow in, 

			Then spin again your magic, spin again your spin 

			Keep Atropos from severing the light from within. 

			Keep Atropos from severing the light from within, 

			Bring my fellow to me with your golden spin; 

			And being born of Clotho he must be brought in. 

			All strength now, Lachesis, all strength to your spin.” 

			Then he was hallooed from beyond his own woven willow gates and knew, at last, that his ardent pleas to Lachesis, the spinner of the precious thread of life, had been answered with the arrival of the special one. For a brief moment he looked within himself and triggered a pure wave of pleasure. Keeping a firm hold on it, he allowed it to pulse gently up his long body until it reached his heart; then he released it in a spontaneous cry of joy. It had been so long since he had allowed himself a pleasurable indulgence, but then it had been a long time since he’d had anything this exciting over which to indulge himself. Throwing his hands heavenwards he thanked the ancient fate loudly. 

			“Gratia, Lachesis! Gratia, gratia.” 

			Hurrying to the willow gates, he flung them open with a great flourish. 

			“Salutem dicit!” he cried in a loud voice. “Salutem dicit.” 

			In front of him stood a tired, apprehensive-looking peasant with a boy by his side. The man had flinched and taken a step backwards at the exuberance of the greeting. The boy had not moved and stood quietly with an expressionless face, his hands by his side, his coal-black eyes fixed unblinkingly on the high face of the fabled sorcerer universally known, due to his great height, as the long magus. 

			“You are Merlin?” said the man hesitantly, stepping forward again. 

			The fabled wizard rolled his eyes. “Ahhh, by the Sins of Iddog the Embroiler, I am a silly old fool, that’s who I am. A silly old fool who would now remember my manners and speak English. It is so long since I have spoken to anyone directly that I have forgotten my whereabouts. Latin is my unthinking response to the excitement of your coming, the involuntary language of the unengaged mind. Yes, before you stands the old veneficus - Latin again, you see, for sorcerer or magi-cian - who would be Merlin when, that is, he is not anyone or something else.” 

			The great lines of the ancient face cracked into a huge smile, and the rolling eyes twinkled as they alighted on the boy. He gazed at him from his great height for a moment, then went down on one knee and gently grasped him by the elbows. 

			“Ad finem nunc coram … ad finem … Ahhhh! There I go again.” He threw back his great head and chuckled before once more bringing his twinkling emerald gaze back to lock on to the boy’s calm, dark eyes. 

			“At last we meet, at last. I have waited a long time for this moment.” 

			The father spoke hesitantly. “I am … Sam Timms from the settlement of Malmesbury. This … is my first-born, Will.” 

			“Will Timms, eh. A fine name for a fine boy.” Merlin squeezed the boy’s shoulders and studied the youthful face framed in long, unkempt black hair. After a short period of intense scrutiny the mighty wizard spoke quietly. “But I will call you Twilight. Not because you have arrived at Vespers, the time of the day when the postmeridian half-light begins to slide into darkfall. Nor because you have triumphed over the witching gloom of the mighty Savernake and its permanent night to get here. No …” He paused and looked deep into the boy’s eyes. “I will call you Twilight because there is an unlighted candle of hope lying deep within the Cimmerian darkness of those quiet black opals. There is another, very different reason for calling you so, but now is not the time for that … ad tem-pus.” 

			He turned to the father. 

			“You will leave the boy with me?” 

			“Well … yes, if you will have him. I have five others at my hovel. This one is trouble: he moves things, makes us all do things against our will, and troubles the animals. He is driving everyone mad. He will not work on the land, and I need all the help I can get planting and harvesting the crops in order to pay the geld. The holy man and elders at our settlement said you were the only person who could help. If you cannot, I will be forced to cast him out, for I have to think of the rest of my family.” 

			The father stopped for a few moments as if wrestling with some inner torment. Turning to his son, he continued. 

			“Yet, strangely, on our journey here he was different. Like a rock, firm and in control, while I trembled in fright. Nothing seemed to frighten him. The forest wraiths ran from him, and he seemed possessed by a kind of calm power, an inner sight, something I have never seen in him before.” 

			“How old is he, and upon what day was he born?” asked Merlin. 

			“He will be fourteen winters old next All Hallows Day.” 

			Merlin chuckled. “All Hallows - of course.” 

			He looked deep into the boy’s eyes again. “Moves things and makes people do things against their will, eh. Drives everyone mad, eh. A boy after my own heart. Tell me, my little skirmisher, just why do you do these things?” 

			The boy stared right back at him and remained silent. 

			“He … does not talk,” the father said quietly. 

			“Ahhh …” said Merlin, raising his great bushy brows, opening his eyes wide, and nodding in an expression of vastly over-emphasized understanding. “Is that ‘cannot’ or ‘does not choose to,’ I wonder.” His emerald green eyes flashed with conspiracy. 

			“He has uttered no sound for six years,” the father said. 

			The boy’s level gaze held Merlin’s. 

			The answer to your first question is that I do these things because people, my mother and father, brothers and sisters, and the folk who live in the settlement, do not always understand the consequences of their foolish actions where I am concerned. 

			“Ahhh,” exclaimed Merlin loudly with a start. The green eyes flashed again. 

			And you do? 

			The boy’s head twitched backwards as if someone had slapped him across the face, and the black eyes registered alarm. There was a pause as he gathered himself. 

			Better, perhaps, than they do. 

			The old wizard grinned widely. 

			I see from your reaction that no one has ever responded to you in direct mind-speech before. You will get a false sense of your own importance that way, begin to believe your own crinkum crankum. Direct mind-speech is powerful sorcery, but it needs the balance of other voices; otherwise there is no one to challenge its view. 

			The expressionless look had crept back onto the boy’s face. 

			That’s all very well, but I have never met anyone else who could do it before. 

			Merlin nodded sympathetically. 

			I understand. It was the same for me when I was young. Now, the answer to my second question? 

			The boy took a deep breath and looked at his father. 

			“Yes,” said the one now to be called Twilight, in a strong, clear voice. “I can speak but have not chosen to do so for some time.” 

			A look of total incredulity spread across the father’s honest face at the sound of his son’s voice. He shook his head in amazement. The boy turned to the wizard and looked up to his face. 

			Do you prefer open speech? 

			The wizard nodded at the boy’s father. 

			For his sake, yes. It would be bad manners to herald any other way, especially as he has not heard the sound of your voice this last six years. It should also be used cautiously abroad: if others know that you are communicating directly all the time they will mistrust you. Even though they may not understand it, folk like to hear what is being said - they all hear the same story that way. 

			The boy nodded, then spoke in a clear voice again. “The woman washing tunics in the stream and the charcoal burner, they were put there by you?” 

			Merlin chuckled, pleased at the boy’s perception. 

			“Yes. A couple of conspicuous apparitions placed as signs to ensure that you took the right path. There were others at various points around the forest.” 

			For an instant Merlin’s face changed, and the boy saw the two faces - the smiling washerwoman and the more serious, preoccupied countenance of the young charcoal burner - subliminally replace each other on the lined mien of the wizard, and he was suddenly aware of his formidable powers. 

			Sam Timms shuddered. “And the old man and the snake?” 

			“Oh no,” said Merlin, aghast. “Not a primitive, dirty, little old man with a gnarled staff and a large green and gray serpent?” 

			“That’s him,” said the father. “Frightened the life out of the horse … and me.” 

			“Old Bovey!” exploded the wizard. “By all the Treasures of Troy I’ll render that pathetic old charlatan’s bones down to an owl cast, turn his slimy companion into gruel, then feed them to the forest weevils.” 

			“I thought he was you at first. He … er … fitted the description I had been given.” 

			Sam Timm’s honest peasant face reddened with embarrassment. 

			“That’s exactly what the toothless old fool wanted you to think,” said Merlin disgustedly. “Of late he spends his time trying to convince folk that he’s me. Acts out his feeble alchemy with a venomless old serpent, which is also deluded and thinks it’s a fiery dragon. Although his powers are illusory he has 

			succeeded in frightening people. I will talk to him.” 

			Twilight looked at Merlin. I rebuked him. 

			You spoke directly into his mind? 

			Yes. He was stung. 

			Good. It’s nothing more than the ragged old charlatan deserves. Nonetheless, I will add a small rebuke of my own tomorrow. 

			“And the Lament of the Sorrows, who almost accounted for my father and finally finished off our gallant old horse.” Will, now Twilight, had reverted to speech. 

			“You lost your horse! I didn’t know that. I will see that his sacrifice is commemorated. The Christians also celebrate a beast of burden as a bearing talisman - an ass, I believe. Carried their Nazarene prophet along a tortuous path in much the same way as your gallant horse. As for the Sorrows, you are both here, so you overcame their dark realms. To those of a venefical calling they are but a minor irritant, yet to common folk their soft caresses can lure a man to his death. Life must not be too easy; there must be dangers to encourage boldness if the entire tribe of humankind is not to become cowerers.” 

			Cowerers? The boy’s dark eyes flashed the question. 

			All in good time, my little skirmisher, all in good time. 

			The mighty wizard smiled and clapped his large hands. 

			“Enough! I am failing in my duty as a host to tired, hungry travelers. There will be time for me to amaze you with the enchantments and the lore of miracle mongering tomorrow.” 

			The earth was ruled by the Olympian gods, a group of nine primary immortal deities comprising Zeus, as leader, Poseidon, Hera, Athena, Apollo, Aphrodite, Helios, Hermes, and Tiresias. When the world was first created from Chaos, the Titans, also known as the elder gods, ruled the earth before being overthrown by the Olympians. The Titans were punished by Zeus through banishment to Tartarus. Titans were named after planets, and their defeated ruling Presidium comprised: Gaea, Uranus, Cronus, Rhea, Oceanus, Tethys, Hyperion, Mnemosyne, Themis, Iapetus, Coeus, Crius, Phoebe, Thea, Prometheus, Epimetheus, Atlas, Metis, and Dione. 

			The ruler of the Titans was Cronus, who was overthrown by his son … Zeus. 

			



	




Chapter Three 

			“I have lived for ninety-three years,” said Merlin, making himself comfortable on a fallen beech trunk outside the woven willow gates of his stoutly stockaded compound. It was the following day, and they had just waved the boy’s father off on his return journey, mounted upon a sturdy young horse. The wizard had carefully instructed Sam Timms on the route he should take around the perimeter of the great Savernake in order to avoid any problems like those encountered on the journey there. This time he was on his own. 

			“You will hear many otherworld legends and whispered asides on how to extend life, various paradises where eternal life is available, magical rivers where bathing can extend life, and the sight of rare and exquisitely beautiful objects, such as the Holy Grail, which will grant the beholder extended life. All of it is rubbish, Twilight. Eternal or extended life is unobtainable. Each will occupy his place in this world for his allotted time. The human life span is far too precious to be infinite, even for a veneficus. Infinity would devalue the individual contribution. When I get to a hundred my life and powers will leave me. Sorcery cannot survive alongside frailty - it’s too serious a business for that. Even now I can feel some of my gifts waning. The ability to work magus wonders against the material laws that govern our universe requires a person who is strong in both mind and body. It is an exhausting business with no room for error - the consequences of getting it wrong can be horrific, and I will cover that subject with you very soon. That is why I have fretted over your coming for the past year or so. Now you are here, and I have just seven years left in which to impart a lifetime of experiences. I took mine from the Elder Pendragon, and you, my dark-eyed little skirmisher, are the one who has been chosen to carry the mantle of the next Wessex veneficus and holder of the enchantments.” 

			The boy’s mouth fell open in wonder. “The Elder Pen-dragon was your teacher?” Hardly daring to believe his ears, the boy took refuge in a question. 

			“I sat at his feet for the last twenty years of his life, and he taught me everything. In turn he learned from Idris the Former, and Idris from the Pale Sybil, and so on back in time. Each one of them lasted exactly one hundred years.” 

			“I have heard stories of the Elder Pendragon and Idris the Former around the settlement fire. The Pale Sybil is a new one. It was a woman?” The boy’s dark eyes showed wonder. 

			“A very special one, but a woman for all that.” The old wizard’s emerald eyes flashed, and the beautiful face and long, dark tresses of a goddess-like figure replaced his craggy countenance for a brief moment. “There is no difference in the powers of sorcery between men and women - veneficus or venefica, a sorcerer or sorceress. Anyone can be chosen, and there may be several around at any one time, although some may not recognize their gift. The secret is to maintain the line of instruction of the enchantments. Once that is broken, the line of succession breaks with it, and the continuum of the enchantments will be lost forever, for they are too complicated to be guessed or simply arrived at. They must be carefully, reverently passed down over a period of years. The line from the Pale Sybil, through Idris the Former, the Elder Pendragon, then me is nearly four hundred years long. And there were many others before that - ninety-eight, in fact. It is a line of succession that has endured for all of known time. There has always been, must always be, at least one veneficus or venefica in existence, and it is the duty of the incumbent to ensure the succession. You are the next in that line, and the time available for me to pass on the great mysteries is getting shorter every day. The rest of us all had around twenty years to learn, but you only have seven, which is why I was getting anxious about your arrival and have been imploring and calling upon all the ancient gods to speed you here. As far as I can tell I am the only old one left, although it is probable that there are others out there somewhere. You, however, are certainly not alone in being chosen as a veneficus. There are a number of other tyros abroad because, like the eggs of fledglings, not everyone will hatch. Someone else out there may be going through the exact same learning process as the one we are now embarking upon. Indeed, I had a sense of someone coming near a year ago, but the aura turned away and I lost it. Then, shortly afterwards, the resonance of your own coming took over.” 

			“You have been expecting me for a year?” said Twilight in surprise. “But my father only decided to bring me here two days ago.” 

			“Ahhh.” Merlin sighed in what the boy was beginning to recognize as his favorite expression. “You are referring to a physical decision governed by physical rules. I am talking about a metaphysical one, a rhetorical and a far more malleable existence. There will be many new words with different and perhaps strange meanings, new phenomena, and unusual events. Matters will be turned on their heads. Reactions will be gauged in opposites or imponderables. Things will mostly not be as they seem. Now that you are with me, at last many of the things that have been bothering you will be explained, begin to make sense. Tyro veneficus - novice sorcerers - are chosen before birth, before, some say, the womb. Their presence is preordained. These things you will learn.” 

			“And now I am here … metaphysically,” said Twilight, looking into the distance reflectively. “You use words I have never heard before, yet somehow I know what they mean.” 

			Far into the secret recesses of his mind’s eye, the subliminal images of assorted figures, clarion events, and myriad brightness tangled with incantations and sharp cries as the recurring images played themselves once again across the soaring thermals of his emotions. His loneliness and silence in the settlement, the pointing fingers and slurs of the other children, the indifference of his own brothers and sisters, the rejection of the settlement elders, his father’s beatings because he would not behave like the rest of them, his mother’s protection and understanding. At last he understood, could give full vent to the poignant scenes that had taken hold of his mind over the last few years, the continuously rolling action of an inner eye that had forced him into introspection, silence, and loneliness and made him a pariah in his own family and village. Now there was a meaning and a reason for it all, one that he was now beginning to understand. He had been chosen. He was a novice magician, a genuine tyro veneficus. It was a wonderful feeling. He really was different, but in the most wonderful way, and his teacher was to be none other than the legendary Merlin himself. 

			Merlin watched and understood as the dawning took place in the young boy’s dark eyes. 

			“It is a great honor and a relief to know that I am not mad,” Twilight said finally. 

			“Yes it is, but an honor that must be strictly upheld.” The old wizard waggled a long, bony finger at him. “The temptations for personal benefit are legion in this business and must be steadfastly resisted. As far as madness is concerned, we all went through that stage at first until the reason for our differences was explained. It is perfectly natural to think that you are mad when everyone else is acting and thinking completely at odds to the actions and thoughts you have. It’s only when we begin to exercise some of these embryonic talents by manipulating folk, usually very clumsily at first, that we begin to destabilize their order and get into trouble. That’s why we are doomed to live on the margins of settlements, villages, and towns, outcasts forced to live the life of a hermit. When our gifts are in their infancy and lack the discipline of teaching and control, they can be frighteningly counterproductive and sow rogue fears in the simple minds of folk. As a consequence we are often perceived as ‘odd,’ and they have no alternative other than to banish us from their midst as they would any other common madman. That is what happened to you. Your father could see no alternative. Your presence had to be sacrificed for the stability of the rest of his family and, no doubt, the entire community of your settlement. The irony is that having banished us, they then plead for us to return from time to time so that our ‘oddities’ will manifestly save them from whatever dark demons threaten them next. This also happened to you on your journey here. It wasn’t until you were both threatened by the dark wraiths of the Savernake that your father realized the strength of your gifts.” 

			“I am at least free now to learn, understand, and pursue my gifts. Tell me, from where does all of my knowledge come? I have never been taught to read or write nor had any guidance whatsoever. I just seem to know a great many things.” 

			Merlin smiled. “These are some of the givens of the veneficus. There are the simple truths, such as all the chosen are born on All Hallows Day - you may recall me asking your father your birth date. Then there are the truths based around knowledge, with which we venefici are all blessed. These are necessary implants in order to absorb the difficulty of the enchantments. Without a good base of learned information you would not be able to appreciate how all the intricacies of the powers at our command fit together. Lack of knowledge cannot be allowed to divide us, or to prevent the swift absorption of the enchantments. You also have many other gifts that you have yet to discover, including total recall of everything that is or has been said to you. This means that every answer I give or event you see remains permanently with you and is never forgotten. When my period of teaching comes to an end you will be imbued with crinkum crankum of the most spell-binding kind, jabberwocky of the finest subtlety coupled with the imagination of Plato, the wisdom of Critias, the poetry of Solon, the virtues of Charmides, and the courage of Odysseus - a great fount of bizarrerie and knowledge that will enable you to face anything this turning world hurls at you.” 

			“These people with the strangely hypnotic names, I do not know them. They are Gauls, Jutes, Angles, Saxons, or Celts perhaps?” 

			“They are ancient Greeks, one of the first great civilizations of mankind, who sought to enlarge the boundaries of the human mind through the attainment of a mental state in which the ideas of space, time, matter, and motion were proved to be contradictory and imaginary - that nothing was, or was not known, or could be spoken. The manipulation of those boundaries allows for the acceptance of the gifts bestowed upon us as venefici. It is the basis of our phenomena - what vassals call our magic, the don’t-knows our sorcery, and the naysayers our witchcraft.” 

			Twilight was silent for some time as he absorbed this information. 

			“Why are we here? What purpose do venefici serve by being on this earth?” 

			“The answer the Elder Pendragon gave me to that question was that I would form my own opinions over time.” 

			“And have you?” 

			“Yes.” 

			“You are reluctant to tell me?” 

			“Not reluctant, but it is a big question, possibly the biggest of all for us and one with no strict definitions - other than as the placatory advisors to the cowering mists for one day of each year. I will address that with you tomorrow. Apart from that we are free to use our gifts at will. Let me begin to answer with what we are not. We are not the automatic guardian angels to the great and the good, kings, queens, or any other leaders. You have no ties or duties to anyone or anything other than your own inclinations. The decisions you make, the gods you call upon, the alliances, religions, or causes you support, be they on the side of good or evil, fiendish or radical, imperial or heroic, are all entirely up to you. There will always be a battle between virtue and wisdom on the one side, and evil and folly on the other. It is the way of humankind. You can even choose to forsake the enchantments and live a normal life if you wish, but once you begin to understand the great powers you have, that is very difficult. That is what the Elder Pendragon meant, and I would answer you in the same way. We all have a different view on matters and must act as our conscience dictates. For instance, he told me that the Pale Sybil, a venefica of great understanding and compassion, considered her position and purpose should reflect that of a goddess, someone of the very highest status whose gifts were that of a divine being placed on this earth. Indeed, some of our abilities are powerful enough to encourage that belief. She considered her rightful tomb to be on Mount Olympus - haven of the Greek deity - alongside that of the immortal goddess Thetis, who was honored for her glistening feet. This was considered the highest and most omnipotent presidium from which the immortals could look down upon the passing centuries with a sort of condescending eye. However, for all her grandeur, the Pale Sybil carried out her duties as venefica with considerable success and created a great deal of harmony during the early, turbulent occupation of our lands by Caesar’s Roman legions. In time you will learn more of her and other outstanding feats. You will also learn a great deal about the ancient Greeks, for I am an avid student of their ways.” 

			“Where did the Pale Sybil live?” 

			“As befitted her self-status, in a rather grand castle on the Western edge of our region of Wessex,” the long magus said almost apologetically. 

			“But I thought you said we were outcasts? A castle doesn’t sound like the sort of home for an outcast.” 

			Merlin sighed. “I agree, but the Pale Sybil didn’t see it that way and exercised her own right of choice. As I’ve said, she considered her rightful place to be among the Olympian immortals, and being a vainglorious woman with great powers was able to indulge in her own earthly deification. The only consolation is that apart from an old female hell hag of a retainer called Santa, she lived alone in the castle until Idris the Former came to sit at her feet.” 

			“And Idris and your teacher, the Elder Pendragon, what status did they give themselves?” 

			The boy’s dark eyes glowed with the wonder that he was part of such an august lineage. 

			“Idris was the son of a Celtic thane and not given to any flights of great fancy. He accepted his gifts as tools for the betterment of mankind and traveled among them, mostly in ragged beggary, doing all he could for the poor and the downtrodden. He never settled anywhere until he began to pass on the enchantments in later age to the Elder Pendragon. Then he took up residence in what had been his father’s house in Caerleon and stayed there until his one hundred years were up. As for my mentor and teacher, the Elder Pendragon himself, he was born a royal king. His father was Uther Pendragon, a name that means ‘Head Dragon,’ and he was the spiritual leader and outright ruler of the Welsh tribes. Recognizing his gifts rather late, in mid-life, the Elder Pendragon did not take up his rightful place as king when his father died in battle, but instead took his wife and two small sons to Caerleon to sit at the feet of Idris. His reasoning was that he could accomplish far more for his people as a veneficus than he ever could leading them into one battle after another as the regional warlords of Prydein, Mercia, Deira, and Wessex fought for supremacy. Leaderless for twenty years while the Elder Pendragon learned and honed his venefical enchantments, the kingdom of Wales was soon torn apart by tyranny and the imperial evils of claimed succession that, paradoxically, the Elder Pendragon could never subdue with his learned enchantments. There are lessons to be learned there. In the end, the reclamation of the kingdom for the house of Pendragon passed through his two sons and fell to his grandson.” 

			“Who was that?” said Twilight, sensing something special. 

			The old wizard’s emerald eyes flashed a particular image of a tall, strong young man wearing a breastplate, a glinting raised sword in his left hand and a shield in his right. 

			“Arthur Pendragon. He who became the mighty King Arthur. The head of the court of Camelot, rightful holder of Excalibur, the mighty sword of freedom, the leader of the Grail Knights, founder of the Round Table, husband of Guinevere and defender of the lands of the Celts, and one to whom I pledged my total support as counselor. Only to later realize that I had been well and truly mistaken.” 

			The old wizard fell silent as his bright eyes filled with sadness and swam with distant memories. Then he spoke again in a quiet voice. 

			“I did not learn well enough the lesson of the Elder Pendragon’s futile attempts to subdue internecine warfare through the use of enchantments. War is a floodplain that ebbs and flows with a constancy that will never allow it to dry up. The desire to conquer and dominate others is an infamy engraved upon the soul of all races. As fast as one quarrel is settled, another springs up and ten others are being plotted. Wars will always date history for humans, the great battles echoing down the bardic pages of time until mankind finally extinguishes himself. Peace is, and always will be, merely a name. That is why our powers are imperfect and incomplete because we cannot stop man’s will to dominate other men. Only the universal ownership of the absolute truth will ever stop warfare, and that, I fear, is an impossibility.” 

			I feel your pain. Twilight intruded gently into Merlin’s mind after a long silence. It becomes my pain as well. 

			Do not take on my pain. You will soon have enough of your own to manage. 

			You spoke last night of a people called ‘cowerers.’ I sense more pain there. Is it the time for us to speak of them? 

			Not yet, but you are right about the pain - it accompanies them everywhere. When the season of the equinoctial mist comes, we will do more than speak of the cowerers. We must go among them. 

			Must? 

			Oh yes, that is the only matter about which we have no choice, absolutely no choice at all. 

			Why? 

			Because the survival of our species could depend upon it. Indeed, it could also provide the ultimate answer to your earlier question as to why we are here. Only venefici can confer with the cowerers. 

			When will I have to assume that responsibility? 

			In seven years’ time when you take it over from me. 

			Is it a big responsibility? 

			Only if you allow it to become so. Part of my job is to teach you otherwise. 

			“Let us take a walk through the forest,” said the old wizard, standing up. “See if we can find that festering old deviant Bovey and his false dragon. I’ve a mind to have a little sport with the old fool.” 

			“I thought you said the temptations for personal benefit must be resisted,” said the former Will Timms, impishly skipping along beside him. 

			“You learn too well, skirmisher,” Merlin said in a mock grumble. “But don’t forget what the ancient Greeks said.” 

			“What, how the ideas of space, time, matter, and motion were proved to be contradictory and imaginary, and that nothing was, or was known, or could be spoken?” Twilight had screwed his eyes shut as he recalled Merlin’s words. “Surely you’re not using that as the basis for a little personal sport?” 

			“Oh, yes I am,” said the old wizard with the twinkle back in his eye. “What’s the point of being a master sorcerer if I can’t indulge in a little selfish manipulation of matter?” 

			As they started to stroll gently along the Savernake’s perimeter, the old wizard stopped, called Twilight closer, and gently touched both sides of his forehead. 

			“For the next few days you will see everything as black or white. Nothing will be gray or colored. This will teach you to decipher complicated situations by filtering out the many incidentals and images that will seek to obscure the fundamental truths. By removing the shades and colors we can strip a matter down to its barest bones and uncover its carefully encoded secrets. It is a useful facility, especially when your wise counsel has been requested to rule on a complicated issue involving many diverse people and opinions, all of whom will swear an oath that they are telling the rigid truth and that theirs is the just cause.” 

			Twilight blinked, looked around, and then smiled. “Is everything black in the darkfall of night? If so, will I be unable to see anything?” 

			“Only if it is a genuine darkfall brought on by the onset of genuine night. If it isn’t genuine it will show as shades of gray, depending upon the depth of the deception. That is how you distinguish dewfall from false dawn, rising phoenix from ghoulish specter, infidel from friend.” 

			A small falcon swooped from the sky and landed on a bough close to Merlin’s head. Stretching one barbed talon purposefully in his direction, it fluffed up its yellow neck-feathers, lifted its small, beautifully formed head until its bright, filmic yellow eyes appeared to be looking down its sharp, curved beak, and uttered a single piercing shriek. Out went the barbed talon again; then with a barely audible wing-beat it was gone, a yellow and brown blur against the forest backdrop before the briefest of wing movements took it into a steep climb above the tree-line, and it was out of sight. 

			Merlin looked at Twilight and raised his great bushy eyebrows. “And what did you make of that, my little skirmisher, eh?” 

			Twilight thought for a moment. “The words that come to mind are ‘homage,’ ‘rank,’ and ‘message,’” he said reflectively. 

			“Continue.” The long magus nodded. 

			“The talon outstretched toward you was some sort of homage, a greeting, repeated again when it departed. The fluffed-up plumage some sort of badge of rank, and the shriek was a message to you. I have seen these small hawks before, but only at a distance, for they are very fast in flight and secretive in manner. The plumage is of a golden color matched by the eyes.” 

			“Good, very good,” said the old wizard, pleased at his pupil’s obvious awareness. “You are correct about the message, for that was Phi, a full-grown male Merlin falcon. Phi is the alpha male or head Merlin hawk around these parts. All the Merlins in Wessex are in ligamen to me as their namesake …” 

			“In ligamen … that is Latin?” interrupted Twilight. 

			“It means ‘allegiance.’ I am their liege-lord. The outstretched talon is the equivalent of a bow or salutation.” 

			Twilight’s luminous dark eyes opened wide at the wonder of such a thing. 

			“How many of them are there in Wessex?” he asked breathlessly. 

			“One hundred and forty-five free pairs and fifty in captivity. This bird is greatly prized by falconers for its speed and ability to catch small game.” 

			“Why don’t you release the fifty in captivity?” 

			“Because they do not want to be released. They can release themselves every day if they wish. They are flown freely. No falconer would keep, could keep, a Merlin against its will. They are happy living that way.” 

			“But if you needed them?” 

			“They would come immediately with a pair always close by in case of an emergency.” 

			Twilight went quiet for a moment. He hardly dared ask the question that was burning in his mind. “Do I have any creatures in ligamen to me?” 

			“Yesterday, when we met for the first time, I told you there was another reason for calling you Twilight and that ad tem-pus - when the time was right - all would be revealed.” 

			“Yes, yes,” cried the boy excitedly. 

			“Well, the time isn’t right just yet,” the old wizard said flatly, walking on, leaving the boy crestfallen and looking at the ground near to tears. “And patience, my dear Twilight, is a prime virtue that a veneficus must learn to accommodate, especially when you have eighty-seven years left in which to bring your enchantments to bear on the situations around you. Always remember that time is your greatest companion. Given enough time almost anyone can accomplish almost anything. Understanding that is another simple fact that differentiates us from ordinary folk. Don’t rush anything. Consider every move very carefully, for not only is almost everything possible given the time, the consequences of getting it wrong can be catastrophic. Always take the time to think things through. The longer you ponder a problem, the less chance there is of getting it wrong.” 

			He stopped and turned back to face the boy, who was sullenly scuffing the dead leaves with his foot. For all his embryonic gifts he was still only thirteen years old, a mere child imbued with all the mannerisms and temperamental immaturity of a stripling. 

			“But the time of your knowing what species are in ligamen to you will be soon, very soon,” Merlin called back softly. 

			“How soon?” The boy’s head came up expectantly. 

			“Oh, a day or two perhaps. Now back to Phi.” 

			The boy skipped up to the tall wizard’s side. 

			“Plumage,” he said, all disappointment instantly forgotten. 

			“As I said, Phi is the alpha male, the leader of the pack, and being, like all falcons, a vainglorious old tar bill, he constantly needs to demonstrate the importance of that fact to all and sundry, especially me. It’s his way of saying, ‘Look at me, I’m still the finest Merlin falcon in the land, and don’t you or anyone else forget it.’” 

			“And the message … it concerned the progress of my father?” 

			“It did. Phi is keeping an eye on him. He goes well and has not strayed from the path I gave him.” 

			They walked on for a while before Merlin stopped and placed his fingers to his lips, motioning the boy to silence. Walking carefully forward they picked up the sound of excited young voices punctured by the sounds of splashing. Where a clear chalk stream rounded a bend, some boys about Twilight’s age from the nearby settlement of Marlborough had hung a length of jute from an overhanging branch. Clinging to the jute rope and launching themselves from the high bank, they dropped squealing into the middle of the stream and splashed excitedly back to the bank to repeat the exercise. 

			With a grunt of disgust, Merlin pointed off to the right. 

			Bovey, with the head of his huge snake craned up from the grass, watched the frolicking boys from behind a large thorn bush. So engrossed were the pair that they were unaware Merlin and the boy were watching them. 

			The malodorous Bovey and his reptilian accomplice are getting ready to pull their despicable stunt again and frighten those boys. Merlin’s message flashed into Twilight’s mind. But this time it is the frightener who will be frightened. 

			What are you going to do? 

			The serpent-who-would-be-a-dragon shall become one. 

			Having checked over his head to ensure that the thick, heavy snake had a suitable branch upon which to rest, having coiled itself around his body in their macabre dance of terror, Bovey nodded toward his companion and raised one dirt-encrusted foot to step out from behind the bush and begin the charade. 

			Suddenly, a jet of orange flame shot out of the snake’s mouth and ignited the soiled hem of the hermit’s greasy old robe. With a cry of pain and panic, Bovey began to beat at the flames, then ran to the edge of the stream and jumped in to douse the fire that had quickly taken hold and had reached as far as his armpits. The snake’s head remained raised above the long grass in stupefaction at the jet of fire that had suddenly issued from its mouth. 

			Crawling up the bank, the bedraggled Bovey got to his feet. In the background the children continued uninterrupted to swing out over the water on their jute rope and drop with excited shrieks into the middle of the stream. 

			“I do believe that’s the first wash you’ve had in many a long year.” Merlin chuckled, walking toward the dripping, dirt-streaked hermit, a blackened rim around the bottom of his grimy robe where the fire had left its mark. 

			Bovey spun around to face Merlin and the boy. 

			“Dum vivimus, vivimus,” he snarled. 

			“While you live I will let you live, but only if you and your despicable companion stop visiting this parody of terror upon innocent folk.” Merlin raised his long, bony finger at Bovey in admonishment. 

			The snake jerked its neck at Merlin and Twilight several times in a vain attempt to recreate the jet of flame that had so inconvenienced its master. Nothing happened. 

			“Ahhh,” sighed Merlin. “The snake-in-the-grass again tries to be a dragon.” His eyes flashed an intense emerald green at the serpent, and it instantly disappeared. 

			“What have you done?” Bovey wailed. “Where is my friend, my beautiful friend? What have you done with my Anguis?” 

			“He is there, cockscum. Look hard and you may find him crawling through the grass and dead leaves. A few days as an earthworm may teach him a little humility.” 

			Bovey dropped to his knees and began a whimpering search along the ground. He picked up a worm and held it high. 

			“Is that him, sorcerer? Is that my Anguis?” 

			“It might be, malodorous charlatan, it just might be.” 

			Bovey cradled the earthworm in his hand and began to mutter and caress it. He glowered at Merlin. 

			“Your witchcraft does not frighten me, long magus. You will pay for this one day, see if you won’t.” 

			Merlin glowered at him. “Be very careful, ex-monk. Otherwise, it might be you crawling around with the insects, and I might not be so lenient with the time. And remember, no more terrorizing folk or pretending to be me.” 

			Bovey scowled, and nodded at Twilight. 

			“I saw this boy yesterday, and he spoke directly into my mind. He is a tyro veneficus, your replacement?” 

			“He is called Twilight. If I were you I’d keep well out of his way as he will need much practice to get his enchantments working correctly. All manner of strange things will happen to those who cross his path as he learns, some of which may not be reversible.” 

			“Doesn’t he have a tongue to speak for himself, or does he only take the coward’s route, directly into people’s mind?” 

			“I certainly do have a tongue,” said Twilight. “But if I were you I would concentrate upon other matters.” 

			“Such as?” Bovey spat out the words. 

			“Well, Merlin hawks for a start. And other birds. They like nothing more than a good, juicy earthworm in their stomach.” 

			Glancing fearfully skywards, the dirty old hermit closed his hand protectively around the worm and, muttering dark threats, hurried off into the forest. 

			“He spoke Latin, and you called him an ex-monk,” said Twilight as they walked slowly back to the compound. “You were also very easy on him, it seemed to me.” 

			Merlin sighed. 

			“He is learned in the Latin tongue and like me reverts to it when taken by surprise. For many years he practiced his devotions as a monk under Paulinus, the first Christian bishop of York, in a great northern monastery there. York is known as the northern cradle of that faith. Paulinus sent Bovey as a wandering missionary to Wessex to spread their gospel, and he had a small monastery built at Glastonbury, a settlement some three days’ ride from here. Against his will he gave sanctuary to a marauding band of mercenaries said to be under the orders of a warlord of Mercia, sent here to harry and pillage. In order to get at the mercenaries, King Arthur had to sack the monastery, and Bovey and his small band of followers were cast out. They took to living in a cave on the edge of the forest, but gradually the followers deserted him until he was the only one left. Not being made of martyr stock he rather lost his faith. That was thirty years ago. Since then he has lived alone, and, in the time-honored manner of aging men living in solitude, has forgotten most of his learning and beliefs and become a deviant old man. The ridiculous serpent turned up a couple of years ago and wanted the cave for his own shelter. Somehow they reached an accommodation, which has turned into this vile partnership of terror. Luckily it has only been going on for a short time - you and your father were their third or fourth victims. Now it is finished. And yes, I was lenient with him, but there is a reason for that which he is unaware of.” 

			“I think I know what it is,” said the boy, interrupting. “It was upon your counsel that King Arthur sacked Bovey’s monastery, wasn’t it?” 

			“Yes,” said Merlin quietly. “It was also upon my counsel that Bovey and his small band of followers were cast out and saved from the fate of the mercenaries who had occupied his small monastery, all of whom were hacked to death by Arthur’s knights. Bovey would never understand, especially now, for it was a long time ago, but I actually saved his miserable life. Therefore, I must also take some blame for his subsequent actions. It is the sort of paradox that weighs heavily on the shoulders of those with our powers. We can manipulate phenomena, but we are just like everyone else when it comes to the vagaries of fate.” 

			“How did you change that huge serpent into an earthworm?” asked Twilight. 

			“I didn’t change it into an earthworm. I need to conserve my energies. Why use a complicated, energy-sapping piece of wizardry when a little bit of junior sorcery - which is all instant movement is - will suffice? Save the complicated stuff, and therefore your energy, for when you need it. “ 

			“That earthworm wasn’t Bovey’s Anguis, then, just an ordinary earthworm.” Twilight bent down and rustled around under the dead leaves at the side of the track they were walking along, and then held up a worm. “The like of which can be found everywhere around here!” He held the wriggling creature triumphantly under the old wizard’s nose for a few moments before carefully replacing it under the leaves. 

			Merlin smiled indulgently as the boy gradually worked it out for himself. 

			“And you didn’t actually say that the worm Bovey found was the reptile, you only said that it might be. But what, I wonder, did you do with Anguis?” Twilight paused in thought for a moment, and then answered his own question. “I know! Instant movement, you said … so you put him where he was going anyway. Bovey had placed him carefully under a thick branch in order to carry out their disgusting charade … and you put him there … you put him up on the branch! You placed the wretched creature onto the branch and put him to sleep for a few days. Bovey never thought to look up there because he was too busy scrabbling around in the leaves. Now he’ll spend the next few days protecting and cooing over a genuine earthworm!” 

			Merlin nodded in sober appreciation of the boy’s deductive powers; then the great gray-tinged dark brows rose and the emerald eyes twinkled, and they both burst out laughing. As they walked slowly and happily back to the compound, Phi suddenly appeared on a branch beside them and, repeating his salutation rite as before, let out two piercing shrieks, lifted his talons, and was gone. Merlin gave a grunt of pleasure and waved after the swiftly disappearing falcon. He turned to Twilight and nodded. 

			“Your father is safely home with your mother and brothers and sisters.” 

			“Thank you,” the boy said simply. 

			They would be gathered around the hearth in the gloom of their wood and earth hovel, their smiles of palpable relief at the success of the father’s mission lighting up the smoky interior. Life for them had just become a great deal easier. The loss of their “odd” brother meant they were now in control of their own movements and thoughts. No more unexplained travails, extraordinary extravagancies, and involuntary actions. Apart from his mother, Leah, of course. She wouldn’t be smiling. She would keep her weary face away from them in the gloom for a while until she had composed herself. She would never reconcile the loss of her silent first-born with the subsequent wellbeing of the rest of her brood, but that had been the decision of her husband and the Settlement Council of Elders. They were wrong, and their reasoning was skewed, yet it had to be. In that instinctive way mothers have of being aware of matters beyond the bounds of simple brood familiarity, she had always understood that Will was special in some indefinable, mystical way, and that he would somehow fulfill a destiny that was far beyond her understanding. The stories Sam regaled to the rest of them when he returned of their travails on the journey to Merlin’s compound were further proof. The way her Will, now renamed Twilight by the long magus, had coolly dealt with the old man called Bovey and his odious serpent and the Lament of the Sorrows told her what she had always suspected. His joyful acceptance by the old sorcerer at his compound confirmed it. 

			Were Will’s - Twilight’s - powers such that he could somehow guess her great secret? The secret that ran so very deep that she had hardly dared even to contemplate its consequences with her innermost thoughts, let alone share it with another human being. That fateful day over fourteen years ago, when the white dove had flown gently and irresistibly over the breeze-brushed grass of the green hill just two weeks before she went through the hand-fasting ritual of marriage with Sam Timms. Did the long magus, the venerable veneficus himself, know who her eldest boy really was? 

			To walk through the medieval mist of an autumn equinox is to walk through the remains of every life that ever lived before us on this turning earth. Each minute teardrop of floating humidity is the vaporized soul of a cowerer, a once-human inhabitant who lived out its term of prostrated avoidance in the vicinity wherein it now swirled and screamed in a silent, tortured cloud. A powerful legend of medieval Britain has it that only one type of live species can walk among these silently raging equinoctial mists and commune with the tortured souls therein. Such a communer is a very rare and special person described variously by deeply superstitious, sign-making Celtic and West Saxon folk as a hybrid of sorcerer, magician, alchemist, wizard, oracle, or wax-pale ghost. 

			A veneficus. 

			



	




Chapter Four 

			As the lone curlew’s dawn call cast its haunting melody over the borderland region of Oswestry, it was gradually subsumed by a greater sound as the clashing din of battle approached the slumbering Marches. Drawing ever closer, the cries and clashes took on the frenzy of rout as the winning army of King Penda of Northumbria and his superior men of the north surrounded the disorganized forces of King Oswald of Mercia. 

			Alongside the great wood-and-earthenware ramparts of the Wall of Severus, later known as Offa’s Dyke, the battle for supremacy was soon over, and Penda’s victory was complete. He was now the undisputed ruler of two-thirds of the lands known as Britain. Before the blood of Oswald’s slaughtered army had dried on the keen iron of Penda’s soldiers, his victorious eyes turned westward to the one-third of mainland Britain he did not rule. 

			The green and mysterious Celtic lands of Wessex. 

			Calling for his counselor, Penda brooded upon the possibilities. His men were tired and needed rest from constant battle, yet he, Penda of Northumbria, unchallenged king of the Saxons, was driven by God and the Christian right to rid the land of the pagans that inhabited Wessex. Then he would unite all the realms under the Saxon rule - his rule. Wessex, colonized by a mixture of Iberians, Jutes, Angles, Celts, Gauls, and the hated Britons, had always been a mystery, even to the now departed Romans. Steeped in impenetrable legends of pre-Celtic mysticism from the tin-mining areas of Kernow to the hill fortifications and rolling downlands of Wiltshire, the region where fantasy, heresy, idolatry, and reality blended in an exhilarating mix of chimerism. It was this mix that provided would-be conquerors with the real reason for the domination of Wessex, and Penda, albeit hiding behind the zeal of Christianity, was no different. A conquering king can rewrite a great deal of history if he can control fantastic events. 

			Penda watched from the top of a grassy knoll as his elegant counselor, the ever-present white-furred guardian locked faithfully alongside, moved slowly through the blood-soaked carnage of the marshy battlefield toward him. He would soon have his answers, for the counselor, although young, was unusually prescient and had been proved right in advising him that victory would be his if he pursued Oswald’s army to this place and surrounded them. 

			Elelendise affected a small bow as she reached his side. The white wolf whined, bared its sharp fangs and, ensuring that its fur remained in contact with its beloved mistress, sat dutifully at her feet, its vigilant, pale gray eyes turning continuously around the immediate area for any sign of danger. 

			Penda spoke, the elation of triumph lacing his words. 

			“The victory is ours, just as you prophesied, Elelendise. The brave swords of our men of the north have dispatched the ragged army of Oswald. I am now the undisputed ruler of Deira and Mercia.” 

			The tall, fair-haired Elelendise smiled, her beauty lighting up the somber scene of battle all around them. 

			“It was a great victory, my lord. And the vanquished pagan King Oswald?” 

			“Here, in chains.” Penda motioned to a bloodied, tall man nearby, still wearing armor and guarded by six of his personal guards. “I am considering his future,” the victorious king added, walking toward his beaten foe. 

			“Do you have any suggestions, counselor?” 

			As they neared the vanquished but unbowed Briton king, the white wolf, already edgy due to the strong smells of fresh battlefield blood all around, began to whine and bare its dripping fangs again. 

			Elelendise walked up to Oswald and stared straight into his bloodied face for a long while. 

			“Yes, my lord,” she said quietly. “Remove his heathen head from his shoulders and set it on that hill over there so that his dead eyes look toward the north in perpetual homage to your rule. I will place a flock of rooks there as guardians who will peck out all the flesh of his rancid skull except the eyes. Their unseeing setting will also serve as a reminder to anyone who would be blind enough to usurp or challenge your Saxon rule.” 

			Oswald slowly lifted his bloodied head, met her gaze coolly, and nodded. 

			“Then my dead eyes will look upon your demise, sorceress, and your rooks will perish from the poison in my flesh brought about by my hatred of Saxons and the lowly stargazers who would assist them under the guise of an alien god.” 

			The huge white wolf snarled and crouched as if to spring at the throat of the proud king. 

			“It’s all right, Lupa,” soothed Elelendise, stroking the rough white fur on its neck before turning back to Oswald. “Have a care, idolater, and cling to your baubles while you still have life in your heathen fingers. Your anti-Christ existence is of no mind to us. It is a wasteland of defeated indifference.” 

			“There is a peaceful place awaiting my soul, a place where we will not meet,” Oswald said simply before putting his chin on his breastplate, signaling he had nothing more to say. 

			Penda waved a mailed hand at the guards. “Remove his head and follow my counselor’s instructions,” he ordered imperiously. 

			As the guards marched the doomed Oswald away, Penda turned to Elelendise. “My inclination is to continue onward to the realm of Wessex and wipe forever the pagan scourge of the Celts from these lands. What say you, veneficus?” 

			The beautiful Elelendise, counselor to the Court of King Penda, holder of the northern venefical enchantments, adored liege-lord of the wolves, and fresh from the teachings of the mighty northern magus Mael, whom she had succeeded when he had reached his century just over one year ago, pondered the question she had long known was coming. 

			“The excitement of victory is still strong within us, my lord, and, welcome as it is, it must not be allowed to lead us into uncharted territory. I would counsel caution and a much-needed rest for your army before we proceed.” 

			“You have been to Wessex?” the king asked. 

			“Once, one year ago, soon after I succeeded Mael. My prophecies pointed me toward it as a possible future campaign.” 

			“What are the dangers?” 

			“There are no armies to speak of now, no known leader under whom they would unite. The realm has been riven by internecine battles for a number of years: Britons, Angles, Jutes, and Celts. Mainly local warlords flexing their muscles, small factions struggling for local domination, settlement versus settlement, family against family. I do not foresee a battlefield like this one, only local skirmishes and inexpert ambush.” 

			“Excellent, then we march on to Wessex in the morning,” King Penda exclaimed, slapping a mailed glove to his thigh and causing the settled white wolf to start instantly to his feet, ready to protect his mistress. 

			“Steady, Lupa.” Elelendise again soothed the twitchy animal with a gentle hand before addressing the king. 

			“My lord, I did perceive one problem during my visit to Wessex that should be addressed before we set out.” 

			“What is it?” 

			Elelendise paused momentarily before continuing. 

			“There is a resident veneficus of some repute of whom you have heard. Although he is getting near the end of his term and has forsaken all forms of warfare, he has been a mighty force in the battles and enchanted history of those lands.” 

			“You refer to the legendary Merlin?” Penda frowned. 

			“Yes,” replied Elelendise. “Known as the long magus because of his great height.” 

			“Why has he forsaken all forms of warfare?” 

			“When, fifty years ago, he was the famed counselor to King Arthur of Camelot - who, as you know, was a relative of Oswald, whom we have defeated here today - Merlin became disillusioned with the perpetuation of continuous killing in the name of war.” 

			“But legend has it that Arthur only embarked upon a campaign when the prophecies of Merlin so declared it,” said Penda with a furrowed brow. 

			“That is so, my lord. The Grail King fought twelve successive battles on the advice of Merlin, but somewhere along that bloodthirsty trail the long magus had a change of heart and began to turn away from warfare.” 

			Penda looked at her carefully. “I hope that you are not likely to have such a change of heart. Our Saxon cause needs your prophecies undivided by any considerations of pity or vulgarian subversion.” 

			Elelendise smiled. “Worry not, my lord. All the astoundments at my command are in your service for as long as you need them. Have I not demonstrated my complete loyalty to your Saxon Christian cause?” 

			“You have, particularly here on this field of battle. Tell me, does Merlin have the power or the will left to disrupt our invasion of Wessex?” 

			She thought for a while. “I think not. He is old and weary, although he will probably be teaching a replacement who could have a different view on the matter.” 

			“What do you suggest?” asked the Saxon king. 

			Elelendise caressed the long, coarse white fur on Lupa’s neck, causing the wolf to whine and push against her hand in pleasure. 

			“Lupa and I will go there and entreat forcibly with him. Goad and push at his aged venefical pride to see if there is anything left that would cause him to use the enchantments to impede our progress.” 

			“And if he does?” 

			“We will ensure his immediate incarceration under his destiny stone.” 

			“You have the power to extinguish the mighty Merlin’s flame?” asked Penda with incredulity. 

			“I have the power to extinguish the inferno of Hades itself,” she replied softly. 

			“And his venefical replacement?” 

			“When I was there one year ago he did not have one. If he has one now he has not had the time to pass on anything of consequence. The replacement will be a novice in the enchantments - one year is not enough. I sat at the feet of Mael for fifteen years in order to learn how to command the phenomena of great sorcery.” 

			Penda pondered for a moment. 

			“Then go and goad the long magus. We will rest here until your return. If you are not back within three days we will begin the march toward Wessex. In the meantime,” he turned to his equerry, “send a strongly armed detail to the north for my wife and daughter. I have need of their company, and they shall join us in Wessex.” 

			“Immediately, my lord.” The equerry hurried away to carry out the order. 

			As Elelendise strode purposefully through the still-warm blood of the battlefield with the ever-vigilant Lupa locked to her side, a flock of silent night-black rooks swooped low over the bloody battlefield and landed on the top of the nearby hill. A broadsword flashed in the still morning air of the Marches, and the severed head of the former King Oswald thudded to the ground in preparation for its hilltop vigil. 

			When each one of the many millions of cowerers died, they died badly. Whimpering, roaring, or mute, whatever their final state, they all died locked in the craven grip of a dread that had accompanied them throughout their lives. That is the lot of the cowerer. Every cringing thought revolved around the terror of ultimate death. No matter what they did throughout their abject lives, the finality of death lurked behind every action, every moment, an ever-present mare waiting to snatch them into the beckoning maw of its black embrace. Recognizing the inevitability of that embrace and their stomach-churning susceptibility to its remorseless inevitability, many of them took their own trembling lives. 

			Which took a certain kind of courage. 

			Wither the cowerer then? 

			



	




Chapter Five 

			Merlin sat quietly on the side of the boy’s straw bed and watched the rise and fall of his thin young chest and listened to the hush of his breath as he slept. Occasional incoherent mutterings broke from Twilight’s lips as the fantastic events of the previous two days played across his subconscious. The old wizard’s face softened, and he reached out his long, bony fingers and gently stroked the dark hair that partly covered the sleeping face. It was a tremendous burden to be placed upon one so young, so vulnerable, yet there was an inner strength in that thin body and a quick mind behind those dark, Cimmerian eyes that belied his age. Were seven years enough to accomplish all that needed to be done? Could the complexity of the enchantments and their enactment be learned to the point where they could be applied correctly? Would the raging mists accept a mere stripling at their Equinoctial Festival of the Dead? 

			He sighed deeply, got up from the boy’s bed, and walked to the door of the small dwelling house situated in the center of the compound. Looking out, he nodded and began to smile. 

			Another big question had just been answered. 

			Turning back to the bed he saw Twilight’s dark eyes were wide open and fixed upon him. 

			“Good morning, skirmisher. I trust you slept well.” 

			“I felt your hand,” said Twilight. “It was gentle, yet spoke of doubt.” 

			“Ahhh.” The old wizard’s eyes flashed. “That was before I looked outside and saw what awaits you in the twilight glow of the dawn. Ad tempus, my monochrome-viewing little friend, has arrived.” 

			The boy sat bolt upright. “My ligamen!” he shouted excitedly. “My ligamen are here!” 

			He leapt from his straw bed and ran to the door … and stopped dead, stunned by the sight that greeted his black-andwhite vision. 

			Row upon row of black and white. 

			“Pica,” Merlin breathed in his ear. “You are the liege-lord of the entire population of the wondrously inventive pica … otherwise known by the Celts as the magpie, the most proudly twinkling and capriciously intelligent, bauble-loving blatherskites of all the wild birds.” 

			On every available place around the compound, festooned along the tops of the stockade fence, crowded onto the straw roofs of the two simple dwelling houses, along fallen logs used as seats, and on every available branch in the surrounding trees perched thousands of beautiful, silent, glossy black-and-white fan-tailed birds. Every one of their glinting, dark brown eyes was fixed upon the doorway that now held Merlin and Twilight, every sharp black beak pointed in proud homage toward the ground. 

			“Pica,” Twilight whispered in awe. 

			Raising his hands toward them Twilight stepped from the doorway and turned in a circle to include the entire multitude of birds in his salute. As he did so all the birds began to hop from one foot to the other and to flutter and fan their long tails and wings. Finally the massed rows settled down. 

			“Oh Merlin, they are magnificent,” he whispered. “What should I do now?” 

			“Nothing … just wait for a few moments,” came the quiet reply. “They will have selected leaders, and they will be gathering all their courage for the right moment to present themselves to you. Remember, pica mate for life and are never far apart from each other.” 

			Twilight thought of the many times he had observed the magpie pairs from his settlement, their bright-eyed, natural wariness of humans always ensuring that they kept a safe distance from him. He had become the same with his fellow man, especially after he had given up speech and had become steadily more isolated from the daily life of the settlement. Most of his time was spent alone in hidden hollows and copse, closely observing the seasonal movements and changes of nature and animals and living in his own head. The other settlement boys around his age, when not taunting him, kept out of his way, especially after the dwelling house affair. 

			The largest building in the Malmesbury settlement was known as the dwelling house, an open structure in the center of all the other dwellings and in which all communal life took place. It was a circular building with a pitched reed roof interwoven through strong willow boughs with eight sturdy oak posts to support it. The settlement elders met there regularly to discuss communal matters and collect the geld; the crops and harvest was sold there; village women gathered there to weave their rough tunics and to chatter, and it was used for hand-fasting ceremonies, proclamations, feast day celebrations, and anything else requiring an assembly of the inhabitants. One quiet summer afternoon Will was sitting in a shady spot under a beech tree on the edge of the settlement, when he was suddenly hit by a barrage of hard acorns. A group of five giggling settlement boys aged from seven to ten stepped from behind an oak tree nearby and sauntered off, still firing at him spasmodically using their crude, jute-stringed slings, a favorite and easily mastered weapon. Wearying of the sport - baiting and firing at Will was a common pastime of theirs and one to which he never retaliated - they took to chasing each other in and around the sturdy poles of the dwelling house. 

			Ruefully rubbing the stinging spots where the acorns had peppered his body, Will found himself wishing that something ill would happen to them to teach them a lesson. Something 

			like the roof of the dwelling house falling on their heads. 

			And that was precisely what happened. 

			With a crackling of seasoned willow boughs, the entire roof collapsed on top of the five boys. When the dust and reed debris had cleared, the eight sturdy oak posts were the only things left standing. 

			Luckily there had not been anything else going on there at the time. 

			Coughing and spluttering, four of the boys, covered in broken reeds, dust, and bits of willow, crawled out from the heap that had been the settlement house roof. 

			But one of them did not. 

			A group of people appeared instantly and, with much pointing, shouting, and frantic tearing away at the debris, finally dug out the missing boy, and he was carried unconscious back to his home. The following day he appeared with a huge purple bruise on his forehead and his broken right leg in a wooden splint. 

			Will had been horrified. Although no one in the settlement associated him with the collapsed roof, he knew that he had caused it. His thought processes had been too specific and the result too instantaneous. He knew he was different from the others in some vaguely undefined way, knew he possessed some sort of power, but this demonstration of it was frightening, especially when used to harm a relatively innocent settlement boy. A few stinging acorns certainly didn’t merit his injuries, and this boy could easily have been killed. 

			In a blind panic he had run into the woods and sat there for a long time considering the consequences of what had just happened. It was then he decided that he would not speak. Silence would be his shield against the strange things that he could not yet understand. Something else had happened that day. When he had fled into the woods he’d been accompanied. A pair of pica had stayed high in the treetops but kept with him. Chattering and flapping around loudly it was almost as if they knew of his distress and wanted him to know that they were there. 

			Strangely, from that point on he became more aware of them. They always seemed to be around him. In his many private sojourns into private places in the meadows and woods around the settlement, unnoticed at first, an inevitable pair of the black-and-white plumaged birds would be close by. 

			They obviously knew far more than he did at that time. 

			Now he was their liege-lord and guardian and, in their turn, they would help him whenever he needed them. 

			From the highest point in one of the surrounding trees, two almost identically marked glossy-feathered birds flew toward them in that curious dipping flight peculiar to the species. Landing together on the other side of the compound they walked in a slow, dignified waddle toward the boy and Merlin. With their black heads held beak down and tails respectfully fanned downward, proud, bright brown eyes fixed unblinkingly upon the boy’s face, they came to a halt a few yards away. The dawn light glinted on their almost purple wing feathers in stark contrast to the prominent white of their proudly presented breast down. As they approached, the boy felt a gentle nudge in his back propelling him away from Merlin toward the birds. 

			After a suitable interval when the young liege-lord and his two subjects had eyed each other carefully for a while, Twilight spoke quietly. “Welcome, most honorable pica, welcome. I am Twilight, tyro veneficus.” 

			The larger bird raised his right claw outward and then put it down again in much the same way as Phi had done. As he did so there was a general movement in the multitudinous rows of black-and-white birds all around the compound as they all repeated the greeting. His beak opened and closed several times, and a low-register cackle came out, which, to Twilight’s complete surprise, he found he could understand. 

			“I am Bell, leader of the Wessex pica. This is my lifelong partner, Ceeba. We salute you, Twilight, tyro veneficus, and welcome you as our liege-lord. We have waited a long time for your coming.” 

			Twilight went down on one knee and spoke gravely. 

			“It is a great honor for me to be your liege-lord. I will endeavor always to wear that title with courage and humility.” 

			“Two of us will be in your vicinity at all times, day and night,” cackled Ceeba. “You may not see them, but they will be there. Should you need them for anything you only have to call out the word ‘pica,’ and the nearest will come to you immediately.” 

			“Thank you,” was all Twilight could say. 

			“We know that some of the things you will have to face will be terrifying,” said Bell. “Pica are well-versed in the intricacies of terror, as witnessed by some of the names history has bestowed upon us. Names such as the Devil Bird or Lucifer’s Shadow, the Checkered Phantom or Piedpoly Demon, and, of course, your namesake, the Wings of Twilight. We are now, truly, the Wings of Twilight.” 

			Before the boy could clear his throat of the emotion he felt and husk out a suitably gracious reply, Ceeba, her head inclined slightly to one side, an attitude of talking Twilight was to come to know well in the female of the species, cackled at him again. 

			“We watched over your journey here with your father, just in case, but you did not need us.” 

			“You knew of my journey and its purpose?” said Twilight. 

			Bell turned his black beak in a circle to encompass all the surrounding birds. “As I said, the pica of Wessex have been waiting for you for a long time. It was prophesied that you would come now, to this place, to learn the ways of the veneficus from the long magus.” 

			He dipped his head in salute toward Merlin and then, as if on a silent, instant signal, the two birds stepped backward in complete unison and flew to a space on a branch high in a nearby tree. 

			“Good-bye, liege-lord of the pica,” called Ceeba from her perch. “And remember, two of us will be close by at all times.” 

			They both raised their right claws and were gone. In a cacophony of “good-byes,” raising of claws and the frantic beating of wings, the entire population of many hundreds of Wessex pica took off. As the great flock circled above the compound in their dipping flight, Twilight and Merlin waved to them. 

			“Good-bye, pica, good-bye,” called Twilight, his eyes full of tears. “And thank you for letting me be your liege-lord.” 

			“Fortuna prospera, Wings of Twilight,” whispered Merlin before turning to the boy. “Et nunc et semper ars magica et cor rara avis quo fata vocant.” 

			“Such a wonderful gift, language,” said Twilight, almost to himself. “I now understand two of them: my own tongue and, to my complete surprise, the language of the pica. Alas, I have yet to master Latin.” 

			“Ahhh yes, Latin. I allowed the occasion to get to me, didn’t I. What I said was: ‘Now and always you will have on your side both sorcery and the hearts of those rare birds … whither the fates call.’” 

			“Quo fata vocant,” remembered the boy, watching the birds breaking into pairs and dispersing over the tree line. “They are so beautiful and brave. Bell said that they have waited a long time for my coming.” 

			Merlin grinned down at him from his great height. “We all have, little skirmisher. We all have.” 

			Merlin and the boy walked slowly along the forest periphery, one gently expounding the generalities of the role, the other absorbing every word to the best of his ability. 

			“Natural phenomena occur as a result of the shifting wonders of nature. Before you learn the enchantments of the unnatural world you must first understand the Earth and her methods. Many great civilizations have lived and died upon her surface, and many more will follow. Like millions of blind babies grouping for the teat, these civilizations scrabbled and fought for succor upon the barren breasts of her lands, never really understanding her right to give or their duty to replace. Those who paid heed to her moods and worked within them flourished. Some of the earliest settlers worshipped the Earth Mother, whom they named Nerthus, but that was way before the Roman occupation brought civilization and a delight in obscenity and torture to these separated lands. Others, learned in many other ways yet blind to earthly reason, ignored the warnings and disappeared forever in the bottomless maw of her great reserve. So it is to earth, fire, water, and wind we will turn first, the sticks and stones, zephyrs and flora, rivers, seasons and fauna, alchemy and anima, smoke and flames of the all-conquering armies of nature.” 

			As he spoke, he waved his long arms around in a gesture to encompass the whole of nature surrounding them. “And we don’t have to look very far to find those armies. We are surrounded by them.” 

			“When will I be able to produce great feats of sorcery and prophecy?” asked Twilight eagerly. 

			“You already can,” replied Merlin. “Perhaps your embryonic skills couldn’t yet be described as the means to produce great feats of transition or prophecy of historic significance, but you are certainly capable of minor shifts of phenomena and reasonable future vision. However, it is imperative that these embryonic skills are tempered with an understanding of two vital elements before you embark upon their execution. First, you must understand the aforesaid complex and often obscure workings of the earth, and second, you must learn to quickly reverse an enchantment. It is a compelling argument for the triumph of sorcery in the everlasting battle of good over evil that you master these two skills.” 

			Merlin stopped and pointed a long finger at the corner of a meadow where a clump of green willows waved gently over a bubbling chalk stream. One flash of his great emerald eyes and instantly the area changed into a small, infested swamp with bare, dead willows dripping green slime into the still, black, stagnant water. 

			“See there. If I couldn’t change that area back to its former beauty, I would have destroyed one of the earth’s natural beauty spots forever. That is the highest and most mortal sin of the veneficus: making a complete mess of something and being unable to reverse the situation. If left as it is, that slime-ridden mire will fester and grow, take over the entire area. It is a good example of how a wrongly conceived enchantment can allow the wrong forces to gain a toehold on the territory of the righteous, a toehold that will soon spread its blighted message to everything it touches. The humankind comparison is obvious. Now you can begin to understand just how important it is for us to learn, right at the outset, the skill to quickly undo what we create. I cannot reverse your mistakes, nor you mine. Only the creator can un-sully his own work. Reversing an enchantment is a particular skill and takes time to learn. It will be a long time before you will have mastered that skill, and until you can do so we must be very selective in your usage of the enchantments.” 

			The green eyes flashed, and once again the willows waved gently over the bubbling chalk stream. 

			“That transition cost you dear in energy?” Twilight asked, watching the old wizard sink gratefully down on a grassy hummock to rest. 

			“Yes it did, but such demonstrations are vital if you are to learn quickly. Now, my little newly crowned liege-lord of the pica, what are the two most important skills for you to learn first of all?” 

			“An understanding of how the Earth works and the ability to reverse an enchantment,” said Twilight. 

			“The Elder Pendragon taught me some simple couplets to remember the importance of those two vital elements. He called it ‘the Song of the Veneficus.’ The couplets went like this: 

			“Kiss the winds and sense the seasons, 

			Smell the rain and know the reasons. 

			Feel the sun, plunge the earth 

			Whisper plant, whisper birth. 

			Run with hares, fly with birds 

			Climb with trees heavenwards. 

			Then you will know the reasons why 

			The earth resides beneath the sky. 

			And if you think it’s yours to change, 

			To redesign and rearrange, 

			Consider your time within its place 

			As no more than a flash in space, 

			And in that flash you would deface 

			The beauty of its timeless place, 

			For no more than a flash in space 

			You would leave your own disgrace 

			So by kissing winds of zephyr light 

			And smelling rain throughout the night 

			And understanding backward sight 

			All your mistakes are rendered right; 

			And this noble place we call our Earth 

			Will have survived you death from birth 

			And all will be as it was before, 

			Your flash in space required a cure.” 

			There was silence between them as Twilight absorbed this information. Slowly he repeated the opening lines: “Kiss the winds and sense the seasons, smell the rain and know the reasons.” 

			Off to their right and slightly behind them as they rested on the hummock, two pica flapped and called to each other high in the trees - the boy’s guardians were keeping their watchful station. Merlin touched the boy’s forehead. “I have restored full color to your sight, for you will need all your senses when we get to our destination today.” 

			“Where are we going?” 

			Merlin looked into the distance and replied in a faraway, quivering voice. “Where the rolling chalk hills of Wessex ease their shoulders gently against each other we will find the first place. It is an ancient and magical ringed stone site called Ave-bury, the burial place of all Wessex venefici. It is where I buried the Elder Pendragon at the end of his one hundredth year, and he likewise buried Idris the Former, and so on all the way back to the beginning of recorded venefical time. It is where you will bury me at the end of the seventh year from now.” 

			He held up his long hand to still the anguished words on Twilight’s lips. 

			“I know, I know. We have only just met and I’m already talking of my own death. It’s an unfortunate subject for one so young. You, my little skirmisher, have to grow up very quickly in a very short time. It’s an inevitable consequence of where we find ourselves.” 

			“I don’t understand death,” mumbled the boy. “I don’t understand it at all.” 

			The long magus patted him on the head. “It is nothing to fear,” he said kindly. “After Avebury we will go to another special place nearby, also made of ringed stones. This place is called Stonehenge. It is the great council seat of the raging cowerers, the place where they have their Equinoctial Festival of the Dead. It is not time for the festival yet - that is a few weeks away - and as you know we must attend on that day. Our visit today is purely educational so that you will understand a little more about the ways of such matters at the appropriate time.” 

			Twilight wiped away a tear. He was beginning to understand the enormity of the task they faced as teacher and pupil. And in seven years time, the entire responsibility would be his. It didn’t seem such a long time now. 

			“I am frightened. There is so much to be learned,” he said quietly. “Must you depart this earth in seven years, and if so, will I be able to call on you?” 

			“It is a perfectly natural feeling, but remember this. Fear is the jailer of reason. You will soon learn to conquer its icy grip. Ofttimes you will feel overwhelmed by the tide of wrongdoing you will be expected to subdue. One against the multitudes. But do not despair. Your power is your strength, and it is always greater than the forces that would overthrow you. Learn to trust it. There is always a path, a way to overcome every obstacle. Part of my job is to ensure you have the means to discover that path. And don’t forget your loyal birds. They will always be by your side. Yes, I must depart this earth at the end of seven more years, and no, you will not be able to call on me. The death of a veneficus is a finite affair. When you have laid my body to rest under one of the mighty stones of Avebury, you will don the full mantle of the enchantments with pride and confidence. That is my remaining task on this earth, and I will see that it is accomplished.” 

			“Why do we have to attend the Equinoctial Festival of the Dead, and what will we do there?” 

			“When the ancients began to understand how the complicated existence of erring humankind affected the world, and how the errant behavior and deeds of the past influenced and affected the present and the future, they decided that a system of retribution should be put in place to punish, when dead, those who had led an unworthy life. In those far-off days, and still to some extent today, people were judged on their courage. Mettle spoke for all. As a result the ancients set up a system whereby all cowerers, whatever the reasoning, had their souls confined to a minute droplet of moisture within a great, raging charnel mist. The confinement did not result, as envisaged, in a manifestation of future goodness but turned the countless millions of cowerers into a screaming, raging mass, whose rage is directed at the ancients for the entrapment of their tortured souls. In the sarcophagal mists there is no place called Oblivion, no eternal rest. The screaming souls of the cowerers are trapped. There is a powerful legend that says one day these raging mists will break through the sarcophagal barriers that bind them to the mist and sweep across the earth in a screaming mass of undiluted hatred. Many thousands of years ago venefici were placed by the ancients to police the cowerers. We are the only people who can commune with them, their only link with the live world. And that communing can only take place throughout the first day of the Autumn Equinox when the mists are at their most active. We soothsay them, listen to the tortured pleas of their elected representatives, soothe, placate, and maintain … then we listen again, and again, always soft-voiced to contain their rage. Our role on behalf of mankind is to maintain them as the charnel mists. It is a wasteland from which they must never be released.” 

			“And if they are released?” Twilight held his breath, already knowing the answer to his question. 

			“It would be the end of mankind as we know it,” said the long magus in little more than a whisper. “The combined power of the cowerers is capable of wiping all traces of our existence from this earth in a matter of days.” 

			“And previous venefici have always managed to maintain this situation?” 

			“Much to their credit, they have,” replied the still-whispering Merlin. “But it gets harder every year due to the increasing numbers. Cowerers don’t die - they already have - nor do they fade away. They just multiply as more candidates arrive in the mists.” 

			“How on earth do we do it?” whispered Twilight, following his master. 

			Suddenly, Merlin spoke directly into his mind. 

			By the Epigrams of Martialis I will tell you this, and, for the time being, only this, for the burden of this knowledge could easily subsume you. Gradually, as you learn to handle the knowing, I will reveal more. The ancients left a method of control, a key to the imprisonment of the cowering masses that can be known only to the ruling veneficus in residence. At the right time I will pass the secrets of that key to you. In the meantime, any reference to it between us must be made through direct mind-speech. No one else must ever learn how the key works or even become aware of its existence. In the wrong hands that knowledge could result in total catastrophe. As long as we alone hold that key, the safe kingdom of mankind will be preserved, cowering insurrection remain shackled, and our venefical obligation settled. I realize that it’s not a very satisfactory answer, dear boy, especially to one so eager for knowledge, but the unwritten laws governing the actions and reactions necessary to maintain a balance across all sections of humankind require that such knowledge is held only in one place, and that place is in the wilderness of my head. There is no known method of coercion that can remove it; we venefici don’t feel physical pain. 

			What if anything should happen to you before you pass on the key to me? 

			There will always be time, a way. And while we are not venefici perennis - indestructible wizards - if threatened with death, our power will always enable us to seek another state for as long as is needed. 

			And if death threatens to engulf both of us? 

			Then we have twice as much power with which to resist it. 

			Am I really a wizard? I still find it hard to believe that all these wonderful and frightening things are happening to me. 

			“Oh yes!” Merlin broke into speech and laughed as he got to his feet. “You just haven’t realized it yet. And a very quick one at that. Your mind has the speed of a shooting star and the agility of puffballs on an eddying wind. Now, forward. We have a two-hour walk in front of us.” 

			“Why don’t you merely transform us to the site of the ringed stones of Avebury? I know it’s power-sapping, but so is walking. Besides, I hate walking.” 

			Twilight’s dark eyes craned upward to fix the long magus in a childlike look of pleading. 

			“Because, my lazy little skirmisher, we can usefully occupy the time teaching you some of the great secrets of the flora and fauna we pass on the way. Besides, your guardian pica would think it most rude of us if we suddenly disappeared having only just met you.” 

			“Then can you please extend the length of my legs to that of yours so I can keep up?” The boy was pouting as he scampered along beside the long-striding Merlin. 

			“No, that would be another waste of power.” 

			“When I’m a real wizard with real powers I’ll do it myself.” 

			“But you are a real wizard with real powers.” 

			“Then why can’t I make my legs grow longer?” 

			“Because I haven’t shown you how to do it.” 

			“Then show me. Please!” 

			Merlin stopped beside a clump of flowers and gently caressed one of them with his long fingers. “Ahhh, the wonderfully aromatic tanacetum vulgar, known as tansy or feverfew because, boiled into a tonic and drunk, it reduces fevers. And here, look, hiding on the underside of the leaves, none other than the larvae of the tanyderidae, otherwise known as the crane fly. The wings of this elongated fly are marked in the most delicate, almost clear patterns fused with silver and turquoise. It is said that these wings are so fine that to look through them is to gaze upon the world through a mother-ofpearl mirror that will not reveal evil. You would know them by the more popular name of daddy longlegs …” 

			“Ho ho,” said Twilight sarcastically. 

			Merlin leaned on the great sarsen stone sunk into the ground, pressed his cheek to its smooth coldness, and closed his eyes. He remained like this for a long time as Twilight walked around the stone, inspecting it and running his fingers over its bumps and fissures. With almost a third of its mass underground, it towered above him at three times his height, a solid, immovable, roughly diamond-shaped edifice to a hundred years of venefical life, wizardry, and dedicated teaching. Merlin spoke reverently, without opening his eyes. “This stone is called the Summit. It is the burial stone of my mentor and teacher the Elder Pendragon. I placed his body here, deep in the damp, protecting earth, and then put this mighty sarsen from the chalk downs over him. It was the saddest time of my life, a time when I questioned everything yet felt the heavy hand of destiny on my shoulder. Intense grief, even though the death is foretold and expected, forces a certain questioning of beliefs. Every time I come here, even now, I feel intense poignancy at our years together, and heavy-hearted at his loss. Of all my travails, his passing cuts the deepest swathe across the waving grass of my eventful life. His teaching was sublime, his insights beyond prophecy, and his patience endless. I have not lived up to the expectations he had in me, and for that alone my sorrow is heavy. He will always be with me.” 

			He opened his moist eyes and pointed toward another great stone thirty paces away. 

			“Idris the Former lies under that one. It is called the Turret. The Elder Pendragon put that in place. The next one is called Presidium - it is where Idris placed the Pale Sybil.” 

			He then pointed at each of the individual stones as they stood out proudly against the bright blue of the sky atop the earthen ramparts. “Point Hill, Great Crag, the Peak, Long Crest, Eyrie, Giant Tor, High Mount, Overtop, the Tower, Behemoth. This outer circle consists of ninety-eight great stones, each one of them sheltering the bones of an ancestral martyr who lived the prescribed one hundred years. Nine thousand eight hundred years of venefical existence is represented here. The ghosts of countless small miracles and huge, heroic deeds shimmer around each stone. Here lie the bones of your ancestors, Wessex history, the magnificent teachers, and every one of them indomitable in bringing the enchantments to bear upon their annual equinoctial duties and whatever else they believed in. Those buried here lived through and influenced all the great upheavals of the last ten thousand years - at the sides of kings, by the hearths of peasants, in the shrines of religious orders. Beneath these stones lie the perpetrators of all the eternal truths that shone through the wars and tragedies of those times, the holders of the magical resonance and universal earthshine in the shape of the enchantments. We stand now among the epic echoes of thousands of years of human folly and imagery and their mighty attempts to cease its restless quest for death. We stand among the frailty of sorcery in the face of the vitality of warfare. We stand among the bones of the few who have given their all to halt the spread of evil. We stand among those who understood, enchanted, transformed, moved, reshaped, and changed … yet seemingly made no difference.” 

			“Did you make a difference?” the boy asked. 

			Merlin sighed and gently ran his long fingers over the Summit stone. 

			“No.” 

			“Why not?” 

			“Because I allowed myself to be blinded by what I perceived as greatness instead of seeing that it was just another excuse for human ignorance and slaughter.” 

			Once again the old wizard’s emerald eyes flashed the image of the young King Arthur with the mighty Excalibur raised in victory. There was silence between them for a while before Twilight quoted two of the couplets from the Song of the Veneficus: 

			“Consider your time within its place 

			As no more than a flash in space, 

			And in that flash you would deface 

			The beauty of its timeless place.” 

			“There is a relationship between nature and fighting?” Twilight asked after a while. 

			“Yes, but that of opposites, and another perfect example of man’s complete ignorance of the truths right under his overweening and boastful nose.” Merlin nodded toward the stones. “All of those buried here fully understood the earth and her ways and sought to influence the course of events by applying those ways to the disputes they were involved in. Coexistence and understanding of the ways of other species are the fundamental laws of nature, as demonstrated by all the many different plants living happily together in that meadow over there, or all the animals and insects that coexist peacefully in the mighty Wessex. The need for survival and to eat, and protect the young, makes for some natural slaughter, but that is essential for balance. If man understood and sought to copy nature he would, like the plants in that field, live happily alongside his fellow man. He does not need to slaughter his fellow man in order to eat nor, as a general rule, protect his young, yet slaughter him he does. Those who force war upon their fellow man have no understanding of the laws of nature. Otherwise domination would have been replaced in favor of coexistence a long time ago.” 

			“Could it be that those who fight do understand, but their need drives them onward?” asked Twilight. 

			“Then they do not understand.” 

			“Did King Arthur understand?” 

			“No, and, paradoxically, neither did I.” 

			“You were, perhaps, dazzled by Arthur’s brilliance?” 

			“Blinded by it. All my many years of training in prophecy and the enchantments completely deserted me when I most needed to draw on them.” 

			“So, as well as not being indestructible ,we can make mistakes, too?” 

			“Disappointing, isn’t it?” The long magus smiled sadly at the boy. “The only thing to be said in our favor is that such defects enable us to better understand the rest of humankind, but I fear it is a weak argument, especially when taken against all the advantages that we have. By now the natural evolvement of nine thousand eight hundred years of venefici should have eradicated all such imperfections, but it hasn’t, and probably never will.” 

			“Who names the stones?” Twilight caressed the cool rock of the Elder Pendragon’s Summit stone. 

			“The outgoing veneficus names his own stone, usually after a great edifice or grand design of nature in order to show our oneness with the earth’s natural structures.” 

			The long magus paced out thirty steps away from the Summit. 

			“You will place my stone here. It will be called Obelisk and will be the ninety-ninth stone in this mighty ring.” 

			Twilight ran an equal distance away. “And the one hundredth stone will be placed here. It will be mine, and I will begin to think of a suitable name for it. Who will place it, I wonder?” 

			Merlin chuckled. “You have many tens of years before you need to think about a successor, little skirmisher. I will teach you how to recognize him or her in good time.” 

			Twilight pointed to the many smaller stones dotted around the big named stones. 

			“What are those?” 

			“Those are the burial stones of ligamen and other brave souls. Loyal humans and animals that gave their life in a heroic way in support of the ruling veneficus and liege-lord in whose shadow they now rest. If you look three paces to the right of where your stone will stand, you will already see that you have one small stone in place.” 

			“Is this the resting place of the old cob that carried my father and me through the forest to your compound?” 

			“Indeed it is. I said the beast’s sacrifice would be commemorated. This is how it is done.” 

			“There are many, many small stones around the spot where your Obelisk will stand. They are your Merlin falcons?” 

			“Some,” said the long magus softly. “But many are not.” 

			Twilight took a long look around the circular avenue of large stones. 

			“Every single burial stone has smaller stones surrounding it. It is a dangerous business to make friends with the likes of us.” 

			“One more thing you should know,” said Merlin. “If any of these stones are defaced in any way or moved, they will dissolve into their own weight in blood, which will gather in a pool where the stone stands. That blood will never evaporate or lose its deep crimson color. It will remain as a permanent reminder to the world of the desecration of a venefical monument.” He paused to let that sink in before dropping his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Come, let us stroll around the great circle and I will name all the stones and tell you something of the mighty feats and echoing legends of the venefici beneath them before we resume our journey to Stonehenge.” 

			Later they walked the undulating Ridgeway track that ran over the crown of the Wessex chalk downs. Behind them the dark mass that was the mighty Savernake, brooding and secretive, gradually receded into the clear blue haze. Their journey took them close to hill shepherds sitting amid their grazing flocks, cursing swineherds, and a small group of open flint-miners on their way home. As they passed they were greeted with downcast eyes and much sign making. An approach was only ever made to the long magus if an insurmountable problem, usually involving demonic forces of unmentionable evil, had taken hold of a man or his family. There was, however, a great deal of surreptitious interest in the short magus by his 

			side. There had been rumors that the mighty sorcerer was nearing the end of his reign - was this boy to be his replacement? 

			A floppy-eared brown hare, disturbed by their progress, broke from its resting place and ran a safe distance from them before warily settling down again. Merlin led Twilight to the spot where it had rested and got down on his knees. 

			“There are many ways of understanding and influencing what is going on around us. You will remember from your own journey to my compound that I had placed conspicuous apparitions along the way to guide you. Here is another way that can serve well as a warning system. See here.” He placed the flat palm of his hand in the depression where the hare had rested. “Providing the spot is still warm, as this is, all the sights and wise reflections experienced by the animal that sat there can also be accessed by you through your hand.” 

			Merlin took Twilight’s small hand and pressed it into the warm, flattened grass of the depression. Immediately a fast-moving landscape unrolled before his eyes, a constantly turning view that continuously checked for predators, understood the messages carried on the eddying winds, read all the movements, and heard minute sounds in the waving grass. The clouds rolled by quickly, and the air was strong and full of different aromas; one moment pungent with swine as a herder took his flock across the horizon, the next thick with the perfume of flowers. There was a sudden movement in the taller grass around a distant copse that brought instant, undivided attention and magnification. A small deer, surrounded by three full-grown wolves, was hauled to the ground. Around the periphery another hare, softer, feminine perhaps, danced a crazy back-footed jig and pawed the air. Alertness and speed, always speed. The strength and confidence of knowing that anything ground-based could be outrun, the fear that sky-borne talons could not. Look up, look out, look behind, sniff, listen, and look again. 

			The panorama of the downland scene played on; nothing was missed. The minutest movement was instantly pinpointed. Then there was a strange tartness on the eddying breezes: breath and skin musk entwined with cloth dyes and, for a fleeting moment, Twilight’s own image with that of the long magus came into view over the Ridgeway hill, receding quickly as the instinct for speed and the safety of open downland took over. 

			“The first one is fascinating, eh, skirmisher? Seen through the eyes of a hare, the earth is indeed a different place. It can be any animal: sitting fox, roosting game-bird, rabbit, hare, deer, or wild boar. Each has the same instinct for survival and will therefore keep a wary watch on events unfolding around them. So long as the spot is still warm.” 

			“I saw a deer hunted down by wolves,” said Twilight sadly. “It did not survive.” 

			“You saw the earth and its creatures getting on with the job of being the earth and its creatures,” replied Merlin. 

			Later, Twilight placed his hand in a larger spot vacated by a red deer. Its exuberance and skittishness, together with the accompanying images of a large herd, mollified him somewhat. Another encounter with the resting place of a completely befuddled gamecock on whom they had almost stepped soon restored his humor. 

			Nearing Stonehenge, the landscape became dotted with round barrows, the burial mounds of the people who had lived here for centuries. Grouped in circular cemeteries strung out along the ridge, the sacred barrows came in different shapes and sizes and were protected by manmade ditches. Merlin explained the significance of each shape. The large bell barrow was the burial place of the local chieftains, who were interred with all their symbols of rank and authority, including their bronze daggers, tomahawks, battle-axes, and huge two-handed swords; the significantly smaller bowl barrows were the resting places of the wives and sisters of the prominent men, buried with their favorite bead necklaces and other ornaments; the smaller and most prominent disc barrow was a depository for the ashes of the peasants who were usually cremated on a funeral pyre and their remains placed in a small pottery urn before the barrow was heaped over them; and finally, the smallest mounds of all, the pond barrows, were the final resting places of children who had not reached double figures. There were many of them. A flint stone pavement ran up to each barrow to enable grieving followers, friends, or relatives to properly honor their dead. 

			With a high view from the top of the ridge path, Merlin gestured at the neat barrows that stretched as far as they could see. 

			“These are resting places of the non-cowerers, the martyrs, those whose lives - however brief and insignificant - looked challenges in the eye and stood fast against them. The Fates recorded their heroics, and their souls were accorded everlasting and blissful peace as a result. It tells us much about the human condition that they are so few compared to the cowering masses that received no such honor and were banished forever to the impotence of the charnel mists. Remember this, skirmisher. Courage, heart, mettle, call it what you will, is a junior companion to capitulation in terms of numbers but as a king to a serf in terms of eminence. For every hundred humans there is only one with true courage, and each one is buried here. It is the containment of the other multiplier of ninety-nine unhappy souls that we are charged with.” 

			“Who decides which path a life has chosen, and therefore whether it lives forever in the raging mists or rests peacefully here among the barrows?” asked Twilight. 

			“They decide themselves. It is predicated upon the life they have led, and selection at the time of death is automatic.” 

			“It cannot be arranged or purchased, then? A cowerer, for instance, couldn’t possibly end up here in one of these barrows through a trick or because he was rich?” 

			Merlin chuckled. “Believe you me, many cowerers have tried it, especially when they are approaching the end of their life and beginning to sense the unremitting fate that awaits their cringing soul. But the balance of redemption needs to be in place through the continued act of diverse mettlesome deeds many years before they die in order to secure the entrance of their soul to one of these barrows. It is precisely because it is in their own hands that the rules cannot be challenged. The life 

			they have led determines the final resting place of their soul.” 

			Twilight ran ahead to the top of the Ridgeway path. 

			“I can see it, long magus. I can see the circles of Stonehenge!” he cried excitedly, pointing down to where the great and unique harlequinade of rectangular stones crowned the flat plain of Salisbury before them. Merlin caught up with him, and they stood high on the Wessex Ridgeway in a prolonged, neutral silence before the mighty veneficus spoke. 

			“Behold the crucible of the cowering dead, my boy. This place will dominate one day of your yearly life for the next eighty-seven years. Your presence at this creation of the ancients is your sacrifice on behalf of mankind and, perhaps, the reason we are upon this earth. Sit here by my side, for we will remain up here, and I will explain the runes, maxims, codes, and lore of our equinoctial duties when the heavy mists gather in the autumn. Time enough for walking among the stones of the berserkers when the Festival of the Dead demands our presence in the great circle. It is not a place to visit on a whim - the less time you spend in its venal circle, the better.” 

			Suddenly, Merlin spoke directly to the boy’s mind. 

			As an initiate, part of the great secret, engrave these words in your mind forever: Always give your soul what it needs for peace. Always give your heart what it needs for happiness. Always give your conscience what it needs for justice. 

			Twilight repeated the lines inwardly. 

			“I will be with you at the next festival?” he asked afterward. 

			“Oh yes, they wouldn’t have it any other way.” 

			“The cowerers know about me already?” 

			“Yes.” 

			“Everyone seems to know about me except me,” grumbled the boy. 

			“The arrival of the new veneficus is a rare event, happening as it does roughly every seventy or eighty years. It is foretold by the simple expedient of time. Everyone knows that I am nearing the end of my time and that, ipso facto, by the act itself, given the time required for learning, my replacement should be by my side. The cowerers who will interact with you will want to assess you at the first opportunity. You will, for the foreseeable future, become the most important factor in their lives, their only link with the great world beyond.” 

			“Who do we communicate with at the Festival of the Dead? Surely not all of them. There are too many millions to speak with together.” 

			Merlin let out the long sigh that the boy was beginning to associate with an answer of great sadness. 

			“They are represented by a council of leaders, usually drawn from those who led them in this life.” 

			Twilight persevered. “So who are they? Did you know any of them before they died?” 

			Merlin drew himself up to his full height and looked down at the boy for a long moment. 

			“Yes. One of the most strident leaders on the cowerers’ council was well known to me before he entered the otherworld. In this life he was known as Arthur Pendragon, King Arthur of the Court of Camelot.” 

			As the sun sank beneath the horizon of the Welsh Marches, Caleb Bonner, master long-bowman of the men of the north and leader of a cohort of ten other bowmen, rubbed his hands over the glowing embers of the campfire. 

			“All I can say, Henry,” he said to the man sitting by his side, “is thank the good Lord that the sorceress is on our side and not agin us. I’d hate to face her and that ferocious wolf by her side on a bad day. My trusty shafts would splinter on the hardness of their venom.” 

			His companion, Henry Howard, shuddered and waved his arm to encompass the early evening gloom around the camp. 

			“And there’s hundreds more of the slavering beasts out there. I could hear them howling and whining all last night. Be the same tonight, I expect. Pity them that get in our way in Wessex. Time we get them in our sights those beasts would have torn them to pieces. I just hope that she can control them and keep them facing the enemy.” 

			“They say she can turn a man to dust with nothing more than a look. That’s powerful witchcraft, Henry.” 

			They both crossed themselves. 

			“Who is the enemy in Wessex, Caleb?” Henry asked. 

			“Anybody that gets in the way, I suppose. I was talking to one of the cavalry section leaders last night, and he said there wasn’t much opposition expected. Some local lords and their loyal bands, that sort of thing. The king is so confident that he has sent for his wife and daughter. Should be easy, bit of target practice for the old Christian avenger here, eh?” 

			He patted the smooth wood of the long bow by his side. “Just so long as they haven’t got one of them sorcerers as well,” Henry said 

			“Nah, there’s only one and she’s on our side,” said Caleb Bonner dismissively. 

			“Thanks be to the Lord,” intoned Henry Howard. 

			The ancients didn’t like overtly descriptive scenes of death and suffering. They wanted all such manifestations to be clothed in ethereal beauty and other worldliness, dressed in flowing robes and borne along on clouds of gossamer supported by flights of angelic cherubs and accompanied by haunting horns and soft-plucked lyres. That’s why they cloaked the souls of the cowerers in an eternal mist - it fitted their sense of propriety and place. A pretty prison. 

			They made a crucial mistake in failing to understand that once a cowerer is dead there is simply no reason to cower anymore, for what is death if it isn’t the ultimate confrontation of all one’s worst fears? And having so died, the fear has been confronted at its nadir - overcome, abolished. 

			And the only restraint left is that of the sarcophagal mists. 

			



	




Chapter Six 

			Twilight sat with his two accompanying pica on the soft peat floor just outside Merlin’s stockaded compound. Horn, a male with unusual pale blue wing-feather streaking, was showing him how they constructed their fifteen-hundred-twig nest, while Leela, his lifelong female companion, busied herself by collecting suitable twigs. Using a small bush, Horn showed Twilight how to cement the outer framework of the spherical, domed-roofed nest with its side entrance hole by using soft layers of mud, before weaving in the rest of the twigs required. As he wove the twigs patiently into the structure, he explained how, in normal circumstances, they would build the nest high in the dense part of a thorn bush in order to make it, and the valuable eggs and chicks it would hold, as inaccessible as possible to predators. With the outer shell complete, the two birds changed places, and Horn began to bring in small pieces of soft moss and discarded feathers for Leela to arrange inside as soft bedding. 

			All day they busied themselves as Twilight watched, until finally the nest was complete. Both of them sat snugly inside as the boy gazed through the entrance into the dark interior. All he could see were the pale blue streaks of Horn’s wing feathers and the sparkle from their four bright brown eyes. 

			“Having constructed a snug home for the season,” cackled Leela joyfully from inside the nest, “we would begin the next phase of our annual ritual.” 

			“What is that?” asked Twilight innocently. 

			There was a slight pause from within before Horn’s slightly embarrassed reply. 

			“The … er … process for the formation of the eggs.” 

			“How many eggs do you lay?” asked the boy, his young mind not quite up to the nuance of pica copulation. 

			“Let me see now,” said Leela coquettishly. “Last season it was four, the season before five, and the one before that four again …” 

			“How long have you been together?” interrupted the boy. 

			“Fifteen years, liege-lord.” There was undoubted pride in the low-register timbre of Horn’s voice. “Fifteen years and sixty-three fledglings reared.” He puffed out his neck feathers and shook his unique, pale blue streaked wings in a show of paternal self-satisfaction. 

			“Have any of your young been born with the same pale blue wing feathers that you have, Horn?” asked Twilight. 

			“No, nor have we ever seen another pica with the same markings,” replied Horn somewhat proudly. “Perhaps my ancestors mated with a kingfisher or a blue jay.” 

			“Or a tiny blue-tit,” cackled Leela mischievously. 

			“Hush now,” chided Horn. 

			“Tell me about this fascination pica have for bright, shiny objects,” said Twilight as the two birds stepped out of the nest. 

			“It’s our birthright,” said Leela, stretching her wings and long tail feathers. “The nimbus that surrounds and defines us. Bright objects are our magnetic stars. They throw multifaceted shards of brilliance across our sight lines until we are powerless and cannot resist them. Then, having been drawn like moths to a flame, we cannot bear to be parted from it. We will try to take it back to our nest or hide it so we can gaze upon it daily. One of the greatest trials of my life was finding a large jewel on a forest path some years ago and being unable to lift it. I sat with it for days, locked in its thrall, until Horn, who had joined me and was, to a lesser extent, also in its grip, had the great strength finally to drag me away before I succumbed to hunger, thirst, or the unwelcome attentions of another animal. I did not go to that part of the forest for a long time for fear that it was still there and would paralyze me again. Then one day Horn told me it was gone and I could go there again.” 

			“It is something we must always guard against, for the enemies of the pica know this is our weakness and could seek to use it against us,” cackled Horn somberly. 

			“I will seek out some especially bright, harmless objects and place them here in this nest for safekeeping,” said Twilight cheerfully. “Then you or any of the other pica can gaze upon them whenever you please in safety. It will be our secret place.” 

			“Thank you, liege-lord,” said Leela, and raising their claws in a farewell salute, the pair flew to a nearby branch to maintain their vigil. 

			“Thank you for showing me how to build a nest,” Twilight shouted after them. “It will soon hold something special!” 

			He walked back inside the compound, and there found Merlin sitting on his favorite log muttering furiously to himself. 

			“Three Perpetual Harmonies, Three Saintly Lineages, Three Tribal Thrones, Three Unfortunate Concealments, Three Womb Burdens, Three Infernal Rivers, Three Fates, Three Furies, Three Graces, Three Acts of Destiny, Three Confusions, Three Heads of Cerberus, Three Myths of Mabon, Three Sons of Tros, Hera, Athena, and Aphrodite - the Three Goddesses, Three Singers of Tales, Three Mortal Heroes, Three Choirs of the Styx. Always the three: terni, triple, tres, triens, trecenti, triennium, triangulus, triquetrus, triplex, trecentesimus, triceps, tricuspis, trident, triduum, triennia, trilibis, trivium. Three of this, three of that, and three of everything else. And now this! I am beset by the number three! Not one or two or four or even twenty-six … but three. I have become homo trium literarum, a man of threes, a slave to the triumvirate trinity of triplication. Where are the other great numbers in this vast store of mythology, fable, legend, and anecdote? Why has all their relevance sought sanctity in triplicity, and why were the originators mesmerized by this cursed number?” 

			Twilight watched the long magus grow more agitated as he wrestled in self-absorbed frustration over the hated multiple. 

			“But surely the most important figure is two,” the boy said gently. “You and I. Not three. And while it does not sound as important as some of those fine-sounding threes you have just mentioned, we two are here, now.” 

			Merlin gazed down at him for a long while, his face slowly softening into an indulgent smile. Reaching out, he ruffled the boy’s thick black hair, then looked toward the woven willow gates of his compound. “That is the very point, my feisty little liege-lord of the Devil Birds,” he said in a soft voice that spelled trouble. “My hawks tell me that we are about to become three, and the other one is very aggressive, extraordinarily dangerous, and closely guarded. We are about to make the acquaintance of a strange and powerful force that is certainly not bearing the olive branch of peace …” 

			He was interrupted by the haunting whine of a wolf outside the compound gates. 

			“Greetings, long magus. I am Elelendise, resident veneficus from Deira in the north, former pupil of Mael, whom I placed under his mighty stone just over one year ago, liege-lord of the ravenously fierce northern wolf, and counselor to Penda, Saxon Christian King of Deira and Mercia.” 

			Merlin inclined his head in a slow gesture of acknowledgment at the greeting as Twilight stood dumbly at his side by the open gates of the compound. Elelendise, cloaked in white from top to toe, removed the hood from her head as she introduced herself and shook her waist-length fair hair free. Her beguiling beauty and the huge white wolf straining by her side commanded attention and took the boy’s breath away. 

			“You are welcome, veneficus Elelendise, to my humble compound. I am Merlin and this is Twilight, my tyro veneficus.” Merlin’s voice was low and couched in neutrality. 

			The wolf bared its fangs at the sound, snarled loudly, and crouched in barely suppressed fury as if about to spring at the high throat of the speaker. 

			“This is Lupa, my guardian. Please do not come too close to me for he is, as you can see, vehemently protective and will tear the throat out of anyone who so much as looks at me in a manner which he considers threatening - which is any look at all.” 

			Merlin smiled disarmingly. “You are indeed fortunate to have such a loyal guardian. Would that those in ligamen to myself could offer such robust protection.” 

			“Quite. You are the liege-lord of the Wessex small hawk known as the Merlin, and your boy,” she tossed her beautiful fair head disdainfully at Twilight, “has those capricious devil birds and bauble thieves, the pica, for his safety. Hardly a match for Lupa and his ferocious packs.” “Hardly indeed.” The long magus smiled. “But we have no reason to require such vigorous protection.” 

			“My pica are not bauble thieves!” exploded Twilight. 

			Elelendise murmured to the wolf, which had instantly turned its fang-dripping malevolence toward the boy. 

			“Have a care, tyro, even I cannot always control this mighty beast. The morals of your piedpoly pilferers are your concern. As for your need for protection, that depends upon the outcome of my mission.” 

			“You seem to know a great deal about us. Did I detect your presence in these parts about a year ago?” questioned Merlin, remembering the power source he had mistakenly thought was the boy passing nearby. 

			“You did. It was shortly after I had taken over from Mael. My prophecies told me that Wessex would play a major part in the casting of my future enchantments, so I came to look at its supposed mythical lands.” 

			“And have those prophecies now come to pass through the warmongering of your King Penda?” asked Merlin, still remaining studiedly neutral. 

			“If ridding these realms of the anti-Christ heathens that populate them is warmongering, then my king is a warmonger. I prefer to see him more in the light of the crusader,” Elelendise sneered again. “You, of all people, should understand the crusading conquest of a believed right.” 

			“You are referring to my time as counselor to King Arthur?” 

			“Then your exploits were more than legendary in pushing your king ever onward. Conflict after conflict littered his flashing blade. You broke the venefical mold of pacifism for all of us who would follow. You were by his side through many of his bloodiest campaigns, as I am now with Penda.” 

			“What if I was wrong?” Merlin sighed. 

			“My mentor, Mael, was a gentle veneficus, as you are now, who belonged to the old way of thinking. Many a night we sat around the winter fire discussing the matter. He would become incandescent with rage at what he saw as your illegitimate use of the enchantments to further Arthur’s bloody causes. He always sensed my aggression and its latent search for a champion and tried, unsuccessfully as it turned out, to head me away from it by using your bastardized, warlike counsel to Arthur as the very worst sort of venefical example. In a play upon your name he referred to you as the ‘wrong magus.’ Just because you have now turned away from war completely does not mean that you were wrong then. Perhaps war is the province of the young.” Elelendise looked at Merlin carefully, then pointed the slim index finger of her left hand at Twilight. 

			“Perhaps, old magus, you should leave the defense of Wessex, if defended it shall be, to the boy.” 

			“The wrong magus,” mused Merlin, ignoring her remark. “Your mentor, Mael, was a most wise and perceptive astounder. I regret that we did not meet. Why, I wonder, did he not make himself and his sagacious thoughts known to me during those times?” 

			“Because he knew that you would not have listened,” replied Elelendise dismissively. 

			“As you will not … to me … now,” said the long magus sadly. 

			“Precisely,” she snapped, replacing her left hand on the tense neck of the wolf. “I am as unapproachable, as absorbed in my own fabulous immortality through the campaigns of Penda, as you were in your day with Arthur.” 

			“And as part of that you have come to tell me that Penda and his marauding Saxon armies will shortly cross into Wessex,” stated Merlin. 

			“And to see where you will stand in the matter,” she concluded flatly. 

			“Is my blessing or opposition of any importance?” 

			Elelendise hesitated for a moment before replying harshly. 

			“None whatsoever. My king is coming and nothing can stop him. Wessex will belong to us and will be subjected to the strict observances of a Christian, Saxon rule. For the first time since the Romans the entire Britain will be united under one ruler, King Penda. If you, or this boy, or any of your puny ligamen chicklets get in the way, I will feed their carcasses one by one to the salivating jaws of my ravenous Lupa.” 

			At the mention of its name the wolf bared its fangs and whined. 

			Merlin stroked his thick beard reflectively. He glanced at Twilight with a look that said, “Remain quiet and composed, and do not use mind-speak. This woman will also understand. There are things going on here that I will explain later. Do not be alarmed.” He glanced fleetingly down into the pale blue eyes of the bristling white wolf and smiled with a faintly green-glowing, disarmingly gentle crinkling of his eyes and a slight movement of his lips. Instantly the bristling fur settled and the pale, malevolent eyes became confused for a moment. Then, just as suddenly as the look of confusion had washed across the pale eyes, it was replaced by ferocity, and the pink lips stretched once more across the dripping fangs into a snarl as it crouched as if to spring at Merlin’s throat. The sudden, almost subliminal change in the wolf’s mien had gone unnoticed by Elelendise, who was too busy being fierce herself to catch it. 

			“If my blessing or opposition makes no difference, then Penda will do as Penda wishes,” said Merlin. “I have neither the power nor the inclination to stand in his way. My wish would be to continue teaching Twilight the enchantments and provide him with the wherewithal to carry out the rest of my venefical duties until the time comes to hand over. Unfortunately, it’s not Penda and his marauding army that Twilight and I should be worrying about, is it?” 

			“No,” snapped Elelendise, tossing her long tresses. “We both know that there can be only one venefical counselor for a ruler, and since you are nearing the end of your term and your successor is an untrained boy, there can be little doubt who that will be.” 

			“Perhaps the boy has something to say about that?” said the long magus quietly. 

			They both looked at Twilight, who, apart from his earlier outburst, had remained composed and silent and given nothing away as to his feelings. Twilight looked at Elelendise, her fair beauty marred by a sneer of arrogant aggression. His dark, luminous eyes switched to the ferocious Lupa quivering by her side, and his thoughts turned to the previous day when he had placed his hand in the warm resting place of the hare and seen the three full-grown wolves hunt down a small deer and tear its flesh from its body. He decided he hated wolves, but wasn’t in the least frightened of them, especially this one. 

			“I am thirteen years old and a tyro veneficus of just a few days’ standing,” he said, lowering his eyes deferentially. “I have nothing to give away, I hold no positions, nor would I presume to hold any opinions on such an important matter.” 

			“Good,” snapped Elelendise. “Then I suggest that you renounce your pica ligamen, forget any instruction in the venefical enchantments you have received, and return to whatever dirty hovel you crawled out of forthwith.” She turned to Merlin. “Meanwhile I will allow you to fade peacefully away toward your end day providing you remain here in this compound, renounce your falcon ligamen, and do not use the enchantments against King Penda’s just invasion of Wessex.” 

			“You are forgetting one very important matter, and one from which I cannot be released.” 

			“If you are referring to the venefical presence at the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Dead, you are mistaken. I will accompany you to the next gathering at Stonehenge in the autumn, and you will introduce me as your replacement. I am familiar with the processes, having attended and soothed the mists at our small stone circles with Mael in the north.” 

			“But they can only be regional gatherings, and as such of little consequence,” said Merlin, gently. “Stonehenge is the epicenter of the raging mists, parliament, and sacred crucible of all the lands where the cowerers have to be soothed with the utmost care.” 

			“So long as I have the secret, long magus, the soothing of the raging mists is merely a matter of attendance,” she said disdainfully. “You have that secret, and at the appropriate time you will give it to me.” 

			Merlin inclined his head slightly, which could have meant anything. The wolf-woman took it as tacit affirmation that her demands would be met, and moved briskly on. 

			“I leave now for the eminently preferable company of my king and his advancing army. When the thunder of that advance rolls over the green sward of Wessex you will both be in the places I have indicated. I will not countenance any insurrection, especially from you, old man. Your days are done. Keep your enchantments in check or the consequences will be dire.” 

			She spun on her heel and walked quickly away. Locking itself instantly to her undulating thigh like an overprotective lover, the wolf snarled one last time over its shoulder and they were gone. 

			Merlin raised his hand in caution as Twilight opened his mouth to speak. 

			Wait. She will hear. Her force is still too close. This way is safe. Mind-speak requires close proximity. I know you are very angry, especially with what she said about your pica, but you did very well. It was important to maintain a neutral stance, give nothing away, and this you did. The last thing you and I needed was a pitched battle of the enchantments. As it turned out neither did she; the aggression and threatening posture was a cover for uncertainty as to my reaction and remaining power. That showed her inexperience. Had we both started hurling great explosions of sorcery at each other there’d have been no telling what the outcome would be. Now she strides the paths back to her Christian king full of confidence, buoyed by the bravado of her own performance. It is a false bravado. 

			I hate her. Twilight’s face showed real emotion for the first time. 

			Of course you do, and that is fine so long as the hatred doesn’t affect your judgment. 

			Do you hate her? 

			I hate what she stands for. Fifty years ago I, too, pursued the same goals, the representation of aggression and domination of a stronger force over weaker opponents. To what end? I learned the hard way that such a show of arms and aggression only begets an uneasy peace until such time as the weaker opponent has had the time to raise its strength. The deaths are then multiplied, and it’s all due to the first act of aggression. Wessex will be the loser in Penda’s invasion; the many battles will tear the realm apart, divide the people, and slow all forms of progress. The bells of war toll only for the egos of those who require the domination of others as balm. For everyone else it’s a vile and wretched battlefield mired in the blood of loved ones for causes they will not gain from and cannot understand. 

			What are you going to do? 

			Knowing exactly when one’s life is to end concentrates the mind wonderfully upon matters uncompleted and things not done. Of the many tasks, duties, and spontaneous deeds I have attempted, for better or worse, I have never yet repelled an invasion. 

			The flashes of green, purple, and turquoise glinting on the wings of the pica caught the evening sun like miniature rainbows as they swooped in to perch around the compound. Every now and then a pair of falcons streaked over the tree line like two golden arrowheads aimed at a branch. Slightly uncomfortable in each other’s presence, the massed pica and Merlin population of Wessex gradually settled down until every alert bright brown-and-yellow eye rested upon the log where their liege-lords sat waiting. 

			Merlin rose to his feet and looked around the tightly packed feathered ranks occupying every available perch and vantage point. As his gaze passed each pair of falcons, their talons came up in a salute. Then Twilight stood up and went through the same process with the pica, of which there were many more pairs. 

			Merlin spoke loudly, in a tongue they could all understand. 

			“We have received a visit from a venefica from the north whose name is Elelendise. She is liege-lord of the northern wolf and was accompanied by a particularly ferocious white-furred specimen. Elelendise came to tell us that Wessex is about to be invaded by the army of King Penda, the ruler of Deira and Mercia, to whom she is counselor.” 

			He looked at Twilight, who picked up the story. 

			“Elelendise was most threatening, and warned us that any resistance to the invasion of this realm would be met with death. In addition, I am to give up my beloved pica and all other venefical claims and knowledge. I must also return immediately to my settlement and resume my former life as a village boy.” 

			There was a great deal of affronted shuffling and angry dipping of heads in the massed pica ranks. 

			“And I, likewise,” said the long magus, “was ordered to renounce my ligamen to you, my trusted falcons, and see out my days here in this compound without using the enchantments against the invader.” 

			The falcons flapped their wings in agitation and also dipped their heads in disapproval. 

			Twilight waited for them to settle down again before he continued. 

			“We have decided not to accept her conditions and to oppose this invasion with all the powers at our command.” 

			Every bird rose on its spindly legs, flapped its wings, stretched its neck heavenward, and gave way to its own particular ululation. The cacophony continued for some time as the pica vented their entire arsenal of full-throated warbles, and the higher-register falcons screeched in unrestricted stridency. 

			Merlin held his hand up. 

			“It is obvious that our decision pleases you, and we thank you for that. However, the way ahead is fraught with danger and uncertainty. This Elelendise has only recently taken up her residency and is a strong and aggressive opponent, and the mighty army of King Penda marches on Wessex fresh from the elation of a great victory in the Welsh Marches.” 

			In a blur of movement Phi zipped out of the trees and landed alongside them on the log. Seconds later he was joined by Bell. The leaders had arrived for a council of war. 

			“We saw her arrival with the white dog and knew she brought trouble,” Phi said. “Her power was palpable and carried a signature aura not unlike that of your own. Is her power stronger than yours, my lord?” 

			Merlin thought for a few moments. “Not stronger, but probably more enduring for she is much younger. Sorcery is a taxing business and will always favor the fittest. However, that gap is made up by my experience, especially in matters of warfare. As you know it is a subject that I am most familiar with. I also have Twilight here, who, although untaught in the enchantments, will still be able to help.” 

			“Will you continue to control the raging mists?” asked Phi. 

			“Yes, although she has made it very clear that I am to hand over that control at the next autumn equinox. But I swear on the Seven Hills of Rome I will never usurp ten thousand venefical years of containment by handing that duty to her.” 

			“When are you expecting this Penda and his cutthroats?” asked Phi. 

			“Just as soon as it takes his army to walk here from the Marches. No more than a week at most.” 

			“What do you want us to do?” asked Bell. 

			“For the time being keep a careful watch all around the northern edges of the Wessex lands, especially for the scouts who will be sent ahead of the army to ensure the way ahead is clear. We need to know exactly when Penda arrives at our borders. Beware also of the conspicuous apparitions that Elelendise will set as her advance warning systems. Watch from high in the skies, from the trees, the bushes, and the long grasses. You will know all her messengers or spies by their power signature, as it will be a weakened version of her own. She can also take many forms, but the one thing she cannot change is her aura. Also, treat all wolves as hers, especially those with white fur. Immediately if you spot any of these things or are suspicious of anything unexplained, let me know. In the meantime Twilight and I will begin to lay our plans.” 

			Phi cocked his head to one side, rather mockingly. 

			“Wolves don’t have wings,” he said. 

			Bell joined in with a chuckle. “Nor do they have a brain.” 

			Merlin raised a long finger. 

			“And this white guardian dog of hers is no exception, but you can never be sure just what form or unnatural skills her messengers will display. When you pass this information to all your flocks make sure that they understand this. And remember, if it’s unusual or unexplained, don’t engage it in any way, just let me or the boy here know immediately.” 

			When all the birds had taken their leave to keep a careful watch on the Wessex borders, Twilight began asking his own questions. 

			“What is this ‘aura’ you and the birds referred to?” 

			“Anyone who understands the enchantments and therefore the manipulation of phenomena is in possession of an underlying power pulse with a unique signature. This signature will extend, in a lesser form, to anyone or thing who is representing the veneficus. For example, all my conspicuous apparitions carry my signature aura and can be linked back to me through that aura.” 

			“Do I have one?” asked the boy. 

			“Oh yes.” The long magus chuckled. “And a very healthy one at that. It will grow as you accumulate knowledge and experience of the enchantments.” 

			“Could you see hers?” 

			“Yes, and a fine strong aura it was. However, there were two odd things about her that trouble me. The first is her name. As you know, the teacher names the tyro at the outset. I, for example, named you Twilight when you arrived here with your father. These names reflect, in some way, the character, ligamen species, or substance of the tyro. On that basis the wolf-woman would have received the name Elelendise from Mael at the beginning of her training. Strangely, ‘Elelendise’ is Old Saxon for ‘misfit’ or ‘outsider.’” 

			“And the second thing?” Twilight asked. 

			“She is what the ancients referred to as sinistre, a Latin term meaning left-handed. In venefical lore, people who favor their left hand are flawed. Both of us are right-handed, as were all of our ninety-eight predecessors. Mael could easily have chosen to train her to favor the right hand, but he didn’t.” 

			They paused to consider these two points. 

			“It’s beginning to look as if Mael were sending out some sort of message through her name and left-handedness,” said Twilight. “An indication to those who would understand that she was flawed. If that were the case why didn’t he just refuse to train her in the beginning?” 

			“Because,” said Merlin reflectively, “he probably had no choice.” 

			“She called you an old man,” blurted the boy. 

			“She was right, I am an old man, ninety-three years an old man. Too old to outrun a fierce white wolf at any rate.” 

			“That wolf didn’t frighten me one little bit,” said Twilight defiantly. “Was it real?” 

			“Ahhh, the slashing Lupa. Yes, it was real. I had a quick look at its mental processes - frons est animi janua, the forehead is the door to the mind - while she was posturing. If ever the fearsome creature has to use its crude brain to achieve anything, it will fail badly. Its entire psyche is based upon protecting Elelendise with snarling displays of ferocity and killing anything that is a threat to her. Above that it has no other existence, no other reason to live. The way it holds station by her side reminds me of an ancient Greek story about the Dog Star Sirius, in the constellation of Canis Major. Sirius always appears to be close to the side of Orion, named after the great hunter, but the constellations are constantly shifting, and there are ofttimes when the clouds obscure one from the other. What, I wonder, would the ferocious Lupa do if it could not see the person to whom its wretched life is so malevolently dedicated?” 

			“Panic, maybe,” Twilight ventured. “Lose its head completely.” 

			Merlin chuckled. “An interesting vision and one I will give some thought to. Come, it is time for us to prepare to repel an invasion,” the long magus said, his eyes glowing a deep emerald green. “The Saxons and their tame sorceress are coming.” 

			As far as it was known there were one thousand venefici spread around the earth at various, usually non-competing places. Each selected and trained his own replacement to succeed him at the one hundred year termination of his life. Occasionally a veneficus died before their full term, but this was unusual. The premature death of a holder of the enchantments was very rare and could only be brought about by another holder. 

			When the Romans left Britain early in the fifth century, there were two resident venefici; one in the north and one in Wessex. Due to the proximity of Stonehenge, the site of the annual Autumn Equinox, the holder of the Wessex enchantments was the most senior veneficus. 

			It was a good system and had worked reasonably well for the ten thousand years of its existence. It did, however, have a basic flaw that sooner or later would reveal itself. 

			When Zeus charged Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes, with the maintenance of this domain, he installed a god who had more than the usual Presidium tendency for boredom. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Seven 

			“There are,” said Merlin quietly, “defining events in all our lives that are so dramatic, and impact so utterly upon our consciousness, that we are forced to do something about it. Such an event was when King Arthur discovered eight of his own soldiers were spies for Mordred, his cousin and mortal enemy. Against my advice and enraged by their treachery he personally tortured them by putting a lighted flare torch to their faces. I can still hear their screams and smell the sickly pungency of their seething flesh now. That was the moment I turned away from him and from war.” 

			“How did he react to you turning away?” 

			“Badly at first. Said he didn’t need me, could manage without me. Then, after a couple of days, he began to entreat me to stay. Got the other knights to work on me.” 

			“You were tempted?” 

			“Not at all. I had counseled Arthur through twelve victorious battles, stood on many a green hilltop and watched the valleys run with the blood of his enemies as his men swept all before them. Never again. Burning the faces of those men was the defining event for me. I left the legendary court of Camelot within days and never returned.” 

			“And he carried on fighting without you?” 

			“Shortly afterward Arthur was badly wounded in a battle with Mordred and taken to the Isle of Avalon where he eventually succumbed to his wounds. Many times I had counseled against fighting Mordred, and he had always heeded my words. If I had stayed I’m sure he would not have waged that war, would have lived on to fill one of the great places in the history of Britain. In burning the faces of those eight soldiers, Arthur signed his own death warrant and lost all hope of a blessed immortality.” 

			“Will he be remembered for the twelve victories?” asked the boy. 

			“For a while, but the thousands of soldiers slaughtered in those campaigns will pale into the maw of historical inconsequence when compared to the eight soldiers whose faces he burned. The significance of that act will live on simply because of its heinous bestiality and the fact that it was carried out by Arthur himself.” 

			“And you will ensure that it is not forgotten?” 

			“We will ensure that it’s never forgotten,” Merlin stated with finality. 

			“Did the famous sword of Excalibur exist or was it a myth?” asked Twilight. 

			Merlin chuckled. He knew the story of the Lady of the Lake and the mighty sword that only Arthur could draw from the rock was the staple telling piece around the hearths and campfires of the realm. Embellished and shone to a patriotic sheen equaling that of Excalibur itself, the legend had grown into a shining emblem of Celtic lore. 

			“Excalibur and all its attachments were real,” said the long magus obliquely. “In so much as they truly existed in the form they are known for.” 

			“You mean that you created them,” suggested Twilight in a half question, half answer. 

			“I did so.” Merlin smiled. 

			“Why?” 

			“Arthur had everything on his side. He was young, handsome, charismatic, the complete warrior king with the sure touch. People will follow someone like that through all sorts of travails, but they won’t necessarily die for them. Blind allegiance requires something extra. In order to accomplish the tasks he’d set himself, Arthur required that blind, unthinking allegiance from the people he ruled and, more especially, from his fighters. For that the pedestal must be high, godlike, inhabited by an ethereal being who is more than man, more than king. So I evolved the myth and setting, among others, that we know today as the legendary sword of freedom called Excalibur, and that whosoever could draw it from the stone was somehow blessed with supernatural powers. Naturally, I made it so that only Arthur could withdraw it. Then the people had a truly abstract, mythical warrior god, someone who they would follow into the furnaces of Hades and for whom dying was considered a great privilege.” 

			Twilight remembered how the stories of Arthur and Excalibur had excited him when sitting around the communal summer fires at the settlement. Even in his world of self-imposed isolation the story had a resonance. He, too, would have an Excalibur that no one else could use. His only to command, to own. A mighty protector against all evils. Like many other settlement children he had fashioned a crude sword from off-cuts of wood and stuck it in soft mud, only to find that it had set hard the following day and could only be removed by breaking the now hard mud. Another shining dream destroyed. Now he discovered that the whole thing was a myth spread by the clever astounder who had become his mentor. To be that close to the actual formation of such events was, in itself, completely mesmerizing. 

			After the roof collapsed on the dwelling house, Will had become afraid to concentrate overly on an object in case it moved or, as in the case of his father’s hazel stick - the one he used to beat Will with - which suddenly fell to the ground in small, neat pieces! 

			As usual he’d been daydreaming in the long summer grass when his father had come looking for him to inquire why he had not been working the other end of the meadow with his mother and brothers, turning the freshly scythed hay. As the stinging hazel stick had descended across his legs for the fourth time, he had fixed his mind on its arc and imagined the mighty Excalibur in his hand. In a blur too quick for the eye to follow, the descending stick dropped to the ground from his father’s hand in a pile of small twigs. As his father stood gaping at the neat pile of twigs that had been his beating stick, Will had disappeared into the dense undergrowth surrounding the meadow. 

			His own, private Excalibur hadn’t been a myth. It had worked beautifully when called upon to defend him. 

			He snapped out of the train of thought back to the present and asked another question. 

			“If Arthur had not burned those men’s faces, would he have still gone to the mists?” 

			“Oh yes, many times over. He was responsible for far too many unnecessary deaths as part of his drive to dominate to ever stay out of the raging grasp of the mists.” 

			“And he did all of it on your advice?” 

			“He wouldn’t raise so much as a hand pike against another without it,” said Merlin. 

			“He got the agony of the raging mists for his part. What did you get?” 

			Twilight looked pugnacious, and his lips were compressed in a thin line. Merlin glowered down at him. 

			“The chance to redeem myself, my little accuser … here, with you, now.” 

			After a long silence they continued their stroll across the meadow bordering the mighty Savernake. Merlin rested his long fingers lightly on the boy’s shoulder. 

			“In their quest for knowledge and answers to the great mysteries of life, many of the great past civilizations turned to the heavens. They found answers in the continuum of great star and planet auroras that bedecked the celestial welkin. Found many pointers to their own predicaments. They named everything they could see in the night sky. Exotic, omnipresent names that spoke of divinity and glory: Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto. They broke the year into twelve planetary constellations called a zodiac, and named each one after an earthly species. These have become known as our birth signs, and we are supposed to be similar in mannerisms to the species we are born under. The birthday of all venefici is All Hallows Day - the last day of the month of October - which comes under the sign of Scorpio, named after a creature called the scorpion. The scorpion is an arachnid found in the hot sands of lands far away from here and is a deadly killer with a venomous barbed tail. It is not for nothing that we are so compared. There are also mannerisms associated with each birth sign, and one of ours is a virulent ability to bear a grudge. Once we are crossed we never forgive or forget.” 

			“Meaning you will never forgive or forget what King Arthur did to those men’s faces?” 

			“Never.” Merlin’s answer was unequivocal. “To continue. For some civilizations, the individual power of the heavens was omnipotent and was the focal point of their worship. The sun, in particular, held, and still holds, many in its thrall as the great day star Helios, the eye of heaven. The flora and fauna of this earth rely upon the power of the sun for life. Many times the power of Helios has been called upon to defeat an enemy. In the coming quest to defeat the invading Penda and his fighting soldiers of the north, we, too, are going to use the great power of the eye of heaven in much the same way as Archimedes did when he helped King Hieron II of Syracuse resist the Roman siege of Syracuse. “ 

			“Was Archimedes another Greek?” 

			“Yes, an inventor and mathematician who lived about a thousand years ago,” replied Merlin. “A man of great intelligence and cunning. Now, before you wear me out completely with questions, call your two piedpoly guardians here and I will show you how, with their love of bright objects, we are going to do as Archimedes did and strike at Penda’s armies with the venom of a scorpion.” 

			Twilight directed several calls toward the forest, but no pica came to him. He turned to Merlin. “Something is wrong,” he said quietly. 

			Bushy eyebrows knitted in concern, the long magus nodded and called for a falcon. Phi appeared instantly over the tree line, swooped down into the meadow, and alighted on the ground beside them. 

			“You must go to the compound immediately.” Phi’s screech was subdued. “The pica await you there.” 

			“Hold my hand,” snapped the wizard. “Tightly!” 

			The great eyes glowed a deep emerald, and suddenly they stood outside the compound gates. Massed ranks of pica perched all around the compound as before, but this time there was a difference. Silently they honored the sudden presence of their liege-lord with the raised claw salute. In normal circumstances the pica is a lively, inquisitive bird always bobbing and looking, moving and turning, bright brown eyes everywhere. 

			Today they were all very still. 

			Then Twilight and Merlin saw why. 

			Sitting low in the grass with her beak on the ground in front of the small bush in which they had so patiently showed Twilight how to build a nest was Leela. She was completely still, her bright, intelligent eyes half closed. Alongside her the bush that had held the lovingly constructed nest lay around the ground in hundreds of smashed twigs and leaves. Only the thin, bark-stripped central stem of the bush remained in place. Swinging gently on the forest breezes from the top of the stripped stem was a distinct pair of pica wings with bloody red stumps where they had joined the body. 

			With pale blue feathers streaking through the center. 

			Bell alighted alongside Twilight. 

			“Leela mourns the death of Horn. She will be here for a while. We will watch over her. I am sorry there were no pica by your side, but our presence was required here with Leela for a few moments. We always grieve together. It strengthens the resolve.” 

			“The white wolf?” Twilight asked tearfully. 

			“Yes, with the woman. The falcons saw it from the air. Horn was in the nest. It was over very quickly.” 

			“I polished two small, bright pieces of quartz as presents for Leela and Horn this morning and put them in the nest,” said the boy with tears streaming down his cheeks. “He must have been looking at them when the beast attacked.” 

			Phi alighted alongside Merlin and delivered another quiet message directly to the long magus. The wizard turned to Twilight. 

			“I’m afraid that Horn wasn’t the only victim. Phi has just informed me that Bovey and his companion serpent are lying in a forest glade. The old heretic did not heed my warning and tried his trick on Elelendise. The white wolf tore them both to pieces in an instant. I would guess that she came back today whilst we were out in the meadows to ensure that we were following her instructions. Well, now she knows.” 

			The boy looked at Merlin. “Will you see that Horn gets a small stone in my section at Avebury?” 

			“Of course,” said the wizard. 

			“In his honor I will call my great sarsen after him. It shall be known as Blue Horn.” 

			Twilight knelt down beside Leela. Consumed by her grief she remained still, her beak touching the ground, and her eyes, all shine removed, were fixed on the two pale blue-streaked wings waving gently on the breezes. Her wings, half folded as if she had used up all her strength landing there, draped forlornly on the twig-littered ground. Suddenly becoming aware of his presence she began to struggle to her feet to offer the liege-lord salutation. Gently placing his hand on her back, the boy eased her down, then softly stroked her glossy head. 

			His eyes were dry now, the tears replaced by determination. 

			“Rest a while, Leela, and think on the sixty-three wonderful fledglings you raised with Horn. We will never forget him or the great sacrifice he made here. The fight will go on in his name.” 

			“Can you use your power to bring him back?” she asked huskily. 

			Twilight looked quickly at Merlin to be greeted by a barely perceptible negative nod of the head. “That is not possible, Leela, but I can guarantee that his soul will find the eternal peace of the blessed martyrs, and his bones will rest alongside my own great stone, which I will have named after him in the venefical rings of Avebury.” 

			“Thank you,” she whispered. 

			Twilight stood and turned to the unmoving assembly of very somber pica gathered around all the available perches of the compound. 

			“My pica,” he said evenly. “Now is not the time for speeches, but the death of Horn will be avenged, and the pale blue feather shall be the sign of that vengeance. The long magus has a plan to tell you about, in the style, I believe, of Archimedes the Greek inventor.” 

			Merlin stepped forward. “A thousand years ago the Romans laid siege to the city of Syracuse in a far-off land. Archimedes, an inventor and mathematician, was in the service of King Hieron II, the ruler of Syracuse. He invented a huge catapult for hurling rocks at the encircling enemy, and this was used to good effect during the long siege. But it is his other invention that intrigues me, one that is ideally suited for your use in our coming battles with the armies of Penda and the wolf-woman. Making full use of your natural skills as knowers of the progressions and habits of the earth, it involves the use of one of the most deadly, long-distance weapons available. Oh, and it’s small, bright, and very shiny, and every one of you will have one to keep …” 

			When the cowerers came to reside in the Charnel House of Tiresias they came only as tortured souls. Sinews no longer bound their flesh and bones together, and their spirit, rustling, had flittered away like a forgotten dream the moment they entered the raging otherworld. 

			The awesome shade cast by the lord Tiresias as he strode his charnel domain ensured a total silence. Only one time in the year was set aside for talking - the day of the Autumn Equinox - and only a select few cowering leaders were allowed to talk through the clinging mists at their Festival of the Dead. 

			It was the only outlet, the one chance they had of venting their incandescent rage in an otherwise silent year. 

			And, they could only do it to the resident veneficus. 

			



	




Chapter Eight 

			It takes the green shoots of several seasons to hide the passing of such a belligerent mass. A marching army of the size led toward Wessex by King Penda devastates the places selected for their evening camp. Like a huge swarm of earth-stuck locusts, they stripped and flattened everything in their remorseless quest for a comfortable night. All the available wood was taken for their evening fires, crops for their food, and grazing for their horses. When they departed in the mornings they left behind a treeless swathe of land scarred by the presence of their huge camp, rancid with their makeshift latrines, leaves and plants crushed and spattered with spittle, and green valleys echoing to their livid northern banter. The only thing they were not allowed to touch during a march was the local women. That was a privilege reserved for the aftermath of victory. The mores of Saxon Christianity and this crusading king considered rape as a legitimate spoil of war that served as both an incentive and payment in kind for the effort of victory. Pagan women deserved all they got and, indeed, were better for the cleansing seed of his Christian violators. 

			The recent victories on the battlefield had given Penda’s army a confident swagger. Convinced of their invincibility, a position further enhanced by Elelendise’s assertion that they would not face any opposition of note, they marched on Wessex with the boldness and arrogance of the unbeaten. 

			At their head, mounted on a splendid white charger, his wolf-woman similarly mounted alongside him with her ever-present pale-eyed protector loping along almost under the hooves of her horse, Penda headed for the certain domination of Wessex and his destiny as ruler of the entire Britannica. Out wide in the gullies and forests of the rolling green sward, fierce packs of wolves whined and howled as they tracked the perimeter of the great army in answer to the call from their liege-lord. Joined by other packs as they moved through the country and nervous in the vicinity of so many humans, all previous fears were set aside when their fair-haired venefica called them to the cause. Cubs were left on the ground to die, fresh meat kills to rot, and carefully marked territories to other predators as they instantly turned in the direction of her call. By the time the twelve thousand soldiers approached the verdant rolling green downlands of Wessex they had been joined by over four hundred very dedicated wolves. 

			You must leave the hide and flee. There is very little time. A great army descends upon Wessex, an army that will kill all before it without mercy. It is counseled by a very dangerous wolf-woman who knows where you are and will harm you because of me. If my father will not go, then you must. Take my brothers and sisters and flee as fast as you can to the west. Go, my beloved mother … now. 

			Twilight’s mother, Leah, was perplexed when the message, obviously from Will and as clear as speech, flashed into her mind, but somehow she knew it was genuine. The voice, unheard for these past six years, could only be that of her special and precious eldest son. Sam had told her of his surprise when Will had begun to talk when they met Merlin, and although she had a particular bond with her first-born, they had never communicated like this before. It seemed that the wizard Merlin had already begun to impart his strange influences upon Will. Sitting alone in the darkened corner of their hovel, she attempted to form a reply. 

			“Is that you, Will? Is that really you?” Leah spoke to the empty air. 

			Instantly the reply came back into her mind. 

			Yes, my beloved mother, it is me. Did you understand my message? 

			“I did, but even before I ask him I know the answer. Sam will not believe me and will not allow us to leave the settlement. Oh, Will, my precious, what is to become of us?” 

			Do not worry. I will consult the long magus; he will think of something. We will be together again soon. 

			Leah had been right. Sam Timms did not believe her, and she had no way of convincing him that she wasn’t going mad with the suggestion that Wessex was about to be overrun by an invading army advised by a wolf-woman. She could not tell Sam that Will had spoken directly to her mind; he would beat her for double madness and have her condemned for witchery. 

			So they stayed. 

			And she prayed. 

			“Creativity and timing are the most important things in battle. Do things differently but with precision. It confuses the enemy.” Merlin looked down at Twilight from his great height and smiled conspiratorially. “And we certainly have at our disposal the greatest possible aid to creativity, do we not?” 

			“We do, but so does she,” said Twilight gloomily. “Her sorcery cancels out our sorcery, and then what are we left with? Two flocks of birds with some bright, shiny objects against a well-trained army of thousands helped by hundreds of fierce wolves.” 

			“Ahhh, the pessimism of untested youth. Armies are cumbersome, unwieldy masses constrained by their very numbers. You are also forgetting a couple of very important facts. First of all Elelendise is herself relatively untested in warfare, and secondly …” 

			“Wolves don’t have wings,” interrupted the boy. 

			“No, I wasn’t about to say that,” said Merlin. 

			“What secondly then?” 

			The deep emerald eyes glowed. 

			“Secondly, my doubting little skirmisher, is me. I am the legendary Merlin, an alpha spellbinder of the very finest creative and timing talents,” he said. Then with an airy wave of his long fingers he disappeared. 

			“Magus?” said the boy, looking around wildly. “Where are you?” 

			“I am here,” the voice of the long magus whispered in Twilight’s ear. 

			“And here,” it sang out from the treetops. 

			“And here, and here, and here,” it zipped around the compound with bewildering speed. “and here.” 

			Suddenly Merlin stood before the boy again. 

			Twilight frowned at the wizard. He was not impressed. 

			“You never moved. I could see the wavy lines of your aura in front of me all the time. Throwing your voice around the place is hardly sorcery.” 

			“Well done for recognizing my aura signature and the ruse, but remember this. Sorcery is only what you can get away with by using your wits and your speed of thought. How you arrive at your objective is irrelevant to the beholder. Anything out of the ordinary is sorcery to them. If you can’t get away with anything by using your wits, then call upon your enchantments to change the material structure of the situation.” 

			“Can you teach me to become invisible,” asked the boy, hardly daring to breathe at the very thought of it. Invisibility had been one of his great dreams ever since he’d been old enough to hold a sensible thought in his head. 

			“Of course. It’s elementary. What you might call boy sorcery.” 

			“When?” cried the boy excitedly. “When will I be able to just disappear from view?” 

			“Oh, let me see now.” The old astounder grinned. “You see the setting sun, that huge orange ball beginning to form over the tops of those beech trees over there?” 

			“Yes, yes, I see it.” 

			The long magus chuckled at his eagerness. “By the time it disappears from view, you will be able to do the same.” 

			Shortly after Twilight became, in his own mind, a true veneficus, Merlin taught him the rudimentary enchantment of unsight, the ability to simply render himself invisible. After a few successful attempts Twilight’s manner suddenly changed as he remembered his mother. 

			“In my eagerness and excitement I forgot to mention that I am faced by a big dilemma right now,” he said quietly. 

			“Oh?” 

			“My family, especially my mother. They are right in the path of the advancing army of Penda and its wolverine killers. They will be swept away by the tide of their violence with the rest of their settlement, and for the life of me I can’t think what to do.” 

			“Illustrates the point I was making earlier perfectly,” said the long magus smugly. He held his long fingers up to silence Twilight. “And before you start berating me for being an arrogant old homo solitarius, a recluse, who is only interested in proving a point, let me explain. You don’t know what to do because you have not met this type of situation before. You are untested in the machinations of its outcomes. It is the same with Elelendise in the matter of warfare. She has counseled on a couple of battles only, likely one-sided affairs at that. I, on the other hand, do know what to do because I have been tested many times in these matters and, in my own defense, not found wanting.” 

			“Does all that mean that you will do something to save my mother and family?” Twilight asked eagerly. 

			“I will do what I can,” said Merlin quietly. “Now, let’s address this accursed invasion.” 

			“Where do we start?” 

			“Simple. On the borders of the realm. With the creative use of our sorcery, precision timing, and the willing endeavors of our birds, we will endeavor to stop them from entering Wessex.” 

			Later, the Merlin falcon called Rho banked swiftly over the rolling crest of the most northerly hills of Wessex and alighted gently on the shoulder of the long magus. A series of quick screeches and he was gone. 

			“The beginning of the column is two hours away,” said Merlin, squinting at the late morning sun. “And no advance guard. The wolves remain on the flanks but will not head the column. This is exactly the formation we wanted. Are the pica in position?” 

			“Prepared and ready,” said Twilight. 

			“Good. Now, with whom do you suggest we start?” He beamed at the boy. 

			“With the wolf Lupa, for what he did to Bell,” said Twilight with feeling. 

			“Ahhh yes, of course. I thought you would say that. Now let me see if I can get this right. The fierce white wolf is to lose his head, isn’t he?” 

			“Yes, if you can arrange it?” 

			“I do believe we can.” Merlin smiled. “But first we must separate the Dog Star Sirius from the side of Orion. In other words get Lupa away from the side of Elelendise.” 

			The long column of northern soldiers meandered slowly over the dry summer hills, safe in the knowledge that they were invincible. About halfway back in the column, Caleb Bonner, at the head of his small cohort of ten longbow men, laughed and shared a joke with his companions at the complete lack of any opposition as they strolled unopposed in the Wessex sunshine. 

			Then two things happened almost simultaneously that dealt a severe blow to that invincibility. From his position approximately halfway down the column, Caleb Bonner suddenly fell to the ground screaming and beating at his hair … which had suddenly burst into flames. Turning her horse instantly, Elelendise started to gallop back down the column toward the noise. As she wheeled the horse, Lupa, lips already forming his most blood-curdling snarl and about to spin with her, had his pale gray eyes suddenly arrested by the sight of Twilight sitting on a tree stump in a small clearing of a copse on the opposite side of the column. For a split second he hesitated, caught between the great desire to always be by his adored liege-lord’s side, and the lure of a slashing attack upon someone he knew was one of her principal threats. 

			Then the issue was settled for him as Twilight suddenly smiled and beckoned. Like a shark in a blood sea, the instinct to kill overrode everything. The Dog Star Sirius was lured from the cosmic womb of Orion. Besides, he could be back by the side of his beloved Elelendise within seconds receiving praise for the deed, and the outlying wolves on this side would see just how devastating he, the highest placed of all wolves, could be when attacking the soft, yielding flesh of a mere boy. It would be a lesson to them on how to reduce a complete human being to nothing more than an inert, crimson assemblage of trailing guts, splintered bone, and disintegrated sinew. For good measure he might even eat it all afterward. 

			In a blur of ferocious, white-furred motion the death-crazed wolf bore down on Twilight, who just had time to get to his feet as its malignant virulence blurred toward him. Fangs dripping and already anticipating the great joy of feeling the young, warm boy-blood flooding over his jaws, Lupa launched himself at Twilight’s exposed white throat, knowing that the arm upraised in a vain attempt to fend him off would simply snap out of the way on impact. 

			Then nothing. 

			No warm blood, no soft, yielding resistance, no splintering bone. 

			There wasn’t anything there. 

			The great death lunge encountered only fresh air. 

			The simple mind of the killer wolf was way behind his actions. Landing on all fours he instinctively whirled to slash at the boy, thinking perhaps he had somehow missed or the boy had ducked clear at the last possible moment. 

			Only to find that his feet were firmly anchored in a glue-like mire. 

			He was stuck. 

			Slashing in all directions in a deranged spasm of hatred, his white fur standing on end in a frenetic condition of hysteria, the wolf hit maximum, uncontrolled, saliva-flying monomania. 

			Then suddenly he stopped. Feet anchored in the thick, glutinous mud, slavering jaws dripping, something happened behind the pale blue killer’s eyes deep in the simple recesses of the brain that halted the frenzy for all time. 

			His entire head exploded into a million minute pieces. 

			Twilight’s proposition had come true. The ferocious Lupa had indeed lost his head. 

			As the headless, rooted carcass, stilled of all its frenzy, its anger-stiff white fur settling back gradually on the lifeless back and still mired upright against the afternoon sun, a shadow wafted lazily across the copse as a blue feather settled gently over the gaping, crimson neck hole that had once supported the fierce Lupa’s head. 

			Later, folklore would celebrate this incident by carving out large effigies of the headless wolf on the white chalk of the rolling Wessex downland. That lore still had much to contend with before these particular legends were over. 

			The outlying wolves that had seen the instant destruction of what they had previously believed was indestructible set up a howling that had the fair Elelendise there in seconds. 

			It was her first reversal. In a young life of myriad completions and all-pervading successes, nothing had ever gone against her. Here was her first real setback. 

			Her full lips quivered for the merest instant before they curled in an expression of disgust at the lifeless, headless, and still upright body of her former devoted guardian. If there was any remorse it was immediately suppressed by disdain. 

			“Brainless beast,” she muttered. “That’s what you get for leaving my side.” 

			She looked around. A dry, grass-covered hill climbed away from the copse. On the top of the hill a number of gray wolves, nervous and frightened by what they had just seen, prowled and snapped at each other. She immediately transformed to the hilltop. Suddenly confronted by the close presence of their liege-lord, the wolves milled around her feet whining for attention. 

			All except one. 

			An old female that lay on the side of a bank a few paces away. 

			Who had just given birth. 

			Exhausted by her efforts the old wolf lay there panting whilst her newborn cub pawed and rolled in joy at the sudden freedom and expression of a life. Even though it was still streaked with birth fluids, it was obvious that the cub didn’t have the gray and black fur common to the species. 

			It was white. All over. 

			Elelendise knelt down by the panting old wolf’s side and tickled the cub’s wet ribs. Even though its eyes were barely open and its legs could not yet support it, there was no mistaking the fierce reaction of the cub as it whirled round with a squeaky snarl and tried to bite her finger. 

			“Well now, mother, it seems that the fierce Lupa left my side more than once, eh?” Elelendise said quietly. “This is his father’s son if ever I’ve seen one.” 

			The old female wolf nodded with her sad pale eyes. 

			“Whilst you were giving birth, you saw what happened?” 

			“All of it. I could not raise the alarm due to my … incapacitation. Also my pain was great,” replied the wolf. 

			“The pain of Lupa’s death or the pain of the little one’s birth?” Elelendise motioned toward the cub. 

			“I meant nothing to Lupa, nor he to me. You were the only thing he ever saw. I was just a convenience.” 

			“Move away. I wish to read the warmth of your resting place. And stay near me until you have suckled the fierce little one here. I will train him to take his father’s place as my guardian.” 

			“Then his fate will be the same as his father’s.” The old female sighed, dragging her exhausted body away from the spot and picking up the pup by its neck scruff with her teeth. 

			“Have a care, old mother. There are many who would jump at the chance to suckle my guardian.” 

			Swinging from his mother’s mouth, his squeaky snarls and kicking legs showing just what he thought of it, the little white pup suddenly stopped swinging as if seeing Elelendise for the first time. His half-opened, pale, watery little eyes locked onto hers. Elelendise addressed him, pointing to the mired body. 

			“Take a good look at your father’s headless body, little Lupa. Make sure you never forget it. That’s what evil pagans do to those who leave my side.” 

			Placing her hand on the warm, wet earth where the old wolf had lain in labor, Elelendise watched the events of the previous two hours roll before her eyes. She saw the phalanx of twenty pica take up their positions in a copse of trees on the other side of the road at right angles to the sun and facing the oncoming army. Then the sky suddenly darkened as five hundred pica swooped low over the hill to land in the trees of the various copses dotted along this side of the track. They, too, faced the army at right angles to the sun. Each carried a small object in their strong black beaks. 

			Then Elelendise knew what was coming. 

			The objects carried by the pica were small pieces of mirrored glass. On a given signal the first group of twenty turned their mirrors in perfect unison to catch the sun rays and reflect them onto the head of a bowman with a thick head of hair walking on the outside of the column about a half of the way down. Instantly his hair burst into flames. She watched her own reaction to the commotion it caused as she wheeled her horse and galloped back down the column. First, draw her out of position. She also saw the conspicuous apparition of Twilight appear in the copse clearing and how easy it had been to lure Lupa away from her and toward it. Second, isolate Lupa. As he made his ferocious leap, the five hundred pica lining that side of the road began to swing their tiny mirrors to reflect on the spot. As Lupa came to a confused halt, his feet firmly embedded in thick mud, the reflected rays of five hundred mirrors coalesced into one big spot on his white-furred head. He never knew what hit him; the implosion of his entire head was instantaneous. 

			Third, destroy the ferocious guardian. 

			It had been clever, very clever. And well coordinated, extremely well coordinated. She would allow the old magus that. She had underestimated him. 

			Fourth, sow seeds of doubt in her mind and get her in trouble with her king. 

			Right on cue Penda spurred his horse toward her. He did not look very happy. 

			Fifth, shake the invading king’s confidence in his counselor. As the angry king approached, the surrounding hills in front and to the side of them suddenly erupted in a wall of glittering reflections. The target this time of the many hundreds of tiny mirror beams was the semicircle of ground along a thou-sand-pace line in front of the column. 

			The long, dry summer grass burst instantly into flames. 

			Fanned by the summer breezes the flames quickly spread and began to race toward the stationary army. Panic ensued as horses reared and soldiers ran back in the direction from whence they came, all semblances of order and discipline gone as they scrambled away from the wall of advancing flames. Anything that was an impediment to haste was dropped; weapons, stores, armor, and shields littered the area. In vain the officers shouted for calm and an orderly retreat. More than half of the outlying wolves had been caught as well, and they added to the panic by running through the retreating lines of soldiers. Then a second wave of beams ignited the tinder-dry semicircle of grass across the retreating line. It quickly joined the first wall at each side. 

			And now they were surrounded. 

			Twelve thousand panicking men and over four hundred wolves trapped in an amphitheater of roaring flames that was rapidly closing in on them. 

			When the first wave of flames had erupted across their path, Elelendise grabbed the white wolf cub from its mother’s teat, where it had been suckling contentedly, leapt on her horse, and rode swiftly to the side of her king. As she snatched the cub, the old she-wolf sat up, took a long look at the flames rushing toward her before switching her pale-eyed gaze to the retreating venefica. She knew that the flames approached too fast for her exhausted body to escape. Rolling onto her back the old mother closed her eyes and flung her last words at her newborn cub as it sped away in the arms of its new dominatrix. 

			“When you are strong enough to kill, little one, be strong enough to kill the right one.” 

			Reining in her horse and placing a staying hand on the arm of Penda, Elelendise’s blue eyes glowed a deep aquamarine toward the heavens. A loud clash of thunder rent the air, and a torrential downpour dropped on the raging inferno surrounding them. The fires were instantly doused. Raising her hand in the direction of the sun Elelendise caused a thick black cloud to hide its rays. 

			“That’ll keep their pernicious little fire mirrors quiet,” she muttered. 

			They watched as the officers gradually reasserted some control over the men as they straggled back through the still smoldering grassland. Uncomfortable with the close proximity of humans, the wolves that had become caught up in the headlong panic, moved back out to the periphery. Elelendise turned to the brooding Penda with a small bow. 

			“My Lord, please forgive me. I misread the abilities and will of the long magus and his urchin boy and their confounded birds,” she said apologetically. “It will not happen again. By the light of ten guttering candles I will dip a quill in their spilled blood and scribe your Christian epitaph across Wessex for all to see.” 

			“I hope you are right, counselor … for all our sakes,” replied the all-conquering king ominously. “Especially yours. 

			The vulnerability and innocence of the material world was the backdrop to an endless game to the gods. A planetary vista of mortal perambulations offering untold opportunities to amuse and conspire. And Zeus, busy with the governance of the entire universe, could not see everything. 

			Thus, Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes and God of the Domain of the Cowering Dead, amused himself by plotting to bring about the powerful legend that on a preordained Equinox, the tortured inhabitants of his domain would rise up in a mighty swirling protest, overcome the ruling venefical hold, and finally break free from their sarcophagal restraints and pour forth to swamp an unsuspecting world. 

			The one obstacle to that remained the breaking of the ruling venefical hold. That would require the placement of a flawed, inexperienced veneficus. 

			Something he had been working on … 

			



	




Chapter Nine 

			The gray shapes came quickly and silently out of the dawn. Driven by a combination of bloodlust for the tearing of human flesh and the ambition of their liege-queen and her merciless treatment of them at the slightest hint of failure, they hurtled into the settlement. With the flimsy mud, wattle, and woven willow walls of the hovels splintering under the onslaught of the big pack leaders, the sleepy inhabitants had their throats ripped out as they groped their way upward from their night pallets. Children had their heads torn from their bodies as they blinked in stupefaction at the sudden interruption of their slumbers; infants, entrails scattering like clods from galloping horses’ hooves, were tossed into the air; mothers, faces ripped to a bloodied maw of indistinguishable flesh as they sought to protect, clawed and fell screaming silently in incomprehensible disbelief at the carnage as their lives and those of their offspring flowed quickly into the blood-sodden earth. Fathers and brothers disappeared under the slavering-fanged onslaught, wielding whatever puny implement they happened to have at hand when the leap for their throat came. Those settlement animals that couldn’t flee were slashed to a bloodied pulp as the long, pin-sharp teeth of the attackers ripped and dismembered bone, feather, hide, and fur from flesh. 

			Of the four hundred wolves in the attack on the settlement, at least fifty of them made straight for the dwelling of Sam Timms. 

			Then, fangs dripping still warm crimson, they loped away for the run to their next target, the compound of the long magus himself. High on an overlooking hill, her white wolf pup straining and growling in a slaughter that his sensitive nose and ears could detect but his young eyes could not yet see, Elelendise smiled. Turning she watched the swift flight of a small falcon as it bore the news of the slaughter back to its master. 

			“Welcome to the wolf-wrath of Elelendise, long magus,” she said quietly to herself, stroking the straining wolf-cub under the chin. “Your father would have enjoyed that, little Lupa … and so will you, my little warrior … so will you.” 

			Hidee say, hidee say, I’m staying out of the forest today. 

			Hidee see, hidee see, the Savernake wraiths won’t get me 

			Nor the Gauls or the Picts, 

			Cos I’m a freeman, 

			And I’m free 

			The words of the rhyme chanted by the settlement children as they played echoed through Twilight’s head. Now they were gone, all of them. And his father and all the others who refused to heed Merlin’s warning that danger was approaching. 

			At least his mother and five brothers and sisters were safe. The long magus, going against the rule of his father that his family was to remain with him, had spirited them away shortly before the wolves attacked. When questioned by Twilight the old astounder had withheld their destination other than to assure him that they were in a place of safety with an old and trusted friend of his from the past. 

			With a couple of concerned pica flapping in the trees overhead, Twilight sat in a corner of the compound for a long time thinking about the wolf attack on the settlement. His father had seemed quite cruel on occasions, but it had only been in the interests of bringing up a large family on limited means. An honest but simple peasant couldn’t have been expected to understand the crazy antics of a boy born to sorcery, especially as the boy didn’t understand it himself. 

			And the village boys, that bunch of ragamuffins who had taunted and harassed him with their rough and ill-conceived pranks. What could they have been expected to understand? Their simple lives had been built, as his had been, around poverty and community. They had been nowhere outside the settlement other than to till the soil and tend whatever livestock their fathers owned in the surrounding meadows. Now their innocent lives had been ripped away from them in the cruelest of ways. He thought of all the men and women who had been so mercilessly slaughtered. Red-faced, careworn women with infants on their hips and others playing in the dirt at their feet, bearded, rough-handed men with implements in their hands forever muttering about what the weather was doing to their crops. Vague names and faces swam through his mind. The family that lived in the next hovel, the noisy arguments between the man and his wife, the one-legged man and village elder with seven children who lived on the other side, the family opposite whose father had been the village smith, beating small, glowing pieces of iron into implements for tilling and plowing the soil. The time he’d been sitting high in an oak tree on the edge of the forest when a young man and woman from the village, giggling and tickling each other, had settled under the tree and begun to kiss. After half an hour of squirming embarrassment as he tried to ignore their ever-increasing ardor, Will, finding his situation too much to bear, began to have strong thoughts about his predicament. Suddenly, both the young woman and man simultaneously leapt to their feet and laughing hysterically ran completely naked back to the village where, to the complete astonishment of all, with hands entwined, they danced around the maypole. 

			Although no one outside his immediate family had any proof that Will was responsible for some of the strange things that happened around the settlement, most of them regarded him with suspicion, and had probably heaved a sigh of relief when his father had finally taken him away. 

			But none of their treatment of Will deserved what they got when the slavering gray wolves came rushing out of the dawn. 

			When Merlin finally closed the huge woven-willow gates of his stockaded compound, he knew he was doing it forever. 

			“Remember, skirmisher, all strangers from here on, howsoever they present themselves to you, are dangerous. Only when they have proved themselves, either way, will you know how to treat with them. They will say ‘How can I prove myself to you if you will not let me near you?’ Your answer must be that if they value such proof highly enough, they will find a way.” 

			Twilight nodded as the long magus continued. 

			“It is not safe for us here at the compound. She will attack very soon, and we must make all haste for the catacombs of Cheddar, and then on to Glastonbury and the southwest to continue the fight within the marshlands of the Levels. From there, if necessary, we will move further west toward Exeter and then Kernow, drumming up support from the local thanes if they have not all grown too fat and lazy upon the land they have stolen from the people. We will take human and wolverine lives as and when we can. Our birds will remain in close attendance. From now on, skirmisher, we fight on the move.” 

			The long magus took a last look around the compound. 

			His eyes glowed and twelve blood-dripping skinned deer carcasses appeared, hung from the compound fence posts. 

			He handed Twilight an ochre pot. 

			“Use a long stick to smear each carcass with some of the potion in this pot. Be very careful not to get any of the potion on your skin. We will leave more hanging from boughs along false routes.” 

			“What is it?” 

			“An appetizer to welcome ravenous guests with highly developed senses of smell and odor.” Merlin chuckled. “A sweet-tasting concoction made up of three plants from around here: spotted hemlock from the conium variety, staggergrass from amianthium, and foxglove from the digitalis strain. Boiled into a delicious-tasting, irresistible meat additive that no self-respecting wolf could possibly ignore.” 

			“What will it do to them?” 

			“The spotted hemlock will cause almost instant respiratory - breathing - failure. The staggergrass causes excessive salivation followed by a poisonous death, and the foxglove will immediately stop the heart beating.” 

			“Why all three? Surely any one of them will do?” 

			Merlin chuckled. “Elelendise might well be with them. Due to its carnal diet the wolf’s bodily system is basic but hardy and well used to discarding unwanted substances. If she hits on the cause quickly she has the power to provide an antidote for, perhaps, one of the poisons. It is not possible to provide an antidote for all three in the short time she will have before the wolves are past the point of no return.” 

			Twilight shook his head in awe. “So much knowledge, so much understanding of death.” 

			The long magus looked down at him from his great height. “We haven’t even begun, my little tyro spellbinder. By the time this battle is over you will understand death in many more forms.” 

			“Can victory be achieved without so many deaths?” The dark brown eyes glowed concern. 

			“Only hers.” The long magus turned abruptly. 

			One hundred wolves hit the compound in a mass of snarling hatred. Again, the flimsy woven willow gates and walls of the shelter splintered under their impact as they frantically sought the presence of humans. Finding none they fell in a ferocious feeding frenzy upon the hanging carcasses. 

			In no hurry, Elelendise later strode into the clearing with the white baby wolf cub cradled in her arms. She knew Merlin and Twilight would be long gone, but the symbolism of destroying the compound was too strong for her to resist. It would be added to all the other myths that would be sung about around the dying embers of the Celtic campfires as the beginning of the end for the mighty long magus. 

			And the ascendancy of the wolf-woman. 

			She stopped abruptly. All around the smashed compound wolves lay dead. Here and there a gray-furred leg with white markings around the large padded foot twitched as the last throes of life ebbed into the Wessex soil. Stiff, foam-flecked tongues lolled from mouths red with deer blood as the rigor mortise of death had arrested them in mid snarl. Quickly she took in the ripped carcasses, some still hanging, others littered in pieces of torn deer flesh and bone around the compound. 

			A blue feather fluttered gently on a thin sapling. 

			Then she got very angry. 

			Merlin and Twilight sat high in the branches of a mighty oak tree overlooking the Plain of Glastonbury. The long magus had insisted they walk there, a journey that took them the whole day and wore Twilight out. There had been many stops along the way as Merlin explained a particular bit of magic and how it was completed. As the evening shadows began to lengthen they had reached their destination, and Merlin began the process of teaching the boy how to transform from one place to another. Using small distances to begin with in and around the oak tree, Twilight began to get to grips with the complicated enchantment of putting himself instantly in another place. 

			“As you know, most of what we do is controlled by the mind.” Merlin chuckled as the boy, intending to transform himself to the ground under the tree they were in, suddenly found himself sitting in Merlin’s lap. “In order to execute any transformation, the mind must be completely clear of any distraction. Otherwise, you will end up in the wrong place, as, I believe, you have just demonstrated.” He patted the boy’s head gently. “It’s all controlled from in here.” 

			“But I can’t get those wolves and the slaughter of the settlement out of my head,” said Twilight. “I keep hearing the screams of the dying villagers and seeing terrible images. And besides all that I’m tired. You have worn me out with all this walking.” 

			The long magus sighed. “I know. Let’s give it a rest for a while.” 

			He waved a long arm around to encompass the area. 

			“We are in an area of Wessex known as Summer Land. A 

			land of diverse Celtic tribes and independent barbarians, each worshipping their own pagan gods. Fifty years ago this realm was under the rule of Melwas. Each winter the marshes of the Levels flood this plain and turn the Tor,” he pointed to a steep hill rising out of a valley in the distance, “into an island. The people around here call it the Island of Glass.” 

			“You knew Melwas?” Twilight asked. 

			Merlin gazed into the distance as if looking back in time. 

			“Quite well. We were on friendly terms … until he kidnapped Guinevere and imprisoned her in his fortress here in Glastonbury.” 

			“Why?” 

			“She was a beautiful woman. He wanted her for his wife, but she was already betrothed to Arthur.” 

			“Which made Arthur very angry, and they fought a battle for the hand of Guinevere?” Twilight’s dark eyes again shone with the experience of being so close to great events. 

			“Not this time.” The long magus smiled down at his charge. “Arthur’s army became stuck in the winter marshlands of the Levels and could not make any headway.” 

			Twilight looked at him quizzically. “You were with King Arthur?” 

			“I was. In those days he never referred to himself as a king. He called himself Dux Bellorum, Battle Leader in your tongue. There were others who had a greater paternal claim on the throne of the Britains, but Arthur was unequalled as an inspirer of men.” 

			Twilight sighed. “The Latin tongue is so much better at drawing pictures, a kind of speech music. Will I ever learn how to use it?” 

			“Of course you will. In the meantime you speak a perfectly able substitute, which is universally understood throughout this land.” 

			Twilight nodded before picking up the theme of Melwas again. “The marshlands of the Levels do not offer a barrier to you. We have just proven that by our instant transition here today.” 

			“True, and so it was that I traversed the marshes, bargained with Melwas, and Guinevere was released.” 

			“What was the bargain?” 

			“Arthur’s army was bigger and better trained. He would have waited until the summer when the marshlands dried out and then put Melwas and his men to the sword. I persuaded Melwas that if he returned Guinevere unharmed, Dux Bellorum would turn back and peace would reign between them.” 

			“Arthur was happy with that?” 

			“Only when reunited with Guinevere. She soothed the anger from him. Besides, he had other, more important battles to fight. Saxons, warlords, and pretenders were everywhere.” 

			Twilight was silent for a while. 

			“So,” he said at last. “Since we are getting close to winter, the lesson is that Penda’s army could also get bogged down in the marshlands of the Levels.” 

			Merlin grinned at him. “Good, good, and that way we’ll let nature take some of the strain of battle … if, that is, the wolf-woman chooses to ignore the strategic usefulness of Cadbury Castle.” 

			“Cadbury Castle?” 

			“It is a strongly fortified castle on a hill just outside the settlement of Yeovil, which is on the northern edge of the Levels. Currently occupied by Gawain Godwinson, a lord of some standing whose father was one of the twelve Knights of the Round Table - one of only two Grail knights - it would be a good place for Penda’s army to sit out the coming winter.” 

			“The Knights of the Round Table, the Grail chalice, Guinevere,” breathed Twilight in awe. “Campfire legends and heroes of the finest storytelling. Does the Grail chalice exist?” 

			The long magus looked at him for a long while as if deciding just how far he should go with this. Then he raised his fingers to his lips to denote a secret and spoke directly to the boy’s mind. 

			We will come to the Grail and its seekers in good time, my eager little moonshiner. Even though we are at the top of this mighty oak tree some myths must remain clandestina, spoken of only in whispers. 

			Does it exist? Twilight asked again eagerly. 

			It certainly does. 

			Do you know its whereabouts? 

			“I am its keeper,” said Merlin simply, reverting back to normal speech. “Now, enough of such matters, we have more pressing deeds to attend to.” 

			“Does Godwinson have an army?” Twilight continued with his bombardment of questions. 

			“Hardly an army.” The long magus scowled. “Two hundred, maybe three hundred men at most. I think we’ll pay him a visit tomorrow and see just what he’s made of. If he’s anything like his father he’ll be a man of honor and courage.” 

			Just then a falcon alighted on a branch alongside him and screeched a message before arrowing back over the horizon on its return to shadow the army of Penda. 

			“By the Hounds of the Otherworld, that’s fine crinkum crankum.” He chuckled. “Forty-one wolves dead, one-tenth of her slavering lupine army poisoned.” He turned to Twilight. “And all because of a little knowledge of local plants, eh skirmisher.” 

			Twilight remembered the relevant section of the Elder Pen-dragon couplet. “Feel the sun, plunge the earth, whisper plant, whisper birth,” he said quietly. 

			“Ahhh,” sighed Merlin. “There you have this one and the next one. Before we move on from this place we will also plunge the earth. That should take care of a few more of her allies.” 

			“You have another plan?” asked Twilight. 

			The green eyes of the veneficus glowed. “My mind is a firefly of plans. All of them now centered on ridding this earth of that cursed wolf-woman.” 

			“And Penda and his army?” 

			“They are but men who seek to conquer for nothing more than religious power. There will be such armies to the end of time. She is different. I haven’t got to the bottom of it yet, but her purpose in all this is something altogether more meaningful.” 

			“Sinister, left-handed, the hidden warnings from Mael, her wish to be introduced as your successor at the Festival of the Dead.” Twilight mused. “Are there greater powers beyond even those of the mighty line of venefici in all this? The gods themselves perhaps?” 

			The long magus looked at his charge admiringly. “You are learning quickly. Those are my thoughts also. We will ponder on it more as events offer us clues. In the meantime we have a loss to consider. In retribution for the deaths of her wolves, Elelendise has set fire to the mighty Savernake. As we sit here at the top of this mighty oak, many hundreds of other trees are burning to ash in a raging inferno engulfing the mighty woodland. My falcon tells me the entire forest will be nothing but smoldering embers by the morning.” 

			Twilight was silent as he absorbed this. 

			“Are any of our birds caught up in it?” 

			“No, all are safe other than the loss of their habitat.” 

			“Other animals?” 

			“Everything that cannot burrow deep, fly, or run fast to escape the raging flames will be consumed within them.” 

			“Can you stop it?” he asked. 

			“Again, no. It would take too much power and leave me weakened. It will be a long time, especially for the trees, but eventually the forest will grow again.” 

			After a while the long magus began to mutter to himself in the Latin tongue. After some time he turned to Twilight. 

			“Can you arrange for ten pairs of pica to attend us?” he said conspiratorially. 

			“At once,” replied Twilight. “Do I sense another plan, one of those fireflies perhaps?” 

			Merlin snorted in appreciation. “I have a question for you. Of the five senses - hearing, taste, smell, sight, and touch - which do you think is the most useful in a war such as that we are engaged in?” 

			Twilight pondered long and hard. “It is a difficult question because all of them have a use, but I would say the most valuable would be sight.” 

			“Umm. Summon the ten pairs. We’ll put it to the test.” 

			In the early hours of that morning as Penda’s army slept on the chalk hills above the smoldering remains of the eastern fringes of what had been the mighty Savernake forest, ten pairs of pica glided silently and unseen between the evenly spaced sentries and landed on the ground. The air was thick with the smell of wood smoke from the forest inferno, which mingled with the same smell given off by the dying embers of the many campfires around which each cohort of ten soldiers slept. The ten pairs of birds, their black-and-white plumage offering the perfect camouflage against the dark night, hopped toward one circle of soldiers. With his weapons by his side and feet toward the fire, each soldier lay on his back covered by a rough woven blanket. Remaining in pairs the birds positioned themselves on each side of the snoring head of a soldier and waited. 

			“Now,” the clear, young voice of their liege-lord sang in their heads simultaneously, and each bird stabbed down purposefully with its sharp, black-tipped beak. Through the closed lid and deep into the soft eyeball of the slumbering soldiers. 

			As the agonized screams shattered the darkness the birds flew off silently … leaving ten blind soldiers and a single blue feather. 

			Later that day, with the blinded soldiers being escorted back toward the north, the army struck camp and began to move slowly further westward across the verdant Wessex landscape. With scouts forward and outriders and wolves on both flanks they marched purposefully toward the Celtic heartland … into an area strewn with prepared adder pits. 

			Plunge the earth. 

			The pits had been prepared with typical Merlin cunning in that they were rectangular camouflaged pits randomly placed across the tracks and sheep walks over which much of the army would pass. At a man-and-a-half deep there was nothing in the bottom of the pits so that when the thin, grass-covered branches gave way under the weight of four soldiers and they tumbled in, nothing happened. 

			Until they stood up. 

			Ledges had been dug at head height around the upper part of each pit. It was here that many adders had been placed. The noise and tumult of soldiers clattering into their pit was guaranteed to upset the adders. 

			Fifty-five soldiers died from poisonous adder strikes in the head and neck before Elelendise brought the situation under control by once again bringing the entire panicking army to a halt whilst she located the remaining pits and set fire to their reptilian inhabitants. 

			In a small valley Elelendise called the pack leaders of her wolves together. They were nervous and whined and belly-crawled in her presence. 

			“One of your greatest gifts is the sense of smell. Beware. It can also be a weakness. Our enemy is cunning and will play to our strengths as well as weaknesses. Do not rush into any situation. If you see, scent, or sense anything unusual, let me know before reacting to it.” 

			An old male pack leader called Pad with three white fur-covered paws whined and asked if he could say something. 

			“Our problem, supreme mother, is that we cannot fly. We could quickly reduce all those chickens to a feathered mash if we could get them out of the trees and onto the ground.” 

			This was greeted with a chorus of approving yelps from the others. Elelendise stroked the little white Lupa cradled in her arms and thought for a moment. 

			“You have given me an idea, old pack leader. Worry not. When the appropriate time comes, you shall all have your grounded chickens, and the air will be thick with their feathers. Now, go back to your stations and remember. Our enemy is everything and anything. He can take many forms. Stay on guard and ultra cautious at all times.” 

			Penda summoned his counselor. 

			“I have just received word that my wife and daughter and their escort are making good progress and will be with us tomorrow. In view of our recent losses - in particular the blinded soldiers and those killed in the adder pits - I am worried for their safety. They are very precious to me and must not be put in any danger. As much as I yearn to see them both again, I will not play with their lives and will turn them around now unless you can convince me that they will be safe.” 

			Elelendise nodded. “My lord, I won’t deny that the old magus and the tyro star-gazer have had some brief moments of joy at our expense and there may be more, but, as thus far, their victories will be minor, whereas ours will be the last and winning one. As for the safety of the queen and Princess Rawnie I will create something very special to guarantee their complete safety, even against the cowardly rune-lore sorcery of that miserable old man and his novice stripling.” 

			King Penda raised an eyebrow at her confidence. 

			“Guarantee?” 

			“Yes.” Elelendise smiled. “I guarantee that they will not come to any harm.” 

			“What is this creation that enables you to make such a guarantee?” 

			The wolf-woman looked at the Christian king for a few moments before answering his question. “I will create the most deadly, dedicated protection device ever seen on this earth. It is unnatural phenomena and cannot be bettered as a killing machine. Its only function on earth is the dedicated protection of the queen and princess, and its presence will be unknown to them for it is invisible to the human eye and will not interfere with their daily life. Even as we speak it is in close attendance and guards their every move. Its presence is permanent. It cannot be destroyed by others, and only I can switch it off.” 

			“What is this protection device called?” 

			“A Watcher, my lord. They have their very own Watcher.” 

			“Would that I had any number of such devices. They could replace my army.” 

			“It is only possible for me to create and maintain one such device due to the power required to keep it functioning to the maximum of its capability. Just the one acts as a drain upon my own powers. Were it possible to create and maintain even a small platoon of such devices, no human army in the world, however large, well-equipped, and trained, could resist them. It functions only to protect those to whom it has been dedicated. That is the extent of my guarantee.” 

			The king nodded his satisfaction. “Then, with the protection of this Watcher they shall continue their journey and be with us tomorrow.” 

			“There is another matter I wish to advise on, my lord.” Gently stroking the dozing white wolf pup’s ears cradled in her arms she awaited for Penda’s approval to continue. 

			“What is it?” 

			“Winter is closing rapidly upon us, and we are nearing the marshlands of Summer Land. History has shown it to be the very worst terrain for an army to fight on in winter. Two days’ march from here is a place that will keep your men secure for the winter whilst enabling smaller, lighter, and more maneuverable raiding parties to carry the Christian fight to the pagan Celts throughout the settlements of Wessex.” 

			“What place?” 

			“A poorly defended hill fort called Cadbury Castle.” 

			Penda paused for a moment. 

			“I have heard of this place, counselor. Wasn’t it something to do with King Arthur?” 

			“It was, my lord. He called it Camelot.” 

			The circumstances and numbers of dying mortals were an irrelevance to Tiresias. Humans were expendable; the only concern was that their deaths, sacrifices, or suffering somehow contributed to his amusement or great plan. The more that died the more to inhabit the charnel house of his domain, the hell that was the mists of the cowerers. His ultimate satisfaction would come with their release upon an unsuspecting earth. 

			His plan had taken a long time to come to fruition. Now that old fool Merlin needed supplanting and everything would be set for the release of the entire population of the raging cowerers from their mists of hell at the next Equinoctial Festival of the Dead. 

			What would happen then? Even he, a member of the mightiest Presidium of nine principal gods, wasn’t sure, but one thing was certain; it would be the grandest ever spectacle for him and all the other gods and put him in a most favorable light with Zeus for its sheer brilliance and execution. 

			If, that was, the gods themselves, in all their omnipotence, were safe from the released mists. If not, old orders of immortal dominance would have to change. 

			Now that was playing with the foundation of the worlds. 

			



	




Chapter Ten 

			Merlin and Twilight appeared at the solid wooden drawbridge of the looming Cadbury Castle. The guards on the gate, taken by surprise at their sudden presence, challenged them fiercely with raised spears until the long magus calmed them with an iridescent look and asked them to kindly summon Godwinson. 

			A few minutes later a tall, flaxen-haired young man with broad shoulders and keen, clear blue eyes strode across the castle keep toward them, buckling on his sword. He stopped with a puzzled look before executing a low bow. 

			“Your method of arrival and demeanor tells me you are none other than Merlin … the long magus himself,” he said in a strong voice, straightening up. “It is a great honor to meet you at last and welcome you back to Cadbury Castle.” 

			Merlin bowed in return before looking closely at him. 

			“You bear a striking resemblance to Sir Gawain Godwinson, your father, when he was no more than twenty winters.” 

			Godwinson smiled. “Before the many battles that you got him into changed his features somewhat, eh.” He continued. “It is seven winters since his death, paradoxically, considering his fighting life, of old age.” 

			“He was,” said Merlin quietly, “one of the bravest men I ever met and one fully deserving of a long life. And your mother, the fair Eleanor, what of her?” 

			The handsome young knight was silent in reflection for a few moments. “She has been gone five winters.” 

			Godwinson indicated a mound under a small oak tree in a corner of the courtyard. 

			“They are buried side by side over there …” He paused for a moment. “Although their souls will reside elsewhere, probably in different places. A matter you will no doubt know more about than I.” 

			Ignoring the remark, which showed an insight and understanding beyond young Godwinson’s years, the long magus dropped his chin to his chest in their memory for a short while before indicating Twilight beside him. 

			“I come with Twilight, my tyro veneficus. We have much to discuss with you.” 

			Godwinson nodded an acknowledgment at the boy. 

			“If it’s about that northern snake Penda and his marauding army and wolf packs then I welcome your presence here. We have heard of his sacking of the settlement at Malmesbury and the torching of the great Savernake. As we speak he is heading this way.” 

			They walked slowly across the courtyard. All around them men bustled and loaded horses and carts in preparation for leaving. 

			“You are leaving the castle?” Twilight spoke for the first time. 

			Gawain Godwinson looked down at him. “We have no choice. Penda has a trained army of many thousands, and we are a mere two hundred and eighty strong. Even the walls of this great fortress cannot hold out for long against those odds. We would be slaughtered within hours.” 

			They entered the castle through a heavily studded door and into a large hall. The walls were crisscrossed with arms and armor of all sorts and brightly colored battle standards. 

			Merlin walked around the wall, nodding in recognition at the display of heraldry. He pointed to a bright red and gold standard hanging from a pair of crossed lances. 

			“The pennant of Colcrin, the Saxon leader against whom Arthur had many battles, most of them victorious. This was taken at the battle of the Castle of Guinnon.” 

			He walked to the next one, a purple and gold pennant draped over a black shield quartered in silver. 

			“The battle of the Mountain of Agned against Colcrin’s brother, Baldulf.” 

			He stopped for a long moment in front of the next one, a pennant of bright silver depicting a fierce bear’s head with bared teeth. 

			“The pennant of Gillamuri, the Irish Gael king whom Arthur fought twice, once on these shores and once in Ireland. Both times victory was Arthur’s.” 

			His long, bony finger moved to the next one, a large shield with a blue lightning strike across a white background decorated with yellow stars. 

			“The shield of Cedric, taken from his dead body at the battle of Caer Fadon.” 

			Moving around he continued to point at each set of heraldic battle standards. 

			“The battle of the City of Legions, also known as Caeleon, the battle of Badon Hill, Basingwerk, Caledonia, the River Tribuit, and …” He paused, his finger trembling in the direction of a display given pride of place above a huge open fireplace. It consisted of a mighty sword and lance crossed against a large golden shield quartered with a red cross in the top right alongside a heraldic griffin over a castle and an eagle’s head. “Arthur’s very own insignia and weapons.” 

			Godwinson nodded at the display and spoke for the first time since they had entered the great hall. 

			“The sword, as everyone knows thanks to you, was called Excalibur. Arthur called the shield Gwenn and the lance the Spear of Command.” 

			“And your father fought alongside Arthur at all of those battles?” asked a wide-eyed Twilight. 

			Godwinson looked down at the boy and then pointed to a huge round oak table in one corner of the hall. 

			“As did the other eleven knights and the counselor here who sat around that table.” 

			Twilight walked over to the huge table of circular oak and, brushing his fingers over the high chair backs, slowly walked around the fourteen places. 

			“The settlement campfires of Wessex abound with the stories of Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table,” he whispered reverently. “And this is where they sat?” 

			Godwinson nodded. The boy turned to Merlin. 

			“Where was your place?” 

			The long magus indicated a slightly taller chair than the rest. 

			“That was Arthur’s seat and mine was here.” 

			He placed his hands on the chair to the right of Arthur’s. “Sir Galahad sat here.” He carried on around the table, tapping each chair. “Sir Lancelot du Lac, Sir Percivale, Sir Tristam de Lyones, Sir Bedivere, Sir Beoberis, Sir Bors de Ganis, Sir Safer, Sir Kay, Sir Ector de Maris, Sir Brunor le Noir, and, completing the circle next to me, this young man’s father, Sir Gawain Godwinson.” 

			Twilight’s lips moved as he silently repeated the mighty names of the most famous and courageous knights in all of history. 

			“King Arthur was very keen on Orders of Chivalry,” said Godwinson. “This Round Table was the highest order, but he established others. Next in line were the Queen’s Knights, followed by the Knights of the Watch, then the Table of Errant Companions, and finally the Table of Less-Valued Knights. He wanted every knight to work his way through each order to the top. He was also known as the Grail King. The Holy Grail is a Christian talisman held in very high esteem. My father and Sir Lancelot were Grail knights,” Godwinson continued reverently. 

			“Which meant that they bore a special responsibility for the 

			protection of the Holy Grail.” 

			Twilight turned to the long magus. 

			“Were all the knights Christians?” 

			“On the surface, yes, to please Arthur, who was a devout convert and one of that faith’s most ardent followers, but perhaps deeper down one or two of them held more pagan beliefs.” 

			Did you subscribe to the Christian faith in those days? 

			Twilight reverted to direct mind-speech. 

			I did not, nor any other faith, then as now. That is not to say that a veneficus should be a heretic or neutral on such matters. The holder of the enchantments can worship any faith or sect he or she desires. Most sects, however, particularly those of a Christian persuasion, are concerned with the final destination of the soul. The Wessex veneficus and, no doubt, others in possession of the Equinoctial mandate in other lands know what happens to the soul and therefore do not require a faith to confirm it. That is why I preferred to study the wisdom and learning of the ancient Greeks rather than one of the many religions that abound. 

			Unaware that the boy and Merlin were conversing in mind-speak the young knight looked boldly at the long magus. 

			“We get many visitors, some of them from foreign lands. All are seeking the same thing.” 

			The long magus chuckled. “You mean Grail seekers,” he said. “Still trying to resurrect the old myth that whosoever finds it shall have the power to resurrect Arthur to his former glory. What do you tell such visitors?” 

			“That the resurrection is a myth, no more or less, and that as far as the present whereabouts of the Grail is concerned, I have absolutely no idea, which is partly the truth. My father always maintained that following Arthur’s death after the battle of Camlan against his cousin Mordred - who also died in the battle and, incidentally, sat at this table before he and Arthur became mortal enemies over the hand of Guinevere and the throne - the whereabouts and safekeeping of the Grail was 

			vested in one man …” 

			He looked at Merlin keenly with one eyebrow raised. 

			“By the three faces of the Celtic Goddess I do believe you mean me!” exclaimed the long magus emphatically. He stroked his beard before adopting a conspiratorial tone. “One of the great mysteries of the Grail is just what is it. Some believe it to be a golden chalice that held drops of blood from the crucified Nazarene, the leader of the Christian sect I told you about earlier. Others believe it to be a casket containing the remains of his wife, Mary Magdalene, and still others take it to be ancient scrolls describing religious history. Due to the enchantments and the ability to spirit things away to places where they will never be found, the resident veneficus of Wessex gets many artifacts, icons, and relics to safeguard. If the Grail is one of these items, you, my little skirmisher, will know all the answers in time.” 

			He smiled down at the perplexed look on Twilight’s face. 

			“And I,” said Godwinson, “will never know.” 

			“I wouldn’t be so sure of that, my young knight. This boy is going to need all the help he can get in the future. Now, enough of such earthshine, we have far more important matters to discuss in the shape of Penda and the wolf-woman. Shall we sit at this famous table and make our plans?” 

			He pulled out his old chair to the right of Arthur’s. Godwinson took the next chair, which was previously occupied by his father. 

			“Which one should I sit in?” asked Twilight. 

			“This one here on my left,” said Merlin, indicating the largest chair of them all. 

			“King Arthur’s!” exclaimed the boy. “You want me to sit in the famous seat of the mighty battle leader, Dux Bellorum, himself?” 

			“Of course.” The long magus smiled. “You will be at the heart of the Wessex fight for its Celtic identity for the next eighty-seven years, so you might as well get used to it.” 

			When, two hours later, Godwinson, the long magus, and the boy emerged from the great hall of Cadbury Castle into the courtyard, a somber sight greeted them. All activity by Godwinson’s men had ceased, and they stood around muttering and gesturing toward the long line of pica perched around the castellations. To them the presence of so many devil birds was an ill omen. At the appearance of their liege-lord the assembled birds showed their right claws in salutation and began to nod their heads and ruffle their feathers. 

			Taken by surprise Twilight hesitated. 

			“Odora lupes vis,” whispered Merlin to Godwinson. “I smell the scent of wolves.” 

			Recovering his composure Twilight returned the salutation. A pair of birds flew down to the ground at his feet, and he went to his knees to receive them. 

			Taking turns, the birds chitted their story. Thanking them and waving them back, Twilight turned to the long magus with tears streaming down his cheeks. 

			“The wolf-woman has destroyed forty pairs of pica. She used a false fledgling with its foot caught securely in bramble. Its plaintive cries attracted a number of pica pairs to the location. As they tried to free the fledgling they were suddenly swept up into a net. This happened six times in different locations until she had trapped forty pairs.” 

			“One pair for each of the wolves she lost when we poisoned the carcasses,” said the long magus quietly. 

			Twilight continued between sobs. 

			“The nets were taken to the camp and emptied into a larger net. Then, with thousands of soldiers cheering and shouting she released ten wolves led by an old, white-footed pack leader into the net. It was carnage. Unable to fly the birds were torn to pieces.” 

			The long magus gestured toward the birds lining the castle walls. 

			“They will be frightened and in need of reassurance. It is at times like this that they really need their liege-lord. I believe you are strong enough to provide the succor they require. Share 

			their grief, but do not show any fear.” 

			“I will speak to them now.” 

			Wiping the tears from his face, the boy walked toward the far end of the castle keep where it was quiet, waving his birds to follow him. With the pica settled on the ground around him, he began to talk in a quiet but firm voice. 

			Merlin indicated the burial mound of Godwinson’s parents under the small oak tree in the corner of the courtyard. 

			“That will be desecrated when Penda and the wolf-woman get here. Would you like me to remove it for now and replace it at a later time when this threat has been dealt with?” 

			Godwinson reflected for a moment. 

			“Their caskets will be safe?” 

			“Yes. We will be the only ones who know what has happened to their remains. At the appropriate time the mound with the caskets in it and the tree will be replaced exactly as it is now.” 

			“Then I would be most grateful for your assistance.” 

			Merlin’s eyes took on a deep, iridescent green, and the burial mound and small oak tree were no more. 

			The men standing around the courtyard drew back and put their hands to their faces in surprise as the mound and tree disappeared. 

			“What about the battle standards and heraldry adorning the walls of the great hall and the Round Table?” 

			The long magus smiled down at the young knight. “Leave them. They will serve as a real reminder that she is not dealing with a novice when it comes to the art of warfare. Destroying birds is one thing, but it’s an altogether different matter when facing a tried and tested campaigner such as I. Also, you and your men. She will soon know all about your courageous lineage. Another little worry for the left-handed wolf-woman. If the sight of such trophies causes her and her king to fly into a rage and they are destroyed, then so be it. In truth they are but artifacts of the past, and we must set our eyes firmly on the present. Now, my young knight, it’s time for you to rise to the great heights achieved by your father and assist me and the boy in defeating this odious challenge to our Celtic heartland. It’s away to the Cheddar Catacombs for you and your men, and remember, adopt the tactics of the guerilla brigands. Penda will have to send raiding parties out from this castle, and my guess is they will be around five hundred strong with two or three wolf packs as outriders. Split your forces into lightly armed units of fifty or so men and ambush and attack swiftly. Withdraw before Penda’s men can organize themselves. Sniper bowmen hunting in twos and threes, picking off random soldiers and wolves, then melting into the ground. Loosened trees falling on supply wagons, sawn-through bridges collapsing under the feet of their columns, smokescreens, night marauding, burning tents, poisons, rock avalanches. Frustrate, harry, and panic them. Then they will make mistakes. And always remember the wolves circling on the outer margins, especially here at the castle, for she will keep them outside the walls as a first line of defense and warning system. In the meantime the boy and I and our birds will be doing likewise. In order that we are in full communication at all times I am assigning two of my best hawks to you. Should you wish to meet clandestinely, a note in one of their talons will be with me in no time at all for we will never be far away.” 

			He paused as Twilight came alongside. 

			“I have calmed them,” said the boy, his face still streaked with tears. “Now they are angry. Grief has been exchanged for revenge.” 

			Merlin nodded, pleased at the maturity of his tyro. He turned to the son of his old friend. 

			“You are also ready for the challenges that lie ahead?” he asked the son of Sir Gawain Godwinson quietly. 

			The young knight squared his shoulders, nodded, and replied equally quietly. 

			“I am. I was born for this.” 

			The nine principal gods and goddesses lived the lives of bored, albeit immortal sybarites. Under the command of Zeus they were required to carry out some general maintenance tasks relating to their domain but nothing too onerous. The world was left pretty much to get on with it. Tiresias - the Seer of Thebes and god of the land of the Cowering Dead, really only had one annual task. Sure, he strode around his charnel domain casting an awesome shadow from time to time, ensuring total silence, but it was only posturing. Overseeing the Autumn Equinox and choosing the few cowering leaders to speak through the clinging mists to the resident veneficus was his specific annual duty. A task for which much of the time in recent history he had grown bored with, especially since Merlin had been conducting affairs. The trouble was the long magus had become very proficient at it, so no fun there. 

			Until now and the near completion of his grand plan. 

			To release every single one of the tortured souls on an unsuspecting world at the next Equinox. 

			He could hardly wait. 

			



	




Chapter Eleven 

			The heavily guarded carriage carrying Queen Phoebe and Princess Rawnie stopped some two hours before reaching Penda’s camp. They wanted time to look their best before meeting their all-conquering king, husband, and father. A huge tent was erected by some of the protecting group of northern soldiers in a shady clearing by a stream; a guarding circle was placed around it at a discreet distance, and they were left to their ministrations. 

			High above the camp two Merlin falcons hovered. One of them was Phi, the lead bird and special favorite of the long magus, and the other was a young male called Hiz. They had been shadowing the convoy for some two hours and had already formed the opinion that this woman and young girl were Penda’s wife and daughter coming to join him. Phi indicated that before they set off to let Merlin know of the new arrivals, he would take a closer look to see if he could learn anything else that might be of interest. With Hiz still hovering high and unseen in the leaden afternoon sky, the alpha hawk rode the thermals in a zigzagging glide that brought him silently to a good vantage point high in a beech tree overlooking the tent where the excited voices of the queen and young princess could be heard giggling and discussing various dresses and hairstyles with their maids. Hopping from branch to branch Phi worked his way down until he alighted on a thin bough just above the top of the tent. With his streaked brown and yellow plumage Phi blended in perfectly with the autumn foliage. 

			Until he exploded in an instantaneous cloud of feathers and splintered bone and sinew. 

			Hiz, watching carefully from above, could hardly believe his eyes - eyes that were so keen that they could pick up the movements of a black beetle crawling under a leaf from this height. As the feathers of what had been, seconds ago, a full-condition alpha male Merlin hawk called Phi floated gently down to the ground - and shaken by the suddenness and violence of the destruction of his friend - Hiz was in turmoil for a moment. Should he try and get a closer look at whatever had suddenly destroyed his companion? Or would he meet the same fate? There was a menacing aura present; something wasn’t right. His hawk instinct took over and, heart beating furiously, he rolled on the wind and began to climb even higher before heading back toward the west as fast as his strong wings would take him. 

			The long magus received the breathless, screeched report from Hiz with a bowed head. Besides being the leader of the Wessex hawks, the brave and intelligent Phi had been his constant companion throughout the years of solitude at his forest compound. He ran his long, bony fingers down the quivering back of Hiz, calming him, then waved him away with some comforting words of praise for his courageous deed, and turned to Twilight. 

			“It is sometimes difficult, as you have discovered with the destruction of your blue-feathered Bell and the forty pairs of pica, to equate the sacrifice and sorrow of such trusted and loyal companions with the actual outcome of the conflict. What difference did their death make? Was it necessary? If it’s any comfort I am convinced that every little action - down to the crushing of the smallest blade of grass - makes a contribution to the outcome. Their contributions will never be forgotten, even if it means a veritable field of burial stones around the bases of our great and final resting stone at the rings of Ave-bury.” 

			The boy nodded. “Something has happened. The news from your hawk was not good?” 

			Merlin explained the message from Hiz. “Smell the rain and know the reasons,” said Twilight somberly, quoting again from the Song of the Veneficus. He continued. “Do you know the reason? Have you any idea what this ‘menacing aura’ was that was probably responsible for Phi’s sudden death?” 

			“All too well, skirmisher, all too well,” replied the old wizard, stroking his long gray beard. 

			“The wolf-woman has placed a ravening watcher as a dedicated guard to protect Penda’s wife and daughter. A ravening watcher is a particularly evil bit of invisible cruelty based on a number of mythological and commonplace beasts. It has the viciousness of the snark, the serpent-like speed of the wyvern, the strength of a bear, and the cunning of a weasel. It does not need anything to sustain it and never sleeps. Created and living only for the task, she will have programmed it to kill instantly anything that gets close to the women. She will have made certain exceptions to its killing classification, such as Penda, the maids, and a few handpicked soldiers who will act as human guards. Otherwise, everything else will be instantly smashed, crushed, decapitated, or somehow obliterated in the most violent manner possible.” 

			“What about the wolves?” 

			“I suspect that they, too, will be dispatched into a million pieces if they cross within the border she has set around the women.” 

			The boy looked thoughtful. 

			“This watcher cannot distinguish between friend and foe?” 

			“No, only the exceptions.” 

			“It follows, then, that it could just as easily kill Penda’s men and the wolves?” 

			“It could, and you have immediately found one of the weaknesses of using such beasts. Selection is not an option. 

			Anything and anyone that happens to stray within the immediate vicinity of its charges will be instantly dealt with.” 

			The long magus patted Twilight on the shoulder to show his approval of the boy’s quick grasp of the situation before continuing. 

			“There is another, significant factor. They are power-hungry beasts to maintain on a full-time basis. She will have created a killing arc around the subjects. The wider the arc, the more power hungry. Phi stepped inside this arc and was destroyed. Her reserves will be depleted so long as she keeps the watcher fully operational. This leaves her vulnerable to a two-pronged assault, such as that we employed in destroying her white wolf. In order to repel us on one front she would probably have to switch the power from the watcher. That opens the way to the women, who are an obvious weakness.” 

			“Sending for them was not a good move on Penda’s part, was it?” 

			“It was not, but then again, my little spell-binder, you will learn that where women are involved, the most powerful and astute of men are easily disordered.” 

			“What is the power difference in using a ravening watcher or the conspicuous apparitions you placed to direct my father and me to your compound?” 

			“Very little. All such crinkum crankum is power hungry. The difference was that I had nothing else to do with my power other than to putter around the forest and study the ways of the ancient Greeks. I think you will agree that is not the case with the repellent, power-weakened, left-sided wolf-woman, eh?” 

			Elelendise called her wolves to the side of a hill overlooking the vast camp of Penda’s army on the rolling chalk plain below. Cradling the small white wolf cub called Lupa, she began to address them, speaking of their arrival at Cadbury Castle the following morning. They would, along with approximately half of the soldiers, live outside the castle. As before they were to keep their distance from the soldiers and act as scouts and outriders until she had a specific task for them. Settlement raiding parties would soon be penetrating deeper into the Summer Land countryside. Some of these would consist entirely of wolf packs; some would involve a mixture of soldiers and wolves. They had performed heroically and well, but they were to remain vigilant at all times and continue to execute her commands with rapidity and loyalty. 

			Her eye sought out Pad, the old pack leader with the white feet. She gestured that he was to come to her. As he arrived by her side she placed the white wolf cub on the floor and withdrew something from beneath the folds of her long white dress. 

			“This,” she cried, holding the object aloft, “is a necklace made of the eighty black beaks of the dead pica dispatched by Pad and his pack in the nets earlier today. It is a symbol of wolf superiority and also of leadership. Whosoever wears this necklace shall be deemed leader of all Wessex wolves …” 

			She bent down and put the necklace around the neck of Pad. 

			“By my hand this day, Pad, I hereby crown you wolf king of Wessex.” 

			She crooked her arm, and the old wolf stood proudly on his back legs with his forepaws resting on her arm, his necklace of office nestling securely around the gray fur of his neck. 

			And three hundred and fifty wolves put their heads back and howled a joyous chorus into the Wessex evening sky in salutation of their new king. 

			The next morning, with a smiling mounted Penda at its head, Elelendise alongside, and the carriage of Queen Phoebe and Princess Rawnie just behind them, the two-mile colonnade that was the northern army snaked slowly toward the imposing but empty Cadbury Castle high on the Summer Land hill. 

			Elelendise had carefully checked the castle for traps. Even though the auras of both Merlin and his urchin were everywhere, she had not been able to find anything that presented a threat. In view of the emptiness of the castle and its links to the old man’s previous but long gone battles at the side of Arthur, she concluded that their presence there had been to warn the castle’s inhabitants of Penda’s imminent arrival. That they had departed in haste was obvious; warm pots on skillets, glowing logs in fires, animals still tied to feed posts, and bits of discarded armor and clothing lying all over the place. Such was the panic of the departure, they hadn’t even had the time to burn the mighty oaken drawbridge that afforded access over the deep moat surrounding the fortress. 

			What she didn’t know was that high in one of the castle turrets watching their imminent arrival stood Merlin and Twilight. The long magus had wanted to see the queen and princess for himself and, if he could, learn something about the ravening watcher that protected them. He knew that she had already detected their previous auras on an inspection around the castle and would, therefore, confuse them with their current presence. 

			Besides, he had an interesting little diversion in mind. 

			As Penda approached the hill leading up to the castle, two young boys around Twilight’s age, dressed in the rough linens of a local settlement, suddenly appeared from behind a tree and threw what appeared to be a wet mud ball each. One was aimed at the coach carrying the queen and princess, and the other at Penda. With shrill cries of laughter the two boys skipped into the undergrowth. 

			The mud ball aimed at the carriage never had a chance of reaching its target and was smashed to an instant watery cloud by the tremendous invisible force of the ravening watcher. The other one sailed past the wolf-woman’s nose and caught Penda high on the breast guard of his shining armor. 

			And splashed mud into the smiling, all-conquering northern king’s face. 

			Which stopped him smiling and started him bellowing. 

			Elelendise called instantly to her nearest wolves to tear the two boys apart, and the entire colonnade ground to a halt. After a great deal of snarling and yelping from the undergrowth, Pad emerged with his tongue lolling and pica beak necklace clicking as he loped up to his mistress. “There is no one,” the wolf said to her. “They have disappeared. There is no scent to follow.” 

			Dismissing him, the wolf-woman turned to Penda, who had stopped bellowing and dismounted. Queen Phoebe and Princess Rawnie got out of the carriage and came to Penda’s side. The queen began to wipe the splattered mud from his armor. 

			“Those two urchins were not real, my lord. They were a distraction sent by that old fool Merlin.” 

			Penda glared at her over his wife’s head. 

			“The mud was real,” he snarled. “Why would he bother with such a silly distraction, counselor?” 

			Elelendise looked toward the castle with narrowed eyes before replying. 

			“Minor irritations are all he can muster. This is the action of a desperate man clutching at straws. The urchins were mirror images of the boy he hopes will replace him. Believe me, my lord, that boy’s days are numbered, and the old magus will find himself under his destiny stone long before his allotted time.” 

			A matter of days, she thought. It’s only twenty-one days until the long magus has to attend the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Dead, at which, one way or another, he will be introducing her as his replacement. The boy must be accounted for before then. 

			Unseen and undetected, Merlin and the boy watched all this from high in the castle turret. The long magus had learned some interesting facts from the episode about the width of the killing arc the ravening watcher covered around the two women by its destruction of the carriage-bound mud ball, and just how weakened Elelendise was by maintaining the watcher’s presence by her failure to immediately detect the auras that indicated the urchins were created by Merlin, and destroy the other ball before it hit Penda. 

			“A couple of plain old mud balls.” Merlin chuckled. “Confounding all the runic earthshine of a holder of the enchantments. Nature-confounding phenomena through the simple acts of creativity and timing, eh, skirmisher?” 

			The boy remained silent, his thoughts elsewhere. 

			It had also been the first time that either of them had seen Penda in all his warlike glory. But for Twilight one thing eclipsed all the other sights and, strangely, set his heart beating furiously with an emotion he couldn’t explain. 

			The sight of Penda’s daughter, the Princess Rawnie. 

			When Zeus created the venefical system ten thousand years ago, he did so for two reasons. Firstly, the gods of the Presidium did not like their existence blighted by scenes of earthly death and suffering; therefore, the sarcophagal mists were created as a final but hidden resting place for cowerers - and having created the mists, someone had to maintain and police them - therefore the resident veneficus. 

			Secondly, it was felt that having resident venefici with the benefit of the enchantments at their fingertips, the earth and its myriad, ever-present squabbles between good and evil would be counterbalanced by a little local do-good sorcery and evenhandedness. 

			Saving the gods the bothersome task of continuous arbitration. 

			



	




Chapter Twelve 

			“It is an absolute truth,” said Merlin, putting his arm around Twilight’s shoulder, “that the correct use of the enchantments changes the ways of the world for the better. The difficulty is that of perspective. The wolf mistress is convinced that her perspective - that of domination and suppression of others, both opposing soldiers in battle and innocent people - is the right way. We, on the other hand, are equally convinced that to repel her is correct. We are all prisoners of our own perspective. The difficulty I have is that it took me fifty years to move from her perspective to the one I hold now - albeit slaughter of innocents never played any part in my intentions. Nonetheless, domination of others by force of arms was certainly my intention with Arthur. Somehow, I have to get a perspective on life that took me fifty years to understand into your belief system immediately.” 

			“There is no need,” said the boy simply. “It cannot be unhappened. I know where it all fits, and I believe I have the right perspective on matters as they stand now. I also understand how you were carried away by the fuss that surrounded the whole Dux Bellorum thing.” 

			The long magus looked down at him for a long moment. The boy returned his stare fearlessly. 

			“By the Wall of Severus, I have no idea where your levelheadedness comes from. It’s remarkable for one of only thirteen winters, but I believe you do understand. There is great hope in that, young skirmisher, great hope.” 

			They fell silent for a while before Merlin suddenly spoke again. 

			“As an aid to our understanding of her perspective, what do you think of the idea that we migrate to the north for a couple of days to see what we can find out about her upbringing and training with her departed veneficus Mael?” 

			“I think it’s a good idea,” replied the boy immediately. “Can we leave Summer Land to Penda and the wolf-woman for that long? Will our birds be safe?” 

			The long magus pondered for a few moments. 

			“I think so. Penda needs time to settle his men into and around the castle and reacquaint himself with his wife and daughter. We can leave a couple of diversions to make the repellent one think we’re still around. As for the birds, we’ll ensure that they all lie low well outside the Summer Land area.” 

			“Have you ever been to the north of Britain?” asked Twilight. 

			“No, not the far north, but I have heard of a person and place there to start our search.” 

			“Who, where?” 

			“His name is Aidan. He is a Christian monk at an island monastery called Lindisfarne in the region of Northumbria, which is where Penda began his crusade. I mentioned Lindisfarne to you before. It’s where that unfortunate old snake man Bovey came from.” 

			“Can I commune with my mother before we go?” 

			The long magus raised a bushy silver eyebrow, his glowing eyes receding. “You have the ability. Have you already done so using mind-speech?” 

			“Once, just before you spirited her and my brothers and sisters away. It just happened without warning. Suddenly we were exchanging thoughts. I do not know how or what caused it to happen or where you have hidden them.” 

			“As with many other matters venefical I kept it from you as a protection. At the time I thought it best in case the wolf-woman got her claws into you if we were separated, and forced you to reveal their whereabouts. She would destroy them.” 

			The boy looked at him levelly. “She will only ever get from me what I choose to tell her in order to bring about her downfall.” 

			“Then I will tell you where they are.” 

			The old wizard looked to the horizon for a long moment as if visiting his past before continuing. 

			“I have made a number of references to Guinevere, the bride of Arthur …” 

			“They are with Guinevere, the beautiful wife of Arthur!” the boy burst in, unable to contain himself. 

			Merlin held his hand up before continuing. 

			“When Arthur was wounded in the battle against Mordred, Guinevere took him to the Isle of Avalon in order that he might recover from his wounds. But he did not recover and died there, and as you know, his soul was transported to the mists of the cowering masses. Guinevere was so broken-hearted and full of contrition - Mordred, who also died at the same time, had wanted her as well, and she had certainly not spurned his advances; indeed, some say she had led him on - that she vowed to stay on Avalon for the rest of her life as penitence. That she has done. Well into eighty winters now, her legendary beauty has faded somewhat, but she is still an active and passionate woman.” 

			“Have you seen her recently?” 

			“I pay her a social call every so often. She is the only one left from those days I have stayed in touch with.” 

			“Are my mother and brothers and sisters safe with her?” 

			“I would say so, along with the others on the island.” 

			“What others?” 

			Merlin took a deep breath before answering. 

			“Guinevere decided to serve her penitence by looking after the sick for the rest of her life, and that she has done. She has turned the island into a home to over one hundred very sick 

			people.” 

			“How sick?” 

			“Very, I’m afraid. Incurable. They are lepers … the famous Isle of Avalon is now a leper colony.” 

			It took Merlin and the boy a half of one day to make the transformations necessary to get to Lindisfarne. The long magus gave in to Twilight’s pleas to be allowed to execute the transformations himself, and three times they ended up in the wrong place. Eventually the frustrated Twilight turned to his mentor for help. In order to get their positioning back on track the long magus asked Twilight to reverse the procedures to get them back to Summer Land and then he would start again. By midday they stood on the seashore at Sandham Cove, gazing out at the mighty monastery on Lindisfarne Island. The tide was in and the causeway to the island was impassable, and so they sat down on a rock to wait. 

			Twilight had never seen the sea before and was full of questions. After lengthy explanations and much drawing in the wet sand, the boy was satisfied. After a few minutes’ silence he found another subject for his curiosity. 

			“Are there pica and falcons here?” 

			“Yes, they are spread throughout the land.” 

			“Are we their liege-lords as well?” 

			“Of course, it’s universal, applies to the species wherever they are. If we required their help we could call upon the local population, and they would flock to us immediately and pledge their entire being to our command as our Wessex birds do.” 

			“Should we let them know we are here?” 

			“If we need them, then yes. In the meantime, we’ll leave them in peace.” 

			Slowly the causeway revealed itself as the tide began to turn and then recede. After a couple of hours they could see the rocky path on the causeway stretching all the way to the island, and began to walk carefully along its wet, slippery surface. 

			They were not alone. Three monks had waited further along the shore and now followed them along the causeway toward the towering edifice on the island. As the monks drew abreast they pulled off their hoods, made the sign of the cross, and greeted them cheerily. Explaining that they were from Ireland and had taken many weeks to make the pilgrimage, they were very excited to have arrived finally at their destination, which they referred to as the Shrine Aidan. Waving them through, Merlin and the boy followed behind. 

			“Have they come further than we have?” asked Twilight. 

			“About the same distance. However, their journey included the crossing of a mighty sea.” 

			“Walking wears me out. Thank goodness the enchantments allow us to transform directly to places … sometimes,” said Twilight cheekily. 

			“You will see and understand far more by walking.” The long magus chuckled. 

			“This Aidan,” asked the boy after a while. “Where is he from?” 

			“He is, as far as I know, a Christian pioneer, also from Ireland. I think he established this place.” 

			They passed through the open gates of the monastery and into a courtyard. Over in one corner the three Irish monks were on their knees in front of a stone statue being led in prayer by one of the resident monks. 

			A young monk in a rough woven brown cassock approached them with his hands clasped together in front of his chest in an attitude of prayer. 

			“Welcome, brethren,” he said deferentially. “You have journeyed far?” 

			“We come from Wessex for an audience with Aidan,” replied Merlin. 

			“From Wessex? I have heard of this land. Full of heretics and pagans, I believe. I’m afraid his holiness does not receive guests. He has many other important duties to attend to. I will accompany you in prayer to sanctify and give praise for your long and brave pilgrimage, and give you bread for the return journey.” 

			The long magus snorted. “You most certainly will not. Kindly tell his holiness Aidan that the Wessex veneficus Merlin and his tyro Twilight - a couple of agnostic heretics and pagans of the first persuasion - await the pleasure of his company. Otherwise, I will turn all his resident monks in this monastery into goats!” 

			He flashed his eyes in the direction of the resident monk and the three kneeling Irish pilgrims. Much to the surprise of the Irish, the resident monk leading them in prayer turned into a goat and began to bleat plaintively. 

			Merlin turned his iridescent green gaze to the young monk in front of them, who gazed back at them in sheer stupefaction before dropping to his knees and pressing his forehead to the ground in some sort of terrified homage. 

			The long magus and Twilight helped him gently back to his feet. Merlin nodded again in the direction of the goat and pilgrims, and all was as was before with the resident monk once again leading them, albeit somewhat shakily and with frequent mystified glances at the long magus. The young monk came to his senses and began to babble wildly as he turned and stumbled toward a large door on the other side of the courtyard. 

			“That wasn’t a very nice thing to do,” scolded Twilight. “You’ve frightened the life out of him and probably ruined his future as a Christian monk.” 

			Merlin scowled. 

			“Would that I could ruin a few more such futures. They’re of more use as goats.” 

			A small, round man wearing a tall, pointed hat, a floor-length brown tunic, and a beaming smile emerged from the door the terrified monk had stumbled through. 

			“Turning my brothers into goats, eh?” He laughed loudly, approaching them. “There is only one man I have heard of from Wessex who is capable and capricious enough to perform such a feat. The mighty wizard himself. You must be Merlin … the long magus?” 

			The old sorcerer bowed. 

			“Vive, vale, Aidan.” 

			The small monk bowed in return. 

			“Sit tibi terra levis magna veneficus.” 

			The long magus indicated the boy at his side. 

			“Twilight, my tyro veneficus.” 

			The little round monk, who was about the same height as the boy, looked him in the eye, smiled, and placed a gentle, heavily ringed right hand on his shoulder. 

			“I hope he is teaching you more important uses for the great gifts you bear other than that he has just demonstrated on my poor monk, my young tyro.” 

			Drawn in by the smile and gentle hand the boy nodded. 

			“I have just rebuked him for it, your holiness. He gets a little carried away sometimes.” 

			Aidan burst out laughing again. 

			“I see you have a most wise apprentice here, long magus. Now, I am aware that most venefici - for reasons and knowledge beyond that of us mere mortals - are not followers of our faith. It follows, therefore, that you haven’t come all this way to pray at the altar of Lindisfarne, so your quest must be of an altogether different nature. Please, come into my rooms so that we may discuss it in private.” 

			Still chuckling he led them back through the large door and three floors up a rough stone spiral staircase into a small room at the top that was completely full of rough vellum skin sheets of varying sizes covered in a beautiful flowing Latin script. 

			As they climbed the stairs the boy spoke directly to Merlin’s mind: 

			Vive, vale, Sit tibi terra levis? 

			They are polite greetings of the sort used by strangers to show peace and goodwill, replied the long magus. Vive, vale means long life, and his reply, sit tibi terra levis, is translated as may the earth lie lightly upon you. 

			Such cadence and descriptive poetry, flashed the boy. 

			Keep practicing. You will be fluent in that language and all its wonderful nuance and power within the year. 

			“Excuse the mess,” said Aidan, carefully placing a stack of the sheets on the floor to reveal two oak stools. “I am attempting to write a magnum opus called Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum. The Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Just when I think it’s getting near the end, another great event springs up requiring commentary and inclusion.” 

			“Like King Penda’s invasion of Wessex currently taking place under the guise of spreading the Christian faith?” said Merlin quietly. 

			“Ahhh … I see. Yes, events like that.” 

			“Then you will never finish it.” 

			The little monk smiled again. “Most probably not, but others will keep it going until mankind finally learns to live in harmony with each other.” 

			“Then it will absolutely never be finished.” Merlin grinned. “The magnum will become a perpetual opus for all time.” 

			The small monk leaned forward and addressed the boy directly. “You see, young tyro. A most wise and experienced but apostate veneficus and a scholar monk who has had his faith reinforced through many years of debate, scripture, argument, and reason - and here we are just moments after meeting completely at odds with each other’s point of view. Is it no wonder the world we live in is such an uncertain and tumultuous place?” 

			“It is an uncertain and tumultuous place because of people like Penda and his counselor, the wolf-woman, Elelendise. She and her slavering wolves are responsible for the slaughter of everyone in my settlement, including the death of my father. And for the wanton slaughter of forty pairs of my pica, to whom I am liege-lord.” 

			Twilight had started delivering his statement pugnaciously but ended with tears in his eyes. 

			The small monk nodded sadly and patted him on the shoulder. 

			“I know of her and feared as much. She trained not far from here with the veneficus Mael. She left many months ago with Penda and his army.” 

			He looked closely at Merlin. “Such matters, long magus, are well known to you, are they not? Gaudium certaminis - the delight of battle. Your reputation in these parts is one of warlike council to the long departed King Arthur.” 

			Merlin sighed heavily. “It is a burden from which there is no escape, but in my own defense I never advised the slaughter of innocents, human or otherwise.” 

			“I see,” said Aidan. “And retribution can only be yours through the correct teaching of this young astounder. A task, no doubt, made doubly difficult by such a past.” 

			“You are most perspective,” replied the long magus. “But my venefical duties leave no options. Past deeds notwithstanding, I must equip this boy to the very utmost of my ability. As you have already observed, he is a most intelligent and wise apprentice.” 

			“You have come to these parts in search of Mael and knowledge to help you fight Elelendise?” 

			“We know that Mael is dead and lying under his destiny stone, the final resting place of all venefici at the end of their one-hundred-year life. We come in search of anything that will help us in the battle against the wolf-woman before she completely destroys our Wessex homeland, its Celtic way of life, and everyone in it.” 

			The little monk looked at them both in turn before speaking. “In that case, long magus, young tyro, I have some news for you that may come as something of a welcome surprise. Mael is not dead. At least he wasn’t two days ago, for I had an audience with him. Blind, yes, weak and nearing the end of his hundred-year term, also yes, but still very much alive and mentally alert.” 

			Merlin threw both of his long, bony hands into the air. 

			“Ingens salutis,” he exclaimed loudly. “A most mighty salvation. The old fox fooled her by taking a year from his life right from the outset. We must go to him … immediately!” 

			The tall forest of autumn trees swept down the Northumbrian hillside to the lake’s edge in a patchwork of orange, brown, and yellow, with occasional splashes of dark evergreen. On and above the lake’s surface, water birds swooped and aquaplaned, sundry ducks dived and squabbled, and fish leapt from the depths in unconstrained delirium. In a small clearing near the water’s edge a semicircle of sleek brown otters licked at their own thickening winter coats without taking their bright brown eyes off the completely bald, silver-bearded old man sitting on a log in their midst. 

			With one hand holding a gnarled old stick polished through years of use, and the other resting on his knee, the near naked Mael gazed through sightless eyes directly at the spot off to his right to which Merlin and the boy had just transformed. 

			“I do believe,” he said after a few moments’ reflection, in a voice quivering with age but devoid of surprise, “I have visitors. Judging by the unfamiliar auras there are two of you, both of the same persuasion as myself. If one of you is that scallywag Merlin, you are well overdue but still, despite your history of violence, most welcome. Speak.” 

			“Before you indeed stands that scallywag Merlin, otherwise known hereabouts, I believe, as the ‘wrong magus.’ Also my tyro named Twilight, a boy of thirteen winters.” 

			Mael nodded to himself. “Your reference to the wrong magus - a nickname I have applied to you since news of your barbaric deeds alongside that odious slayer of men called Arthur - tells me you have met the fair but dubious Elelendise.” 

			“Sit tibi terra levis magna veneficus,” the boy blurted out suddenly, anxious not to be left out. 

			“Salutem dicit, tyro Twilight! Literatus Latinus?” Mael’s reply was gentle, understanding. 

			Merlin replied for the boy. “He’s not exactly learned in the great tongue. More, as with all other matters relating to the enchantments, just beginning to grasp the enormity of the task before him, especially as we only have seven short years left to prepare.” 

			Mael nodded, then held out his hand to the boy. “Come here, young man,” he said quietly. Twilight looked at the long magus, received a nod of affirmation, then walked through the ring of otters who, despite the sudden intrusion of the boy and Merlin, had not taken their eyes from Mael’s face. Leaning the gnarled stick against his bare leg Mael reached out with both hands and ran them gently down the side of the boy’s head and shoulders and then back again. He paused before speaking. 

			“As I move ever closer to my destiny stone, my faculties diminish. My sight left me forty days ago, and other functions are beginning to cause some discomfiture. Merlin will understand the signs, having watched his own mentor go through the same diminishing process during the last few days of the hundred-year lifespan. However, I still have twenty days to go, and much can be accomplished in that time if the will exists. The strength, intelligence, and youthfulness of your aura give me that will. As you no doubt are aware, there is a great deal resting upon your young shoulders.” 

			“I know,” said the boy simply. “Why did you say the long magus was ‘overdue’?” 

			Mael sighed and turned his sightless eyes toward Merlin. 

			“Because he was the only one who could help with my Elelendise problem, I needed to talk to him, explain the whys and wherefores of a very complicated situation. I could not visit you in Wessex because she was always by my side. I started right at the beginning of our relationship by codifying as much as I could about her in order to alert you without arousing her suspicion. I did this through her name and left-handedness in the hope that he would understand and visit me, eh, long magus.” 

			Merlin nodded and came closer. “And by convincing her that your one-hundred-year term was one year earlier. That, if I may say so, was a stroke of genius.” 

			Mael smiled. “It was interesting to see how quickly she left my side and ran off to join Penda when she thought the end was approaching. She didn’t even wait to place me under my destiny stone.” 

			“When the time comes I will ensure that task is accomplished correctly,” said Merlin. “You are liege-lord of the otter?” 

			Mael nodded. “They have been my devoted companions for seventy-five years. Otters are all blessed with a unique ability to sense any form of impurity in humans or other animals. Only those of irreproachable states of grace and impeccable intentions toward me are acceptable to these around me. You will be pleased to know that both of you have passed their test and are deemed worthy of inclusion within the semicircle. Otherwise there would have been an almighty fuss as they called all the others here to defend me. There are over two hundred of them hereabouts. In my younger days the otter and I would spend all day frolicking in the water. These around me now are the great, great grandchildren of my first animals. They know of my impending demise and have formed a semicircle around me that will not be broken until I go to the great stone. Your kind offer to place me there is a great relief. It was worrying me that such a task would be beyond any local humans. As you know, the stone is very heavy and requires the enchantments to move it.” 

			The long magus glanced at the simple shelter of interlaced boughs placed against the tree line. 

			“I see you live a very simple life.” 

			“I follow the ways of the Cynic - own no possessions or clothes and live as a beggar. I am entirely sustained by the Pantheon of the enchantments.” 

			Merlin smiled. “A student and follower of Diogenes eh, the leader of the Cynics who practiced and preached the laws of anti-possessions. Lived, if I recall, in a barrel.” 

			“You are learned in the ways of the ancient Greeks, long magus?” Mael asked. 

			“I am a devotee of all things Greek and eagerly consume all I can about their ways,” replied Merlin. “Some of their stratagems are proving useful in our current struggle.” 

			Mael nodded and gestured toward the dirty loincloth around his middle. “I have only recently begun wearing this. The monks from Lindisfarne have taken to visiting regularly since my demise nears. My nakedness causes them some embarrassment.” 

			“We met his holiness Aidan. He directed us to you,” said Twilight. 

			“A good man,” replied Mael. “Consumed with furor scribendi annales - a passion for writing chronicles. Now tell me, young man, what animals are in ligamen to you?” 

			“The pica.” 

			Mael nodded. “An excellent and intelligent species with an eye for a bright bauble and a cocky, indomitable spirit. They will serve you well and loyally as, no doubt, do the falcons named after the long magus. There are many of both species in the hillside behind us, and we would be surrounded by them if they knew you were here, eh.” 

			“When did the wolves become in ligamen to Elelendise?” asked the boy. 

			“Come and sit down and I’ll start from the very beginning,” said Mael, gripping his stick with both hands. “Some of it you will have already guessed, long magus, some is rhetorical, some absurd, and some has reasoning so dense as to be almost impenetrable. I think I have a good grasp of it all but would value your opinion. And I must say that it will be a relief to share it with kindred spirits, even if one of them is a reformed old warmonger …” 

			“And scallywag,” said Twilight. 

			“Twenty years ago I found my own tyro veneficus to train and eventually take over for me. His name was Simeon. He was seventeen winters old and came from a family of Romany wanderers whom he had left when he was twelve. For five years he had lived by his wits and nature without realizing that his gifts - the very knowledge that had sustained him - were special. He arrived here en route to Lindisfarne where it was his intention to train as a monk. Recognizing his aura, I asked him the key question …” 

			“Upon what day was he born,” interrupted Twilight. 

			“He wasn’t sure but thought it was All Hallows Day, the thirty-first day of October,” continued Mael with a nod in the direction of the boy. “For the next three and a half years we worked together on the processes that you and the long magus have embarked upon - building and refining his knowledge and use of the enchantments. He was a most promising and engaging companion …” Mael’s quivering voice stopped, and he wiped away a tear. 

			“Then I had the first of three dreams warning me that Simeon was not the chosen one and must therefore be replaced … after the third dream he disappeared, never to be seen or heard of again.” 

			“Someone wanted Simeon removed to make way for another?” asked the long magus. 

			Mael changed tack. “Long magus, have you ever had contact by any means with our supposed venefical creator and ruler, Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes?” 

			“No. The only time I am aware of his presence is when I make the annual appearance at the Stonehenge Equinoctial Festival of the Dead. His presence is vague, a sort of all-embracing shadow over everything against which my powers are rendered useless. As you may know, it is the only time that selections of the cowering dead from the relentless sarcophagal mists are allowed to make representations to me. His unseen and unheard presence looms over every action of that day. I feel he sits in judgment on every word, yet I have never had any direct contact with him. Was he the purveyor of your dreams?” 

			“It couldn’t have been anyone else. The first dream contained a deep, disembodied voice warning me that Simeon was not the chosen one and he would be replaced. He disappeared the following day. In the second dream the same voice warned me that I was to provide the full range of the enchantments to a replacement who would be a young female; and the third dream warned me that if I did not train this female with every skill at my command, the entire species of my beloved otter would be exterminated by an immediate pestilence throughout the land. To illustrate the power of the dream-maker, twenty local otter would die of the pestilence that very day …” Mael paused to wipe away another tear. 

			Merlin spoke quietly. “Their twenty small stones are, no doubt, adorning the ground around the site where your own destiny stone will stand.” 

			“They are, along with others, including one for Simeon.” 

			“Then the girl arrived?” said the boy. 

			“That was the beginning. Two days later a young girl wandered into the clearing here and told me in no uncertain terms that she was the chosen one and I was to teach her the enchantments. She said her name was Sarah Walters. She was just thirteen years of age, the same as you are now, and came from a settlement on the other side of these hills.” 

			“Was she born on All Hallows as well?” asked Twilight. 

			“She was, or said she was. As with Simeon I had no way of verifying it. I was about to visit her settlement and speak with her parents when it was conveniently burned to the ground by raiding brigands and everyone killed. She certainly didn’t show any grief over the supposed death of her parents. Her aura, although undeveloped, manifested all the characteristics of a tyro veneficus except one. It was somehow flawed, like a great jewel with a small crack in the center.” 

			“I never noticed the flaw in her aura,” said the long magus, stroking his chin. 

			“By the time you met her she had long since learned to disguise it, along with one or two other things,” replied Mael. 

			“Oh?” 

			“I’ll come to that in good time because it could be important.” The old northern magus smiled, fully aware that he was slowing them down. “Because of the deterioration in my system I must take matters as they occurred or I might miss something important.” 

			“You mentioned earlier that the otter have an uncanny ability to sense impurity in humans. Did they detect the flaw in Elelendise … or Sarah Walters as she was then?” asked the boy. 

			“Immediately she entered the clearing here. It was all I could do to keep them from attacking her. It took a long time and much coaxing by me to get them to accept her, albeit even then with extreme caution. In truth they were always very wary around her, and when she finally left a year ago, their joy was unbounded.” 

			“How did she take to your way of life?” 

			“If you mean my nudity, it didn’t seem to bother her. She built her own shelter, which was much more a proper dwelling than my simple shelter. It was over there.” He waved at a patch of worn, bare earth on the other side of the clearing. “The ways of the Cynic did not impress her at all. She was very material and wanted for much in the way of clothing and household frippery. I dispensed with all of it as soon as she left.” 

			“Did you start to teach her the enchantments right away? Was she any good at it to begin with? How long before the wolves came along?” Twilight was full of questions and eager for answers. 

			Patiently the old veneficus plodded on at his own pace. “No. I stalled for a good while under the pretext that we had plenty of time. I needed time to think through her arrival and try and make some sense of it. She was eager and asked lots of questions - like someone else I know - and proved to be a quick learner. The wolves did not come for some time, at least two winters, and only then after she had rejected two other species as being too docile and not aggressive enough.” 

			“It was during these early days that you decided to become a year older and put the signs in place that would mark her out - name her Elelendise and teach her to become dominant with the left hand?” the long magus asked. 

			“I knew now that she had been deliberately placed with me, probably by Tiresias. A perfectly good tyro had been dispatched, probably killed, and I had lost twenty fine otter. I had no choice in the matter but to comply. It was a most foul and wretched plot, and although its final purpose eluded me for some time, I got there in the end. Her first few months here revealed a cruel, vindictive streak that seemed to revel in the pain of others and the destruction of nature. It became apparent that I needed a way of warning others … you specifically, long magus. Only a veneficus would understand the signs and perhaps have a chance of stopping her. As far as I knew, you and I were the only two in the land. Regardless of what I thought of you and your pursuit of battle glory at the side of the odious Arthur, we were kindred spirits. I just had to hope that your silence for many years signaled some sort of redemption - although, of course, I didn’t tell her that. In the event I had to train and nurture a fanatical pariah for fifteen abhorrent years - a process that was like breaking my own bones every day - to ultimately perform one monumental task …” 

			“To take over from me,” said Merlin. 

			There was silence for a while before the boy voiced the thought that was uppermost in all their minds. 

			“Why would Tiresias, the god and creator of the venefical system and our ultimate authority in the Presidium, want to replace the long magus, and presumably me, with such a ruthless evildoer?” 

			“I think the long magus now knows the answer to that,” said Mael quietly. 

			Twilight turned to his mentor. 

			“To release the cowering dead from the raging charnel house of the eternal mists in a screaming mass of undiluted hatred,” Merlin said in a whisper. “Probably as an amusement.” 

			As darkness began to fall over the lake and clearing where they sat, Twilight began to nod off to sleep. The long magus had explained to him that fully grown venefici didn’t sleep at all, but he would need sleep until he was a little stronger. As soon as he started to snore gently, Mael and Merlin switched to Latin. At intermediate periods throughout the night the boy would awaken to the rising and falling musical cadence of their conversation interspersed with much arm waving and exclamations of delight and whoops of surprise and wonder, only to quickly drift back into a deep but troubled sleep. When he finally awoke at dawn they were still going at it with as much gusto as they had begun. 

			The circle of otters around Mael had seemingly multiplied and still hung on every word that issued from the bald old sorcerer’s lips as if they understood him. Their pin bright brown eyes never once left his lined old face as he laughed and spun his tales and slapped his thigh in disbelief at the offerings coming back from the long magus. The two old spell-binders were having the time of their lives, living their collective magical exploits all over again. 

			Seeing the boy was awake, Merlin switched back to the common tongue. 

			“We have been catching up on a collective absence of about one hundred and ninety-three years of crinkum crankum,” he said gleefully. “You’ll never guess what this old astounder did when he was asked to discipline a local horse thief. He turned him into a brood mare and had him quartered with a very frisky stallion for a couple of nights! When he reversed the spell, the former horse thief devoted the rest of his life to tilling the land by hand - couldn’t bring himself to look even an old hack in the eye!” 

			They both began to squeal with childish delight. 

			Suddenly a small Merlin hawk, weak with exhaustion, fluttered into the clearing. As it landed on the ground alongside Merlin the otters instantly rounded upon it until a sharp word from Mael stopped them. 

			It was Rho and he had obviously made the long journey from Wessex. 

			Gently the long magus picked him up, stroked his shaking body, and calmed him with a few words. After a few moments the hawk managed a weak show of talons in salutation and in a screech cracked with fatigue delivered his message. 

			The long magus turned to Twilight. “The repellent wolf mistress has captured Godwinson,” he said. “It is time we returned. Mael, I leave this wonderfully brave hawk in your care for a couple of days until he has regained his strength for the return journey.” 

			There was a long silence as the three of them contemplated their parting. Prefaced with a sigh Mael was the first to speak. 

			“Your coming has been a great and wonderful salvation. I go to my stone with hope that you can undo my fifteen years with Elelendise and defeat her creator’s foul reasoning. Firmamentum propositi tenax, young Twilight. Stay firm of purpose.” 

			Too full of emotion to speak, the boy could only nod. There were tears in the blind old eyes of the great northern magus as he turned to the long magus. 

			“Vivat venefici, great enchanter,” he said, standing up with difficulty to deliver a salute. “This boy is all our futures. Teach him well. In so doing your own redemption is assured.” 

			Merlin stepped forward and embraced him. With the bald head of the smaller Mael barely reaching his breastbone he spoke his final words. 

			“You have been a shining example of all that is gloriously noble about the holder of the enchantments. Truly a primus inter pare - a first among his equals. I will return when we have dealt with Penda and Elelendise to faithfully carry out my promise.” 

			Some of the leading cowerers, privileged perhaps by position or fate during their mortal life, had manifested their dread by taking the lives of others through self-proclaimed acts of war and conquest - a charade of domination that merely served to magnify their own inadequacies. Unable to understand the demeaning paradox of human folly - when fear takes over, the first recourse is to hurt someone else as a means of redemption, which brings greater fear - they pursued their crusades with a relentless single-mindedness. Fear-ridden cowerer fought stricken cowerer as they became caught up in the pursuit of power and domination by others and had nowhere to go. The stampede of shuddering dread gathered pace; soon the entire flock of Dark Ages mankind was looking over its shoulder. 

			The relentless pressure from behind made a way out imperative. 

			



	




Chapter Thirteen 

			The young Gawain Godwinson had often wondered if his somewhat privileged upbringing as the son of a famous knight was an advantage, a freedom, or an obstacle. 

			Now, just moments before the first longbow shaft sliced into the yielding flesh of his right thigh, felling him on the spot, he had the answer. Young knights trying to replicate the resounding battle feats of their famous fathers are disadvantaged by immediate family history and their eagerness to live up to the mantle it cast for them. The flashing sword of the first enemy engagement and the exultant victory that follows cannot come soon enough. By the time the second arrow penetrated right through the calf muscles of his left leg, pinning him to the ground, he had already realized that his haste to achieve his first victory had been as much his enemy as the phalanx of Penda’s archers advancing toward him with sharp arrow tips straining for release against the bent thorn of their powerful longbows. 

			When they had parted, the long magus had asked him if he was ready for the challenges that lay ahead. Adopt the tactics of the guerrilla brigands, the old wizard had said. Frustrate, harry, and panic the enemy with small raiding parties that hit and run. And always remember the wolves; they will be circling on the outer margins. 

			I am ready. I was born for this, he’d replied. 

			Halfway to the Cheddar Catacombs he’d had an idea and turned back with twenty-five lightly armed men, sending the rest onward. A surprise attack on Penda’s forces camped outside the castle to release all their cavalry horses before they had a chance to settle in had been the idea. It would take days to round up the horses, which would be scattered like chaff on the breeze throughout Summer Land. As they searched for the horses, his men would pick them off. 

			A good plan but the young knight had forgotten an essential ingredient and one the long magus had specifically warned against. 

			The wolves. 

			As soon as Elelendise arrived at Cadbury Castle she had dispatched a pack of wolves to track down the recently departed Godwinson and his men. They had strict instructions not to make contact or be observed. It was an easy task for the ultra keen noses and ground covering ability of the wolf pack, who located their Cheddar-bound quarry within hours. When Godwinson broke off with twenty-five lightly armed men to return, half the pack stayed with him just out of range whilst the other half loped ahead to inform their mistress of the impending return of the enemy. 

			The two hawks Merlin had detailed to cover Godwinson and his men split, with one following each part of his force. Rho, the bird following the returning force of Godwinson’s men, could see what was happening, but try as he might there was no way he could communicate with the young knight, who, bloodlust to the fore, was hell bent on his course and ignored, or didn’t understand, the screeched warnings coming down at him from above. 

			It was an easy task for Elelendise and Penda to set an ambush for the would-be raiders. As Godwinson and his men rushed toward the tethered horses, they were surrounded and picked off with ease. It was target practice for the skilled longbow men of the north. 

			As the archers advanced on him Godwinson looked helplessly at the dead and wounded of his own men around him. The arrows that had accounted for most of them were embedded in higher, more mortal flesh than his own. No mercy was asked for and none given as a few brutal sword slashes quickly silenced the remaining wounded. 

			So much for the great feats of battle in emulation of his father. So much for the stardust of glorious deeds that would sprinkle his own name around the fireside yore of Celtic history. Just before he blacked out he thought he saw a tiny speck hovering high in the sky above. 

			Go tell the long magus of the failure of the son of Sir Gawain at his first attempt, he thought as a sharp sword tip pressed against his throat. Tell the hawk man and his clever little companion that the young knight pretender is a purblind hotheaded fool who caused the death of his men because he forgot the long magus’s advice about the wolves. 

			“There are myriad lifetime struggles in all of nature,” said Merlin. “A blade of grass, flower, bush, the mighty beech. All the animals and insects, the fish, even the delicate snowflake. Each has its own survival story that is at least the equal of anything humans have to endure. However, as far as I know, none of those other species have any form of afterlife, good or bad. Nor do they have an overlord at the Presidium or an annual opportunity to scream their sarcophagal opprobrium at the resident veneficus. Those are reserved only for wrongdoing humans in the form of the cowerers.” 

			“Is there any place in the afterlife reserved for the souls of good humans, those buried in the long barrows and settlement graves?” Twilight was back to asking questions. 

			“There is. It is known as the Elysium - the home of the permanent peace of the blessed dead. They have earned residence through the living of a good life. Unlike the mists, Elysium is a non-place and therefore does not impose any burden of afterlife upon its inhabitants.” 

			“But surely that gives the cowerers some sort of advantage, a continuance of what they had on earth. Is that not reason enough to lead a bad life?” 

			The long magus gave one of his snorts. “If you were to ask that question of any of the soulless millions that inhabit the charnel house mists, every single one of them would scream for the Elysium of permanent peace. What they have does not constitute an existence as we would know it but a prison for their tortured souls, a perpetual agony the like of which cannot be assuaged. It’s death without flesh or form, nonexistence with intense pain, specter without sight. The screaming silence of the damned held in a maelstrom of delusion and otherworldly hatred overseen by a black protector.” 

			“I know you answered these questions for me when we visited Stonehenge, but I understand more now and would like to ask them again. How long do the cowerers remain trapped in the equinoctial mists?” 

			“Forever. There is no time limit.” 

			“And their numbers just grow and grow?” 

			“A fact that we can see by the ever-increasing size of the mists.” 

			“Perhaps the mists are just getting too big and that’s why Tiresias wants them released.” 

			“I don’t think so. There is still plenty of room. I think Mael was right and it’s more a case of devilment or boredom on the part of Tiresias.” 

			“Could you release them?” 

			“Of course I could, but it’s against everything I and the venefical movement were established for. Our prime reason for being is the containment and soothing of the cowering masses. Any other good that we do through the use of the enchantments is a welcome undueness to our existence.” 

			Twilight chewed his lip as he wrestled with his next question. Finally he spoke. 

			“What do you think will happen if we fail and the cowerers are all released?” 

			The long magus paused. The thought of the screaming mass of undiluted hatred pouring out to terrorize an unsuspecting land had been uppermost in his own mind of late. 

			“At the very least, all living humans in these Celtic lands would be destroyed, lost to the wind,” he said quietly. 

			“And us along with them?” 

			“Of course. That’s a precondition, but if our destruction is ordained it would not come from the release of the cowering masses, but at the sinister hand of the wolf mistress. Their release would mean she had triumphed over us. Elelendise cannot attend the equinoctial festival without me, for I alone hold the secret of entry. And because only two are allowed, she has to remove you in order to accompany me. She cannot release the mists until she has discovered the key from me, and then, and only then, will she try to remove me. But do not forget. I alone have the key to the imprisonment of the cowering masses. I am the holder of the eternal secret, and there is no known method of coercion that can remove it from me until the moment comes when I choose to hand it over to you.” 

			The boy spoke directly to Merlin’s mind. 

			You told me to engrave these words in my mind forever as an initiate part of the great secret. Always give your soul what it needs for peace. 

			Always give your heart what it needs for happiness. 

			Always give your conscience what it needs for justice. 

			There are more words to learn to accompany these? 

			Yes, but now is not the time to add to it. 

			When will that time come? 

			When I judge it to be so. 

			Twilight stuck his bottom lip out and sulked for a few moments before reverted to ordinary speech with another question. “Mael hinted that, along with the flaw in her aura, there were other things wrong with Elelendise. During the night when you were regaling each other with your great feats of magic, did he elaborate any further on what that might mean?” 

			The boy’s question again demonstrated an uncanny ability to pick important facts from an otherwise vast quantity of information and happenings. 

			“He did.” Merlin smiled conspiratorially. 

			“Well?” 

			The long magus adjusted his position along the log they were sitting on as a prelude to telling a story. They were halfway up the treeless side of the Glastonbury Tor, just about on the water line that gave it the local name of the Island of Glass when it flooded. 

			“You see that water down there?” The long magus pointed to the winding course of the river Axe, one of the two rivers that ran each side of the Tor and were responsible for the seasonal flooding. “That’s one of her great problems. During the first few weeks with Mael she took to joining him and the otters in the lake - you’ll remember he told us how he liked to frolic with them in the water. Well, Sarah Walters, the embryonic Elelendise, was definitely not a water baby. Mael was of the opinion that she had some sort of bad experience with water before she joined him because she was most hesitant about actually getting wet. Not that the otters or the old bald magus wanted her in there, for Mael was an expert in the water and could swim as fast and acrobatically as any of his animals, and occasionally would stir in a little crinkum crankum and shoot out of the lake high into the air and hover, slowly turning somersaults whilst throwing tiny thunderbolts around the long tails of the frolicking animals. This was a game they had played for years, and the otters would squeal in delight as the thunderbolts chased them from one end of the lake to the other. So, for the first few days Sarah splashed around aimlessly in the shallows whilst Mael and his otters zoomed around the lake playing games and performing all sorts of tumbles.” 

			“Why didn’t she use the enchantments to help her?” 

			“Because Mael didn’t teach her anything at first as he was uncertain as to her purpose. He only started the process after she had drowned …” 

			“Drowned!” shouted the boy in surprise. “How … why …? But she is still alive. You said that even a fully fledged and trained veneficus cannot come back from the dead, so how could she?” 

			“No they cannot … but she did. It was the otters that lured her into deep water when Mael’s back was turned by letting her hold onto their tails. Then they abandoned her out in the middle of the lake where, despite a great deal of frenzied thrashing, she quickly sank into the depths. By the time Mael realized what was happening and got her back to the shore, it was too late.” 

			“What happened then?” 

			“He laid her lifeless body out on the shore, sat and thought about it for a while, and began to build a funeral pyre. When he had finished he bent down to lift her up to place on the pyre. Suddenly she opened her eyes, sat up, and began cursing him and the otters. That night another twenty otters died of a mysterious pestilence.” 

			The boy thought for a moment. “It was yet another omen that she was different and that someone more powerful than anything we understand on earth was helping her and would punish Mael through the death of his otters if matters didn’t go according to the great plan.” 

			“True. But Mael swears that from that moment on she never got anywhere near the water again and even if splashed would take to screaming. Eventually she learned, as with the flawed aura, to disguise and control her paranoia with water, but the old fellow was convinced that it remains a real problem to her.” 

			“So how do we exploit it?” 

			The long magus paused in thought for a few moments. “We lock the fact away for a while and wait for the right opportunity. Right now we have to consider what needs to be done about the unfortunate Godwinson.” 

			They didn’t have to wait long. 

			Late that night a lone wolf arrived at the bottom of the Tor, put his head back, and howled until approached by Merlin and the boy. As the old wizard came close the wolf turned sideways, exposing the collar he wore with a message. As soon as the long magus had released the collar the wolf sprang away with a snarl and, as if carrying out orders that did not sit well with him, sat looking away into the dark night. 

			Unrolling the message Merlin read it aloud to the boy. 

			I have Godwinson. His wounds are slight, although they will grow increasing more painful as the night wears on. His suffering will end in death at first light if you do not bring the boy in exchange. 

			“It bears no signature or sign.” The long magus chuckled. “I wonder who it can be from?” 

			“What are you going to do? That wolf has obviously been told to wait and escort us to Cadbury Castle.” 

			“Then he’s going to be disappointed,” replied the long magus, stroking his beard. He walked toward the wolf, which turned and began to snarl ferociously until Merlin held up his hand and his eyes glowed iridescent green for a moment. The wolf immediately stopped snarling, shook its head, turned, and walked slowly away until swallowed up by the night. Sniffing the breeze the long magus held up his hand again to silence the questions that were about to come tumbling from the boy’s lips. 

			Caution. Wait a moment or two. Just to be sure the wolf is on his way and is alone. 

			After a suitable time Merlin pointed to the top of the Tor. “I have implanted a reply in the wolf messenger’s mind that she is to meet me at the top of this hill at daybreak. We will both be alone. The interesting thing was that she did not speak directly to my mind but sent the wolf. I wonder why?” 

			“And Godwinson? He could be dead by then or at least severely injured,” replied the boy. The long magus sighed and gave the boy a sad look. 

			“Sacrifices are inevitable. We will do what we can, but I fear the worst for the young knight. I do, however, have a rather cunning plan that I think you will like and might even save Godwinson’s skin.” 

			The boy brightened up immediately. 

			The long magus continued. “The unwisdom of not meeting me on the Tor at daybreak will not be lost on Elelendise. It will also be apparent to her that I have replaced her order for a meeting with one of my own, but she needs, nay must have, immediate contact with me if our suspicions of her intent are correct. Time is running out for her. She will come. And what does that mean for her deadly ravening watcher?” 

			The boy thought for a moment. 

			“She will want all her powers available for a meeting with you. Therefore, the watcher will have to be switched off whilst that meeting takes place?” 

			“Precisely. And therefore?” 

			“King Penda, Queen Phoebe, and Princess Rawnie will only have human guards. They will be vulnerable.” 

			“Good, very good.” The long magus chuckled, pleased with the deductive powers of his charge. “Now I need a favor of your loyal pica and I need it fast, always assuming, that is, they are on speaking terms with their cousins, the hooded ravens. More specifically, those hooded ravens I saw living in and around the turrets of Cadbury Castle.” 

			Twilight was already calling for the nearest pair. 

			As the night slowly receded from the Tor and the shadows around its vales and autumnal woods melted into the dawning Wessex day, Merlin stood tall and still on the peak. His long silver-streaked beard and shoulder-length hair ruffled and flattened in the eddying Celtic breezes, whilst the piercing emerald eyes beneath the bushy brows that could flash such powerful changes in nature and phenomena were still and neutral. His long arms were folded with the hands up the opposite sleeves of his long tunic. Composed and at peace with his surroundings he waited for the arrival of the wolf-woman about whose life, impurity, and deadly purpose he now knew so much. 

			She did not disappoint him. The transformed arrival placed her no more than four arms’ lengths away from him, the beautiful, full-lipped face, ringed by waist-length fair tresses, already twisting into a sneer of hatred as she appeared. Merlin was instantly aware through the power of her aura that she had switched off the ravening watcher. Good. The first part of the plan had worked. 

			Without showing a flicker of emotion and by way of a greeting, the long magus inclined his head politely. 

			“So, old man. You chose to ignore the immediacy of my warning. It will, therefore, not be lost on you that the hotheaded son of your old friend is close to death. Only your utmost and immediate compliance with my demands can save him.” 

			The old wizard smiled, his gentle words at odds with their message. 

			“Godwinson means nothing to me. Do with him as you will. As for your demands, they are equally meaningless.” 

			Her sneer turned into a snarl. “So much for the vaunted chivalry and togetherness of that great family of the Round Table supposedly embodied in all those battle trophies I saw adorning the walls at Cadbury Castle.” 

			Merlin shrugged. “That was fifty years ago. I won’t deny that it all meant something then, but not now …” 

			“Where is the boy?” 

			“I have sent him away.” The long magus was purposefully oblique. 

			Elelendise stepped back a couple of paces and pointed the index finger of her left hand at his face. 

			“You have fourteen days before the Equinoctial Festival of the Dead takes place. I will be your companion, and you will hand over to me at the Festival.” 

			“And if I refuse?” 

			“For a start I will feed Godwinson’s blood-soaked intestines to my wolves this very morning. They will enjoy feasting on the fattened offal of a well-bred. You may or may not care about that, but you will care when King Penda and his Christian army, assisted by my command of the enchantments and the ferocity of my loyal beasts, tear every pagan in this accursed land limb from limb. Then my wolves will feast on their entrails, gorge on their genitalia. You have already witnessed their ferocity when they raided your young brat’s settlement of Malmesbury. Believe me, old man, that was nothing compared to the coming slaughter. Rivers will run crimson with blood. Colonies of weevils and sundry insects will feast and breed in their rotting Celtic cadavers and rats suck out their brains. Children will be hung by their dirty feet from boughs and used as spear and arrow targets before being pulped to bile of red spume. Babies will be eaten alive from their straw cots and their screaming mothers cast into deep pits of poisonous excrement. Decapitated male heads will adorn stakes at every bridge, crossroads, and flattened settlement, their heathen bones burned to charcoal twigs in fire-pits alongside. The air will reek of the foul bane of apostate stench. We will scourge, we will obliterate, we will emasculate. We will not just kill but slaughter with extreme violence. No one will be spared - thanes, villains, freemen, house carls, goatherds, knights, slaves, pig keepers, kitchen middens, troubadours, bondsmen, peasants, and yes, obstructive venefici, all will be remorselessly rendered to dust, their casts removed forever. I will also personally see to it that the bent-beak hawks whose friendship you so zealously guard and the piedpoly bauble thieves your brat values so highly are extinct within days - their rancid meat poisoning the earth where they fall, their feathers turned to stagnant forest floor litter. When I leave here my first task will be to hunt down that settlement brat you call a tyro veneficus and turn him to a droplet of vile spittle. You may have had some limited success with childish tricks, but from here on it’s serious bloodletting that is deaf to every appeal. I will destroy everything around you until you are completely alone in a barren landscape, devoid of all living forms of civilization. Wessex will become a pitiless ghost land of Celtic memories wallowing in the fetid decay of its dead because its stubborn, aged old protector refused to acknowledge his frailty and accompany his natural successor to the Festival and pass on the great secret. Finally, if you do not take me I will go without you.” 

			As the tirade of death poured from her lips, her voice rose and her face contorted in hatred. The fair, shoulder-length hair crackled in discordant static, and her long, slim hands clenched into rigid claws of demonic emotion. 

			Merlin shook his head in amazement, then replied evenly. 

			“By the Oracles of Delphi I have never heard such a loathsome outpouring of destruction. The imagery your words conjure is beyond anything I have experienced and represents a warped contribution to humanity that I just do not recognize or understand. Nonetheless, and notwithstanding the destruction of all the things in this green and mystic land that I hold most dear … I will not take you with me into the cowering mists on their festival day, nor will I ever willingly reveal the secret to you. The boy does not know it. No one does. It will die with me if I do not choose to pass it on at the appropriate time to the right person. I cannot be forced into giving it up. I know that is an action that forsakes all the venefical codes, but I believe that should you get hold of the secret, the outcome would be even more catastrophic.” 

			“And what do you perceive is my purpose in knowing the secret, old man?” 

			The long magus held her gaze. “You will release the cowerers from the hold of the raging mists. I realize now that has been your purpose all along. I cannot allow that to happen.” 

			Elelendise scoffed dismissively. “You are wrong about the secret. You are not the only holder of its mysterious composition.” 

			“I am the only earthly holder, and there is no means of communicating with the immortals.” 

			A sly look came over the wolf mistress’s face. “So say you, wrong magus, so say you.” 

			She turned and looked away from him back down the autumn-colored valley. Slowly she raised her left arm and brought it back over her shoulder, fingers straight. He watched, knowing what she was about to do. 

			“For my own entertainment and by way of a demonstration that I am serious, I am going to destroy that small hamlet of hovels at the end of the valley, now. Stop me if you dare, old man. Stop me if you can!” The challenge was naked in its ferocity, laid bare for him to accept or reject. 

			A blue-black thunderbolt with a golden trail shot from her fingers as she brought the arm forward. As it roared unerringly toward its unprotected and innocent target she turned back to the long magus with a look of triumphal gloating on her face. 

			Which he didn’t see, for he was gone. 

			The instant Twilight saw Elelendise join the long magus on the Tor, he transformed away from his vantage point on the top of a neighboring hill. Moments later he was standing on the cold stone floor of Princess Rawnie’s bedroom deep in the heart of Cadbury Castle. The hooded ravens had done their job well and passed on its exact location to his pica. 

			With his heart pounding strangely he looked around the room. There was no one else in it other than the princess, who slept soundly in the middle of a rather large bed. The glowing embers of a fire nestled in the large hearth, and rich tapestries lined the walls. Guessing that there would be guards outside the door, the boy tiptoed to the side of the bed and carefully sat down on its mattress. The princess stirred, mumbled something, smacked her lips, and resumed her rhythmic slumber. One of her pale, dainty hands lay outside the coverlet; it had a small, brilliant turquoise and silver ring on the index finger. 

			For a few precious moments he was bewitched by the purity and innocence of the sight. Then he reached out slowly and touched the ringed finger. 

			Her eyes sprang open. 

			For a moment she just looked at him, her blue eyes widening in fright. As she opened her mouth to scream, Twilight smiled and put his finger to his lips. 

			“That won’t do you any good. My magic will muffle the scream until it has no sound at all, not even a tiny squeak.” 

			She closed her mouth; her big eyes remained fixed on his. Then she spoke in a clear, unafraid voice. 

			“I am the daughter of King Penda of Northumbria. Tiny squeaks do not issue from my lips. I was about to call loudly for my guards, who are standing on the other side of that door, and my mother and father, who are in the next chamber.” 

			The boy broadened his smile and squeezed her ringed finger again. 

			“I mean you no harm. I am Twilight, tyro veneficus to Merlin, the long magus of Wessex.” 

			“What do you want?” 

			“You,” he said, gripping her ringed finger tightly and hoping that this was one transformation he would get absolutely right. 

			Tiresias decided that he would issue formal invites to Zeus and the other seven primary gods that lived on Mount Olympus. To whet their appetites the invites would sketch out the rudiments of the story so far. He wanted the viewing, which he estimated would take about four earthly days - nothing in their time continuum - to be dramatic and special, even for them. In order to make such an event stick favorably in the minds of gods that had seen just about everything since the world was created from the Chaos, it needed to be very special indeed. Not necessarily history-making, epoch-creating, or cataclysmically unique - that was daily fare for an immortal - but something of far more importance. 

			It had to be amusing. 

		

	


	
		
			Chapter Fourteen 

			As King Penda railed, his wife wailed. The castle walls resounded to their histrionics. His senior officers stood around the castle keep, shuffling their feet and trying hard not to look at either of them. Eye contact, especially with the northern king storming around the place in this mood, was not a good idea. As for the wailing queen, she was just an embarrassment. Elelendise leaned against the inner wall with her blond head back and eyes closed. There wasn’t a wolf in sight. The mood Penda was in, he would have eaten them raw. 

			“Counselor,” he roared at Elelendise, although she was only a couple of paces away. “While you were posturing and boasting to that old savant magician, he tricked you. Drew you into his plan like a lamb to the slaughter, listened to your empty words, nodded at your crass stupidity, smiled inwardly at your crudity; whilst his apprentice - a mere ragtag settlement urchin according to you - stole my beautiful daughter. Your negligence gifted her to him. Your ineptitude and vanity lost her. You assured me that the ravening watcher was impassable, that it would kill anyone unauthorized, ANYONE who so much as breathed in the same space as our beloved little princess. Yet you released it before meeting the long magus because you needed all your power. Against an old man of ninety-three years YOU NEEDED MORE POWER! And what did you do with it? Hurled a thunderbolt on a few hovels. I’m sure Merlin was most impressed. For that we have lost our beloved daughter. The Lord only knows what state she is in now. We must pray hard for her salvation.” 

			He looked at Queen Phoebe, whose wailing and racking sobs rose and fell with the cadence of his words, then back at the wolf mistress. 

			“And what’s more, you’ve killed the only bargaining counter we had.” Penda gestured disgustedly to the dead young knight Godwinson, whose broken body topped by the shoulder-length fair hair lay flung in the corner like a bundle of rags, appropriately but unknown to those there, on the exact spot where the grave of his parents had resided until Merlin had spirited it away. “Does your stupidity know no bounds? Were you so naïve as to think that the old magus with all his battle experience with King Arthur would not have a plan? Did you think that he would stand there enduring your boasting and childish displays of sorcery in awe of your puny feats?” 

			He rounded on his officers, his eyes blazing with a mixture of grief and anger. 

			“I want every available man out on search patrols. Leave only a small force with which to protect the queen and garrison this castle. The whole of this cursed land must be covered. Leave no stone unturned in the search for the princess. Divide the land up into provinces, quartiles, sectors, settlements, and hides, then by tribe, kinship group, feudal enclave, and community and then scour every blade of grass, every shrub, forest, tree, and hovel. Torture locals until they either tell what they know or die. Burn every settlement when you are sure she is not there. Find Merlin and the boy, and you’ll find the princess. In God’s name find her, find my daughter, and praise be to the Lord that she is still alive.” 

			As his officers hurried off to do his bidding the queen began a fresh bout of wailing. 

			Penda turned to Elelendise. 

			“As for you, counselor, your work with me is done. Your inexperience and posturing are too much of a liability. You have not, thus far, been tested against an equal. Now that you have, you have been found sadly wanting. I suggest you find a forest hovel as far away from me as possible and stay there and commune with your wolves and play with your fireballs. I do not want to see your face ever again. If I do, magic or no magic, I will destroy you and every wolf I ever come into contact with. Now go!” 

			“As you wish, my lord,” said the wolf-woman unemotionally. “But a word of warning. You will never defeat the long magus without my help. Never.” 

			As King Penda reached for his sword she disappeared. 

			Having placed a very angry Princess Rawnie in safe hands, Merlin soon arrived back in Summer Land to be greeted by the news of Godwinson’s death and Penda’s banishment of the wolf-woman and her lupine charges. Once again the hooded ravens passed the news to Twilight via the pica. 

			“Although I did not intimate as much to Elelendise, I am very saddened by the death of the young knight, although not surprised. As soon as he fell into her cruel clutches I suspected his life was over. I will see to it he joins the graves of his parents when I replace them in Cadbury Castle.” He stroked his beard. “I wonder,” he mused, “what she will do now.” 

			“Continue with her original purpose to get rid of me and usurp you, I expect,” replied Twilight. “I would think her task is easier now she doesn’t have to worry about a twelve-thousand-strong army.” 

			“I’m not so sure. It was a big force to hide within or behind. Now she is exposed, albeit with the protection of three hundred and fifty wolves. We haven’t heard the last of her, that’s for certain. She will no doubt make her repellent presence felt in due course, especially as the visit to the ringed Stonehenge for the Equinoctial Festival closes rapidly on us all. Meanwhile, skirmisher, we have an army to fight.” 

			“Fight? I thought we were going to ransom the princess in exchange for Penda leaving our lands,” exclaimed a surprised Twilight. 

			“That is a part of our strategy, but what is to stop him returning once he has his daughter back? I know from personal experience these Christian warmongers are a zealous lot. It’s that drive to convert the pagan population of Wessex that brought Penda here in the first place, and he won’t give that up easily. We must give him a bloody nose and demoralize his zealotry before handing him the opportunity to creep back to his northern stronghold with his beloved daughter. The longer he is without the princess, the greater the impact her return will have on him. If he loses a few hundred more men and experiences sundry religious travails in the meantime - for little or no reward other than some dead peasantry and a scattering of sacked settlements - he will think twice before ever venturing anywhere near the Celtic hinterland again. At least, that is my hope.” 

			“I don’t like wars,” said the boy glumly. “They’re very complicated, and too many people and animals get killed.” 

			The long magus chuckled and ruffled his charge’s hair. “Come and sit by me and let me tell you a short but interesting story. One that will, perhaps, play a part in bringing about the early return of Penda and his army to Northumberland.” 

			“What is it about?” the boy asked eagerly. He liked these stories. 

			“Horse manure,” wheezed the old sorcerer. “It’s about a man with more than his fair share of horse manure!” He snorted in mirth for a few moments, wiped away a tear, then composed himself. “In ancient Greece there was a legendary king of Elis called Augeus. Augeus had many stables that had not been cleaned for years. In fact they were abominably filthy and a complete disgrace, and pressure was being put on Augeus to find a way to clean them. This was the time of another legend, the mighty Greek strongman Hercules. As a means of proving himself worthy, the gods had given Hercules twelve extremely difficult or dangerous labors. Augeus managed to get the cleaning of his stables as one of Hercules’ twelve labors, and it’s the method the strongman used to clean the stables that may prove most useful to us.” 

			As was becoming his custom the long magus stopped at a crucial moment with bushy eyebrows raised to see if his charge had any ideas or questions. The boy’s blank stare told him that for once he didn’t have a contribution. 

			Merlin continued. “Hercules cleaned the stables by diverting the river Alpheus through them.” 

			The boy nodded in understanding. “And we are going to divert a river into the path of Penda’s soldiers?” 

			“We are,” said the long magus, taking up a stick and beginning to draw in the soft earth by their feet. “Although it’s just a little bit more complicated than that.” 

			When a detachment of Penda’s soldiers found a remnant from a nightdress caught on a thorn bush at the beginning of a mound known as Bradley Hill, they marked the spot and sent it back to Cadbury Castle along with several other bits of torn cloth they discovered along the way. As soon as Queen Phoebe saw the nightdress remnant, she started wailing again because it belonged to the nightdress worn by the princess when she was abducted. So it was that four hundred and fifty heavily armed soldiers under the direct command of King Penda himself arrived at the Bradley Hill site and started to search the surrounding hills. Bradley Hill is part of a Summer Land range known as the Polden Hills, a series of limestone escarpments on the other side of the Levels through which runs the River Cary. Another remnant of the same material was quickly found at Beakers Crossing, a ford where the River Cary splits into two separate tributaries. 

			That night Penda, exhausted but pleased that they at least appeared to be on the right track, pitched camp in the hollow that nestled beyond the two tributaries. It was an ideal site for a camp, offering shelter from three sides and fresh water. First light would see them fanning out and continuing the search. He and his men had, however, been led by the placed nightdress remnants into a trap. They were camped in a naturally deep hollow with sheer limestone escarpments forming a natural dam around three sides. The other side was formed by the ford of the river that held Beakers Crossing, the point where the two tributaries parted. The bridge at Beakers Crossing, although a solidly constructed wooden affair, was the only way in or out of the camp. 

			Placing a strong ring of guards around the camp perimeter, Penda and his soldiers bedded down for the night. Until five very loud claps of thunder followed by a torrential downpour awoke them. At least, they thought it was thunderclaps. 

			Looking down from atop the pitch blackness of Bradley Hill, the long magus and Twilight knew better. For each explosion had been caused by searing, jagged green bolts that shot from the glowing-eyed old sorcerer’s fingertips. He’d added the localized heavy downpour just to complete the initial picture of a huge night storm. Then, so that he and the boy could see, he placed a strong blue lightning flash in the sky above to illuminate the scene. The first green bolt had completely demolished the bridge, and the other four had rearranged the twin courses of the River Cary tributaries. 

			Swollen with the onset of seasonal rains, the twin tributaries joined in one mighty torrent at the mouth of the hollow and swept down onto the camp like a violent sea crashing into a small, unprotected cove. In no time the entire hollow was flooded to a depth over a man’s waist. As the water level rose and washed back from the protective sides of the limestone escarpment, it clashed with the incoming torrent to form a violent vortex at the center. 

			Right where Penda’s ornate, pennant-bedecked tent stood. 

			Men, weapons, and horses struggled to maintain a foothold as the vortex currents swept them backward and forward. 

			“Now I’m going to show you some real crinkum crankum,” roared the long magus as he held his right hand high in the air and began to slowly rotate it in a circular motion. Picking up his rotated rhythm the huge body of water, still being added to by the incoming torrent, began to rotate slowly around the hollow’s limestone walls like a giant whirlpool. As the whirlpool gathered speed, the terrified screams of Penda’s men mingled with the frenzied baying of their horses as they were picked up and swept, together with their sleeping blankets, saddles, loose bits of weaponry, and armor, in the ever increasing circular current of water. Around and around it went, gathering speed. Along with his personal guard, Penda could clearly be seen clinging for his life to his brightly colored tent as it swept around the water-filled amphitheater. To add further to the terrorizing effect of four hundred and fifty men and assorted horses and war impedimenta whirling around in an ever increasing vortex of water, the long magus threw in a few more detonating green thunderbolts with his left hand. Then he stood back and admired his handiwork. 

			“What are you going to do with them now,” shouted a tremulous Twilight over the crescendo of screams and rushing water. 

			“Mmmm,” mused the old war astounder with a smile. “I don’t really know. What do you think, dash them against the limestone rocks in groups of a hundred or drown them? All except Penda, that is. We need him to bargain with.” 

			“Some of them are drowning already,” the boy said with tears beginning to stream down his cheeks. “Can you stop it, now, please, my master … oh please.” 

			“If I must,” grumbled the long magus, realizing that the vast spectacle of death he’d created was too much for the boy, who, despite a grasp of matters way beyond his years and a unique set of early life experiences, was still only a raw thirteen years old. 

			A few counter rotations of his right arm followed by a gentle waving toward the opening of the hollow and as fast as it began, the whirlpool subsided and the water began to flow out of the hollow. 

			Men and horses collapsed into the mud, coughing and spluttering as carts, saddles, tents, and weaponry fell around them. Some did not move, but most of them began to struggle exhaustedly to their feet and look around them with frightened, bewildered expressions. 

			A bedraggled King Penda hauled himself to his feet and, picking up a sword from the mud, waved it in the air and screamed his anger to the darkening night sky. 

			“The all-conquering king doesn’t look very happy.” The long magus chuckled. “Do you just suppose that he’s beginning to regret the decision to subvert this easy, undefended little Celtic land?” 

			With that his eyes glowed iridescent green and he waved at the area of Beakers Crossing, and the River Cary tributaries were as before, and the bridge was replaced. 

			The long magus had a mischievous glint to the fading iridescence of his bushy-browed eyes as he blew on his long fingers. 

			“I enjoyed that. Haven’t blown anything up for many a long year.” He turned to the boy. “C’mon, skirmisher, I need a rest. All this excitement is wearing me out.” 

			Mael sat in his customary position by the lakeside surrounded by otters. His hearing was now gradually joining his blindness, speech was becoming difficult, his mental capacity was waning, and he couldn’t stand up anymore. With less than nine days to go his system was shutting down rapidly. The ability to handle any sorcery, even the most basic stuff, had also deserted him. None of this worried him. His had led, apart from the last fifteen years with Elelendise and the disappearance of Simeon, a contented and productive life. Much good had been done through many interesting and ultimately fulfilling acts of mainly virtuous sorcery. Humanity hereabouts was definitely better off for his being around. And always the love, affection, and lifelong companionship of his beloved otter, now surrounding him in their hundreds as they proudly sat with him through those final few days. Great grandfathers sat alongside grandmothers and grandfathers, mothers and fathers, and children. A great mix of long-tailed, thick brown and gray fur with occasional breast patches of white, and bright brown, intelligent eyes fixed on his face around the spiky gray whiskers that were so sensitive to current, smells, and temperature changes. From time to time a young otter, nudged or prompted by an elder, would ease up to Mael’s side and place its head on his knee for a few moments in a sort of personal homage. Receiving a gentle tickle behind the ears from the old magus, the youngster would walk quietly back to its place and, amid a lick or two of approval from the elders it passed on the way, resume its vigil. Every now and then one or two would slide off into the water to lubricate the oily, thick skin, only to return to the same spot to once again fix on the face of their bald, blind old liege-lord. He had counseled them carefully throughout the last year on their feelings and behavior when these moments arrived. Their demeanor must reflect a quiet happiness and contentment. There must be no regrets or mourning, no sadness. The old enchanter had completed his term of venefical office, and his going was a celebration. One day in the distant future another liege-lord would arrive. No one knew when or who it would be, but there would be one. In the meantime their colony was strong and sustainable through the good fish and water husbandry the old magus had taught them. And now, finally, Mael had the one missing piece of his departure that had been worrying him. It had been a close-run thing, but Merlin had turned up just in time to ensure his correct placement under his destiny stone. The old Wessex warmonger, so long a distant figure of derision and wrong-headedness for Mael, had arrived just in time and had proven to be a most engaging and resourceful veneficus. And, like Mael, a student of Hellenistic strictures as a life guide, albeit the old northern magus had preferred the more basic leanings of Diogenes and the Cynics. Had Merlin and Mael had more time together they could have really become something, perhaps changed the course of this emerging absurdity known as Christianity that was pervading these lands. Still, better late than never, and the night they had spent together laughing their way through the mistakes and successes of their magical lives had brought great joy to them both. As for Elelendise and her immortal mentor Tiresias, their little game was far from complete. The long magus and his extraordinary young tyro would surely make life difficult for them. 

			Sitting amid his devoted animals, contentedly reflecting on matters as he moved inexorably toward his last moments, Mael was at peace with his world. 

			Until, in a screeching, clawing maw of seething high otter resentment, Elelendise arrived. 

			There are many other minor deities, semi-gods, and pretenders drifting around the Presidium, quite a few of whom are related to the nine members of the ruling elite. As with all large, powerful dynasties there is constant jockeying for positions and favors. A successful show wouldn’t do Tiresias’s future any harm - keep him on Zeus’s special tablet for another couple of thousand years or so. 

			



	




Chapter Fifteen 

			The long magus and Twilight sat in the shade of a small copse of silver birch trees practicing magic. Reasonably proficient now in rendering himself invisible and transforming him and anything he was holding short distances, the boy was eager to learn more. The next stage in his use of the enchantments was the manipulation of other objects or people. As Merlin explained, manipulation of one’s self was basic sorcery; moving others or objects around or changing their physical structure was an altogether harder accomplishment. 

			“Although I chastised you at the time, I really liked the way you turned that Lindisfarne monk into a goat.” The boy giggled. “Can you teach me to do that?” 

			“That will take time. First of all we will start by changing simpler objects, always remembering, of course, the law of reversal. We must always retain the ability to return it back to its original state.” 

			He broke off a small silver birch branch, walked ten paces away, and pushed it into the ground. Sitting down by the boy he indicated the branch. 

			“You have noticed that my eyes glow an iridescent green when I use an enchantment, and the repellent wolf-woman’s glow blue. Although your glow is still in its infancy - it increases with the onset of power - it is a delightful dark glow. A manifestation of an iridescent color formation that I have never seen before, a black light. As your abilities and usage of the enchantments grow, the glow will intensify. Remember always that mens agitate molem - mind moves matter. If you think deeply enough upon that branch I have just stuck in the ground, you should be able to turn it into a small, growing silver birch sapling. The way to accomplish this is to fix the object for a complete instant in your mind to the exclusion of everything else. Absorb it, take on its properties. In the case of that branch, feel the bark as if it were your own skin, feel the pith and sap oozing through it as if it were your blood, its grained fibers your sinews - in short, become it.” 

			Twilight concentrated on the branch, and a faint dark glow irradiated from his eyes. 

			And the branch suddenly became a clump of daffodils. 

			Chuckling merrily the long magus indicated with a circular motion that the boy should reverse the procedure, and the daffodils turned into a thorn bush, then a nettle, a pile of wet mud, a boulder, and finally, after much hand wringing and steely concentration, back to the original branch. 

			“There.” The old astounder beamed. “You’ve done it.” 

			“But I never managed to turn it into a sapling.” The boy sighed. 

			The long magus waved his hand and opened the long fingers to reveal a small seed pod. 

			“Here, plant this silver birch seed. It will grow quicker!” 

			After more practice and a great deal of mirth at the strange objects that appeared, they settled down in the shade to rest. 

			“Apart from the annual visit to Stonehenge to soothe the cowerers in the raging mists, wars and religions,” Twilight sighed, “seem to dominate everything we do. Are these the dominant factors of the life of a veneficus?” 

			“The landscape of your early life as the Wessex veneficus will undoubtedly be, as was mine, dominated by war. In my case it was Arthur, and in yours it is Penda. The difference is that I was on the same side as Arthur, who was usually the aggressor, whereas you are in opposition to the aggressor. There is, however, a common denominator …” 

			The long magus stopped and raised a questioning bushy eyebrow at the boy. 

			“Christianity,” replied Twilight immediately. “Both Arthur and Penda put their trust in that faith.” 

			Merlin nodded. “Although I stood alongside Arthur and added the weight of the enchantments to his many victories, I could never shake him of this Christian faith, however much I pointed out that it was based around a whole series of unconnected absurdities or that, due to my venefical duties, I knew the real truth of the afterlife. Christianity had become too ingrained with him as a reason to do things. The belief excuses the act. It is the same with Penda, who uses its proliferation to justify this invasion of our Celtic heartland.” 

			“If Penda wasn’t a Christian, would he still want to conquer this land?” 

			“Of course. He’d just find another set of reasons to justify the bloodshed. They all do. This was proven when Arthur came up against another Christian enemy. The fact that both were supported by the same faith didn’t stop them fighting. The common Christian brotherhood instantly disintegrated in the face of continued dominance by one over the other. When faith was rendered mute by commonality, something else just had to be found to replace it as a reason for conflict. The fighting must go on at all costs. Nothing must be allowed to stop that.” 

			“But surely the essence of a held belief is peaceful coexistence with one another?” 

			The long magus shook his head. 

			“You would think so, wouldn’t you? However, history teaches us otherwise. It’s in the stars that mankind will always fight, with or without a reason. Peaceful coexistence with each other is not an option, not for very long anyhow.” 

			“Is there anything we can do to shake or replace Penda’s belief?” 

			“Probably not, but that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t give it a try. Besides, I think it’s time we met the northern king face to face … don’t you?” 

			Penda was on his knees in the small chapel of Cadbury Castle praying fervently. It was the early hours of the morning, and he was alone. The room was lit by three guttering candles around the stone walls, their flickering flames casting eerie shadows on the crude wooden cross and rough-hewn benches. It was two days after the flood, an event from which the mighty northern conqueror had not recovered and probably never would. Four hundred and fifty well-armed soldiers under his direct command completely and comprehensively beaten by an old man of ninety-three and a boy of eleven. He now knew beyond all doubt that this sorcery could be a powerful weapon in the right hands. He was almost at the point of recalling Elelendise; ill-used or even naive sorcery was better than none at all. His campaign was not going well, and he needed some help and guidance, preferably from the Almighty himself. He was praying for a sign and confirmation that he was doing the right thing. Most of all he was praying for the return of his beloved daughter. 

			He became distracted and couldn’t concentrate upon his communion. His god would not speak to him unless his entire being was immersed in the act of worship. He paused, squeezed his eyes shut, and pushed his forehead hard into his thumbs and tried again to pray. Nothing came; his brain refused to function, his mouth steadfastly mute. He became frozen in the act of worship. Only his eyes worked when he opened them. 

			Then he wished he hadn’t. 

			For standing in the flickering shadows in front of him, one towering over the other, was a pair of ill-matched specters that could only be Merlin and his boy tyro. Whilst he, the mighty conquering king of the north and head of the largest army in the land, had been rendered speechless and was on his knees, paralyzed in an attitude of total submission before them. 

			From the shadows playing around his face Merlin’s smile beamed down at him as he nodded his head in greeting. 

			“By the Mountains of the Mothers, what do we have here?” he said quietly. 

			“I believe it to be a trespassing invader king, prostrate, paralyzed, and mute,” replied his boy companion. 

			Eyes bulging in anger Penda strained every sinew to break out of the paralysis. It was no good. He was completely immobile; all he could do was look, listen, and breathe. 

			“A trespassing invader king, prostrate, paralyzed, and mute, eh,” the long magus repeated. “Not, then, an ancient Babylonian or Persian king, lands where men knew from the very beginning of time - when the earth had been under the control of savage demons - that civilization and order would only hold through the establishment of a true king. Kingless chaos was the Babylonians’ ultimate nightmare. Their prayers to the gods were answered, a monarch was installed, the line of succession established, and order and civilization ensured. I know that we are in barbarian Wessex and different divinities and customs exist, but those old ancients knew a few things when it came to the reasoning behind king-making. This person before us, therefore, cannot be a true king, for he is the perpetrator of a great deal of disorder and chaos in these lands. I think that he is a demon, not a king, and I certainly would not humble myself before him. Would you?” 

			The boy considered the question before answering gravely, “I would not. Did the Babylonians not have the main thoroughfare in their great city named ‘May-the-Arrogant-Not-Flourish’ as a state behavior symbol and memory of past kings and their understated achievements?” 

			“They did. Do you suppose there is such a thoroughfare in Northumberland, the land where this demon-who-would-be-aking comes from?” 

			“I very much doubt it, but we could ask him. Can Northumberland demons speak?” Twilight said, coming closer and peering questioningly into Penda’s bulging eyes. 

			“Only in short bursts,” said the long magus. “Tell us, trespassing, prostrate, and paralyzed invader demon-who-wouldbe-king, do you have a thoroughfare in Northumberland named May-the-Arrogant-Not-Flourish?” 

			His eyes glowed iridescent green, and Penda’s speech was restored. 

			Immediately as Penda felt his power of speech return he opened his mouth to let out a great bellow of anger and call for his guards. 

			But only the faintest squeak issued from his lips. 

			Merlin chuckled. “I have made it so that you can only speak in very low tones because demons tend to scream and caterwaul, and it is a noise that offends our ears.” 

			His eyes glowed and Penda was again mute. 

			The long magus continued with a question to the boy. 

			“Do you think that this prostrate, paralyzed, mute, Northumberland invader demon-that-would-be-king is the ultimate arbiter of the religious laws of the universe?” 

			“I cannot see how he can be,” replied Twilight. “Only a true immortal, a god himself, can claim such a title, and he is most certainly not one of those.” 

			“Then why do you suppose he has taken it upon himself to impose his Christian absurdities upon an otherwise contented and happy Celtic population at the point of his sword? Why are heathen deities referred to by his like as ‘filthy’ when his faith, the aforementioned Christianity, is described as ‘pure’?” 

			“Because,” replied the boy, “it suits his purpose of domination, vi et armis, by strength of arms.” 

			“There is the crux of it. He is a bully boy who, because he has a great army at his back, must maraud around the land dominating the weaker tribes for personal glory. I believe history will mark him down as a weak warmonger with the personal courage of a burrowing weevil.” 

			The long magus leaned in close to Penda’s face. 

			“In the quietus of this land known as Wessex, in clearings and on the edge of dense woods, under broad chalk and limestone hills and beside clear streams, there are many Celtic settlements full of gentle, lyrical folk worshipping the idols and symbols of their forefathers in peace. United by their many shared customs and connected dialects, shackled by poverty and the bondage of serfdom and the geld, reliquary, regional identity and pagan worship are the basis of their self-esteem. The object of their worship will vary from place to place. It might be a representation of the Sun, an Earth Mother, Nature, or the Stars and Planets. It could be Fire or Thunder, Rain or Wind, the Sea and its Tides, mythological beast or everyday animal. They will raise sacred altars to these diverse, deathless gods, build shrines of stones and earth, fashion jeweled icons, charms, and luck pieces and by these swear oaths, seal promises, and offer blood sacrifices. Their burials will be in flaming boat pyres for the high-borne and in chalk-hill long barrows for the good peasantry. Their rites of worship will be conducted in long handed-down customs, incantations and couplets chanted in ancient tongues. They will not roam the land looking for converts, nor will they seek glory or immortality for their chosen faith. To carry on with their devotions in their own self-effacing, gentle manner is all they ask. Why must these innocent people die because one insignificant little northern demon warmonger called Penda-who-would-be-king considers it profane if they continue in that way? What is wrong with such beliefs if the people who hold them are happy and causing no harm to others as they conduct them?” 

			Merlin stepped away, drew his right arm back, and delivered a stinging, long-fingered slap to Penda’s bearded face. It was the ultimate insult to one who was used to having his every whim attended to. Penda’s eyes bulged to bursting point, and his face suffused bright red with the effect of the slap and attempt to release himself. 

			“That is for them,” breathed the long magus. “And all the heartbreak and death your Nazarene faith has and will continue to cause this nation.” 

			After a suitable moment the boy spoke again. “Shall we give the demon another opportunity to speak?” 

			“Only if he can exercise some control,” said Merlin. 

			“Can you so do?” asked the boy as speech was again restored to the invader. 

			Penda took a very deep breath. His pride had taken a battering, particularly with the slap. He was beginning to accept the fact that he was not in a very kingly position, being completely under the control of these two, and his voice, normally stentorian and closely listened to, would be switched into an ineffectual squeak the instant they heard anything untoward. Straining with all his might to keep his emotions in check and voice normal, he opened his mouth and managed a somewhat croaked question. 

			“What have you done with my daughter?” 

			The long magus clapped his hands in glee. “There, you see. The northern demon invader can speak in a civilized manner. All it takes is a little effort. As to your daughter, Rawnie, she is safe in a place far away from here. A place you will never find, no matter how long you search, for I have cloaked it in mystery. Chivalry still abounds in these parts, and we venefici of Wessex do not punish womenfolk for the sins of their men, regardless of the death and destruction caused by them. I must say, however, that she is a most spirited young lady and one deserving of a better lineage than that we see before us.” 

			“I want her back, long magus. She is very important to me.” 

			“My father was very important to me until the wolves ripped his body to shreds when they attacked the settlement of Malmesbury.” Twilight’s voice was edged with emotion. 

			Penda dropped his head for a moment before raising it to look at the boy. 

			“I did not order that attack. Elelendise sent her wolves in as retribution for losing her white wolf and to teach you both a lesson. As you probably know, I have banished her from my side. “ 

			“You may not have ordered the wolf attack, but you didn’t stop it, either,” replied the boy. 

			“I will not offer any excuses as to why I and my army are here. The long magus is right. We are Christians and as such are driven to convert all non-believers to the true faith, by force if necessary.” He looked directly at Merlin and, conscious of being shut down again, continued in an even tone. 

			“Your argument on leaving well alone is a very persuasive one, but you will also know, having advised your own King Arthur through many victorious battles with similar aims, that successful kingship requires expansion and unification of people and lands. Invaders are everywhere. To prevent being dominated by others we must strike out first. I have seen the many pennants and trophies of those battles hanging from the walls of the great hall in this castle. Those were acquired by King Arthur, with you by his side, under the exact same conditions as I find myself in now.” 

			The long magus sighed. This question always seemed to come up. 

			“There was no threat to you in your northern stronghold from Wessex. As far as I know there is no single, unified force big enough or organized enough anywhere in these islands to mount a challenge to your force in conventional terms, so that argument is discounted immediately. As for my period at Arthur’s side and subsequent change, I will explain it in simple terms that you will understand. Your faith has many stories illustrating its absurdities. These absurdities have been invented to help non-believers convert to the faith and followers to remain steadfast. One of these stories concerns the conversion of Saul, a man whose view of Christianity was simple. He hated it and wanted everyone associated with it destroyed. As such he was always willing to give approval for the death of any Christians, as was the case with the stoning of Stephen, considered to be the first martyr of your faith. One day when he was on a journey of persecution near the town of Damascus, he found himself surrounded by a bright light. Falling to the ground he heard a voice from the heavens asking why he continued to persecute the Christian god. This converted Saul, who then became known as Paul, and gave rise to the term ‘Damascene Conversion’ for those who, through prevailing circumstances, had a complete change of heart, had seen the light. As my tyro skirmisher here knows, I had my own version of the ‘Damascene Conversion’ after Arthur burned some soldiers’ faces in an attempt to extract information from them. The interesting thing about the story of Saul-then-known-as-Paul is that he was later executed by the Romans for preaching Christianity, the faith that he had once tried so hard to destroy.” 

			“Nothing - magic, sorcery, and the kidnapping of my beloved daughter and defeat of my armies - will ever separate me from my Christian faith,” said Penda unconvincingly as if it was the expected response, but he was unsure of his place in saying it. 

			“Your faith is your affair and long may it bring you great joy and satisfaction. Immerse yourself in it totally until death separates you from it with my blessing,” replied Merlin. “As I have made perfectly clear, I care little for Christianity or any of the many other religions. It’s the imposition of those blatantly invented absurdities upon others by force that I am against.” 

			“And you?” Penda said, looking at Twilight. 

			The boy smiled. “I will make my own decisions when the time is right. I am thirteen years of age and so have plenty of time. Suffice it to say at this stage that I have had access to learning and phenomena within the enchantments that are denied normal humans, including invader kings like you. At this stage this privilege leads me to see through and therefore discount the faith that you follow. I am, however, completely with my venefical master and vehemently opposed to the imposition of any religion by force, and I will fight you or any other invader to my last breath if they try to convert these lands.” 

			Penda paused for a moment, collecting his thoughts. He’d had his daughter taken from under his nose and, along with four hundred and fifty soldiers, been spared by the mercy of these two in the field. Now, in a castle occupied and surrounded by his own army he was completely incapacitated and trapped. Perhaps it was time for some cold, hard reconsideration of his position. 

			“Answer me this. Is your sorcery greater than my religion, greater than my army?” he said quietly. 

			“Yes,” said the boy and Merlin together. 

			“Could I have succeeded with the assistance of the wolf-woman?” 

			“Probably not, but you would have had a better chance. Sorcery can only be overcome by stronger or greater sorcery. Command of the enchantments is everything. Unfortunately she has not had the experience to use the powers at her command correctly. We also doubt her purpose here,” Merlin replied. 

			“Then, as long as you two are here, I cannot and could not win.” 

			“No,” they replied together emphatically. 

			Penda dropped his head in defeated resignation. 

			The long magus spoke firmly. “I will allow you this and only this. Leave at first light with your army and return immediately to Northumberland. Do not press Christianity upon anyone or attack or sack any Celtic settlements on the way. If harm comes to any individual I will hold you personally responsible. For every Celt you harm I will remove a limb from your daughter’s body. More than four and she will receive the same treatment the repellent Elelendise meted out to the brave young knight, Godwinson. When you and every member of your army have passed over the borders of Northumberland, I will return Rawnie to you. We are the liege-lords of the pica and hawk named after me. They will be watching your every move from the sky. Make all haste. If you ever venture out of Northumberland again, be very sure to head north for we shall be watching you. And remember this; you, your daughter, and four hundred and fifty soldiers are alive because of the mercy of this boy here. I would not have shown such magnanimity. The next time you may not be so lucky. Cut your losses and retire gracefully. The boy and I have many tricks up our enchanted sleeves, many other ways to entrap you. Go back to where you belong and leave Wessex in peace, or by the Seven Sages of Greece we will see your flesh rot upon the green sward of this land.” 

			Penda kept his head bowed for a few moments. “Thank you. We leave at first light,” he whispered, lifting his head. 

			But there was no one there. 

			The immortal gods began to gather for the show to be staged by Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes. The islands of that curious little group of lands collectively known as the Britains where his show was to take place was not all that familiar to them. Since the Romans had left this remote outpost of their mighty empire over one hundred years ago, the place had been a hotbed of petty squabbling between Saxons, Jutes, Gauls, Belgae, Iberians, and Celts with seemingly none of them gaining the upper hand. Zeus, the father of them all, had not taken his seat. When he did, Ganymede, the cup bearer to Zeus and the other gods, would bring ambrosia, and that would signal the beginning of the event. 

			It was then up to Tiresias to entertain them. 

			If he succeeded his star would be very much in the ascendancy. 

			If he failed, even honorably, the reaction of Zeus was difficult to gauge. Losing his seat on the Presidium was not out of the question. 

			



	




Chapter Sixteen 

			Surrounded by massed ranks of pica and Merlin hawks with the resident hooded ravens flapping around in the towers behind them, the long magus and Twilight perched high on the topmost ramparts of Cadbury Castle as Penda’s huge northern army wound its way slowly across the Summer Land valleys and into the distance. It had only been a few days since they had sat in the same position and watched them arrive; now they were leaving. 

			Flanked by his senior officers, Penda rode straight-backed through the castle gate and across the drawbridge without a backward or upward glance. His retreat signified a crushing defeat by minimalist forces to say the very least, and everyone winding their defeated way out of the Wessex sward knew it. Northern wounds, although mainly psychological, would take more than a few licks to regain the all-conquering arrogance with which it had arrived in here. Indeed, it was doubtful if Penda’s reign would survive once the full extent of the humiliating retreat was known back in Northumberland. However he explained it, sorcery, kidnapped daughter, or anything else, losing an invasion with that many men to an old man of ninety-three, a boy of thirteen, and a few birds was unbelievable and unacceptable, especially to the men themselves who had no real idea why they were plodding back toward home with their tails between their legs. Aware that the retreat might cause mutinous mutterings in the ranks, Penda had told his officers to spread the word that Northumberland was being threatened by a Saxon raiding force from the Low Countries and they had to return forthwith to defend their homeland. Few were convinced and recognized it for what it was, an attempt by a defeated king to save face and keep them on-side. For now the retreat was orderly, and it remained to be seen if it would stay that way for the three long weeks the march home would take them. 

			As soon as the last soldier had disappeared over the hill, Merlin’s eyes glowed and the burial mound of Godwinson’s mother and father reappeared in the corner of the courtyard under the small oak tree. 

			“I have placed the body of the young Godwinson in a casket beside those of his mother and father,” said the long magus softly. 

			They paused for a moment in memory of the tall, flaxen-haired young knight with the broad shoulders and clear blue eyes with whom they had enjoyed an all too brief period of comradeship. 

			“What of his men who are hiding out in the Cheddar Catacombs?” 

			“We will send them a message that they can return here soon. However, they may not wish to continue as before with their young leader gone.” 

			“Seems a shame not to. It’s such a beautiful and strongly built castle,” said the boy. 

			The long magus looked at him for a moment before speaking. 

			“I fear that will not be the case for long. There is one great battle left to fight, that of the wolf-woman and myself. Although she doesn’t know it yet I have chosen this castle as the battlefield. I will need all the help I can get, and this place offers me some advantages, not the least being the fact that I know every nook and cranny. I wouldn’t expect to find much of this great edifice left - as strong as it is - when we have finished hurling thunderbolts at each other.” 

			The boy was silent for a while. “Is there no other way?” he said eventually. “I am frightened that you might be hurt.” 

			The long magus chuckled. “Fear not, my little tyro skirmisher. I have lasted ninety-three years and plan to see out the remaining seven preparing you for the future. History is always recorded by the victorious. It is my intention to inscribe the record. When the wolf-woman and I meet to settle our differences, my advantage will be coolness and experience. She will come out blazing away with her thunderbolts and everything else in her arsenal. Smoke, noise, and fire will be her tactics, for she has a great deal more power than I and will seek to use it at the earliest opportunity. For my part I will allow her all the early advantages whilst remaining unscathed. At some point every such conflict descends into chaos. This will not be an exception. Indeed, I am counting on it. The longer I can keep her chasing me, the more her power will diminish. Then it will be my turn to become the aggressor, and it is at this point that I will require some assistance from you. Until that time I want you to keep out of the way. When I have drawn her sting we will work in concert to finish it. You should be close to me anyway just in case she gets the upper hand and I have to pass the great secret to you in the final moments. I do not expect that to happen.” 

			He paused to let that sink in. 

			“Although the very thought of the conflict frightens me, I am glad I will be able to play a part in her downfall. We will inscribe the record together,” replied the boy. 

			“Good. Now, we have nine days before our presence is required at the Equinoctial Festival at Stonehenge. The repellent one will want the fight with me to take place before then so she can be there, with or without me. By my reckoning that leaves us a few days to spare. What say you to a little break from all this, eh?” 

			“Where?” 

			“Somewhere you have not been yet. The remote island where your mother, brothers, and sisters and the charmingly feisty little Princess Rawnie and the ever beautiful Guinevere live. And there is something else that I want to show you there, another one of my special secrets.” 

			Twilight felt his pulse beginning to quicken. He ached to see his mother and brothers and sisters, and the idea of seeing the princess again excited him. 

			“Not forgetting the one hundred or so resident lepers as well,” the boy added with a grin. 

			“Splendid company all of them,” replied the old sorcerer as his eyes began to glow. 

			The small island of Lundy, or Silura as it was known to the Romans, was situated in the muddy brown waters of the Severn Estuary some two hours by rowing boat off the coast of North Kernow. Windswept and barren, it had one large, odd-shaped, and much modified building known as the leprosaria - leper house - in which everyone lived, and a small stone jetty. Solidly constructed in stone by the Romans over two hundred years ago for the very purpose it served today - a remote charnel house for incurables - the building had one large door at the front and thin slits for windows. The roof, constantly attended and renewed by the inhabitants, was made of local turf woven into oak cross pieces and weighted down against the fierce winds by heavy rocks. Around the sides and back of the leprosaria, rising into the steep hill behind, stretched row upon row of carefully cultivated vegetables and fruit trees. A mature row of thick, silver-barked poplar trees protected the front from the savage gales that blew into the front of the building off the estuary. 

			The transformation saw Merlin and the boy appear on the small stone jetty, which startled two men who were busily shoring it up with fresh rocks where the constant battering of the brown waters of the estuary had swept away some of the base stones. 

			The long magus gave them one of his special beams, which seemed to put them at ease, and began walking up the path toward the leprosaria. Adding his own face-splitting beam in the men’s direction, Twilight tagged along behind, trying hard not to stare at the red and white ulcerated blotches that populated the uncovered skin of their legs, hands, and faces. Although Merlin had told him in some detail about the visual implications of leprosy, the actuality was still a bit of a shock. Others were dotted around the neat rows of vegetables and fruit trees busily cultivating, picking, and pruning. Even from this distance their ulcerated and misshapen faces could be distinguished. 

			The long magus waved his arm to encompass the activity. “They are completely self-sufficient here, have to be, nothing comes over from the mainland. Normal folk are too afraid to come here under any circumstances. Which is why it’s such an ideal hiding place.” 

			“How long has this been a leper colony, and how do the lepers get here?” 

			“The Romans established this place two hundred years ago. They had a policy of isolating incurables on remote islands. Did it throughout the empire. Shipped a lot of them here from various leper colonies around the land and left them to it. Most of the early sufferers died quickly, usually of starvation, but gradually, as they learned to fish and get edible crops out of the ground, the colony got going. Before Guinevere came, new arrivals had to swim over or beg, steal, or make a boat. You can imagine the reception they get on the mainland from ordinary folk who generally scream and run away when approached by a leper. Throughout our known history lepers have always been ostracized and hounded out of their communities due to their affliction. Some of those early inhabitants walked for months to get to the mainland setting-off point over there,” he pointed to the blue-gray landmass that was North Kernow, “then sat there for many more months before dying, probably again of starvation, before they could find a way to get over the water. They could see this island plainly on a clear day, but getting here was another matter. Guinevere soon put that right by sending a rowing boat to the mainland manned by a couple of lepers every few days - or when the weather and tides allowed - to a pick-up point where there is a large sign telling new arrivals to wait and that help is on the way.” 

			“Is there a cure or anything that can ease their torment and suffering?” 

			“No, and their life expectancy is severely curtailed, ten to fifteen years from the time of the appearance of the first sores, Guinevere tells me, which, if you are a baby or youngster, does not give much of a life.” 

			“Can we use the power of the enchantments to make them better?” 

			“We cannot prevent death or prolong life. This prohibits us from interfering with diseases, illnesses, wounds, or problems inside people’s heads. As you know, we can manipulate huge amounts of phenomena, transform whole humans and animals from one place to another, and, as I did with Penda, render them immovable, stop them speaking, read their minds, and plant thoughts and messages in their heads, but their state of health is inviolate. That is Presidium territory. Only the deathless immortals on Mount Olympus are allowed to meddle there.” 

			He pointed to the hill rising behind the house. 

			“When one of these inhabitants die - an all too familiar happening, I’m afraid - there are burial barrows on the other side. Guinevere ensures every one of them gets a decent resting place.” 

			“Elysium or sarcophagal mists?” the boy asked impishly. 

			“It depends upon the life each individual led before they came here. This disease doesn’t distinguish between saints or sinners, lords or serfs. Once here, of course, they soon learn to join in for the common good.” 

			“Where does leprosy come from?” 

			“From the Greek word lepra. In ancient Greek texts it is referred to as the ‘Phoenician Disease.’ Phoenicians are sailors from the coastal regions of Egypt, an ancient desert country in the east. The disease is first thought to have originated with them and spread to other lands through their sea trading exploits. Apart from transmitting diseases, the Phoenicians were also the first race to develop an alphabet, allowing the recording and understanding of the written word, so they were 

			not all bad.” 

			The boy thought for a moment. “Is leprosy contagious?” 

			“Guinevere says it is, but she has been living amongst lepers here for fifty years and hasn’t caught it. She does take simple precautions such as planting and preparing her own food and water and not sharing any clothing or linen with them, but they all live together in the same building, talk together, and breathe the same air. She will, of course, take all necessary precautions with your mother, brothers and sisters, and the princess.” 

			“She must be a very special person,” said Twilight. 

			“She certainly is,” replied the long magus looking up. “Aren’t you, my dear?” 

			Twilight looked up to see a tall, regal-looking silver-haired lady bearing down on them with a wide smile of genuine welcome on her face. Dressed in a rough woolen black floor-length tunic, with nothing on her head and hair tied loosely at the back into a long ponytail, the living legend that was Guinevere, one-time lover and consort of King Arthur and sometime dabbler with his cousin and mortal enemy, Mordred, wound her long, thin arms around the long magus in a hug of pure joy. 

			“Aren’t I what, old friend?” she said into his chest, her head just about reaching his breastbone. 

			“A very special person.” Merlin held her at arm’s length with a look of affection that spoke of the bond forged between them over many years of turmoil, conflict, and survival. 

			“Mmmm …” She frowned, breaking away and stepping toward Twilight. 

			“And you,” she said, getting down on her knees and bringing her face very close to his, “must be the young man I have been hearing so much about.” 

			Her own clear, dark brown eyes sought the boy’s. He returned her searching gaze quietly. 

			“Your mother was certainly right about your eyes. ‘Captivating’ was the word she used. Cimmerian depths of luminous promise, I’d say. The eyes of a champion if ever I saw them. There is hope within those bottomless black pools, hope for the Wessex nation,” she murmured, stroking his long, unruly hair. 

			Dry-mouthed the boy couldn’t find any suitable words. He glanced at the long magus, who merely smiled and nodded with a sort of benign pride. Guinevere stood up and grasped Twilight’s hand firmly. 

			“Come, you will be anxious to see your mother and brothers and sisters,” she said, leading them toward the house. 

			“And the princess,” said Merlin from behind them. 

			“Oh?” said Guinevere, giving the long magus a knowing look over her shoulder and receiving back an exaggerated wink from beneath the bushy eyebrows. 

			Suddenly his mother came flying out of the large front door of the leprosaria shouting at the top of her voice. 

			“Will! Oh Will! Is it really you? Will … Oh Will!” 

			Letting go of Guinevere’s hand he ran toward her, and they embraced for a long time. With tears running down her cheeks his mother kissed his face, his head, and, raising them to her face, his hands one by one. Then she hugged him tightly again, murmuring his name over and over into his hair. Her smell was the same as he remembered it, her strong dark hair now streaked with gray, glowing cheeks and careworn hands. All the same. His mother again, here, at last. 

			It was strange to hear his given name. So complete had been his transformation since he’d been with the long magus, he’d almost forgotten that he was born a settlement boy called Will Timms, son of the now deceased Sam Timms and his wife, Leah, and elder brother of John, Joseph, Jack, Annie, and little Meg. Merlin, the pica, and hawks had become his new family. He felt the presence of others and in response to a touch on his back released his mother to embrace his brothers and sisters. There was a little hesitancy and awkwardness, especially with his younger brothers. None of them, even John, who was eleven years of age and the next one down after Will, could remember him speaking. His last six years of silence had been interpreted as an illness. Will, the deep, darkly troubled older brother, had simply lost his voice. They had been buttressed against his silent, brooding presence by the fact that he was rarely there. When he was, he was aloof from the rest of them and seemed to live in his mind. As they played childish games around the settlement with the other children, Will would be off to a quiet glade on his own to try and make some sense of the inexplicable clarion calls and fleeting demons that dominated his being. When they were made to help their father scratch a living from the small piece of land they tithed, Will would suddenly drop whatever implement he’d been given and run into the forest. The only one who came anywhere near to understanding that he was different was his mother. She defended and nurtured him whenever she could, sometimes at the expense of his siblings and to the wrath of his father. Perhaps they understood his aloofness a little more now? His sisters were easier, especially the baby of the family, four-year-old little Meg. She only saw her hero big brother in all his new glory. 

			“Can you do magic?” she said, wide-eyed after planting a big wet kiss on his cheek. “Mum says you are a sorcerer and you can talk again. Can you make me a piebald pony? I’ve always wanted one.” 

			Not to be outdone, six-year-old Annie joined in with her requirements. With the two girls chattering away, Guinevere holding one of his hands, his mother holding the other, and Merlin bringing up the rear with his brothers, Will Timms and his rediscovered family made their happy way to the front door of the leper house. 

			There was a great deal to be said and much reacquainting to be done. It was a long way from the wattle and daub dwelling house they had lived in as a poor family at the wolf-ravaged settlement of Malmesbury. 

			And Will had become Twilight, the silent, brooding settlement boy who could do magic. 

			Guinevere had split her own private rooms in one corner of the leprosaria into cramped quarters for all of them. Guinevere, Leah, and the two girls slept on straw pallets in one cramped small room, the three boys shared another, and, in deference to her rank as a princess and to help her get over the shock of her new surroundings, Rawnie had a small, converted store cupboard as her quarters. For the Timms family, having two rooms, however small, was an improvement over their settlement hovel where they had all slept, cooked, and lived in one. 

			As soon as they got inside, the long magus and Twilight went to speak to Rawnie. She had tried to escape earlier that day by stealing a boat and attempting to row to the mainland. Being completely inept at rowing and steering at the same time, she had blundered around in circles just off the jetty, much to the amusement of the watching lepers, before being swept up the shingle beach alongside by the incoming tide. As a punishment Guinevere had confined her to her small cupboard for the rest of the day, where she had resorted to alternate banging on the locked door and screaming until exhaustion had driven her to sleep. 

			Now, freshly awake as she had been the first time Twilight had seen her in Cadbury Castle and spirited her away, she blinked in blue-eyed suspicion at the two of them crowding into her small cupboard. Once again the boy found his heart pounding in her presence and a peculiar dryness to his mouth. 

			Merlin explained that in response to her kidnapping and certain defeats in battle, her father had agreed to return to the north with his army and had left Cadbury Castle that very morning. She would be returned to him and her mother when the last soldier had crossed the border into Northumberland. 

			The young princess obviously found it hard to believe that her all-conquering father had been sent back. 

			“I don’t believe you,” she said flatly. “You have no army, no men at arms. How could you defeat my father the king in battle and force him to return to the north?” 

			The long magus smiled and nodded. “You are aware of the enchantments and the venefical mastery of their powers?” 

			“Yes, but that’s just bits of magic. Party tricks don’t win battles. It’s armies of well-armed and trained soldiers that win battles. Besides, my father had his own veneficus. Elelendise and her wolf packs were there to counteract any venefical challenges he met.” 

			“Ahhh yes, Elelendise. Unfortunately, your father and the repellent wolf-woman had a falling out, and he sent her away. We are preparing now for her return. As for what you refer to as our party tricks, perhaps my young companion will explain.” 

			The boy looked at her directly and tried to still the incessant beating of his heart. 

			“If used correctly, the enchantments can be a powerful force in an armed conflict. Your father had twelve thousand soldiers. Clumsy, armored men at arms needing constant water, food, sleep, transportation animals, and shelter. I will give you an example of how these necessities are an inherent restriction in battle and can be turned to our advantage …” 

			Quietly, succinctly, Twilight outlined the problems that her father and four hundred and fifty soldiers had faced at Bradley Hill. 

			“That they and your father were not all drowned was entirely due to this boy’s intervention,” added the long magus when Twilight had finished. 

			She looked at Twilight with a softer expression. “Thank you,” she whispered. “How long will it take my father and his army to cross the Northumberland border?” 

			“We estimate about three weeks,” said the boy. “The hawks in ligamen to the long magus here are tracking their progress. We will know within one day of their arrival and will return you immediately to them.” 

			He felt a strange sadness at the thought of her return. 

			Later that evening they all sat down for an evening meal in the communal area outside the cramped rooms. Normal leper life went on the other side of the separating wall as the one hundred or so residents prepared and ate their own evening meal before retiring to their dormitories, which they shared at around twenty to each. Guinevere put copious dishes of fruit, boiled vegetables, and leavened slabs of bread on a large trestle table, gave each one of them a thick earthenware plate and water holder, and bade them eat and drink. 

			“We try to have fresh fish from the drift nets at least twice a week. Today is not a fish day. Do you still eat?” She addressed Twilight. “Or are you like the old astounder here and manage on fresh air alone?” 

			“I still need food, although it’s gradually becoming less important,” replied the boy. 

			“Do you mean that venefici don’t require food?” Slapping Jack’s hand away from the apples Leah began to put equal-sized portions on her children’s plates as she asked the question. The long magus looked at her. 

			“Nor water or sleep, or pretty much anything else that most humans require to sustain them,” he said gently. 

			Silently, slowly, Princess Rawnie joined them and helped herself to some food. 

			“How on earth do you keep body and soul together?” said Leah. 

			“Ahhh yes,” replied the long magus, “the body stays intact through the nutrients contained within the enchantments themselves. As for the soul … now that’s a difficult one. Perhaps your eldest son and the tyro veneficus himself could venture an answer …” 

			Everyone looked at Twilight. He was silent for a long moment before offering an answer. 

			“Anima humana. The human soul. A winged free spirit without a shadow, an illusion without appearance, the essential mirror of acts and reflections binding each of us to a passionate identity that may - or may not - propel us into the afterlife.” 

			He stopped and looked around the table, rather pleased with himself. 

			“Mmmm …” Merlin frowned. 

			“Very … er … Celtic.” Guinevere smiled. 

			“Eala!” exclaimed his mother. “He can certainly talk now.” 

			Princess Rawnie sniffed regally. 

			“We had fish yesterday. It was nice,” said little Meg, picking on the last word she really recognized. Squeezing in beside her new hero brother with her heaped plate, she stared up at him before tugging at his arm. 

			“Do me some magic, Will, go on, do me some magic.” 

			Twilight looked across at his mentor inquiringly. 

			“Well, go on then, skirmisher, do little Meg some magic. Add a little crinkum crankum to the proceedings.” The long magus chuckled. “Although there isn’t room in here for a piebald pony, I’m sure you’ll think of something appropriate.” 

			The boy turned to his little sister, looked deeply into her eyes for effect, and tapped on the table. Her plate of fruit, bread, and vegetables suddenly disappeared. Then he tapped again, and it reappeared balanced on top of the princess’s head. Another tap and it moved around the table, stopping for a moment on everyone’s head. Little Meg watched its progress with her eyes and mouth wide open in wonder. A final tap and it reappeared back in front of her, causing her to squeal and clap her hands in rapturous delight. The pattern for the evening was set, and from that moment on all manner of detritus appeared and reappeared in odd places. Finally, exhausted with screaming in wonderment and the excitement of the occasion, the two girls went happily to bed closely followed by their brothers. The princess, caught firmly in the aura cast by Twilight’s manipulations - she preferred that to Will, so much more mysterious - retired to the relative privacy of her cupboard. 

			Leah, her arm wrapped protectively around the shoulders of her rediscovered wonder son, Guinevere, and Merlin talked long into the night. Guinevere talked quietly of her love for Arthur, her dalliance with Mordred, and their subsequent fight to the death. She wept unashamedly at the memories and regret for what had once been hers, her still beautiful dark eyes spilling unchecked tears down her cheeks. Arthur, she said, had been more than a love of a lifetime; he had been that lifetime. She told how the long magus had transformed her and the mortally wounded Dux Bellorum to this island and shrouded it in thick mists whilst she tried to nurse him back to health. After ten days of clinging to life by the thinnest of threads, he’d died in her arms. Her biggest regret was that she did not have a child with Arthur to comfort and remind her of him, and continue his noble bloodline. Without Arthur she was incapable of feeling; had she not been brought up to abhor the taking of her own life, she would have gladly done so. In her innermost thoughts this island would always be known by the secret name they gave it to keep others from finding them. It was Avalon. Their Avalon. Salvation had come in the form of a suggestion from the long magus that she stay here and work with lepers. It had given her life some meaning and purpose, a mask to the great hurt that she had caused. Penitence, self-denial, atonement, purgatorial cleansing, she wasn’t sure, but the fact that her memories still cut her to the quick every single day when she awoke, even now, after more than fifty years, attested to the strength of her love for Arthur. She would take his blazing, undiminished beacon to her grave. There was just one small sprinkling of stardust in the dark firmament of her life. Her beloved king was still here with her, his bones placed in a casket buried in a secret place on the island. Before Guinevere uttered the next sentence Twilight knew what was coming. 

			“There is something else in the casket with him. He is buried with the chalice known as the Holy Grail.” 

			The long magus looked at the boy and his mother in turn as they digested this information. 

			“So now you both know one of the great secrets of Celtic lore, the whereabouts of the bones of King Arthur and the Holy Grail itself. Grail Seekers, of which there are many of all denominations, would give everything and anything to have that knowledge. They scour the land for the location in the belief that the myth that goes with it - that of the reincarnation of Arthur to his former glory - can be achieved with the chalice. Believe you me, it cannot. As you can see from the strength of her emotions, this gentle lady would be the first to bring him back if it were possible. Guard this information with the utmost care. It must not be known outside of the four of us here.” 

			Emboldened by Guinevere’s frankness Leah began to talk of her life in the settlement of Malmesbury before the wolves came. Although they had been known as free cultivators under the old Roman system of land allocation, meaning they owned the right to cultivate the small parcel of land allocated to them known as a hide, their holding would not support two adults and the six children who arrived in the first eight years. Life was hard and a constant struggle, and then there had been Will’s silence. Six years during which he had not uttered a single word or even grunt. Even so, the day that her husband Sam decided to take him away to the long magus had been, for her, a very black one indeed. 

			As she spoke, Twilight cast his mind back to the parting. Leah had refused to let the old cob with him and Sam Timms on its back go and had clung to its neck fiercely. Only after Sam Timms had dismounted and struck her down did the old horse move on. He could still hear the heart-rending shrieks with which she had wailed them into the distance. Yet he hadn’t fought it. Somehow he knew it was the right decision despite his beloved mother being beaten into the dirt. 

			Leah’s arm tightened around Will’s shoulders as she looked at him. 

			“From that moment on something inside me died as well. You’d think with six children I wouldn’t miss one, but even though he had not spoken for six years I knew, with a mother’s certainty, that there was nothing wrong with him. He was special, gifted, different, and it was because of that difference Sam Timms, advised by the Settlement Council of Elders, wanted to put him with the long magus. They thought he was mad, demented, called him a devil child and a pariah because of his silence and ability to move things and apparently make people do things against their will. As it turned out, going to you, long magus, was the right thing to do.” 

			“And you have also had that rare and beautiful ability to communicate with each other over great distances,” said Merlin. “Something that I have never had with anyone.” 

			“That happened just before the wolves came. Suddenly I was communicating with Will in my mind.” 

			Leah looked at the long magus for a long moment, opened her mouth, and then, as if deciding that what she was about to say was too controversial, snapped it shut. The old astounder smiled at her, nodded, and then spoke gently. 

			“Go on, Leah, it is time.” All the old private doubts and insecurities welled up in her. The great secret that she had squirreled away in her innermost consciousness for fourteen years and hardly dared to even contemplate was about to be revealed. Trembling she looked at Guinevere, who nodded encouragement. Then, almost reluctantly, she engaged her son’s black opals and took a deep breath. 

			“Two weeks before I went through the hand-fasting marriage ceremony with Sam Timms, I met an old but fascinating stranger with great powers. On the breeze-brushed grass of a green hill above the settlement of Malmesbury, that stranger and I lay together and had congress. It is a hill where the white dove has flown, a hill with my great secret. You are the result of that union. You were conceived on that hill. Although your brothers and sisters are Sam’s, he never knew that you had a different father. I kept it from him, from everyone. I was just fifteen years old at the time.” 

			She began to weep. Guinevere comforted her. 

			Twilight said nothing for a long time as he digested his mother’s words. Finally he spoke. 

			“I suppose there’s little point in asking who the ‘old but fascinating stranger with great powers’ was?” 

			“It was me,” said the long magus quietly. “I am your father.” 

			“My problem,” said Merlin as he and Twilight walked around the island the next morning, “was that I was seventy-eight years of age and had still not found a tyro to train to take over from me. For the first time in its known history Wessex would be without a veneficus. It was a disaster in waiting. I was getting desperate and had to do everything in my power to make it happen.” 

			The boy smiled. “Now I am getting used to the idea. I quite like it … Father!” 

			As they walked they stopped from time to time to talk to a leper working on the land. Many of them found great difficulty in talking due to the advanced stage of their disease, their ulcerated, misshapen faces assuming all manner of contortions to croak the words out. Sitting alongside them were several who had gone blind through the disease. Taking the fresh air of the island was all they had left; once blindness set in, the end was not far away. But every one of them was happy, and some even managed to sing at their labors. There was, however, one abiding theme that came from them: their love and complete devotion to Guinevere. Her achievements here in giving their lives dignity, order, and some purpose were venerated with an adoration verging on unctuous devotion. 

			They watched a number of male lepers haul in the drift nets. The twinkling of silver scales gilled in the fine mesh spoke of fish on the table that evening. They paused by the burial grounds, then continued to the headland at the far end of the island. The long magus pointed to the highest point of the headland. He didn’t need to say anything; the boy knew the importance of what rested there. 

			“Before we came here you said you wanted to show me a special secret. Have I seen it yet?” 

			The great bushy eyebrows went up in glee. 

			“No, you have not. I’m glad you reminded me. We will attend to that just as soon as we get back to the leprosaria.” 

			When they got back the long magus obtained a huge iron key from Guinevere and led the boy to the rear of the building. At the end of a dark passage he inserted the key into a hole in a sturdy-looking door and opened it. Lit by a small, high window, the room contained many solid-looking oak shelves around its walls that were crammed to overflowing with dusty scrolls, tablets, piles of inscribed vellum, papyrus, and wood boards covered in great flowing arcs of text. 

			The long magus waved his arm to encompass the entire room. “Here we have my special surprise, my collection of every kind of ancient literary material I could lay my hands on. Most of this is between five hundred and one thousand years old. The collective recordings of the great minds of that time, an enormous narrative on the cradle of our history.” 

			“Where did it all come from?” asked the boy. 

			“The Romans, bless ‘em. They spent over four hundred years here building roads, villas, huge municipal baths and spa towns, setting up local and regional governance, taxation, and land allocation systems. And, of course, bibliotheca - libraries. Purely for their own use, of course, or mostly anyway, for the average Celt, Jute, or Saxon could not then, as now, read a single written word. Being an educated lot, most Romans could read and therefore required the means to so do. When they left, most of the libraries were ransacked, and a great deal of this stuff was burned or lost. During my many years in the compound I made it my business to track down much that was left … and here it all is.” 

			“So this is where you acquired all your knowledge about the Greeks?” 

			“And the Persians, Etruscans, Macedonians, Romans, Spartans, Phoenicians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Thracians, the Fates and Deities, and pretty much all else you are growing accustomed to hearing me rattle on about. Here I have proclamations, speeches, laws, tracts, poems, ballads, marching songs, arguments, legends, plays, prayers, homilies, sermons, compendiums, fables, criticisms, romances, battle formations, anthologies, public and senate orations, maps, manifestos, philosophy, oaths, jottings, and stories of every kind.” 

			He began to walk around the room pointing out sections as he went. 

			“Here are the inventions of Archimedes, the philosophy of Aristotle, the imagination of Plato, the wisdom of Critias, and the virtues of Charmides. Over here we have the greatest of all war poems - Homer’s Iliad - lying next to Euclid’s book called Elements, the first great discourse on mathematics. Here are Pliny, Ovid, Cicero, Virgil, Horace, Martial, Seneca, and the poetry of Solon.” 

			He paused to blow dust from a pile of papyrus. “The rites and rituals of the temple priests of Babylon, the great Persian kings, Xerxes and Darius, the story of the goddess Athena, founder of that great city state Athens, the first democracy. Here we read of that great beauty of the Nile, Queen Cleopatra, whose parents called her Halcyon and who, with her lover Anthony, was defeated by Octavian at sea in the battle of Actium. Julius Caesar, emperor of Rome who was assassinated on the steps of the senate, and Nero, another Roman emperor who burned the city down. Augustus, Tiberius, and Titus, the Julian Laws promoting morality and regulating divorce, the cruel and tyrannical Caligula …” 

			He paused to catch his breath for a moment, eyes shining. “This section is mainly about battles and the men who fought in them. Thermopylae, the heroic stand by three hundred Spartans led by Leonidas against many tens of thousands of invading Persians. The battles at Artemisium, Plataea, Marathon, Carthage, Carrhae, Pharsalus, and Philippi. The wooden horse of Troy, the great sea battle on the Hellespont at Salamis, the revolt of the slaves led by Spartacus, great gladiatorial contests, and the rampaging legions of Rome. Woven into these conflicts are the stories of individual fighters - their bravery and great acts of skill and leadership. Apollo, the son of Zeus and archer lord of the silver bow, Achilles and his mortal enemy Hector, the mighty Ajax, Heracles and his great strength, Nestor the spear thrower, Hermes the giant killer, Agamemnon, supreme commander of the Greek armies, Ares the Trojan god of war, Odysseus, warlord of Ithaca and lone traveler, Jason, commander of the Argonauts, Chiron the centaur, half man and half horse, who taught Achilles in his cave on Mount Pelion, Sisyphus, the hero of Corinth, and many, many more. And mixed in with all of it, of course, a great swathe of writing about the gods. Ever watchful from their eyrie on Mount Olympus, they control everything and meddle when it suits them.” 

			“I find myself beguiled by the elegance of the names. Such evocative symmetry, the names of the heroes and places are an elegy to the great deeds and battles that took place under them. It’s no wonder they have echoed with such resonance down the years. Have you read everything here?” asked Twilight. 

			“All of it. Every word and symbol. Don’t forget I have had a great deal of time to do so, having not done much - apart from attending to my annual duties at Stonehenge - for fifty years. At one time all of this was stored at the compound in the forest giving me easy access, but I began to fear for its safety and transferred it here five years ago.” 

			“What will happen to it?” 

			The long magus looked at him. “You, my little skirmisher, are now officially my next of kin and therefore will inherit everything I own when I am under my mighty destiny stone. Not much of a legacy, for this is all I own.” 

			“But I’m like all those other Celts, Jutes, and Saxons. I can’t read Greek or Latin!” exclaimed the boy. 

			“As I said before you will soon learn. With your excellent vocabulary and venefical gifts it won’t take very long. The very least a princess can expect from her consort is that he can scribe and give voice to a half-decent love poem!” 

			It was time for Tiresias to decide who would represent the cowerers to the veneficus at the Equinoctial Festival. The representation would be nothing but a screaming rant; the inhabitants of the charnel mists could not express themselves any other way. There was no form or understanding, no pause or acceptance of a reply, not even a variance of pitch - just an obnoxious, screaming voice that eventually petered out to be replaced by another going through the same process. 

			Tiresias smiled inwardly; the choice would be interesting … someone who had a direct interest in matters as they stood. 

			He saw Zeus give the signal to Ganymede. The cup bearer began to serve the ambrosia. 

			The show was about to begin. 

			



	




Chapter Seventeen 

			“This,” said the long magus, waving his arm in a circle, “is where the ultimate fight between the odious wolf-woman and I will take place within the next two days.” 

			The boy and his mentor were perched upon the ramparts of Cadbury Castle in the spot that had almost become their second home. Around them on each corner stood the four towers. 

			“My guess is that she will choose the top of that tower over there as her starting place because it is the highest point.” He pointed to one of the front towers on the eastern corner. “It also commands a view across the hills and drawbridge.” 

			“What form will the fight take? Will you both stand on these towers and hurl thunderbolts at each other?” 

			The long magus chuckled. “I hope not. I would not last very long at that rate because of her greater power. One well-aimed thunderbolt could finish me off, or at least render me incapable of a strong response. The wolf-woman can throw them in salvoes, groups of three or four at a time, but my tactics will be a little different from the mere return of thunderbolts. I need to wear her out before we can compete on even terms.” 

			“Hit and run?” 

			“Not so much hitting but a great deal of running, and running, and then running some more. Run for my life and run down her power. Now you see me, now you don’t. Dodging, disappearing, hiding, and reappearing. I’ll have to return the occasional thunderbolt to keep her firing, but my usage must be frugal. With every move I must conserve a little more power than she expends. Gradually we will reach parity. Then she will begin to fall behind. With luck she will be so carried away with the explosions and smoke she is making and my flight, she won’t notice what’s happening. When the moment is right we will strike.” 

			“I am to take part in the actual fight?” 

			“At a certain point I will need your power as a backup. Coupled with my own it should be enough to subdue her when she has run hers down. Whilst she is chasing me all over the castle you will be out of range over that hill. I will come and get you or signal for you to join me when the time is right.” 

			The long magus paused for a moment and then disappeared. Almost immediately he appeared on the far tower where he expected Elelendise to stand. In a twinkling he was back alongside Twilight. 

			“What are you doing?” the boy asked. 

			The old sorcerer’s eyes glowed in satisfaction. 

			“Checking my secret weapon,” he said conspiratorially. 

			“Oh?” 

			“I was thinking last night about this problem of venefical auras and how we leave a trail that other venefici can follow. Everywhere we go, every transformation and item we create, change or touch can be traced back to us because of the individual aura we leave in our wake like a meteor trail. It isn’t important in conflicts against humans - they do not have the ability to detect our auras - but against other venefici it is a giveaway. My thoughts led me to a potential solution, which I have just tried.” 

			“Did it work?” 

			“I don’t know,” replied the old astounder. “We cannot detect our own auras. You will have to see. Go to that tower and see if you can detect my presence there a few moments ago.” 

			The boy went through the same process. 

			“There is no aura, no sign of your journey there or presence,” he said, reappearing. “Nor any sign of your aura coming back here.” 

			“Good, good.” Merlin chuckled. “A bit of special crinkum crankum, eh, skirmisher?” 

			“What did you do?” 

			“It was quite simple really, once I’d worked out the physics. As I said, a venefical aura is like a trail behind a shooting star, albeit invisible. All I did was to arrange for the space occupied by the trail - our aura - to revert to what was there before we went through it - clear space - by manipulating the time-lag phenomena.” 

			Twilight pondered on this for a while. “So the clear space that was there before we, or our projected object, passed through it is replaced in its original position to hide the aura trail?” 

			“Precisely!” The old sorcerer beamed. “And I have applied it to both of us.” 

			“Does this mean that the repellent one will not know where we have been in the past, and, if invisible, our current whereabouts will be a mystery as well?” 

			“It does. We have become untraceable,” said Merlin. “All we have to do is render ourselves invisible, take a few paces in any direction from where we were - and that’s it. Gone. No trace, no footprint in the clear space, no venefici trail. This bit of relatively simple sorcery removes all clues to our whereabouts. It has also reopened my eyes to other opportunities presented to the holders of the enchantments. For many years I have been guilty of inertia and apathy in that direction by ignoring any opportunities to innovate. I have kept to the stale old runes, the tried and tested crinkum crankum. Not anymore. It has taken my battle with her to open up the possibilities and force new ideas. We are capable of becoming more than just local manipulators of phenomena with an annual equinoctial mandate. If you and subsequent holders keep this firmly in mind, venefici can become almost immortal. One day we will go to the stars!” 

			“It also,” said the boy, applying himself to more earthly matters, “puts a whole new meaning on your fight with her.” 

			“It certainly does. And there’s more, another secret weapon. The hiding of our aura trail led me to another bit of interesting manipulation. Something else that will aid us greatly in the approaching conflict. I think you will like this one, skirmisher. I think you will like this one very much …” 

			In much the way that animals know when nature is about to inflict great change on the landscape through an abomination of weather, with the exception of a gathering of animals in ligamen to the three venefici involved, everything else seemed to suddenly desert the area around Cadbury Castle. The hooded ravens, helpers to Merlin and Twilight through their relationship with the pica, were gone; burrowers tunneled deep into the earth and stayed still; those with speed ran away from the area as hard as they could, then found a cover where they quivered in breathless fear; and all the other birds scattered on the wing in all directions and kept on going until their wings ached. Even the humans, a species not known for the ability to read the runes of approaching danger, sensed that being in the vicinity of the castle was not a good place to be. Hurriedly grabbing a few small belongings they moved out of the area as quickly as possible. The Wessex sward thrummed of approaching battle, an unusual, extraordinary battle where anything or anyone in the way would get severely damaged or hurt. The wolves began to arrive in the wooded areas surrounding the castle. Snapping and yelping nervously at each other they prowled the grounds with frequent growls directed to the branches above where an assembly of pica and hawk gazed down at them in silent loathing. In their midst their leader, Pad, kept a wary eye on Lupa, the white wolf cub given to him for safekeeping by Elelendise three days ago before she disappeared. Provided with nourishing milk by a nursing mother whose teats he had mutilated to raw flesh with his small, sharp teeth, the little white wolf was beginning to manifest all the early brutality that had been the hallmark of his father. His eyesight now fully established, the embryonic leader and favorite of his mistress had begun to grow into a vicious nuisance to the wolves around him, specifically Pad, who was fed up with the constant biting the spindly, underdeveloped wolf cub inflicted upon his ears as he practiced his attacks. 

			Then Elelendise arrived. Announcing her sudden presence with a salvo of exploding blue thunderbolts high in the air above Cadbury Castle, and clad in a floor-length pure white dress with her blond tresses cascading down around her shoulders, she suddenly appeared on the top of the tower Merlin had prophesied. Looking around with lip-curling arrogance she called out in an amplified voice that rang across the castle and surrounding valley. 

			“Reveal yourself, old man. Your nemesis and replacement has arrived to claim her rightful inheritance.” 

			The wolves held their breath, the wind died away, and the mid-morning Cadbury Castle was enveloped in a silent vacuum broken only by the echo of her hate-filled words. Everything seemed to hold its breath upon the appearance of the long magus. Time passed, the wolves became restive again, and the birds fidgeted. 

			Still he did not come. 

			Another salvo of thunderbolts exploded in the air. 

			“If you do not reveal yourself, old man, I will direct my next salvo at those mangy, feathered chickens gathered in the trees to witness your downfall.” 

			She turned to face down the valley where the birds were perched and drew back her left arm. 

			“Ahhh, there you are.” The long magus beamed, appearing below her on the ground in the castle keep. “A fine day for a fight, don’t you think?” 

			She looked down sharply, taken by surprise by his appearance beneath her. Something wasn’t quite right. 

			“A fine day to celebrate my victory,” she snarled. “A victory that will taste all the sweeter after my recent visit …” 

			The long magus suddenly transformed to the top of the tower diagonally opposite her as she paused. 

			“… to see my old mentor, Mael!” 

			Merlin was suddenly grave. Her words of dread echoed across the valley, and he knew that Twilight could also hear them from his hidden vantage point. He also knew, as the boy would, what was coming next. 

			“Ha, I see that surprises you, wrong magus. No more than it surprised me when arriving back at my old teaching ground for a little rest and reflection having been banished by Penda from his side, I found Mael still alive. Only just, but alive nonetheless. I quickly realized that the old fool had tricked me and taken a year off his life. A matter you and that ragged urchin are also aware of because your auras were everywhere.” 

			“He was a most wonderful and prescient veneficus. I only wish that we could have met sooner. I presume he is dead?” Merlin’s voice was quiet. 

			“It didn’t take much,” she sneered. “Deaf, blind, naked, and almost brainless, the old fool had nothing left to offer. The only sensation left was a limited ability to smell. This was particularly useful when I burned every otter on the lake. As he sat there completely helpless I paralyzed and stacked all two hundred of those detested animals in a pyre around him and set fire to the lot. Deaf or not, every otter scream would have pierced him to the heart. The acrid pungency of their burning fur and flesh would have shaken every belief he ever held. I think the intense emotion of that killed him off, but just for good measure I threw his wasted, useless old body on the fire as well. After the fire had reduced them to a pile of ash, I blew it away. There is nothing left but blackened earth. It’s as if they never existed. It will soon be the same with you and the urchin.” 

			As much as he wanted to bow his head, surrender to his sadness, and pay silent homage to the old northern astounder whose body he would not now place under his destiny stone, the long magus knew he couldn’t, for one moment, give in to the deep feelings that swept through him or take his eyes off the wolf-woman. Nor could he think of the impact her ringing words would have on the boy. He had to stick to his battle plan; there would be time enough for remorse later … and vengeance if it worked. 

			On the other side of the valley Twilight was completely crushed. The image of a burning pyre of those wonderful, watchful, bright-eyed animals and the final, tortured emotions that Mael would have been subjected to was more than he could bear. He was violently sick. 

			Then the thunderbolts began to explode. 

			Having no reason to move or hide - the small, hurriedly thrown green thunderbolts spasmodically coming back at her were ineffectual and wide of the mark - Elelendise stood tall on her tower and hurled salvo after salvo of powerful blue streaks at the fleeing long magus. At the back of her mind was the nagging worry that the appearing then disappearing old magus was not leaving any aura trail, but, just as the old sorcerer had hoped, the thrill of her complete dominance and the noise of the detonations took over. Several times she blew away the huge blocks of sandstone beneath the disappearing Merlin’s feet and once almost took his head off with one that whistled over his shoulder before he had time to transform out of its way. As the chase wore on, the drawbridge almost disintegrated as he dodged under it, three of the four towers were blown away as he peered out from behind them, and most of the ramparts bore ragged signs of her exploding missiles. Rubble began to pile up in the central keep and spill into the moat. Twice Merlin sought refuge in the cavernous, underground rooms of the castle, and each time she flushed him out by blowing out the side walls. After two hours of detonations, smoke, dust, and an ever-mounting pile of exploded stone, the still unscathed long magus introduced the first of his secret weapons. 

			Water. 

			Remembering her phobia of water from when she had been drowned in Mael’s lake, the previous evening Merlin had placed two large gourds of ice-cold water in strategic places: one above the tower where she took up station, and the second high above the ramparts over the entrance. Holding around six full pails, he rendered them invisible and untraceable and left them hovering. They awaited his attention. 

			Which he now gave one of them. 

			Diving behind a pile of fallen sandstones, he just had time to glimpse the look of gloating triumph on her face as she drew back her left arm to hurl yet another blue-streaked salvo of deadly thunderbolts at him. 

			“Liberum prima aqua,” he muttered. “Free the first water.” 

			Even the extra sharp reactions of Elelendise didn’t allow her enough time to move or transform out of the way before the ice-cold deluge dropped onto her head. Letting out a scream of surprise and anguish, she immediately forgot the thunderbolts her left arm was primed for and dropped to her knees. With the dreaded water streaming down her face and body and forming a puddle on the tower floor, she momentarily forgot all her venefical skills and clawed at it for a few moments while struggling to regain orientation. When she finally stood up, the momentary bewilderment on her face was replaced by snarling anger. The old man would pay dearly for this; she would make a pennant of his skin and fly it from the top of Glastonbury Tor. 

			Which old man? For lined across the broken ramparts on the far side of the castle stood ten still, perfectly formed, and smiling images of the long magus. 

			“What’s the matter, sinister hybrid, afraid of a little water?” The ten images spoke mockingly to her in unison. 

			With a loud cry of rage she drew back her left arm and released ten thunderbolts in a blur of motion. As each sped toward its target the ten images disappeared, only to reappear when the thunderbolts had sped harmlessly by. Again she fired with the same result. 

			Suddenly she stopped. The old magus was obviously trying to wear her out. No auras, lots of images, running and hiding, no trace of the real Merlin, water. Very clever, but it wouldn’t work. She had plenty of power left, more than enough to finish it. 

			“If you’re trying to run down my power, old man, you’ve failed,” she shouted toward the now empty ramparts. “I’m as ready now as I was when we started this little game of hide and seek.” 

			Her eye was caught by the sudden appearance of a flock of small hawks flying up the valley fast but low to the ground. Remembering the death beams with which the urchin’s pied-poly devils had finished Lupa, she quickly called a heavy cloud over the sun and released a spread of thunderbolts at the fast approaching hawks. 

			Before the missiles reached the birds they disappeared, the thunderbolts exploding harmlessly on the side of a hill. Another flight of hawks appeared from the left, hugging the tree line, then another from the right. Two more flights suddenly appeared flying up the valley behind her, and another approached high from the cloud-covered sun. She guessed they were harmless images sent to draw her fire, but they were a distraction. She quickly released thunderbolts at all of them before turning back to the castle. 

			To find a sneaky green thunderbolt from Merlin almost on her. 

			Transforming instantly to an intact part of the ramparts above the drawbridge, she breathed a sigh of relief. The old man was clever, very clever. That bolt almost removed her left arm. 

			“Liberum secundus aqua!” 

			Before she had time to react again, the second pre-placed invisible bomb of ice-cold water dropped on her head. The long magus had purposefully placed the second gourd at that undamaged spot and left it knowing that at some point she would go to it as the next highest spot to the tower she occupied. Chuckling to himself at her screaming rage as she once again dropped to her knees, clawing at the streaming water, Merlin sent four big sandstones from the shattered walls at her head from different angles. Coming to her feet she blew each one to dust before they got near her … then disappeared. 

			There was a lull, and the dust began to settle. 

			The long magus could tell where she was by the aura trail that led to a point high in the sky above the castle. She couldn’t detect him, though, because he left no trail … which was just as well as he placed himself just above her, waiting and watching. 

			Her power was beginning to diminish. Not enough to worry about yet, but it was definitely dropping away. The tactics employed by the long magus were forcing her to use power unnecessarily in order to avoid being hit. He was crowding her, reducing her decision time, and forcing a quick response. She knew it and needed a little time to think of a suitable riposte. 

			A calm settled over the shattered ruins of the castle. 

			A lone pica appeared, perched on a pile of rubble. Clutching a blue feather in its beak it sat motionless, dark eyes fixed unwaveringly upward on the exact point where Elelendise hovered. Then another one appeared, also with a blue feather, then another and another. Soon there were fifty glossy black-andwhite birds perched on various vantage points around the castle’s fallen masonry. With a feather clutched firmly in each beak they gazed fixedly at the point in the sky where she was. 

			From above the long magus watched her. She was beginning to get a little confused, wondering what he was up to. The birds, carefully placed at least a thunderbolt apart, were too many; it would take too much power to fire at them all, if, indeed, they were real. 

			“What’s the matter, sinister one? Afraid of a few chickens?” 

			The long magus’s soft voice spoke just above her head. 

			She whirled in surprise and, needing to be visible in order to release thunderbolts, appeared and fired three of them harmlessly upward. She was rewarded with a mocking chuckle from somewhere to her left. 

			Again she unleashed a thunderbolt in the direction of the voice. 

			“Perhaps you should call in your slavering dogs. It’s just the terrain for them, eh, hybrid?” 

			Another blue bolt flew, this time to the right. More feather-carrying pica arrived. Back down the valley, three flights of hawks again appeared. This time they, too, clutched a blue feather in their sharp, curved beaks. 

			“Mastering the art of disguising your aura trail won’t save you, old man. I’ll catch up with you eventually,” she shouted, looking wildly about her with just a hint of desperation. 

			Two more flights of hawks came over the horizon and, moving quickly into a one-behind-the-other formation, arrowed in on the castle. 

			Each one of them carried a small, round object in their talons. 

			“Those are live thunderbolts,” the long magus’s voice said matter-of-factly as she spotted the incoming hawks. “There are many more coming. Some even have water bombs.” 

			Screaming in desperation the wolf-woman began hurling blue-streaked missiles at the fast approaching birds. 

			They all disappeared before the fizzing missiles got to them. 

			Merlin’s voice boomed out. 

			“Consider this, barbarous misfit. Besides my presence, I can disguise my thunderbolts as well. The first thing you will know of their deadly presence is when one of them separates your murderous head from your lifeless shoulders. I also have a lot more strategically placed ice-cold water bombs awaiting my command.” 

			It was a double lie. He couldn’t disguise his thunderbolts and did not have any more water bombs in position, but she wasn’t to know that. After what she did to Mael and his wonderful otters, telling her lies in order to hasten her end was justified. 

			“Your murderous charade is almost over, wolf-woman. The reason you were placed on this earth has been curtailed by my greater experience and battle skills. The immortal who placed you here would have known that when you were selected. You were doomed from the very beginning, sacrificed on the altar of his amusement. Summa seeds non cupit duos - the highest seat does not hold two, left-handed nearly woman.” 

			Elelendise visibly shuddered. The mocking voice of the long magus was all around her. For the first time a look of fear came into her eyes. She was beginning to understand the greater meaning behind all this and the impossibility of the task before her. Merlin had cleverly cornered all the advantages. He had purposefully chosen this place where he could dodge and hide as her power reduced. Somehow he had found a way to hide his aura and therefore whereabouts; her wolves were useless in this rubble-strewn terrain; the water bombs were sapping her resolve; and there were those accursed birds carrying blue feathers and bombs everywhere. If all that wasn’t enough, he could hit her with disguised thunderbolts and mock her at will. The battle was slipping away from her; she had been outthought and outmaneuvered. She doubted if she would be resurrected a second time. When she had drowned in Mael’s lake, her purpose had not been served. Now, apparently, it had, and this time she would be left to rot. 

			She compressed her lips. There was one thing left, one last, desperate action. 

			It was time to go berserk; it was time for a terminus. 

			The bardic runes that enshrine the venefical enchantments have a built-in mechanism that allows a holder of the enchantments a few precious minutes of time when the venefical heart has stopped beating and premature death - before the end of the one-hundred-year term is up - has occurred. The long magus had already alluded to this extra period in answer to the question from Twilight as to how he would transfer the great Stonehenge secret if his own life were extinguished. These few golden minutes were the finale of a two-stage failsafe venefical mechanism known as the venefical conclusion. The first part, a desperate measure designed to inflict maximum damage and take as many assailants with you as possible, was known as the venefical terminus. In essence it meant summoning up every last ounce of power, directing it at the heart of the enemy or the terrain he occupied, and going out in a blaze of glory. Elelendise had no use of the conclusion, as she had nothing to pass on and no one to share it with, but she had one very good reason for a terminus, namely that she was on the verge of a humiliating defeat. 

			From his invisible position above, the long magus watched carefully as her shoulders began to sag and the arrogance and fight seemed to drain from her. Suddenly reinvigorated by the thought of the damage she could inflict through a final terminus, she straightened up, stretched her arms out wide, and began snarling like a wolf. Her capitulation and reinvigoration could only mean one thing, and he knew what it was. He also knew just how deadly it could be for anyone in the vicinity. He immediately switched off every bird image and transformed to the other side of the hill where the boy was waiting. Revealing himself, he held his hand up to still the many questions, then called to his hawks in the surrounding trees to flee the area as fast as their wings would take them. 

			“Tell your pica to follow my hawks … quickly!” 

			Twilight issued the command. 

			“Now take my hand. We are about to become a dark cloud!” 

			Far below them they watched as Elelendise, long white dress and blond tresses flying outward, gradually began to spin on the spot. With her arms still stretched out she began to gather pace until she became a blurred white ball of human parts that hummed on its axis. Then the white ball began to move. Gathering speed, it flew out over the ruined castle ramparts and suddenly began spitting out thunderbolts in all directions. The trees where the birds had been sitting moments before exploded into a flaming inferno as the missiles hit them. Clusters of explosions ripped into the ground, killing many of her own wolves as they cowered in terror. Next the spinning white ball turned back on the castle and zipping around the perimeter released thunderbolt after thunderbolt at the remaining walls and the earthen banks of the moat until all the water had quickly washed away. The earth shook and lifted in the tumult, and a pall of black smoke and dust hung over the scene like a blanket. Unrecognizable as a castle, the former mighty landmark on the hill resembled a huge pile of blasted rocks. Heading quickly down the valley the rapidly firing white ball destroyed everything in its path. The track along which Penda’s army had come and gone was reduced to a series of large, smoking craters; bridges, cattle pens, gates, and several hovels were summarily blown away. Back to the castle ruins, the white ball began firing in the air in a random pattern as if sensing that the long magus and Twilight were hiding somewhere up there. Wide of the mark, the airborne thunderbolts fizzled out and fell back to the earth. It was a show of wanton destruction for the sake of it, a spectacular death knell with no purpose other than the obliteration of everything in its path because the main battle had been lost. 

			Gradually the spinning white ball of thunderbolt-firing mayhem that was Elelendise began to slow down. The thunderbolts lost their impetus and began to fall to the ground, where they fizzed briefly, then died out. The wolf-woman’s human form was visible again as she flopped in exhaustion to the ground on a small stretch of undisturbed bank to the side of the smoking ruins. 

			“By the Nine Liar-Kings of Bisitum, she knows how to create carnage,” exclaimed Merlin from the safety of the dark cloud. 

			“Carnage utterly without purpose,” murmured the boy. 

			The long magus and Twilight had watched the scene of utter devastation unfold far below them. Grasping Twilight’s hand, the old astounder took them to a spot alongside where the exhausted wolf-woman lay. 

			“Have a care, skirmisher, she may have something left with which to surprise us,” said Merlin as they revealed themselves and approached her prone form, but it was immediately clear that Elelendise was a spent force. Life barely flickered in her face; just breathing, she didn’t even have the energy left to speak and regarded their arrival with faded blue eyes just about capable of recognition but too spent to register anything else. The fires of hatred and dominance that had burned deep inside her had finally been extinguished. 

			Twilight and the long magus stood above her for some time before the old sorcerer and victor leaned in to her face and without any trace of triumphalism spoke quietly. 

			“So, it comes down to this. Whilst it suited the immortals to keep you alive, it was so. That purpose is obviously no longer valid. Your abominable existence in these Celtic lands has come to an end. A wasted terminus as a finale to a wasted life. The scroll of every death you have caused will be rustling with joy at this moment, and the soul of each name, in whatever form and resting place your killing has left them, will be celebrating joyously.” 

			Twilight pointed to the sky, which had quickly became dark with birds, each carrying a blue feather; then he, too, leaned closer to the pale, still face framed by golden tresses. 

			“Here come my capricious pica and the beautiful yellow-eyed hawks with their tokens of thanks for your demise and remembrance of those you destroyed.” 

			Hundreds of blue feathers began to float gently through the thinning smoke and dust as the birds wheeled overhead and released their light cargo. Landing all around them, some on the wolf-woman’s face, the feathers carpeted the immediate area. 

			Merlin stood and raised his right arm to its fullest extent, palm open. His eyes glowed a momentary iridescent green, and he appeared to be looking deep into the rubble of the destroyed castle. 

			“Ventum Excalibur!” he said in a loud whisper. 

			A small section of rubble over what would have been the ceiling of the Great Hall of the castle suddenly burst open, and the mighty double-handed sword of Dux Bellorum fame, a weapon created by Merlin himself in order to glorify the myth of Arthur, flew out of the shattered castle blocks and landed handle first in the raised right hand of the long magus. Adding his other hand to steady the mighty heft, the old astounder stood for a long moment with the blade poised above the inert Elelendise. If she understood what was happening her exhausted face did not show it. 

			“Please don’t,” whispered the boy. “She is finished.” 

			The long magus looked down at him, the sword steady above his head. Then he looked back down at the exhausted, expressionless woman. As if showing him where to slice through her soft flesh, several blue feathers settled on her white exposed neck. 

			“I must,” Merlin said gently. “There is no alternative. She must be dispatched completely.” 

			He brought the great broadsword arcing downward with a swishing sound. The boy turned away with an anguished cry. Sparks flashed as the great blade struck bare rock, the shock sending it spinning from Merlin’s grasp. He gasped loudly in surprise, and the boy turned back expecting to see a blood-soaked body with the head severed. There was nothing there. Her body had disappeared before the sword struck. Blue feathers, disturbed by the vortex of the passing blade, wafted upward. 

			A loud thunderclap rolled over them. As it died away a deep voice began to laugh, its timbre echoing over the riven landscape. 

			Then, like the body of Elelendise, it was gone, and every wolf in Wessex began to howl. 

			There was great merriment in the Presidium; the show was going down well. The sight of the long magus fleeing for his life with the castle disintegrating around him had struck a particular chord with the gods, especially, Tiresias was pleased to see, with Zeus himself. They had also liked the way he had spirited away the near-dead body of Elelendise from under the flashing blade of Excalibur. Near-dead she may have been then, consigned to the forever state of oblivion now. Assured by the Seer of Thebes that there was more to come, Zeus called for Ganymede to recharge their goblets, and they settled back for more of the same. 

			



	




Chapter Eighteen 

			“Do you think she was taken away by Tiresias?” The boy looked up at the long magus as they began to climb down the shattered rocks of the demolished castle. 

			“Couldn’t have been anyone else,” the old astounder said, easing his long legs over a still smoking, thunderbolt-scarred block. 

			“Will she be resurrected again and come back to seek revenge?” 

			The old wizard stopped and considered the question. In the background the wolves’ howling had turned into a mournful lament. 

			“No, we are done with her. She is gone forever.” 

			“Despite everything she has done, I couldn’t have killed her or ordered someone else to do it,” said the boy. “I suppose I’m too soft, too placidus for this business.” 

			The old wizard thought for a while. “That is understandable in someone your age and with your inexperience, but evil must be confronted and extinguished or it will continue and multiply. The time will come when you will be faced with a similar situation. Don’t hesitate. Strike immediately.” 

			Twilight shuddered. He wasn’t looking forward to that at all. 

			Balancing carefully on a single splintered plank they crossed what had been the moat over the drawbridge and, walking around the many craters in the track, began to head into a small, thunderbolt-shattered wood. Dead and dying wolves were everywhere, and as they moved further into the trees the howling grew louder. In a small clearing they found what they were looking for: Pad and the small white wolf. 

			As they approached, the proud old wolf king fixed them with pale, unafraid eyes. Letting out a high-pitched snarl the small Lupa rushed at them, only to freeze on the spot as the long magus fixed him with an iridescent stare. He held his hand up in a sign of peace to the old wolf. 

			“It’s over. You are free to go back to your proper way of life.” 

			The old wolf looked at the carnage around him, then turned back to Merlin. 

			“There are only a few of us left. We are almost wiped out.” 

			“All it takes is one female and one male. Before you know it you’ll have a pack. You must lead your species back to their original strength.” 

			The old wolf considered this for a while. “I have very little time left. Building the species back to pack strength is a young cub’s game,” he said quietly. 

			“Not that young cub,” Twilight found himself saying, pointing to the frozen white Lupa. “You know what must be done with him, don’t you?” 

			Pad’s pale eyes looked at him for a long moment before the old head bobbed. 

			“It shall be done. Release him.” He held up a scarred paw toward Twilight with something draped over it. 

			“Here, this is for you. She gave it to me after we netted and killed forty pairs of your birds.” 

			The boy took the beak necklace from the paw, looked at it for a long time, then placed it around his own neck. 

			“Thank you,” he said quietly. 

			As the long magus and his tyro walked out of the clearing the howling stopped. There was a short, choked-off squeal from behind them, then silence. 

			The old astounder looked down at Twilight with one bushy eyebrow raised and with something approaching a smile on his face. 

			“The meek, placidus boy has suddenly turned executioner,” he said. 

			The boy held both hands up. 

			“I know, I know.” He grinned back at him. “I just needed a little more time to grow into the role.” 

			“Moonlight, nightlight, half-light, daylight, warm light, after light - lux mundi - the light of the world and now … crepusculam!” 

			The long magus was mumbling away to himself as he and the boy walked toward Avebury, where they were going to pay homage to the mighty ringed stones of the venefici. In honor of the occasion Merlin had removed his long gray-and-blackstreaked beard and tied his hair in a ponytail. Their next stop would be Stonehenge for the Equinoctial Festival, which was due the following day. The old wizard had been mumbling away incoherently to himself ever since they had left the ruined castle. 

			“What does crepusculam mean?” asked the tyro, skipping ahead on the path along the top of the Ridgeway that they trod for the second time. 

			“Twilight. It’s Latin for twilight.” 

			The boy stopped, turned back with a grin, and shouted, “So I am Crepusculam. Crepusculam the Tyro, liege-lord of the pica, defender of the Celtic runes, and scourge of Wessex invaders from kings with great armies to odious wolf-women and, I do believe, about to become the holder of the great secret.” 

			The old astounder looked along the path at him for a long moment. 

			I am beginning to think that you are more than that, replied the long magus in mind-speak, accompanying it with a serious look. Far more than that. The boy skipped back to him, sensing that something was not as it should be. 

			What is the matter? he asked in kind, looking up at his mentor. 

			The long magus indicated a grass-covered bank where they could sit. Below them the solidly set symmetrical stone ring of Avebury, talisman site and final resting place of all resident Wessex venefici, awaited their reverential presence. 

			Staying in mind-speak, a precaution that showed he was worried about the conversation being overheard or interpreted by others, whoever and wherever they might be, the long magus looked deep into the boy’s dark eyes. 

			I am beginning to think that the wolf-woman was not the main focus of Tiresias’s plan to obtain the great secret from me and then use it to release the cowering dead on an unsuspecting world. She was a clever feint, a false trail to lead Mael and me away from the real perpetrator. 

			Do you know who the real perpetrator is? 

			Yes, I believe I do, but he doesn’t know it himself. He is being unknowingly manipulated, as indeed, I suppose, we all are. 

			Who is it? 

			The long magus held the boy’s gaze for a long moment. 

			You! 

			“Me!” The boy forgot the discipline of mind-speak and shouted out in surprise. “That cannot be true. I am with you in everything, your tyro. I wouldn’t ever do anything against your word, your teaching. I know nothing about …” 

			Twilight’s voice petered out in perplexed confusion as tears welled up in his dark eyes. The long magus smiled encouragingly and patted him reassuringly on the arm. 

			Don’t worry; it’s not your fault. The manipulation was cleverly planned and executed a long time ago, probably before you were born. Remember, the time span that we work to is infinitely more short-term than that adhered to by the immortals. 

			Composing himself the boy reverted back to mind-speak. 

			That means that my birth - your meeting with my mother - was pre-planned by Tiresias in order to play a part in this scheme. Not, as you thought, a natural meeting in order to produce me as the next in line as holder of the Wessex enchantments? 

			Merlin nodded. 

			As I said, we’re all being manipulated. Tiresias would have known that I could not be persuaded to ever use my powers as holder of the secret to release the cowerers, his ultimate aim in all this. He also knew the odds were that I would defeat Elelendise, and then I would reveal the secret to you. Getting you to release the cowerers would then be an easy matter. From his perspective, that is still the case. 

			How did you know it was me he’d picked? 

			Your persistence in asking me for the rest of the secret. Hardly a day has gone by when you have not asked for it. It occurred to me some time ago that your constant requests were beyond your normal behavior. I just didn’t make the necessary connection until recently. 

			I know half of the great secrets, though … don’t I? 

			This time the long magus couldn’t resist a loud chuckle. 

			You know half of something! 

			The boy considered this for a moment. 

			D’you mean that when we visited Stonehenge and you told me to engrave these words in my mind forever: 

			Always give your soul what it needs for peace. 

			Always give your heart what it needs for happiness. 

			Always give your conscience what it needs for justice. 

			That this carefully remembered couplet was not the first half of the great secret? It was all lies? 

			Merlin’s face became serious. 

			The very last thing on this turning earth that I want to do is lie to you. However, as you now know, matters are not always as they seem. Knowing such a great secret made you vulnerable. A few harmless lines reduced your vulnerability and kept your never ending curiosity at least half satisfied. It was an old man’s caution, not an attempt to deceive. 

			The couplet was so good; it sounded just like one half of a great secret should. 

			Illusion, manipulation, and sorcery are always entwined. Now perhaps, you understand better why I gave you a few days’ view of the world in black and white. If you always remember that nothing is as it seems, you won’t get any surprises. 

			I hate being used like this. It makes me feel as if everything I do or say is driven by the will of another. 

			That, said the long magus with a twinkle in his eye, is only true if we obey the rules. 

			The boy suddenly perked up and grinned back impishly. 

			D’you mean we are going to break a few? 

			The long magus looked down at him. 

			Let’s just say we are going to sprinkle a little venefical stardust over a few of them, eh. 

			Twilight stood on the top of Silbury Mound alone. The manmade mound in a small valley alongside the Avebury Stones of Destiny had been a Celtic shrine and pagan calling place for many hundreds of years. Raising both arms in the air he turned around in a full circle, looked upward, and shouted at the top of his voice. 

			“Now I am complete. The great secret is mine. Nothing can stand in my way. Now I am complete.” 

			Snatched away on the breeze the words tumbled and soared into the air. The hope was that his words would be heard in strange, faraway places that were denied ordinary mortals and venefici. Twenty-four times he repeated this, then climbed slowly down the great mound to the bottom and then set off again along the Ridgeway path for the mighty stones of Stonehenge. Some way ahead of him the long magus plodded with the aid of a long stick for support. When the boy eventually caught up with his mentor, nothing was said between them and they continued their journey in a conspiratorial silence. 

			They spent that night sitting just outside the Stonehenge circle. Merlin talked quietly about what was expected of them at the annual Equinoctial Festival of the Cowering Dead, which would start at first light the following day with the formation of the thick mists. 

			“You never know who will come at you in this,” said the long magus. “One thing is for certain, there will be surprises. Remember this, in the presence of a nominated cowerer, di mortius nil nisi bonum, say nothing but good of the dead.” 

			As the dawn began to creep over the rolling green hills they moved to the center of the great circle. Prepared by the long magus for the rolling murk that suddenly engulfed them, Twilight gripped the hand of the old astounder tightly, took a deep breath, and set himself for an ordeal of extreme disorder and pietism. If their plan worked, this sarcophagal murk would be his to control each year for most of the rest of his life. If it didn’t work, the Celtic world and its glorious Wessex past would be obliterated by the onslaught of the freed cowerers as they wreaked vengeance on an unsuspecting people. 

			Along with much else that kept the human and immortal worlds turning. 

			With the suddenness of a snake strike, the raging mists of the Cowering Dead were upon them. At first the intensity and volume of the screaming voice took him by surprise. Pitched at a high, penetrating level with a multitude of others in screaming accompaniment in the background, the voice screeched directly into his ear with a pent-up violence that defied anything he had ever heard before. Keeping his eyes firmly closed and bracing his legs as advised by Merlin, he tried to understand what the screaming ranter was saying. Then he heard the voice of the long magus talking back. Soothing, placatory, the words dripped like cool water onto molten embers. 

			“We both know why you are here. We both also know that your release is impossible, and there is no escape from the place you are in. You performed glorious deeds. Your name is mentioned wherever villagers gather around the communal evening fires. Be satisfied with the great accolades that these people pay your actions and memory. These deeds will continue to shine and live on in their hearts for a great many more years …” 

			Gradually the screaming voice lost some of its intensity as Merlin talked through its tirade, systematically applying the balm of soft-spoken flattery. With a sudden start the boy realized that the ranting soul was none other than King Arthur. Dux Bellorum himself was the first tortured cowerer chosen to scream into the attack. 

			With no mention of the faces he burned, Guinevere, or Mordred - events or people from the past evoking longing or bad memories would only prolong the rant - and often repeating himself, the long magus kept up the soft flattery. There were no explanations, no logic, just placatory blandishments. As Merlin had said to the boy during the night, if you batter them with fine chatter they’ll eventually scatter. 

			With something resembling a cross between a soft scream and a sigh, the assuaged, tortured rant that had been the mighty Dux Bellorum flitted away as suddenly as it had arrived. To be instantly replaced by another, slightly differently pitched but still piercing screech. 

			That turned out to be Old Bovey, the snake man first encountered by Twilight when he and Sam Timms were journeying to Merlin’s compound. In much the same way, the long magus placated the rant, which, as far as Twilight could make out, was to do with the loss of Anguis, his snake. Still clinging to Merlin’s hand with his eyes tightly shut he received a short message in mind-speak from his mentor. 

			Are you okay? 

			He squeezed the long, bony fingers hard in reply. He was beginning to understand the process, beginning to feel less intimidated. 

			Then two things happened almost simultaneously that changed everything. 

			A resonant inner voice, deep and penetrating, smashed into his mind with the force of a hurricane. 

			RELEASE THEM NOW. NOW, I SAY. RELEASE THEM! 

			He reeled at the onslaught of the voice, felt his knees buckle at the force of the command. 

			Then another voice assailed his ears, a voice that even in the highest register of a screaming cowerer’s rant he recognized immediately. 

			It was Elelendise. The wolf-woman herself, alive only yesterday in all her destructive glory, had been instantly consigned to the worst hell imaginable. The nearness and volume of her screeching took Twilight’s breath away. He felt faint. The two voices assailed his being in a juxtaposed nightmare, one screeching at the very highest human pitch and the other a deep, resonant, mind-attacking baritone. 

			RELEASE THEM IMMEDIATELY. USE THE SECRET. LET THEM GO … NOW! 

			Desperately clutching the hand of the long magus he began to lose consciousness. He had a good idea where the resonant command was coming from but couldn’t get away from it. Neither, because he didn’t have the secret, could he obey it. He could also faintly hear the soothing tones of the long magus against the background screeching of the cowering soul that was Elelendise. Suddenly it all faded into nothingness. As the blackness of unconsciousness took over, all he could hear was the repeated, penetrating tones of the resonant voice. 

			Then that, too, was gone. 

			Kiss the winds and sense the seasons, 

			Smell the rain and know the reasons. 

			Feel the sun, plunge the earth 

			Whisper plant, whisper birth. 

			Run with hares, fly with bird 

			Climb with trees heavenwards. 

			Then you will know the reasons why 

			The earth resides beneath the sky. 

			And if you think it’s yours to change, 

			To redesign and rearrange, 

			Consider your time within its place 

			As no more than a flash in space, 

			And in that flash you would deface 

			The beauty of its timeless place. 

			For no more than a flash in space 

			You would leave your own disgrace, So by kissing winds of zephyr light And smelling rain throughout the night And understanding backward sigh All your mistakes are rendered right. And this noble place we call our Earth Will have survived you death from birth And all will be as it was before, Your flash in space required a cure. The Elder Pendragon’s words of the Song of the Veneficus, 

			taught him by the long magus, swirled around his head. Was his flash in space over? Had his all-too-brief sojourn as a tyro magic man ended? He could smell rain - smell the rain and know the reasons - the wind played over his cheeks - kiss the winds and sense the seasons - he could feel damp grass under his hands - whisper plant, whisper birth. Had all his mistakes been rendered right? 

			Was he dead? 

			Then he heard the most wonderful sound his young life had ever encountered. 

			“By the Ford of the Barking, I thought we had lost you,” said the voice of the long magus from above him. 

			He opened his eyes to see the unaccustomed sight of the unshaven and ponytailed head of his birth father and mentor looking down at him with a concerned look that quickly changed into a broad smile. On one of his shoulders sat a yellow-eyed hawk and on the other a glossy plumaged brown-eyed pica. 

			Both birds were nodding with pleasure. 

			“Ahhh, there you are, skirmisher. C’mon, we’ve finished at this mournful crucible of hell for another year. It’s time to weave a little crinkum crankum around this green Celtic sward called Wessex for the good of those who live here. The enchantments, and the many challenges that accompany them, await your divine presence.” 

			“When I have learned how to use them properly,” the boy mumbled happily. 

			The long magus chuckled. “With seven more years to learn and the help of these rare birds, there is nothing beyond you. Even the immortals had better take care.” 

			Twilight’s black eyes took on a faraway look. 

			“And Rawnie,” he said quietly. “Let’s not forget Rawnie.” 

			The Presidium trembled with the ferocity of Zeus’s wrath. Before him on the marbled floor, his arms and legs apart, his face pressed against the right foot of the seated King of the Immortals, stretched the prostrate body of Tiresias, the Seer of Thebes. Around them the other seven gods gesticulated in anger, and beyond them many tens of the lesser deities shook their fists and screamed their opprobrium. 

			The angry voice of Zeus roared down on the head of Tiresias. 

			“Your intention was clear. If that boy had released the cowerers, they would have swept all Wessex mankind before them in a desperate tide of vengeance. After Wessex would come the rest of the Britains, then the Low Countries, Rome, Greece, the East. Nothing and no one would be able to stop it. Growing in size and unconstrained bile with every human life it engulfed, the tide would eventually reach this Presidium … and WE, the Olympic gods that sprang from the overthrow of the Titans to rule the universe … would have been destroyed. You, on the other hand, as their god, expected to live in perpetual omnipotence as their leader. Well, traitor, let me tell you something. Once released the cowering dead would have no loyalty to anyone, least of all YOU. Your immortal existence would have been the first to be swept away.” 

			He paused to look around at the other primary immortals, Poseidon, Hera, Athena, Apollo, Aphrodite, Helios, and Hermes. 

			“I suggest we transfer the overseeing of the Domain of the Cowering Dead to another, more trustworthy god, and banish this pitiful plotting traitor to Tartarus, the lowest world of darkness and death … forever.” 

			There was a chorus of approval. 

			“The only reason I am sparing your miserable existence is to inflict infinite suffering. Death would be a merciful escape for you that I am not prepared to countenance. There is no escape from the fires of Tartarus, only lasting torture of a kind that makes the mists of the cowering dead comparable to Nirvana.” 

			The Presidium erupted in cheering as Zeus slowly stood and drew himself up to his full height. 

			“Tartarus awaits you, traitor Tiresias. NOW GO FOREVER!” 

			



	




Epilogue 

			Seven years later Twilight stood with Rawnie, his wife, who was heavy with their second child, their two-year-old daughter, Eleanor, Guinevere, his brothers and sisters, a few scattered picas, and the entire Wessex population of Merlin hawks, consisting of one hundred and sixty-five free pairs and fifty-eight single birds from captivity. 

			It was the second funeral ceremony the humans had attended that year, with Leah, Twilight’s beloved mother, having succumbed to the ravages of leprosy just fifty days previously. 

			Looming over them, casting a long shadow, in sympathy perhaps with the former venefical life beneath, the freshly laid sarsen stone, named by its occupier as Obelisk, pointed proudly to the sky. The ninety-ninth stone, in perfect circular symmetry with the others and surrounded by a legion of small ligamen and other brave helper commemoration stones, had just been laid by Twilight over the one-hundred-year-old body of his great mentor and birth father, Merlin. 

			Pressing his face against its cold hardness, the now resident Wessex veneficus all on his own, and, at just twenty years of age, a husband and father himself, unashamedly let his tears flow. Despite the intensity of their time together, there was still so much left unsaid, undone, and unlearned. The journey ahead was fraught with danger and the weight of its expectation on his young shoulders immense. Yet, along with the grief he felt a communion with the other stones, a bond of shared purpose. They, who had also known this moment in its many manifestations as the venefical chalice was handed over, were with him. 

			He would not let them down. The teachings of the long magus would see to that. 

			And had the great journey of redemption undertaken by the long magus succeeded? 

			Had he sprinkled a little venefical stardust on the thrones of the immortals? 

			Did he add earthshine and fulfillment to the great prophesies of the venefical purpose? 

			It was for others and history to decide. Others, perhaps, who also inhabited great stones in this place and had their own way of passing such judgments. 

			Twilight, the former village boy, capricious questioner, pupil and companion in arms, and now burial overseer of his mentor, knew what he thought the answers were. It was, as the old astounder himself would have put it, accompanied, no doubt, by a chuckle and an iridescent flash of those high, heavily browed green eyes, a simple conundrum. 

			“Qui docet discit - he who teaches learns, eh skirmisher.” 

			Rawnie gently touched his arm and handed him their small, dark-eyed daughter, Eleanor, who was herself fighting back tears having seen her father’s grief. As was her wont when cuddled by her adored father she began to play with the pica beak necklace around his neck. 

			He smiled down at her through his tears and took Rawnie’s hand. 

			“Come, my two princesses, there are eternal truths, iridescent mists, baseless wars, blue feathers, and, in time, a new skirmisher to find … It’s not me anymore. I am the Wessex veneficus.” 

		

	


	
		
			The Stones of the Chosen 

			Located at Avebury in Wessex, these stones are the resting place of each veneficus going back ten thousand years. There are ninety-nine of them in place. If any of these stones are moved or defaced in any way, they will dissolve into their own weight in blood, which will gather in a pool where the stone stands. That blood will never evaporate or lose its deep crimson color; if moved or drained it will always return, remaining a permanent reminder to the world of the desecration of a most sacred venefical monument. 

			Around each Destiny Stone there are many small stones. These represent all the humans and animals who gave their lives helping the veneficus within, whose mighty stones’ shadow their bones now rest. As time has gone on a great many of these smaller tribute stones have been removed or lost. 
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							Point Hill
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							Great Crag

						
					

					
							
							93

						
							
							Another Idris
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							Samuel Saunders
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							Sable the Soothsayer
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							The Chosen Sara

						
							
							Lode Stone
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							Long Thomas

						
							
							Sarsen Rest
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							William of Shad

						
							
							Bird Lip
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							Son of Cate

						
							
							Rock of Cate
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							Able Cate
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							Mary the Maker

						
							
							Homestone

						
					

					
							
							69

						
							
							Healer Adam

						
							
							Good Hands
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							Alan Carlow

						
							
							Paramount
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							Theo’s Top
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							Godwin of Wick
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							Big High

						
					

					
							
							60

						
							
							Golden Jane

						
							
							Gold Stone
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							Richard of the Shadows

						
							
							The Shadow
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							Sally the Page
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							Andrew Nine Days
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							Keeper David
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							Earth Hold
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							46

						
							
							Silver Claire

						
							
							Mighty

						
					

					
							
							45

						
							
							The Constant Bryan
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							Boy Bailey
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							42

						
							
							Quendis of Bassett
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							The Hook St Gallen

						
							
							Hookstone
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							Beatrice the Unsound
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							Sudden Gerald

						
							
							Astral Point
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							Torsten of Orbis

						
							
							Torsten’s Pride
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							The Young Jean
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							Sister Anne
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