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OMENS

“The dragon again?” King Arthur said, trying to keep exasperation out of his voice.

“Yes, Sire,” the shepherd answered, bobbing his head deferentially. “Meaning no disrespect, Your Majesty, and we all know how important that dragon is, and the great adventure she went on taking your wizards around the whole world and all. But, Sire, she does eat rather a lot of sheep.”

The King began raking a hand through his blond hair, then stopped, suspecting it looked unkingly. “I know. And whenever we are told of a sheep taken by her, we do compensate the shepherd.”

“Yes, Sire, and we appreciate that, we do. But we are sheep-herders here, you see. And for that we need sheep—something to herd, if you get my meaning.”

“Of course. And I will try to do something about the situation. I thank you for bringing it to my attention. Now, be sure to go to my steward in the next room to receive your compensation.”

As the shepherd left, awkwardly trying to walk and bow at the same time, Otto Bowman, the King’s chief general, walked into the manor’s modest audience chamber. “Arthur, a courier just arrived with a dispatch from Derbyshire,” the burly, black-bearded man said. “And there’s a couple of farmers waiting outside for you to settle some dispute over their land boundaries.”

The King stood up and paced to the room’s small window. It was one of the few in town still covered by ancient pre-Devastation glass. For a moment he seemed to study the water droplets slowly dripping from the tip of a dangling icicle. He sighed. “I’ve been waiting for the Derbyshire news, but I had better deal with the squabbling neighbors first. After all, Cumbria accepted me as their king before any of the other shires, and in the end, settling disputes and tending to the harvest is what kings should be doing instead of fighting wars.” He sighed. “Creating a peace so that we can do that—let people live their lives—is the only reason for fighting these wars.”

Frowning, the King turned around and glowered at his general. “But one thing I do not want to hear is any more complaints about that dragon. Otto, see if you can find Merlin. I have a job for him.”

The big man shrugged. “Haven’t seen the kid all day. But Heather’s down in the courtyard trying to teach tricks to that freakish two-headed dog of hers.”

“Good. Ask her to find Merlin and get him to convince that dragon either to not kill so many sheep or to spread out her hunting territory so the same flocks aren’t hit all the time.”

Otto nodded, walked into the next room, and ushered the two nervous farmers into the presence of their king. Then, lumbering down to the courtyard, he looked around for the girl, suppressing the slight tingle of uneasiness he always felt when dealing with magic workers.

Heather McKenna, he realized, really shouldn’t bother him. She was just a rather plain-looking teenaged girl, not much different, except perhaps in degree, from most of the other people who were developing surprising powers now that the forces of magic were returning to the world. Though he had to admit that it felt just plain creepy that she claimed to be able to talk in her mind to certain magical people all over the world. But it was her boyfriend who really made Otto nervous. Heather might call him Earl Bedwas, as she had first known him in that Welsh school of theirs. But Arthur insisted that the pale, gangly teenage boy was really the ancient wizard Merlin magically returned to youth, returned to youth as Arthur himself had been.

Otto shrugged. After all, he’d been among the first to follow Arthur when the young charismatic man had arrived in Cumbria. Their old king had just died, and Otto, as one of his former generals, had realized that their shire, isolated on the northwest edge of England, needed leadership quickly. He’d never regretted his choice. Newcomer or not, Arthur was what was needed. And if he and most of Britain now accepted that their King Arthur was the original one out of legend, why couldn’t that strange kid who had come with him be the original Merlin? Everyone had certainly seen him work enough powerful magic. It’s just that it clashed so much with expectations. The storied Merlin had been an old man with a long gray beard. This scrawny kid was barely managing a scraggly first beard. He looked more like an underfed goat than a wise wizard.

Otto forcibly shoved aside his doubts. His job was fighting wars, not speculating about insubstantial things like magic. Glancing around the courtyard, he spied the slim girl he was searching for. She was sitting on the flagstones in the far corner staring at her two-headed mutie dog. Only one head was staring back. The other was looking all around with its pink tongue hanging out. When it saw the general approaching, that head perked up its ears and panted eagerly. Heather had been chewing in concentration on the tip of a thin dark blond braid. Now she dropped that, looked around, and smiled at Otto.

He smiled tautly back. “How’s it coming with the dog training, miss?”

She frowned. “I’m trying to send Rus mental messages. His left head picks them up pretty well. His right would lots rather play than work.”

“Well, miss, it’s work I got for you now.” Then, remembering that she and that wizard kid had been engaged for several months, he added, “Though not too onerous an assignment, I think. Arthur wants you to go find Merlin and get him to do something about that dragon. She’s eating too many of the local shepherds’ sheep. Bad for public relations, you know.”

Eagerly Heather stood up. So did the dog, both heads now panting excitedly. “Right. He went out early this morning. I’ll check his usual haunts.”

Haunts is right, Otto thought as he watched the girl and her silly dog heading out the gate. But unsettling as that kind of power was, he could hardly fault this Merlin kid for using it. Between his magic and Arthur’s leadership, it looked like Britain might be united again for the first time in the five hundred years since the Devastation. And then once the last holdouts like Glamorganshire and possibly Manchester were pulled into the union, they might at last have the peace that Arthur so longed for. And for all that he was a military man, Otto was beginning to feel ready for a little peace himself. Since Arthur’s arrival some three years ago, his had been a life of almost constant traveling and warfare. That could wear on even the most hardened soldier.

Grunting, Otto headed to the stairs. No time to dream about the future when the present was breathing down his neck. He’d better get back to Arthur and learn what was in those dispatches.

Heather, with Rus trotting behind, nodded to the guards as she left the old manor house that was the heart of the town of Keswick. The ancient complex of buildings had been repaired and expanded since it had been taken over by Cumbria’s new king. With all his traveling around Britain, he wasn’t in residence that often. But it made a good winter headquarters when the harsh winter closed down the land. And his Cumbrian subjects were so proud about having the High King living here that they’d planted the area around the manor with whatever rare flowering plants they’d been able to find and transplant. Now, of course, most were still just bare sticks or humps in the ground waiting for the brief growing season.

Heather glanced at the dormant garden and took a deep breath. The crisp morning air carried the tang of wood smoke from the town’s fireplaces. Overhead, the sky was the usual pale gray as the sun forced its way through the high pall of dust that had circled the world since the nuclear Devastation. But the heaviest of this year’s winter had passed, and temperatures were slowly edging upward. The sparkling air held a faint promise of spring.

She threaded her way through the familiar narrow streets of Keswick, nodding at the few people who gave her a greeting. She’d stopped resenting that most people treated her with reserve. It was understandable that they half feared the powers she had. She had feared those powers herself a few years ago when they’d first started appearing. At least her having such powers no longer made her seem a total freak in these people’s eyes. How could it when magic was popping out, in some degree or another, in so many people now? And though some folks might be leery of mutants like her dog, Rus, there were enough other muties around now that he hardly seemed unusual. Besides, with his shaggy black and white coat and his two happy, slobbering faces, even the most fearful couldn’t deny that he was rather cute.

She shifted her fond gaze from Rus as he trotted before her and began scanning the field ahead, the warriors’ practice field on the edge of town. Earl didn’t spend a lot of time there. His warrior skills from his previous life seemed to have been well retained. But she thought that their mutual friend Welly would probably be there, and he might have some clue where to find Earl.

Welly was there, all right, and wearing his practice armor. But instead of sparring with sword or spear partners at the moment, he was standing watching a group of young women being trained in sword and dagger by Takata.

Heather stopped as well to watch the young Native American warrior barking orders and sparring with the others. She moved with the grace of a dancer but was as strong as any male warrior. And with her black braids flying and muscles rippling under her red-brown skin, the girl was simply a pleasure to watch. Heather sighed, not with envy but with admiration. She’d been in a few battles herself but could never have the skill or pleasure in fighting that Takata had. After another moment, Heather turned her attention to Welly.

The smile on his face as he watched the training said it all, Heather thought. Wellington Jones, plump and bespectacled, had longed all his childhood for a warrior future he thought never could be his. Now, with much of his plumpness turning into muscle, he found himself a respected young officer in King Arthur’s army. But if there was one thing that seemed to please him as much as that, it was the lovely, strong, egotistical young Indian warrior who’d returned with them from the Americas last fall.

As Heather and Rus walked up, Welly turned his smile on them. “Isn’t she magnificent? She’s really turning those farm girls into first-class warriors.” He sighed. “But she won’t let me take a hand in it. She tells me to go play with the men and leave this young Amazon crew under her command.”

Heather laughed. “Takata certainly thinks a lot of herself—but with good reason. You’re fully excused for thinking a lot of her too.” When Welly blushed, Heather tactfully changed the subject, though there was no denying that those two were becoming quite attached to each other. “I’ve been sent out to look for Earl. Any idea where he’s got to?”

“Yeah, he was just heading out onto the fells when we came down for morning practice. Said he wanted more time to look at and think about that comet. He’s obsessed with the thing. Though, granted, it is special and kind of creepy the way you can still see it in the daytime. I think he went that way.”

At Welly’s vague gesture northward, Heather nodded. She figured she knew now where Earl had been heading. One of his favorite sitting and thinking spots was a low hill with a sweeping view of Derwentwater and the mountains that hemmed in the large lake. Thanking Welly, who immediately turned back to watch the women warriors in training, Heather headed off. Rus zigzagged ahead of her, investigating smells with both noses.

Snow from the last storm still dusted the ground. In shadowed spots, it spread out in smooth, untouched blankets. Heather was surprised to see a few hardy shoots pushing through the white crust. In the last few years, it seemed that spring had been coming earlier. Everyone hoped this meant that the nuclear winter that had gripped the world for the last five hundred years was gradually losing its hold, though the extinctions it had brought about—exotic animals and plants that she had read about in surviving books—could never be reversed.

That subject always made her sad, loving animals as she did. But she dismissed the thought now and followed a narrow path upward as it wound in and out of snow patches. At last she saw Earl sitting on a knoll that thrust out of the mountain like a knobby elbow. Wrapped in his dark woolen cloak, he was seated on one rock, leaning back against another, and gazing into the southern sky, which stretched over the far end of the long Borrowdale Valley.

She walked a little closer, then stopped and just looked at this ancient teenaged wizard. She’d known him first as a rather odd older schoolmate, then as a friend, then as the person in this world whom she’d come most to love. His pale face with black eyes and hawk nose was framed in an unkempt fall of black hair and a minimal black beard, a beard that still frustrated him with its meagerness.

“Come on up, Heather,” he said without looking around at her.

“You knew I was here?”

“Wouldn’t be much of a wizard if I didn’t.” Then he laughed. “Actually I saw you walking along the trail farther down.” He moved his staff from the flat rock beside him and patted the rough, mossy surface. “Have a seat.”

As soon as she did, Rus came bounding up a side trail and enthusiastically licked the boy with both tongues before loping off to investigate something else.

Heather looked into the southern sky where Merlin had been staring. The faint smudge of light that they had been seeing for days stretched across the southwest as if someone had taken a glittering paintbrush to the sky.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Merlin said softly. “Even through the perpetual dust clouds, even in the daylight, it can be seen. I’ve searched those ancient books that have been collected here at the manor. A few are astronomy books with information on comets. They say some come regularly, like the one called Halley’s comet that’s supposed to appear every seventy-six years. But this isn’t Halley’s. I’ve checked the dates, and the cycles are wrong. It isn’t any of the others I found mentioned either. From those descriptions, this comet is bigger and brighter than any of them.”

“So what is it?” Heather asked, snuggling closer for protection from the sharp wind that was battering the knoll.

He put his arm around her, adding the warmth of his cloak to hers. “Scientifically, comets are supposed to be big balls of ice and gas. But when … when I was here before, way back before scientists studied such things, people believed that comets were omens. Usually they were supposed to be portents of disasters—earthquakes, floods, plagues, wars.”

“So what do you believe now?”

“Both. Science can tell us what things are but not why. So the question is, why should it appear now when there is no record of this particular comet ever having been seen before?”

He turned and looked into Heather’s gray-green eyes. “Do the people, the foreign people you talk with in your mind, do they mention it?”

“They do,” she answered easily. He was almost the only person who wasn’t uncomfortable talking about her strange powers of communication. “It disturbs them too. Of course, those in the southern part of the planet see it in the northern sky. But people all over the world are seeing it, day and night, and are frightened about what it might mean.”

He nodded. “So am I. As this supposedly great wizard, I should be able to tell what omens mean. But I don’t know. That in itself frightens me. It’s like nothing I’ve ever dealt with—in either life. I just know that something big is about to happen, but I don’t know how to foresee or prevent it—if it needs preventing.”

After a long silence, Heather hugged him. “Well, I know something big that you might be able to do something about. Arthur asks you to find Blanche and see if you can convince our dragon friend not to eat quite so many local sheep. It seems that the shepherds hereabouts are getting fed up.”

Merlin laughed. “No, it’s Blanche who’s doing the feeding.” Standing up, he grabbed his staff and then pulled Heather to her feet. “Sounds like it’s time I took my eyes off the sky and tended to earthly matters like hungry dragons. Want to come along? I’ve been keeping watch on her comings and goings enough to have learned where she’s nesting.”

Once the two reached the valley floor, with Rus gallivanting ahead of them, they saw Welly walking their way. Though in theory younger by a few years than Merlin in his current state, the boy was already heftier than the gangly rejuvenated wizard. His smile, though, was youthful and eager. He waved as he drew closer, then shook his head. “Takata says that just having a ‘renown warrior’ like me around watching makes the girls nervous. So I’m banished for the morning. You going dragon hunting?”

“Not much of a hunt, really,” Merlin answered. “Blanche has been very cagey about her lair, but I think I know where it is. Why don’t you join us?”

They headed west into a wide valley, then turned off into a much smaller one. Here the snow lay thick, but it had softened enough so that the crusty surface often couldn’t support their weight, and they kept breaking through into softer snow. Only Rus was able to scamper along the top. Once the dog reached the end of the valley, he turned and barked, seeming impatient for the others to hurry. Annoyed as she slogged through the clinging snow, Heather sent him a mental message to stop showing off and shut up. First one head obeyed, then more reluctantly the other did as well.

“Of course,” Merlin said as they finally stood at the end of the valley studying the steep slope above them, “Blanche gets to her lair by flying. We’ll have to climb. But I’ve been studying this cliff face from a distance and I think there’s a route.”

Eyeing the cliff, Heather and Welly exchanged doubtful glances. Then, shrugging, they began climbing, trying to follow the sketchy trail of ledges and clefts that Merlin was taking. Fortunately, the fierce wind had scoured the snow away from this slope, and they could see what they were climbing on. For once, Rus seemed content to take up the rear and not push his way past them.

At last, Merlin stopped on a narrow ledge, carefully turned around, and surveyed the fells around them. “I think this is the right level. If we walk along this ledge to the right, we should come to an opening that’s probably the mouth of a cave.”

Welly had no love of heights, though he didn’t mind them as much as he did tight, confined places, but he was definitely regretting his impulse to come along on this venture. Maybe he should have stayed back, he thought, and just basked in the idea that a bunch of young girls, and Takata in particular, thought him a renowned warrior. Nervously pushing back his glasses, he stepped onto a firm-seeming stone slab only to have it tip and begin tobogganing down the slope.

He squealed, teetered, and started sliding after the stone when he felt two sets of teeth clamp into his coat collar while a hand grabbed his wrist. Between them, Rus and Heather hauled Welly back up to the ledge.

Kneeling, he gasped at Heather, “Wouldn’t it have been easier just to send a mental message to Blanche to lay off the sheep?”

“No it wouldn’t,” Heather answered. “She’s a dragon. I can do that mental talking with most animals and some people, but dragons are their own thing.”

“That they are,” Merlin said, sidling along the ledge back to them. “And I think we have found this one’s lair. It’s not far now, and don’t worry, the ledge gets wider.”

When they had all gathered in front of a jagged gash in the cliff, Merlin took a deep breath and coughed. “This is it, all right. Nothing smells quite like concentrated dragon dung. I’d rather not go far inside if we can help it.”

Taking a few steps into the cleft, he raised his voice and yelled, “Hey, Blanche, you home? We’ve got a message for you from the King, the Pendragon.”

His words echoed, then sank into silence.

Welly groaned. “All this way, and she’s not home.”

“We might as well wait a while,” Merlin said. “Stinky or not, it’ll be warmer inside.”

“That’s all right,” Heather said, stepping farther into the dark opening. “I want to see if she’s laid her eggs yet.”

The others followed. As the cave opened out, they were relieved to find that the worst stench came from a little side room. The rest of the cave was relatively fresh. “I guess dragons place their toilet rooms close to their doors to discourage visitors,” Heather speculated.

“Sure should work,” Welly muttered.

Merlin ignited a cold purple light along his staff. That plus the greenish glow from patches of luminescent moss clinging to the stone walls filled the cave with soft, misty light.

Examining the moss, Merlin said, “This is the same stuff we saw the time we followed that Cornish passage into Avalon. It doesn’t normally grow in the outer world. Blanche must have been making a few trips back to Faerie. I guess we should be honored that she decided to have her children here in our world.”

As they walked farther into the cave, Welly pointed to what looked like strips of leather hanging from rocky spurs in the walls. “What are these?” Cautiously he touched one, then drew back. “Meat, dried meat. I guess here are the missing sheep.”

“Some of them,” Merlin agreed. “She’ll have eaten some herself, of course, despite the goodies Arthur sometimes has the cooks lay out for her. But these pieces she seems to have dried and stored.”

Just then Heather called from deeper in the cave, “Eggs! Here are her eggs. She’s laid them already. Three of them. I didn’t expect dragon eggs would each look so different and … so beautiful.”

Hurriedly the others joined her. In a niche where the cave wall slanted down to meet the floor, a hollow in the rock was filled with three odd-looking eggs. They were long and rounded on both ends, each about the size of a person’s head. In the dim light of the cave, they glowed.

Each egg shone as if it were made of a different precious metal. One glowed with the silvery sheen of moonlight. Another shone like the purest gold. And the third had the warm reddish cast of bronze.

“They are beautiful,” Welly said. “I wonder when they’ll hatch.”

“When they’re ready for the world,” said a grating voice behind them, “and when the world is ready for them.”

They spun around, astonished, not for the first time, at how silently a big dragon could move.

“Blanche!” Merlin said, bowing his head briefly. “And when will that be?”

“Anytime in the next minute or the next millennium. They’ll know when the time is right. Now, puny, pestering people, are you going to beg my forgiveness for barging uninvited into my lair?”

“Our apologies, Blanche,” Merlin said, “but we bring a message to you from Arthur.”

“Ah. The Pendragon. That’s different. I am always ready to hear from him.” The white dragon folded her thirty-foot length into a sitting posture and cocked her head attentively. “Well?”

“The High King appreciates your special need for sustenance but requests that you select your prey from a wider geographic area than this immediate vicinity. This is so that he can retain the goodwill of his subjects—something essential for a successful monarch.”

The dragon snorted, releasing twin puffs of sulfurous-smelling smoke. “A reasonable request, I suppose, but irrelevant. This is the last meat I’ll be bringing to the cave for a while.” She kicked the bloody body of a sheep lying beside her on the cave floor. “I’ll dry this batch for the kids, then I have to be off on an errand.”

“But what if the eggs hatch while you’re away?” Heather asked.

The dragon shrugged, causing the wings folded along her side to ripple. “If they do, they do. We dragons are tough. We don’t have weak, helpless, slow-growing, and disgustingly coddled babies like you humans do. Most of us don’t even meet our parents. Of course, newborns sometimes get attached to things they see early on: a parent perhaps, but as likely a sibling or their nest—or treasure.”

She snorted again, filling the confined space with a cloud of smoke. “Treasure! That’s something I sure haven’t been getting much of. Used to be that dragons hanging out near royalty could count on filching a good supply of gold and jewels. But since you stupid humans nearly destroyed the world, the few of us who are still here are lucky if we blunder into an old trash heap or put together a hoard of pretty rocks.”

“Well, if you’re unhappy with this place,” Welly said indignantly, “why don’t you just go back to Faerie?”

“What, Fat Boy, and miss all the little dramas you humans kick up?” The fiery red snapping in her eyes dropped to a smoldering glow. “Besides, I do drop in on Faerie now and again. On important secret business maybe. So if you impudent sightseers don’t mind, I’ll finish up here and pop off on my errand.”

With that, the dragon grabbed the sheep corpse with one set of claws, impaled it on a rock pinnacle, and proceeded to blast it with a stream of flame. At first, the stench of scorched wool was overwhelming. Then that blended into the more appealing smell of barbecued mutton.

When the flame subsided and the smoke cleared, they saw Blanche neatly clawing the charred flesh into strips. These she stuck in various nooks and crannies to hang with the others.

“There, top-quality baby food,” she said, eying her work with satisfaction.

“That’s an awful lot of sheep hanging here,” Welly commented.

Whipping her head around, Blanche glared at him. “Baby dragons have to eat lots and grow fast. Can’t have curious humans or other enemies catching them small and defenseless.”

Snapping up and swallowing a few leftover chunks of meat from the cave floor, she belched hugely. As the noxious cloud settled over the others, she turned to Merlin. “Now I’ll be going, Wizard Boy. I’m counting on you three and that mangy freak fleabag to keep my lair a total secret. Right?” Small flames curled from her lips as her red eyes raked the group.

“Blanche,” Merlin replied, clutching his staff and stepping firmly in front of the others, “I should think we’d all been through enough together for you to trust us.”

She snuffed the flames back in. “Of course I trust you. Don’t get all wizardly with me. But a little intimidation never hurts. Now I’m off. Give my greetings to the Pendragon.”

With surprising grace, the white dragon whipped around and glided out of the cave.

Welly let out a long sigh. “True, we may have been through a lot together, but that hulking great worm still can intimidate me pretty well.”

“A dragon specialty,” Merlin said. “That and collecting treasure. I’ll see if Arthur and Margaret won’t pass on to her some of the less useful baubles they were given as wedding presents. A dragon without much treasure is kind of sad.”

“Well, this looks like some of her present treasure over here,” Heather called from farther back in the cave. “But I see what she means. Not high-quality stuff.”

The others joined her to look at a pile of old rusty metal cans and battered cookware intermingled with faded scraps of ancient plastic. Hearing a familiar whine behind them, they turned to see the two-headed dog crouching behind a small boulder. “Come on out, Rus,” Heather urged. “Blanche is all bluster. She wouldn’t incinerate you.”

“Don’t count on it,” Welly muttered as he examined a tarnished copper chain in the dragon’s hoard before carefully replacing it.

After a few minutes’ more exploring, Merlin called from a far recess in the cave. “Ah, here’s a hoard of pretty stones like she was talking about. Not bad, some of them. Crystals and agates, some nice glittery stones, and some striped ones. Maybe we could be on the lookout for rocks she might like when we’re walking around.”

After the others had examined the rocks, Heather said, “I wonder what kind of errands dragons go on—other than snatching people’s sheep.”

Merlin shook his head. “Hard to say. Dragons are Otherworld creatures and live by their own rules. And, as such, she has free access back and forth to Faerie through those few portals that still exist. We really should be flattered that Blanche has chosen to remain here when so many of her kind had returned to their Otherworld even before the Devastation. Humans and dragons are not totally compatible.”

“That’s an understatement,” Welly snorted. “But it’s even more amazing that Blanche’s sweetheart, the black dragon we met in China, chose to remain there. I mean, there’s practically nothing left in what was China.”

“True,” Merlin said, “but dragons view things in very long time spans. I guess he has hope that—”

Merlin was cut short by a sudden jolt of the earth. Then, as rumbling filled the air, it felt as if the ground under them had turned to water and was racked by violent, rolling waves.

“What—?” Welly and Heather yelled together.

“An earthquake!” Merlin shouted over the noise. “Strongest I’ve ever felt.”

Dust and rock flakes began showering down on them. Overhead, rock creaked and groaned.

“The eggs!” Heather cried. “We’ve got to protect the eggs!”

Dodging falling rock, they all pelted back toward the nest. Already the hollowed stone bowl had split and the eggs were rolling in three different directions.

Seeing the silver one bouncing off to the right, Merlin leaped after it. The rock floor underfoot heaved. From overhead he heard a shattering crack. Rock splinters rained around him as Merlin threw himself over the egg, shielding it. But nothing shielded him from the chunk of rock that smashed down on his head and back.
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Merlin awoke to a tongue licking his face. “Go away, Rus,” he mumbled, struggling to open his eyes.

What he saw was not either of the two slobbering dog heads. Tiny red eyes gazed into his, and a little red tongue forked out and licked his nose. Trying to focus, he saw that eyes and tongue belonged to a silver dragon the size of a kitten. It was sitting amid a scattering of silver eggshell.

“Earl, are you all right?” Heather’s concerned voice sounded above him. She knelt down. “Oh!”

“I was trying to protect the egg and clumsily must have cracked it instead.” As he struggled to sit up, the little dragon jumped on him and walked up his chest, digging in needle-sharp claws. Settling onto Merlin’s shoulder, it snuggled its head into his sparse beard and began purring.

“Oh, how cute!” Heather exclaimed.

Merlin grunted. “Unfortunate that I should be the first thing the poor creature saw.”

“Better than it getting fixated on an old rusty can or something,” Welly said, limping up to them.

Merlin realized that the earth had stopped shaking, though with his aching head, he felt as dizzy as if it still was. Dust sifted through the air and hung in a glittering cloud around them.

“I just managed to save the bronze-colored egg,” Welly said. Then he stared at Merlin’s shoulder. “Wow, the silver one hatched!”

“That leaves the gold egg,” Heather said, standing up, ineffectually brushing chips of rock off her dusty clothing. “I hope it didn’t get smashed.”

Welly looked at the reddish egg in his arms, uncertain what to do with it. Then he gently placed it on the ground next to Merlin, who was still looking groggy and rubbing a knot on his head. “Here, watch this. I’ll help look for the other one.”

He and Heather scrabbled through different piles of rock debris until Heather called, “Over here! Rus has found something.”

Making sure the bronze egg was securely wedged between stones, Merlin fumbled for his staff, then got shakily to his feet. The silver dragonlet clung securely to his shoulder as he staggered to where Heather and Welly were clustered around Rus.

The dog was digging frantically in a pile of rock dust and chips. As the others knelt down to help him, Rus suddenly yelped and jumped back. A very small golden dragon came tottering out of the rubble. With a squeak, it leaped up and landed on Rus’s shoulder between his two necks, then contentedly nestled into the shaggy fur. Both of the dog’s faces looked totally bewildered.

Welly laughed. “Rus is a daddy!”

“Looks like Earl is too,” Heather pointed out.

Earl frowned. “I hope this little fellow will form a better attachment soon. But we’ve got to get out of here. Now. Earthquakes often have aftershocks, and another one like that could bring the whole mountain down on top of us.”

Welly rushed back to the one remaining egg, folded up his tunic like a sling, and tucked the egg into it.

Heather knelt beside Rus, scratching both his heads. “Come on, Rus,” she whispered, “you’ve got a big responsibility now. You’ve got to protect that little fellow and help get us all out of here.” Gradually the look of confusion on the dog’s faces faded. With two determined yaps, he trotted off toward the cave entrance.

“Wait, Heather,” Merlin said. “We’ve got to collect as much of this dried meat as we can. Blanche laid in a big supply for her babies, and we don’t know what else they might eat.”

They had quickly gathered almost two armfuls of the smoky-smelling meat strips when the ground under them shook like a wet dog.

“Enough!” Merlin cried. “Out of here!”

Hurriedly they joined Welly and Rus at the cave entrance. Before them stretched a changed landscape. The cliff they had scaled was no longer there. Instead, a slope of raw earth and rock scree spread down to the valley floor. Overhead, the sky was shading from gray to purple as the sun set behind the hills to their west. In the southeast, the great comet streaked its silent, frozen arch along the horizon.

“Earl,” Heather whispered, “when you were talking about omens, you mentioned earthquakes as well as comets.”

“I know. And I don’t like it. It feels like something is building, almost like a great storm is coming.” He continued to stare into the sky for a moment, then shook himself back into focus. “Omens can wait. We’ve got to get off this mountainside before it’s totally dark.”

He tucked the hood of his cloak over the little dragon still perched on his shoulder, then, firmly grasping his staff, he began picking his way down. Heather followed and then Welly, who first stopped to tie his shirt more securely around the reddish egg. Rus scampered ahead with the gold dragonlet clutching one ear from each head and squeaking excitedly.

They reached the bottom as the last light faded from the sky. A few brighter stars shone hazily through the high clouds but couldn’t compete with the brightness of the comet.

They marched quickly toward the lights of Keswick twinkling in the growing darkness. As they neared the town, they saw a small, darker figure scuttling toward them.

“Oh, Great Wizard, you safe!”

“Troll!” Merlin called in greeting. “You were worried?”

“Troll always worry when not there to guard Great Wizard. Then ground shake, and Troll worry more.”

“Well, we’re fine. A little shaken up, but fine. We were visiting Blanche—and her babies, it turns out.”

Troll stared at the thing creeping out from Merlin’s hood, and his large eyes grew even larger.

“Eeek! That little lizard thing grow into fierce dragon?”

“In time. Now we need to get back and get them out of the cold.”

“Them?” Troll wailed. “A gaggle of dragons! Woe is us!”

Oversized hands and ears flapping, Troll scurried ahead of them. As they neared the outskirts of town, another figure came running toward them.

“Welly!” Takata cried happily. “I didn’t mean for you to go away and stay away. The girls just need a strong female role model, that’s all.” She stopped. “Oh, hello, Merlin and Heather.” A look of concern crossed her face. “Welly, why are you all doubled up like that? You aren’t hurt, are you?”

“No, I’m fine. I’m just carrying something precious wrapped up in my shirt.”

In the dark, Heather smiled to hear the tone in Welly’s voice. Clearly he was pleased to see that Takata had been concerned for him.

Even though it was evening, people were still swarming about Keswick’s streets like ants on a disturbed anthill. The earthquake had scattered bricks and building stones about and toppled the façades and chimneys of several buildings, both pre-Devastation ones and later buildings that had been constructed of older rubble. People and animals were nervously milling about, afraid to go inside in case of more aftershocks.

Partway to the King’s manor, they ran into Arthur and Queen Margaret, who were walking through the streets by torchlight, calming people and learning where help was needed.

“Merlin!” the King called when he caught sight of them. “We were getting worried about you all. Any ideas, old wizard, about what all this means?” His gesture seemed to take in the shattered buildings as well as the comet smearing the sky.

“Not very useful ones. But to be more immediate, we did deliver your message to Blanche, though it’s not as relevant now. I’ll explain when you get back to the manor. We have some rather odd cargo to deliver first. Do you need us to come out and help afterward?”

The King shook his head. “No, rebuilding will have to wait until daylight, and there were remarkably few injuries. Our healers seem to have that in hand.”

They were relieved to see that very little damage had come to Keswick’s sturdy old manor. Food and weapons had spilled off shelves in the storerooms, and a number of slate tiles had slid off the roof. But the old walls remained solid.

An hour later, seated before a fire in the main hall, Heather was trying to wash off the scrapes on Merlin’s face and shoulders. He was wincing at the sting and trying unsuccessfully to feed scraps of dried sheep to the baby silver dragon.

“I don’t understand,” he said impatiently. “Why won’t he eat this stuff?” The little dragon kept turning its head from the proffered scraps and spitting angrily.

“Maybe he’s a vegetarian,” Heather joked.

“Oh, right,” Merlin scoffed, looking around for something else to offer. A plate of someone’s half-finished meal had been left on a nearby table. Waving off Heather’s ministrations, Merlin got up and brought the plate back. He put it in his lap and offered the dragon a few chunks of stew meat. Again the creature snorted and looked away.

Suddenly it squealed, jumped, and landed right in the plate, splashing gravy everywhere. With all fours, it pounced on a withered apple and began taking eager bites.

“Amazing!” Merlin said, ignoring the food now splattered all over his lap. “It is a vegetarian.”

“He is,” Heather corrected. “Rus’s dragon is a female. Yours is a male.”

“He’s not my dragon. He’s Blanche’s.”

Heather smiled. “Blanche made it plenty clear that once they’re hatched, baby dragons are pretty much on their own—though they could form early attachments.”

“I don’t need more attachments!”

“But little Silver does. Besides, think how it will enhance your image as a wizard to have a dragon riding on your shoulder.”

“I don’t need that either,” Merlin replied grumpily. “People are scared enough of me as it is.”

“But this will give them a reason for it—besides sheer stupidity and superstitiousness.”

Just then, another small dragon, the gold one, scurried into the room with Rus yapping happily after her. Two maids clearing up earthquake-broken crockery at the far end of the long dinner table shrieked and dropped more dishes. The dog and dragonlet dashed by them and skidded into a playful tumble by the fireplace. The maids shook their heads and hurried out of the room.

“See,” Heather said to Merlin, “Rus likes having friends.”

“I have all the friends I need, thank you,” Merlin answered grouchily. Tearing off a strip of dried meat, he threw it to the newly arrived dragon. “Let’s see if Goldie is a vegetarian too.”

The small gold dragon gracefully twisted into the air, snapped up the meat, and swallowed it whole. Responding to Rus’s mournful whines, Merlin threw more meat scraps to each head. They caught them, though less gracefully.

“Guess we’ve answered that question,” Heather said.

“The question about earthquakes or about dragons?” Arthur asked as he, Margaret, Otto, and Welly walked into the room. “Welly tells us that we are now the keepers of two baby dragons and one dragon egg.”

“Correct,” Merlin said as the silver dragon climbed back up his arm to his shoulder. “It seems that Blanche was killing so many sheep so she could lay up stores for her brood when it hatched. Though I don’t think she was expecting it this soon.”

“We still do have one whole egg,” Welly said, carefully unwrapping the bronze egg and showing it to the King. “Maybe we should put it in a box near the fire to keep it warm.”

Welly stepped toward the fireplace just as Rus and Goldie resumed their game of tag. Swerving from Rus’s lunge, Goldie dodged between Welly’s legs. Rus dove after her, sending Welly spinning sideways and toppling into Arthur. The King grunted, lost his balance, and fell over. He reached desperately for the reddish bronze egg as it jolted from Welly’s arms and arced through the air above his head.

Arthur grabbed it with both hands just as he and the egg collided with the flagstone floor. Blinking, Arthur found himself clutching two handfuls of eggshell and a small, damp creature with piercing red eyes. In an instant, tiny claws had fastened themselves in his close-cropped blond beard, and the little coppery red body had wound itself around his neck.

Otto hurried to help the King to his feet but drew back when he saw the creature attached to him. Laughing, Margaret knelt down and tried to disentangle the claws, but they stayed firmly in place. “Well, at least that’s an appropriate match,” she said to her husband. “A red dragon is your emblem, after all.”

Slowly Arthur stood up. “Well, if he’s an emblem, perhaps he can be persuaded to ride someplace other than on me—on a flagpole maybe.”

“You can try,” Merlin said, craning to look at the silver dragon on his own shoulder.

“And,” Arthur added sharply, “can we find him something to eat other than my ear?”

“Another nonvegetarian, it seems,” Heather said. She tore off a scrap of dried lamb and offered it to the red dragonlet. He gobbled it and hung his mouth open for more.

Through all this, Otto stood by the fireplace, arms crossed and watching with a disapproving frown. “This is all very well, Arthur, but what happens when that giant bad-tempered white worm returns and finds you messing with her young? My job is to help lead your armies, not stitch you back together after you’re shredded by an angry mother dragon.”

“I don’t think we need worry about that,” Merlin said. “Blanche made it very clear that, once hatched, baby dragons are on their own. Besides, Arthur Pendragon is a figure of legend among dragons and one of the few humans for whom she has any respect.”

Otto just grunted as Arthur took a seat at the table and gestured for the others to do so as well. “Enough about dragons, then. What concerns me now is this earthquake. The locals say they have never felt one here before. The damage wasn’t insurmountable in town, though we haven’t heard from the outlying areas yet. But frankly, Merlin, the people are frightened. First the comet, then this. They’re concerned that this all means something—something that’s not good.”

“And they may be right,” Merlin answered. “Something major is happening, but I don’t know what it is.” He turned to where Heather was sitting by the fireplace. “Heather, have you heard any more from your mental contacts?”

She didn’t answer. She was staring unseeing into the dancing flames. Merlin got up and put a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Heather?”

She jerked and stared up at him. “Sorry. Yes, they had quakes in both North and South America and a lot of strong, unexpected storms. And Patma, the little girl in India, says their quake was strong enough to knock some of the statues off Kali’s temple. Ivan didn’t mention earthquakes, but he says there have been a lot of avalanches in the Carpathian Mountains. I’ve only one contact in Africa, an apprentice priestess in Zimbabwe, but she has contacts around the continent and reports there have been bad storms everywhere.”

Merlin nodded. “And earlier you told me they’ve all seen and been worried about the comet.”

“Yes. But, Earl, there’s something more. It’s not just the disturbances in nature that are troubling them. They all report that dark creatures are abroad, the less pleasant beings from their different Otherworlds. Not many, but enough to be disturbing.”

“All right,” Otto barked, “even pretending we believe all this hocus-pocus about mind-talking to people living in places we thought were totally dead—what does it all mean?”

Merlin’s throat was tight with the effort of not yelling. “Otto, for the last time, what Heather does is real and special. She and a few others like her around the world can talk with each other through their minds. Fortunately, this seems to be a power that Morgan and her dark kind don’t share, though clearly they have other ways of communicating. But what all this is pointing to is that something major is under way. There’s some ominous change brewing, but so far we don’t know what it is.”

“Why not?” Otto shot back, his black beard fairly bristling. “All this vaunted power of magic that’s supposedly creeping back into the world—what good is it if you can’t come up with useful answers? At least the old dead technology did that!”

“As well as nearly destroying the world,” Arthur pointed out. Suppressing a sigh, he slid into his familiar role of keeping his chief military and chief magical advisors from squabbling too much. “Look, Otto, you were one of the first people to believe in me when I came stumbling back into this world again. That took a lot of faith. But I know you don’t have much use for magic. I admit, I don’t really understand it myself. It’s not as straightforward or easy to grasp as swords or plows. But we’ve got to accept it. Magic is everywhere. It’s changing and growing, and it’s a tool we can use. We just have to give Merlin and others who can use it time to figure out those changes and to manage them. I have complete faith that he can do that.”

Before anyone else could say anything, Arthur continued. “But what we need to do immediately is very concrete. After we help however we can with the earthquake damage, our troops need to continue training. Then, as soon as the weather permits, we must be on the march again. There are still pockets of Britain we have not yet convinced to join us. And from what we have learned, the forces of evil, the forces that want to destroy everything we have been building, are still very much alive in the world. Whatever is coming, having it face a united Britain is vital. Do you agree, Merlin?”

“That is the one thing I am certain of, Arthur.”

The King started to put a hand on his old friend’s shoulder, then drew back as the little silver dragon there ruffled its wings. “And what are we going to do about these charming, annoying little dragons?”

Merlin laughed. “Keep feeding them. Dragons grow quite fast, I believe. Very soon they should be too big to cling all over us, and maybe they’ll find some other interests.”

The King sighed. “Like hunting local livestock. Some things about this returning magic—dragons, for instance—are going to be harder to live with than others. Now, everybody, get some sleep. There’s much to do in the next few days.”

As the others left the room, Heather grabbed Merlin’s hand and whispered, “Don’t worry, Earl, you’ll work it out. I know you never have much confidence in yourself, but Arthur and I do—and we’ve never been disappointed.” She kissed him on the cheek, carefully avoiding the dragon asleep on his shoulder.

He smiled wanly. “That confidence may be misplaced, but I’m glad of it anyway.” Then he reached out and rubbed a finger along the flowing designs on the bracelet he’d given Heather as a betrothal gift. “We really must make good on this promise soon.”

She smiled and reached to touch the carved wooden staff that he’d leaned against the table. It was what she had given him at the same betrothal, and he always had it with him. “And please don’t tell me we must wait until all the troubles of the world are solved.”

He laughed. “We’d both be incredibly old by then. I was thinking more of this summer, when the Earth gives at least the illusion of hope and renewal.”

She kissed him again before turning to leave. “Summer it is.”

His mellow mood didn’t last long. Merlin stood for a while staring into the dying fire, watching half-imagined shapes shift through the glowing embers. Then he tucked his hood around his sleeping passenger and, taking up his staff, headed toward the small tower room that served as his when the court was in Keswick. Most of the others shared accommodations, but a moody wizard, even one apparently still a teenager, didn’t strike many as a desirable roommate.

Sunk in thought, he’d turned a corner in a torchlit corridor when a dark shape flung itself at him, clinging to his leg.

Barely swallowing a cry of alarm, Merlin looked down and scowled. “Troll! You’re lucky I’m not carrying my sword.”

“Sorry, sorry, but Troll got important message for Great Wizard.”

“Well?”

“Very important secret message. Can’t tell here.”

“Troll,” Merlin said impatiently, “there’s nobody else around.”

“Walls and shadows got ears. Go outside.”

Sighing, Merlin followed the scuttling troll down several hallways. Torchlight threw grotesque shadows as they hurried past, making Troll’s fears of eavesdroppers seem almost real. In that light, Troll’s scraggly beard looked a particularly sickly yellow. Merlin smiled. At least his own young beard wasn’t the most meager in the company as long as Troll was around.

Once through a small side door, Troll led them to the center of the courtyard, away from prying ears. Still, he lowered his voice so that Merlin had to squat down to hear him.

“Great Wizard, I come with message from big white worm.”

“From Blanche? Why didn’t she come herself?”

“This very secret message. Folks notice dragons.”

“True, she does draw attention. So what’s the message?”

“She just come from Faerie. Someone there wants talk with you.”

“From what part of Faerie? Avalon? Who wants to talk with me?”

Troll looked dramatically around. “Worm not say. Just important meeting secret. You go far side of lake by birch grove. Know place?”

“Yes,” Merlin said after a moment. “There’s a small inlet of the lake.”

“That place. Go quick and very secret.”

“When?”

“Now.”

Merlin groaned, but his tiredness had vanished. This sort of thing could sound like a trap, except that he totally trusted both Troll and Blanche.

“All right, I’ll go.” Then he peered at the silver dragonlet asleep on his shoulder. “But could you take this thing for me?”

“Troll take? No, no! That worm little but got sharp claws and hot fire. Great Wizard make behave.”

“Maybe,” Merlin muttered. “But thanks for delivering the message.” Careful not to disturb the sleeping dragon, he fastened his cloak more securely against the cold. Then, gripping his staff, he set out into the night. The streets of Keswick were deserted. People had weighed the biting cold against the possibility of aftershocks and gone back inside.

Once out of town, the only light came from two sources. One was the waning moon, its light diffused by the high clouds and reflected back by the white snow. The other light, far more disturbing, was from the comet spangled across the southern horizon. If anything, it seemed a little brighter now.

Merlin took the old road down to the lake, its once-paved surface broken by centuries of frost and thaw. The whole of Derwentwater was no longer frozen as it had been in the depths of winter, but a wrinkled film of ice still floated on the surface, glowing like silver dragon skin in the pale light. He cast a worried glance at the baby dragon now stirring restlessly on his shoulder. The little thing probably needed to be fed again. But fed what? Then he remembered a withered carrot he’d put in his pocket intending to take it to his black mare in the stables that afternoon.

Fumbling in his pocket with gloved hands, he drew out the carrot and offered its tip to the dragon. A quick sniff, then rapid crunching and noisy smacking. With a satisfied puff of smoke, the dragon curled up again and closed his ruby red eyes.

“Good boy, Sil. I suppose that name will do, since your true Faerie name, whatever that is, stays secret. But I assure you, Sil, you could find a better, safer person to pal around with than me.”

Merlin looked up and realized that in the brief time he’d been paying attention to the little dragon, the weather had changed. A heavy mist was rising out of the lake. Odd, he thought, since the temperature didn’t seem right for mist. Still, a white wall of it was rolling over the water toward him.

He frowned. This had a whiff of magic about it, though of what kind he wasn’t sure. And who, exactly, was he supposed to meet? Faerie was full of strange, powerful, and unpredictable characters. Pushing rising anxiety aside, he cautiously continued his way around the north end of the lake and then down its far side. The cluster of leafless birch trees stood like white-robed women knee-deep in mist. As he approached, the mist rose higher, cloaking the trees completely.

He knew that this rare pocket of trees lined a rocky inlet of the lake, but the mist was now so thick, he didn’t notice he had reached the inlet until his booted feet splashed into water. He stepped back, and feeling his way with the tip of his staff, he carefully followed the indented shore.

Suddenly the nature of the air changed. Diaphanous mist became rippling silver light. He knew he had crossed from his world into another. Or perhaps into a place between worlds.

Merlin shivered, not with fear but with awe. Ahead at the edge of a silvered lake, a glowing shape was forming. Light wavered and became solid. A figure beckoned. He knew her.

The Lady of Avalon.
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“Lady,” Merlin whispered as he stepped toward her. Her hair was the color of afternoon sunlight, and her moon-pale face was exquisitely beautiful. She stretched out her hands in greeting, but her welcoming smile seemed oddly tinged with fear.

“Come, Merlin, young-old hawk, I have much to tell you but fear I have little time.”

“What could make you afraid, Lady?”

“A geis placed on me. A solemn pledge I made centuries ago not to reveal the hiding place of a certain … thing. Much was bound into that pledge, that injunction. If I break it, I could bring about the ruin of all Avalon.”

She looked tensely at him, the blue-green of her eyes glimmering like sunlight slanting into a deep lake. “What I am going to tell you now, Merlin, is not the secret I am pledged to keep, but it comes perilously close to it.”

“Then why risk telling me any of it, Lady?”

“Because the consequences of not telling you could be so much worse. Great events are drawing near. You must sense this, I know. A battle, perhaps a final battle, is brewing. All of our worlds, mortal and immortal alike, are teetering on the brink of destruction—destruction more total than the Devastation that humans caused centuries back. Not just another isolated battle, I am speaking of a worldwide upheaval, though its epicenter may indeed be here in Britain. Part of what I know may tip the balance. And you are the one with whom it must be shared.”

Merlin felt an overwhelming urge to run screaming from this place between worlds. What she was offering sounded to be a heavy, chilling responsibility. These last few years he had acquired great power, regaining some of his old powers and gaining new ones. But he had also, for the first time, enjoyed the fringes of what might almost be called a normal life. That, Merlin realized now, had brought him more joy than he had ever known.

“Lady, I am just one person—defective and mortal. This responsibility is not for me. Surely there are others more suitable to bear it.”

She looked at him with a sadness that seemed bottomless. “You, Merlin, are the only one who can bear it. If you do not take it up, I fear the world is doomed.”

At the chilling finality of those words, Merlin shivered. For endless moments, he stared into the fluid silvery light that surrounded them. It pulled at him, sucking him into itself. Images swirled through it, images of people and places he had loved—Heather, Arthur, Nimue, his mother. Among them were brief glimpses he had enjoyed of Avalon and memories of the warm, wild Wales of his childhood.

There were less cherished images swimming there as well—battles, companions he had lost, the beautiful, deadly face of Morgan Le Fay. And through it all wove the glittering, ominous tail of the comet. The dark and the light—they were all tied together in ways he could feel but not understand. Yet, he realized fiercely, he needed to understand. Everything seemed to hinge on it. Perhaps taking on this burden, whatever it was that the Lady was asking, was the only way to learn, the only way to make some difference.

At last, yanking his gaze from the swirling images, he looked again at the Lady. “Tell me what I need to know.”

“I will tell you as much as I can without actually breaking the geis I am under. But I must be quick. Maintaining an untraceable space for long is difficult.” She sat on a luminescent stone at the water’s edge and patted the spot beside her, inviting Merlin to sit as well.

“Long ago, things in the Otherworlds and in yours were less definite, less divided than they are now. The dark and the light intermingled, were part of the whole. They had not yet divided, not yet seen each other as the enemy that must be overcome and dominated. It was then, near the beginning of things, that I fell in love. And he loved me too. You know of him, I am sure, but he was not then as he is now. Arawn, Lord of the Dead, King of the Netherworld, Ruler of Annwyn, land of chaos and death.”

Merlin shuddered. The Welsh had long told stories of Arawn, stories spoken in hushed tones around a fire or tales to frighten little children into behaving. But Merlin had only known him as a shadowy mythic figure, and he preferred to keep him that way.

The Lady smiled at Merlin’s startled face. “Light and shadow, each cannot exist without the other, you know. It is part of the world’s balance. We two, different as we were even then, we loved each other, we completed each other. But he insisted that we must have no children. I was saddened by this. When I pressed him for a reason, he said an ancient prophesy foretold that our child would hold the key to ending the growing power of Arawn’s dominion. That dark power was what he and others craved, and its strength was drawing him away from me even then.

“But in most ways we Eldritch women are no different from humans, Merlin. I longed for a child, and finally I let one happen. By then Arawn was having little to do with Avalon or the other lighter areas of Faerie. He was elsewhere when I gave birth and never knew it had happened. The baby grew to manhood among the Eldritch in Avalon, and few suspected who his father was. But my son had an adventurous spirit, and though I cautioned him against it, he ventured often into the mortal world. There he met a human woman whom he came to love as deeply as I loved Arawn.”

The Lady was silent a moment, twisting a bronze band she wore around her wrist. Then she continued. “Together those two had a child of their own, half mortal, half Eldritch. The knowledge of that birth was kept from all in Avalon but me. However, shortly afterward, through a careless word among the folk of Avalon, Arawn learned that he himself had a son. In his black rage, he sought him out and would have killed him. I begged Arawn, in memory of our love, to spare him. So, relenting, Arawn enchanted our son, binding him into a form in which he could never fulfill the prophecy. He bound me too under this geis, on pain of unleashing havoc on Avalon, to never reveal the form of our son’s entrapment nor its location. You see, Avalon’s very survival is in my hands. I cannot break that geis.”

The two stared at each other a moment. Then the Lady asked, “Merlin, are you beginning to see where my tale is leading?”

Merlin felt his flesh ripple with cold. His throat was so dry, he could barely force words from it. “Lady, say more of the woman whom your son loved.”

She smiled. “A mortal woman, lovely and kind. She was the daughter of a Welsh chieftain. To him and her people, she never revealed who was the father of her child. The Eldritch, after all, were feared by most mortals, and she wanted to protect her child from that fear. But for the shame it caused her family that she had this child of an unknown father, she was sent away to live with nuns and raise her son there.”

A sob broke from his throat as Merlin struggled to hold back tears. Finally, he whispered, “Yes, she was lovely and kind. But she never would tell me who my father was, though I begged her to. Once, though, perhaps to ease my confusion when my strange powers were coming to me, she revealed that he was Eldritch.”

Slowly Merlin looked up. “That means, Lady, that you are my grandmother.”

Her smile was soft. “Yes, child, though that is another secret no one shares. And I have been so proud of you, little hawk, for all you have endured and all you have done.”

Impulsively, she enfolded Merlin in an embrace that melted him with all the love he had seldom known. Then, looking into his eyes, she said, “Merlin, do you know now what you must do?”

“Find … my father.”

She nodded. “The key which the prophecy says he holds, I believe, unlocks more than the fate of one realm. It could hold the solving, one way or another, of the crisis to which all our worlds are heading. But surely he must be freed to use it.”

“But how can I free him? I don’t even know—”

“Merlin, listen. When Arawn bound our son into this enchantment, he made it so that it could be broken only by one of his own flesh and blood. And as I was prevented from breaking the enchantment by the terrible pledge, Arawn felt safe. But he does not know of you. He never learned that our son had a son of his own.”

The light rippling around them flickered a moment, then returned to its silvery glow.

“We haven’t much time,” the Lady said, alarm taut in her voice. “You must go soon.”

“But can you give me no clue where I can find my father, where I can at least begin to search?”

“No. But I can give you this. Perhaps you know its mate.”

She pulled a bracelet off her arm and handed it to Merlin. He stared at the bronze band encircled by the flowing pattern of running deer. “My mother had one like it,” he whispered. “She said my father had given it to her. And I … I have now given it to the person I most love.”

“That is good,” the Lady said. “I hoped that you would. It is meant to be a love gift. And I believe I know her too. She is powerful herself, and she is the one—the only one, I think—with whom you can share these secrets. I sense she has a role to play in this yet. But I beg you, tell no one else. The risk is too great. And if you succeed and find my son, give him this bracelet from me.”

As Merlin slipped the bronze band onto his own wrist, the little dragon sleeping on his shoulder stirred. The Lady laughed. “Ah, you have one of Blanche’s brood, I see. She will be pleased, in her ill-tempered dragon way.”

Merlin craned to look at the dragonlet, who had opened one red eye. “Yes, but this one seems a bit odd for a dragon.”

“A vegetation eater, then? Well, some are. That’s part of the great balance. Otherwise, the world would soon be denuded of livestock. Here, he should enjoy this.”

From out of the silvery air, she pulled a plump pink fruit that smelled of honey. She held it up to the dragon, which snapped at it, sucking and smacking until it was gone. Then he curled up again in the fur-lined hood and snuggled back to sleep.

Again the light flickered, faded, and came on more weakly than before. “Hurry,” the Lady said urgently. “You must go. There must be no trace of our meeting.”

Around them the silver light churned, swirled, and dissolved into mist. The Lady was gone. Merlin stood alone by the rocky inlet of Derwentwater.

He found his staff lying against a rock. In a daze, he took it up and began walking back along the lakeshore toward Keswick. Only slowly did he notice that the fading mist was lit not by moon and comet light but by the shrouded sun. More hours had passed than he’d realized.

He was tired—tired to the core of his bones, it seemed. But he was also too agitated and overwhelmed by what he had learned to think about sleep. There was so much that needed doing, so much that needed thinking about. And he sensed there was little time for any of that.

Merlin was nearing the outskirts of town when he saw Heather running toward him, her braids flying. Rus with Goldie astride his back came galloping beside her. “Earl! We were so worried about you. No one had seen you. You hadn’t slept in your room.”

As she drew nearer, she noticed his drawn and haunted expression. “Are you all right? You look ill. Where have you been?”

“I don’t know quite where I was. Somewhere … else. And, yes, I suppose I’m all right. It’s just that there’s so much … so much …”

She put a hand on his arm. “Good gods, Earl, you look like the weight of the world has fallen on your shoulders.”

“In a way, it has.” He ran a hand through his lank black hair, and Heather glimpsed the bronze band on his wrist, a twin of her own.

“Earl! That bracelet.”

He glanced down at it and smiled. “Yes. My … my grandmother gave it to me.”

“Your grandmother?”

Gently he pushed a strand of her dark blond hair back from her face. “There is so much I have to tell you. And she said I could, to you at least. But first, there’s something I need to talk to Arthur about.”

Just then, Sil stirred on his shoulder and opened both bright red eyes. Heather pushed down her burning curiosity and gently stroked the silver tail. “I think he’s grown.”

“He’s been eating well. I hope he’ll be content now with discarded turnips from the kitchen.” As they hurried on, Merlin glanced down at Goldie and Rus, who were running around in circles chasing each others’ tails. “That little dragon’s grown too. Amazing—from kitten-size to cat-size in only a few hours.”

“Yes. There’s hardly a rat or mouse safe in the manor anymore, not between her and Red.”

“And Sil will keep the weeds down,” he sighed.

They walked past a field where a dozen boys and girls of assorted ages were kicking a leather ball back and forth. At the sight of two miniature dragons, the children let the ball roll away and hurriedly gathered around, questions and exclamations pouring out in a torrent.

Merlin wanted to hurry on, but the wonder he saw shining in the surrounding faces stopped him. Here these children were seeing two dragons, living creatures out of myth. Sil tried to escape attention by crawling under Merlin’s cloak. Goldie allowed curious hands to stroke her scales until a pair of small boys started yanking on Rus’s two tails. Hissing suddenly, Goldie spun around and defended her friend by spraying the offenders with a shower of sparks. After that, the crowd respectfully receded, and Heather and Merlin continued on to the King’s manor.

As they walked, with Goldie and Rus bounding ahead, Sil paced along the short length of Merlin’s shoulder. Suddenly he snaked his head around and stared into Merlin’s face. “Go too?” he squeaked.

Startled, Merlin said, “You want to play with them? Sure. Go ahead.” Then he turned to Heather. “Do dragons talk this soon?”

She laughed. “I did read a lot of books in the Llandoylan School library. But I must have missed the section on baby dragon care.”

People walking along the street watched with mingled awe and amusement as the whirlwind of mutie dog and two baby dragons swept by. Then those same people had to flatten themselves against the walls as a horseman clattered down the street from the other direction.

“Sil, Goldie, come back!” Merlin ordered. The silver dragon streaked back to his perch, as Goldie astride Rus dashed back to Heather.

The rider, looking travel-worn and haggard, pulled his exhausted horse to a halt and called to Merlin. “You, boy, I have a message for the High King. Where do I find him?”

Smiling wryly, Merlin pointed his staff toward the gates of the manor. The rider swung his horse about and clattered off into the courtyard.

Merlin sighed. “It seems that this ‘boy’ had better find the King as well. I have a feeling that whatever message that fellow has for Arthur may also relate to what I have to tell him.”

The guards at the gate nodded to them as they entered. Those men had been with Arthur long enough to become accustomed to the magic workers, but they still flinched slightly as the young dragons swept by. Merlin asked and was told where he’d find the King, but Heather said she’d join them after she’d taken the ever-hungry dragons to the kitchen for some scraps.

Merlin found Arthur, Margaret, and Otto in the manor’s small library, where they had been studying maps when the messenger had been shown in. Now the newcomer too was seated at the table as the others listened to his report. The young man stopped talking and glowered at Merlin as he entered. Arthur smiled slightly and said, “Ah, Merlin, come in. News—grim news, I’m afraid.”

The messenger’s glower turned to a look of surprise, which he politely tried to mask as Arthur continued. “Brendon here comes from Duke Geoffrey of Cheshire, sent to give his news directly. Brendon himself has been one of Geoffrey’s spies in the Manchester court for some time.”

Queen Margaret had been trying to lure the red dragonlet off the spread-out maps by dangling one of her earrings in front of it. It pounced, grabbed the shiny glass beads, and then, spying the other one still on her ear, clambered up to her shoulder and batted at it. She shrugged, removed the second earring, and attempted to disentangle Red’s claws from her almost equally red hair.

Trying to smile through the pain, she said, “Brendon, why don’t you start your tale from the beginning? You mustn’t let Merlin’s youth fool you. He’s really a cranky old man who knows a thing or two about wars and such. And his advice has proved annoyingly useful at times.”

The young man blinked. “Sorry. It’s just that hearing stories is one thing but … Well, anyway, yes, after Duke Geoffrey defeated the forces of Manchester, with your very welcome and timely help, Your Majesties, the two dukedoms established a somewhat shaky truce. Duke Geoffrey—he’s my uncle—sent me to Manchester in an exchange, ostensibly to train in their guards, but also, frankly, to be a spy and keep an eye on an old enemy.”

Arthur winced as Red, with two earrings now tucked under a wing, bounded across the table and leaped onto the King’s shoulder. Arthur plucked the dragonlet off and firmly placed him on the table. “Red, if you are going to be a royal dragon, you need to act with dignity. Sit still and look regal, will you?” To everyone’s surprise, the dragon promptly did that.

“Sorry, Brendon,” the King said, turning back to the young man. “When I met with the Duke of Manchester last year, he pledged his allegiance and accepted me as High King. But he struck me as rather an opportunist who would willingly change allegiances if a better offer presented itself. Do you think it has?”

“It may have. When my uncle heard my report, he sent me here to tell you directly. After I had been a while at Manchester, I began to notice dark, shadowy things skulking about the place. Not too alarming, perhaps, since there are always plenty of muties scuttling about on the fringes of towns. But these were different somehow. So I began to watch more closely, and then one night when I drew the detail of guarding the Duke’s chamber, I saw something more. Chancing to glance out the guard window, I saw shadowy things crossing the courtyard.”

“Describe them,” Merlin said. “Were they creatures that cast shadows, or were they shadows themselves?”

“They were dark but didn’t seem to have any solid form, and they didn’t so much walk as flow. Most of them were low, like dogs maybe, but in their midst was a person, wearing a cape and hood.”

Merlin looked at the King, who nodded for him to continue his questioning. “Then what happened?”

“The shadows disappeared from my view, but I could tell they had entered the tower I was in and were coming up the stairs. There weren’t footsteps so much as swishings. I also heard a sound as of someone in armor falling on the stone floor and realized it must be my fellow guard who had been assigned to the lower door. I almost panicked then. The creatures were coming up! There was only one landing between the bottom floor and the one where I was, guarding the door to the Duke’s bedchamber. Then I heard a door open on the landing just below. That was where the Duke had his study. I was about to rush down to defend whoever was coming out of the room when I heard a voice. I had thought the Duke was asleep in the room behind me, but the harsh whispered voice was clearly his.”

Brendon seemed to be enjoying the dramatic pause, but severely Merlin urged, “What did he say?”

“He said, ‘Greetings, madam. There’s a guard upstairs too. Send one of your fellows up to put him to sleep as well.’ Clearly, I didn’t have to defend the Duke. I had to defend myself! I doubted my sword would do much against shadows. So quickly I sat on my chair, laid my head on the windowsill, and pretended to be asleep already. Soon I could hear something creeping closer, but my eyes were squeezed shut and I was snoring too loud to tell exactly what it was. A wave of coldness poked around me for a moment, then slipped away.”

By now even Otto was paying rapt attention to his story. Brendon clearly enjoyed the effect, but after glancing nervously at Merlin, he continued. “When I cracked open my eyes, I was alone again. Creeping down the stairs, I plastered myself against the door to try to hear what was being said inside.”

Another dramatic pause until Merlin snapped, “Did you?”

“Not much. The door was too thick, and they must have been near the fireplace at the far end of the room. I could pick out the Duke’s voice and a woman’s but not what they said. Not until the voices started moving closer. ‘You realize my difficult position,’ the Duke said. ‘But I trust that the rewards go up proportionally to the danger incurred.’

“Then the woman answered—a lovely bell-like voice she had too. ‘Naturally. Loyalty is something I reward highly, particularly loyalty in the face of danger. And as I said, I will inform you as soon as I discover where this battle is to take place.’

“Suddenly I realized they were practically at the door. As quietly as I could, I raced back up the stairs, but before I was halfway up, the door opened. I curled up small in the corner of a shadowed stair hoping I wouldn’t be seen. Candlelight flooded out the open door, and inky shadows glided through it and down the stairs. The light also showed me the face of the woman just before she raised her hood again.”

A pause hung heavily in the air until Otto broke it. “For gods’ sakes, man, you are not a bard spinning a tale. You’re giving the High King of Britain important military information. Who was this woman?”

“I don’t know, but she was beautiful. Incredibly beautiful. Flowing black hair, a splendid figure, and skin so pale it was almost white. I’ve never seen anyone with such pale skin.” He broke off, glancing nervously between Arthur and Merlin. “Until today, that is.”

Both the King and his wizard groaned. “Morgan,” Arthur said, forming the word as if he were spitting out poison. “I had hoped, Merlin, after what you told us of your last meeting with her, that she was dead now, or at least through with Britain.”

Merlin shook his head. “Morgan doesn’t die easily. And she may have larger horizons now and worldwide plans. But we have always been at the heart of her scheming. And I have reason to believe now that whatever is coming, Britain may be its center.”

The King sat in frowning silence for a minute. Then he looked at Brendon. “Have you more to your tale?”

“Not much, Sire. After the woman and the shadows were gone, I crept back up to my post and pretended sleep again. Soon the Duke came up as well, berated me offhandedly for sleeping on duty, and retired to his room. The next morning the downstairs guard complained of an awful headache, and I saw messenger crows being sent off from the top of the Duke’s tower. But I didn’t stay around longer. I lied to the commander of my unit that I’d received an urgent summons home because my mother was ill and returned to Chester. When my uncle heard my news, he dispatched me immediately to you. Despite the snow, I think I made remarkably good time.”

“Indeed, you did,” Margaret said. She looked up to see Heather arriving at the door along with Rus and two dragonlets. “Heather, be good enough to show this gentleman to the kitchen for a hearty meal and ask the steward to find him a comfortable and well-deserved bed. Then return here. There’s much to discuss.”

“Discuss!” Otto bellowed as Brendon and his guides left the room. “That lad’s as windy as Kyle the harper, but his news is bad. It’s battle plans we should be making.” He glowered at the map, in the middle of which the young red dragon was now curled up asleep.

Gently sliding the dragon off, Arthur said, “Yes, a battle eventually, I don’t doubt. But first we must be sure who are our allies, who are our enemies, and who might go either way. If Manchester is dealing with Morgan, I don’t doubt some others are as well. Glamorganshire, possibly, and maybe Norfolk. Kent has me worried too. No doubt Morgan has been worming her way into every court she can, promising untold power and riches if they side with her, tip the battle, and turn Britain over to her kind.”

“It’s more than just Britain we’re talking about now,” Merlin added. “I have some dire news myself. The comet and the earthquake that everyone’s been troubled by—indeed, they are omens. Omens of a cataclysmic battle that’s brewing, not just here in Britain but throughout the world. Morgan is only one part of the picture.”

“And I thought that Brendon kid was being dramatic,” Otto scoffed. “Just where, boy, did you pick up this tidbit of information?”

“From a source I cannot disclose, but with whom I would trust my life … and Arthur’s.”

“And all of ours, it seems,” Otto added sourly.

Arthur frowned. “This is chilling news indeed. But, Otto, I don’t believe we should question it. Have you ever known Merlin to be wrong on matters of this sort?”

The big general snorted. “No. The hocus-pocus stuff is his specialty. So, boy, when does this end-of-the-world battle take place?”

Merlin frowned, trying to look more confident than he felt. “I don’t know that yet. This is a puzzle with many pieces. But I sense it will be soon—sooner, at least, than we want.”

Otto grumbled. “Not a very specific target to be ready for.”

Arthur looked at Merlin, then at his general. “But we will be ready for it. We must be. I am no seer, never was. I leave that sort of thing to Merlin and his kind. But there must be reasons I was brought back to this world. I see this coming battle as one of them.”
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WAR COUNCIL

“Well, are you going to tell me what happened to you?” Heather asked impatiently when she and Merlin were again standing in the courtyard. The sundial in the center of the yard cast the faintest of shadows and showed that there was another hour before the war council the King had just called.

“Yes,” Merlin said, looking around and then feeling almost as foolish as he’d thought Troll had seemed being worried about eavesdroppers. “But not here. Let’s go walk down by the lake.”

Merlin didn’t say anything until they had reached the pebbly shore. Then he sat on a large rock and stared out over the calm gray water, its surface flecked with lingering slabs of ice. The water didn’t stay calm for long. Rus, Sil, and Goldie had followed them down to the lake and were soon cavorting in the shallows, chasing each other and their own tails.

“Well?” Heather said, sitting beside him.

Merlin stared down at the wave-lapped pebbles. Then he shook his head. “It’s like I have to reorganize my whole mind, everything I’ve ever thought about myself.”

He looked at her but couldn’t seem to pull up any words.

“All right,” she prompted. “You said your grandmother gave you that bracelet. But surely your mother’s mother died centuries ago. Do you mean that you just discovered some old bequest?”

“No. Not my mother’s mother, my father’s. And I just met her, or at least I just discovered who she was.”

Heather was staring at him, speechless.

“I’ve told you that my father was Eldritch. That’s all my mother ever told me about him. Today his mother told me more.”

“Who?”

Just then Rus and the two dragonlets burst out of the lake, spraying water everywhere and dashing up the bank to continue their game farther and farther away. Watching them, Merlin mused, “Imagine, a life with nothing to do but play.”

“Earl, you’re changing the subject! Who is this woman?”

He sighed. “You’ve met her. In Avalon. The Lady.”

“Oh. Oh, my.”

“It seems that long, long ago she had a lover. Arawn.”

Heather looked blank. “And who’s he?”

Merlin smiled wanly. “For all your reading in Llandoylan, I guess you didn’t find a book about Celtic myths. Well, actually he’s not a myth. Most of those stories only came to be called myths once this world and the Otherworlds started drifting apart. He is king of Annwyn, land of the dead. The stories never said much about him personally, except that he’s honorable in a severe kind of way and darkly powerful. He and the Lady seem to be opposite forces in everything. They’re dark versus light.”

He was silent a moment, then continued. “When the two of them had a son, the Lady kept the birth secret, because Arawn had heard a prophesy—something about how any child of his would lead to the end of his dominion. The boy grew up quietly in Avalon, but eventually Arawn found out who he was and would have killed him. When the Lady begged him not to, he transformed the young man into something else—someplace else—and put an unbreakable geis on her so that she could not tell where or what he was.”

Heather frowned. This tale swept her up like any recited legend, but she had spent enough time with living legends to know there was more to it. “And how does this—”

Merlin held up his hand. “Sorry. I’m sort of telling this backward. The son of Arawn and the Lady had grown to adulthood before he was found out. Like others of the Eldritch, he occasionally liked to slip into our world. There he met a mortal woman, fell in love with her, and had a child of his own. Me, it seems.”

“Oh,” Heather said again. Then she shook her head as if to clear it. “But that’s wonderful. I think. I mean, now you know who your family is.”

He sighed. “But, Heather, she didn’t tell me this just so I could fill in my genealogy chart. In Faerie they’re aware of all the omens we’ve been seeing and more. She warned me that a great battle, a worldwide battle, is brewing. And she fears that the forces of death and darkness have grown so powerful that they may win. But that prophesy, the one that made Arawn lock his own son away, said that a child of his would ‘hold the key’ to the downfall of his dominion. The Lady believes this is a pivotal part of the great events that are brewing. She wants me to find my father and free him.”

Heather let out the breath she’d been holding. “How?”

Angrily Merlin jumped to his feet. Picking up a rock, he hurled it into the lake. “I don’t know! She wouldn’t say. Or rather, she couldn’t say. Apparently, just breaking that oath could bring down the whole realm of Avalon. She can’t let that happen, nor can I. So now, somehow, I’m supposed to find my father in some unknown form in some unknown place and free him.”

Heather got up, walked to Merlin, and put an arm around his waist. “You can do it. Didn’t Arthur just say how much confidence he has in you?”

He snorted. “I only hope it’s deserved. This could be an impossible task. Arawn is powerful. He could have changed his son into anything and hidden him anywhere.”

“Well, you’re his grandson, aren’t you? You’re powerful too. And Arthur will be marching south soon. We’ll be with him. That will give us a chance to search lots of places.”

“Us?” Merlin questioned. Then he hugged her. “All this talk of the Lord of the Dead and hopeless quests hasn’t scared you off?”

“Nothing could scare me off—not if you’re involved.”

Just then a splash in the lake cause her to jump back.

Merlin laughed. “Nothing?”

She blushed. “That was being startled, not scared.” She looked out at the lake, at the greenish human shape with webbed feet and hands that was tracing a V over the surface of the water. “Look, it’s a water-going mutie. There’s a whole family of them on the far side of the lake. I’ve seen them before.”

Then she looked at him. “Earl, if it does come to a big battle between the forces of dark and the forces of light, how do you think the muties will come down?”

Merlin thought a moment. “Some one way, some another, I should think. I don’t believe muties are much different from other people, except that their ancestors were more deeply affected by radiation during the Devastation. Most people are leery of them, I suspect, simply because they are different. They aren’t automatically evil, though some may have been so warped by the mutations that they have become that way. This is one thing Arthur needs to focus on, if we survive this war: bringing the muties into his realm—the ones who want to be, that is.”

Heather laughed and pulled him back onto the trail to town. “I guess so, since, in a sense, everyone alive today, except you and Arthur, is something of a mutie. After all, it was darker skin that helped our ancestors survive the radiation.”

“Except me and Arthur and Morgan,” he corrected.

She nodded. “See, more proof that evil and good have nothing to do with mutation or skin color. Come on, we don’t want to miss the King’s war council. You being his aged advisor and all.”

Merlin grinned at her, feeling his love for this girl bubble though him like fine wine. He followed her back up the rough trail.

When they reached the large room that served as the King’s council chambers, the gathering had just begun. Arthur’s council, a loose group of his top officers and advisors, had already heard from Brendon, though growls from Otto had forced the young man to cut out some of the poetic flourishes. The men and women were now gathered around the table studying the map of Britain.

“Ah, Merlin,” Arthur said as the two walked in. “Before we get too deep into strategy, perhaps you could tell us about the new information you have picked up.”

Heather settled into a seat next to Welly, while Merlin walked to the head of the table. He looked around uneasily at the assembly, knowing that many here would not feel comfortable with discussion of Otherworlds and mind-talking. But at this point, he simply had to go ahead.

He cleared his throat. “It seems that though we will be facing a battle somewhere in Britain, it may be part of a worldwide conflict. No doubt some of you have heard that we have a mental link to certain psychically sensitive people around the world.” He deliberately avoided looking at Heather. “Everywhere that still supports human life on this planet is reporting an increase in threat from the darker forces of their Otherworlds.” There was some muttering at this, but the King raised his hand for silence, and Merlin continued.

“I have reason to believe, good reason, that the pivotal battle will be here, though I can’t as yet say exactly where or when.” More muttering, which he spoke over. “But, regardless, we need to be sure of our allies, and they need to be sure of their readiness. And we won’t be alone in this, I believe. The forces of Faerie have a stake in the outcome of this conflict as well and could be powerful allies.”

Sounds of surprise and doubt sparked through the room. Otto spoke up. “And how are we supposed to work with these ‘powerful allies’ when all we have to go by are fairy stories?”

Merlin raised an eyebrow. “Fairy stories, such as Blanche? But you are right, Otto. The two worlds have been growing so far apart; there is little contact anymore. But there are ways. Some portals remain between our world and theirs, though far fewer than there used to be.” He glanced at Arthur, who nodded for him to continue.

“I propose we send an emissary into Faerie to talk with them and gauge their level of support. Ideally, it should be someone who can pass easily between the two worlds.”

“That would be you?” someone asked.

Merlin shook his head. “No, I have other tasks in this. I suggest that it be Troll. He is of their world and can find the smallest portals that are hidden to the rest of us.”

Sitting on the outside of the group, Troll seemed to swell to twice his size with pride. “Troll can do! Know secret ways. Know important folk to talk to.”

Arthur smiled. “Excellent idea. Troll, I appoint you Royal Emissary to Faerie. If things are as bad as Merlin says, we will need all the help we can get, natural and supernatural.”

“That’s all very well and good,” one of the younger officers said. “But I’d as soon count on our mortal allies first, and how do you suggest they be ready for this battle whenever and wherever it takes place? If we’re talking a few years, then we could all be ready, but what if it’s a few months?”

“We’ll need to send riders out right away to alert the shires to be ready,” Natalie, the King’s chief horse trainer, offered. “The shires will need to put on extra training efforts too.”

“Will there be time for that?” Queen Margaret asked.

Arthur frowned. “Perhaps not. But there may be another solution.” He turned to the far side of the room. “Welly, you and Takata, among others, have been doing wonders training our troops. I could send you as a team to the other shires to alert them and help whip their troops into readiness.”

Welly grinned, but Takata shook her head. “Like the Queen said, is there time for all that riding? This is a pretty big country you have here.”

“I had something faster than horses in mind,” the King said. “Merlin, do you think Blanche would take the assignment?”

Merlin laughed. “In a wingflap. She’s a young dragon and still longs for adventure. She’s ornery, though, and will protest just out of habit. But if the Pendragon asks her politely …”

Arthur groaned, then nodded. “Right. I’ll ask her, if you can manage to get her here. In the meantime, we must step up our preparations to depart. I’d like to be under way in three days. Judging by Brendon’s news, Manchester should be our first goal.”

The discussion continued on routes and tactics while Merlin resumed his seat. In moments, Troll was tugging at his sleeve. “When Royal Emissary go?”

Merlin looked into the sincere wrinkled face, its ears flapping with eagerness. “Right away. This is an important assignment. You need to find out how much they know about the coming conflict and how much help we can expect from them. And, Troll, there is something very particular I need you to find out, which I didn’t have a chance to ask … earlier. We need to know where this battle, the one in Britain, is to take place so that Arthur can have his troops there. And the timing too. We need to know when and where it’s going to happen. Have you got all that?”

“Yes, Great Wizard. Troll find out everything!”

Just when it looked as if the little creature couldn’t get any prouder, they saw that Margaret had come to stand beside him. “If you are to be a true Royal Emissary,” she said, looking down at him, “you need a badge of office. I, Queen of Britain, award you this.”

Taking off a necklace, she lowered it solemnly over his head. At the end of a brass chain, its metal starburst sparkled with pre-Devastation glass diamonds. Merlin knew it was one of the many treasures Margaret and Arthur had been given as wedding presents, treasures which Margaret was perpetually trying to give away. But as Troll looked down at the glittering pendant lying on the sparse yellow hairs of his chest, his proud grin stretched from ear to large ear.

Before the council had quite concluded, Merlin slipped out to the courtyard. Dusk was falling. Above the roofs of Keswick and the fragrant wisps of cooking smoke, he could just see the spangle of the comet’s tail. It was a beautiful early spring evening, but he felt the burdens piling onto his shoulders as if they were solid things.

Suddenly the feeling became extra-solid as Sil landed on his shoulder after leaping from the roof above. Merlin staggered and snapped, “Aren’t you getting a bit large for that?” The dragonlets had all noticeably grown even in this short time. They were now nearly as big as Rus.

“Learning to fly!” the silver dragon piped.

Smiling despite himself, Merlin reached up and scratched behind Sil’s tiny horns. “If your mother would drop by, maybe she could give you some pointers. And I wish she would come. We’ve got a job for her.”

“Want Mama? I call.”

With that, the little dragon raised its head and let out a piercing screech. Merlin clapped his hands to his ears. Seconds later the other baby dragons had scurried into the courtyard and were adding their screechings to the call. Curious people poured from the building and retreated almost immediately as the volume of sound rose.

After the calling finally ended, Merlin found himself crouched on the ground with his arms over his head. He tried to shake the ringing from his ears and got unsteadily to his feet. Sil had left his shoulder and was sitting with the other two, looking expectantly up into the western sky.

People were cautiously coming into the courtyard again. Arthur walked up to Merlin. “What was that incredible sound? My ears are throbbing.”

Merlin looked into the sky where the dragons had fixed their gaze. “I think that was you getting what you asked for.” He pointed to where a white speck, which at first had looked like the evening star, was drawing closer. Soon they could make out the shape of a glowing white dragon. Hastily the crowd moved back from the center of the courtyard as the great wings stirred up dust and the dragon settled among them.

“Mama! Mama! Mama!” came the cry from three small, scaly throats.

Blanche lowered her head and examined the three. “Nice-looking chicks, all right. So, kids, you hooked up with this lot, did you?”

Her red eyes glared around at the people still crowded into the courtyard. At that, the three dragonlets split up, Goldie leaping onto Rus’s back, Sil scrambling onto Merlin’s shoulder, and Red onto Arthur’s.

Blanche snorted. “Well, one of you seems to have made a good attachment. So, babies, you needed me for something?”

Arthur forced himself to step forward. “Actually, madam, I have need of you.”

Settling comfortably onto her haunches, she said amicably, “Ah, Pendragon, how can I be of assistance?”

“It appears that there is a major battle looming. One that involves both our world here and the Otherworlds.”

She snorted out a sulfurous cloud. “Yes, I have heard. At least this time if the world gets destroyed, it won’t all be the doing of you humans. Not that this is a big improvement. Destroyed is destroyed.”

“We are hoping that we can prevent the world from being destroyed—with your help.”

“Hmm. Well, there’s nothing like becoming a mother to make one suddenly care about life going on. What do you have in mind?”

“I need to send a team of two as rapidly as possible to all of the shires allied with us. Their job will be to help in the battle preparations and to tell them when and where their forces need to assemble. The time may be too short to rely on horses, but no one is as swift as a dragon.”

“That last is certainly true, but you are asking me to carry people again? I rather thought I was through with that. Yet I suppose as long as your team doesn’t include that annoying, meddlesome teenage wizard of yours, I’m game.”

“It would be Welly and Takata.”

Takata boldly stepped forward, tossing back her long black braids and staring confidently at the large dragon. More hesitantly, Welly followed.

Blanche scrutinized them. “Humph. That young warrior I carried before certainly hasn’t gotten any lighter, and his girlfriend is a solid mass of heavy muscle.”

“But, Blanche,” Welly said nervously, “I know you’re awfully short of treasure, for a dragon, I mean. And I’m sure if you help, the King will be able to find some awfully nice stuff for you.”

Blanche shot an indignant gout of flame into the air. “I will not be bribed! True, I could use some real treasure. It is only my due as a respectable dragon. But I am not to be bought!” Smoke curled around her face, nearly hiding her thoughtful scowl. “Still, this promises to be an adventure, and dragons need those … as well as treasure. So, Pendragon, when do we leave?”

The King smiled in relief. “In a day or two. In the meantime, Merlin and others are trying to determine where the battle will be engaged.”

“Excellent,” the white dragon said, stretching her wings comfortably. “That will allow me time to give this brood some flying lessons. It’s obvious that you humans and that wretch of a mutie dog will be no good at that. No offense intended, Pen-dragon.”

“None taken.”

The next couple of days were spent in frenzied preparation for the army’s departure. Equipment and weapons were assembled, horses groomed, and last-minute training undertaken. Heather spent much of her time with the warhorses, soothing taut nerves and mentally readying them for the long travels and likely battle ahead. Many of these animals had traveled and fought with the army before. Most were ones Arthur had been breeding to return to the larger variety known in pre-Devastation times. He hoped that with each new generation, their size would increase, and so far it had been. But their three-toed feet had apparently permanently mutated back to an even earlier prehistoric form. That didn’t seem to be a harmful mutation. Each toe ended in a stout hoof that didn’t need shoeing, and the horses’ stamina didn’t seem to be affected.

Welly and Takata were busy studying maps and the names of the various dukes and kings who ruled the scattered shires. They also carefully selected the weapons and equipment they needed to take with them, trying to keep the weight down. Not that Blanche couldn’t carry a great deal, but if asked to, she would complain constantly. They didn’t look forward to weeks of traveling with a crabby dragon. Welly was particularly conflicted about the impending trip. He was delighted at the prospect of spending so much time with Takata. But he also remembered his last journey on a dragon, when the height and speed had kept him terrified most of the time. True, he admitted, he was a little older now, but there are some fears you just don’t grow out of.

Merlin spent the days trying to determine where and when the King’s forces should assemble. He used what divination spells he could, but still he had no clue, and he wasn’t at all confident that Troll would be able to find the answer either. In the past, he had managed his best divination by looking into water, sometimes in his silver Bowl of Seeing, sometimes merely in a puddle. But when he tried that now, all he managed to see was his own silvered reflection or the mud at the bottom of a pool.

On the night before departure, he was dining with the King and others but paying little attention to their conversation. He was staring into his potato soup, hoping desperately to see the answer floating among the vegetables, when suddenly Troll burst into the room.

The little fellow ran forward and bowed so deeply to Arthur that his head thonked against the floor.

“Mighty King, news! Troll, Royal Emissary, return. Folk in Avalon say will help. Dark parts of Faerie may not or help other side. Troll talk to Lady. She say they help us in battle.”

The King sighed in relief. “That is great news, Troll.” He glanced at Merlin. “Did she say when or where this battle is to occur?”

Troll turned toward Merlin and stared with extra-wide eyes. “She say Merlin decide.”

Abruptly Merlin stood up. “Decide? It’s up to me?”

Troll scrunched his eyes closed in concentration. “Lady say this battle of two worlds. Great Wizard only person of two worlds. He must choose. Battle be where he choose.”

Merlin felt like he’d been punched in the stomach. Perhaps the most cataclysmic battle of all times, and where and when it would happen was up to him—not just to discover but to decide!

He looked at the people around him, but the room seemed to be filled with fog—a fog of their expectations and his fear. Silently he turned and left the room.
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DISCOVERIES

Merlin stormed out of the manor and into the darkened streets. He ignored Heather’s voice calling behind him. He didn’t want her understanding just now. He wanted to be alone. He wanted to think.

Think? What was there to think? Somehow he was expected to determine not only where this battle would take place but where it should. He had to choose. Was there any place in Britain where the advantage would be on Arthur’s side? No, that wasn’t the way to approach this. Creatures like Morgan and her allies could appear anywhere, could sully anything. Then was there some “cosmically right” place for this battle to happen, someplace that only he, being half Eldritch and half mortal, could determine?

He walked on and on, his staff angrily jabbing the ground with every step. These and other thoughts bounced fruitlessly around in his head. He lost track of where he was and didn’t care. Somewhere on the snow-spattered barren fells, somewhere climbing mountains and crossing valleys. The battle could take place here or there or anywhere. How was he to know?

For one brief moment, he was suddenly aware of his surroundings. He was on the crest of a rocky, windswept hill when suddenly the ground gave way. In a shower of dirt and rock, he was falling. Falling into darkness.

When he opened his eyes again, he sensed a long time had passed. He saw only darkness. And then eyes. Two large, pale eyes. The eyes were atop a small, thin body, so white it was almost translucent. And it glowed. It was that faint light, and the light from other bodies slowly gathering around, that allowed him to see at all.

“Who … what are you?” he croaked, dust clogging his throat.

“What are we?” the first creature spat. “You know us. You ‘normal’ humans see us, though you choose not to.”

“Muties?”

“Your term, not ours. Some of us use it; some do not. We are survivors. Our ancestors fought horrible death and overcame it. But to those whose ancestors had it easier, we are ugly, deformed, outcast!”

Merlin cringed against this wave of hostility. It wasn’t his fault. His ancestors hadn’t even known the Devastation. Still, he’d been brought again into this world, and he’d accepted it. Perhaps he was at fault for this shunning behavior as much as anyone, he realized heavily.

“But surely there are differences,” he said, trying to rationalize. “You speak and think very well, but others … don’t. Some mut—survivors … are more like animals now.”

“So, is it their fault? Should they be punished for it? You ‘normals’ are so arrogant. You think you are so much better than your ancestors because you survived without their technology. But you haven’t abandoned their thinking—the thinking that nearly destroyed the world. You pride yourself that you are mastering magic again, but beware. If you do not burrow down and grab hold of its roots, magic will master you—as technology once did.”

Merlin was shaken. What this person said had the weight of truth about it but also the reek of arrogance. He was feeling angry now as well as guilty.

“You talk about arrogance, but aren’t you the same? You live down here obviously in some kind of working society. You are intelligent, you think things through—then why don’t you assert yourselves? If you demanded your place, there are many who would give it to you.”

“And many who would not. And there would be more war, hatred, and death. No, our world here suits us now, and we’ve grown to suit it. Besides, we are closer here to the essentials. To the root of things. To the Earth. That’s what you, even those who profess a touch of magic, have lost.”

Merlin couldn’t tell if this comment was pointed at him or people in general. “Do you know … who I am?”

The glowing man sniffed. “We’ve seen you around the court of that king.”

“I am one who ‘professes a touch of magic.’”

“Then use it to get out of here if you can,” the man taunted. “Some of the others here suggested we eat you. But that would only confirm your thought that we are ‘animals.’ Live or die as you will. We don’t care.”

The luminous people started shuffling away into dark tunnels. Dizzily, Merlin stood up. “Wait. There is another war coming. Don’t you care who wins?”

The leader turned back. “Perhaps we do, perhaps not. War means change, and change can be good. We will see.”

Merlin was left alone in the dark, total dark. He could get out of there, of course. He could conjure light and eventually find a way. But instead, he tried to force his anger and impatience aside. Sitting again on the cold, dank floor of the passage, he thought. Get in touch with the roots of magic, the man had said. The Earth. Was this what he needed to hear? Was this his real way out?

Without calling forth light, he rolled over onto his stomach and spread his hand on the earth. Some was loose soil that had fallen in with him. Beneath that, the soil felt packed and solid like living skin. It made sense, he realized. It made profound sense that the Earth itself was the root of magic. No matter how far apart one place is from the other, they are all connected by the underlying earth. Even dividing oceans have earth passing under them.

And all the places of power, the wells of magic, must be connected too.

Digging his fingers deep into the earth, Merlin forced his mind into them, sending his thoughts, his need, questing into the earth. Slowly images came back to him, drawn back through his fingers. They were swirling, chaotic images at first. Unformed power, balls of light breaking and re-forming into shapes, into places. Some places were unimaginably strange, some hauntingly familiar. And they all seemed bound together. The image slowly formed of a great web of power coursing through the Earth. It spread and clung, like a huge, glowing spiderweb, binding every aspect of the Earth. Mortal worlds and Otherworlds were inextricably linked. And in the heart of this vast, throbbing web, he sensed one place.

As though he were there now, he saw the sun rising. He saw the first piercing shaft of light and the ancient stones that it touched. All at once, he knew.

Joy and release bubbled through him.

Again, he stood. He certainly had the power to find a way out of here by following their tunnels or maybe even by burrowing through the earth. But urgency flooded him. There was no time. By looking directly up, he could see a smudge of lesser dark far above. Tantalizing, but way too far for him to climb, and the shaft of this pit was no doubt too crumbly.

But he could always fly.

He sighed. Transformations were not what he did best. The only thing that worked consistently for him was a hawk—a merlin hawk. And it took a great deal of energy. But, oddly, the magic searching he had just performed had not drained him, it had energized him. Fumbling through the darkness over the dirt floor, he found his staff and tucked it into his belt. Then, closing his eyes, he pictured a hawk, pictured himself seeing the hawk from the inside, seeing the gray-brown feathers on his wings as he stretched them out.

Merlin shuddered, then felt himself shrinking until he was standing with cold, bare bird feet on the dirt floor. Above was the sky, the freedom he so desperately wanted. With strong wing thrusts, he rose up, though he had to turn and bank awkwardly around in the constricted shaft. Steadily he spiraled upward until he burst out into the clear predawn sky. He soared free.

A part of his mind told him he should transform back. But another part urged him to hurry. Wings were so superior to two human feet. The sun had nearly cleared the horizon. He must be back soon.

Where? Be back where? There were so many fells and valleys where he could fly free forever. So many rocky crags to perch upon and look for prey.

No! No, he had somewhere to go. He had knowledge that others needed. Others.

Flying steadily now through the vast, open sky, he fixed his eyes on distant buildings nestled beside a lake. Steadily his wings pumped up and down. The clear, cool air was intoxicating. Reluctantly, he dropped lower. Soon he swooped low over a town, spiraled down into one courtyard. A pale man with blond hair and beard seemed startled as he landed beside him. With an effort, the hawk shuddered and focused his thoughts. He dissolved, expanded, became a man.

“Merlin!” the King exclaimed. He was not alone. Others in the courtyard stared, amazed. And fearful.

Merlin swayed, grabbing the King’s shoulder for support. “Arthur,” he gasped. “I know. I know where the battle must be, where our troops and allies must gather. Salisbury Plain.”

“Stonehenge?”

Merlin shook his head. “Not just Stonehenge. That whole plain is a focus of power. People have been placing temples and monuments and burials there since the beginning of time. It’s the center of Earth’s web. If that is where we gather, that is where the enemy will come to meet us.”

“Then that’s where we’ll head. But do you know when we are all to be there?”

“Oh, yes. That too,” Merlin said, remembering the piercing shaft of light, how it shot past a single standing stone and fell on ancient carvings on another great stone. “On the Summer Solstice.”

The King turned to where Welly and Takata had been loading and tying provisions onto Blanche’s back. The dragon had been watching Merlin with some interest. “Poor landing technique,” she muttered, “but a good show.”

“Welly,” Arthur called, “you heard. Visit every shire and tell them to gather their forces at Salisbury Plain by the Summer Solstice. And do what you can to see that they are whipped into shape.” He turned to the rest of the growing crowd in the courtyard. “We have our direction now. In two hours let’s muster and be on our way!”

As others scurried off for final preparations, Arthur spoke quietly to Merlin. “Are you sure you feel up to traveling, old man? That sort of thing usually takes it out of you.”

Merlin laughed weakly. “As long as four horse legs and not my own two wings are carrying me, I’ll be fine.”

Not long after they had all watched the white speck that was Blanche and her passengers dwindle into the eastern sky, the King’s party was under way. Those residents of Keswick who remained behind, mostly the very old and the very young, cheered their king and waved to his troops. Arthur and Margaret rode in the lead, on their white and red warhorses, while the red dragonlet perched proudly on the crossbar of the King’s banner, much to the consternation of the banner carrier and his horse.

The other two young dragons generally stayed farther back in line, trying their newly developed flight skills by swooping around Merlin and Heather. When they tired of that, Sil perched on the rump of Merlin’s horse, though the black mare switched her tail and snorted, clearly not appreciating the extra passenger. Goldie tried to ride on Rus but was getting too big for the eagerly willing dog to carry, so most of the time she hitched a ride on Heather’s horse. Heather spent the first hours of the trip trying to mentally sooth their mounts.

For Merlin, riding beside her, it was a day of mixed emotions. The sound of drums, clattering hooves, and creaking wagons reminded him of the last time they had marched down this same canyon. Then, Arthur, rejuvenated and recently returned from Avalon, had been declared King of Cumbria to fill the position left by that mountainous shire’s late king. Many had still not accepted him as the King Arthur of old but were willing to follow anyone who held the promise of uniting a fractured and troubled Britain. Much still lay ahead of him then—battles, alliances, and winning Margaret, the fiery Queen of Scots, as his wife.

Now three years had passed, and most of Britain had acknowledged Arthur as High King. If they didn’t all yet believe him to be the Arthur of legend, his leadership was such that it scarcely mattered. And the clustering omens and rumors of dark, menacing creatures abroad made them yearn for a leader who could triumph against a darkening threat.

All of this, Merlin had helped bring about, and it should have made him content. At times, it did, but new developments kept smothering that contentment. True, he reminded himself as he rode, he had managed to locate the vortex of power, the place where this final battle would have to be fought. But the other charge that had been secretly laid upon him, the one that might turn the outcome of that battle, was still unfulfilled.

Merlin felt guilty about not telling Arthur anything about this other quest. But the Lady had been adamant that he should tell no one beyond Heather. And there really was little Arthur could have done to help when Merlin himself had no idea where to locate the transformed son of darkness and light, the one who supposedly held the “key” to the downfall of the dark realms. All his life, Merlin had longed to know his father, but now he had not the slightest idea where to find him.

Riding beside him now, Heather was troubled by the cloud of brooding that seemed to hang over him. But she held off from disturbing his thoughts. She also noticed that the space in the marching column that was left vacant around them was even larger than usual. By now even those who had not witnessed the transformation from hawk to man had heard about it. The respect and fear felt for this young-seeming magic worker had clearly grown. She had once been troubled by the isolation that had been forced upon him and resented it. But now she had come to accept it—as she had been forced to accept her own growing magical powers and the isolation it brought her as well. Still, that was clearly not what was bothering her companion now.

When they stopped for a hurried lunch beside a swift-flowing stream of early snowmelt, she broached the subject. She needn’t worry, she realized, about anyone sitting close enough to them to overhear. “Earl, you’re thinking about your father, aren’t you? Where to find him.”

Distractedly taking a bite of sheep cheese on barley bread, he nodded. “I’ve got to narrow the search down somehow. I’ve been thinking, dredging up what I know of ancient ‘myth’ and history. Arawn is a Celtic figure, but by the time I was born, what with the Romans and then the Saxons invading, Celtic life had been pushed largely into Wales. That’s where my mother was born, in a village in western Wales, and the nunnery where she was sent was not too far away. It must have been around there that she met my father. And if, by that time, Arawn’s connection with the mortal world was confined largely to Wales, that is probably where he hid his transformed son.”

“Well, that does narrow it down a bit,” Heather admitted. “But Wales still is a big place.”

He sighed. “It is. Though I still haven’t a clue what I should be looking for, I’ve been thinking that once we’ve taken care of Manchester, I need to leave the King’s party and head into Wales.”

“Yes, except that we will be heading into Wales. Last time you slipped off there on your own, it didn’t go well. The poisoned wine, the dungeon. Remember?”

He laughed ruefully. “No, it didn’t go at all well until you and the others followed and rescued me. So, yes, I will be most grateful to have you along this time.”

The King’s party traveled for days, picking up forces in Ambleside first and then stopping briefly in the dukedoms of Westmorland and Lancashire. Welly and Takata had been to both places already. Their arrival on an enormous white dragon had certainly impressed the populace. Talk of great happenings to come had suddenly motivated them, and now the Duchess of Westmorland and Duke of Lancashire were eager to meet with their High King and agree to send troops to the appointed time and place.

Those shires too had been troubled by omens of comet, earthquake, and storm, and dark, evil-feeling creatures had been sighted everywhere. Livestock and a few lone people had vanished, leaving fear and troubling rumors behind. The leaders in the shires were desperate to do something to counteract their people’s growing, formless fear. Welly and Takata had helped organize their military training before leaving on the dragon for their next stops. Now some troops in both shires were ready to be sent with the King right away, with promises of others to follow.

As the enlarged royal party neared Manchester, Arthur and his close advisors debated how best to approach. The original city of Manchester had fallen into ruin after the Devastation. Although in Britain only London had actually been bombed during that disastrous war, most of the larger cities had suffered from social collapse and were now abandoned hulks. In Manchester, the family that had eventually taken up the title of duke had moved its government seat to a suburb north of the former city. Like most towns after the Devastation, it had been fortified against wandering marauders and sporadic warfare. Now Duke Clyde made his residence in a former factory that had been modified over the years into a considerable fortress.

“We don’t have time for a regular siege,” Otto said over dinner in the King’s tent. The candle lantern swaying in the slight breeze cast deep shadows over his craggy face. “I suggest a frontal attack and get it over with.”

Henry of Carlisle, heir to that dukedom, had ridden in to join Arthur’s forces. Now he shook his head. “Isn’t that a little precipitous? From what I understand, we only know by hearsay that Duke Clyde is working with this Morgan person. At least, that’s how you could present it to him—a rumor that for his sake you hope is untrue. Then, seeing your army at his doorstep, he’d be given a chance to switch sides back to you without losing face.”

Arthur smiled. “Henry, you’re every bit as wily as your father. Good thinking.”

“But what’s to keep him from switching back again the moment we’ve left?” Otto protested. “The man’s obviously a sniveling rat, and Morgan’s probably got him scared witless with her witchy powers.”

Merlin cleared his throat. “Perhaps we could scare him even more than Morgan has.”

“You could,” Otto snorted.

“Precisely,” Margaret said. “Maybe the thing we should do is start out as Henry suggested. Approach innocently, Arthur asking to meet with Clyde as his High King. He has ostensibly pledged allegiance to you, after all. Then, once in conference, you could tell him what you ‘suspect,’ and if he causes any trouble, Merlin could conjure up a threat that would seem much more immediate than anything Morgan has dangling over him.”

Arthur cocked a brow at Merlin. “What do you think?”

Merlin returned a lopsided smile. “I usually don’t like doing parlor tricks, but this is in a good cause.”

The first part of the plan went as proposed. The next day, the majority of their army halted outside of town, while a smaller party with an impressive guard rode to the Duke’s residence and requested an audience. With some difficulty, they had persuaded the young dragons to remain behind with the rest of the troops. Arthur didn’t want to draw any attention to magic elements at their disposal until it was necessary.

When Duke Clyde saw Brendon, his former guardsman from Chester, in the party, he blanched, but quickly recovering, he invited the royal party in and showed them around his luxurious residence. Then he took them to the yard on the edge of town where some of his army was drilling, preparing, he assured them, to fight for the High King’s cause.

Merlin realized that here he was unknown and was probably seen as just some young retainer of the King’s. So in a casual-seeming way, he and Heather wandered off from the guided tour, trying to sense if there was anything amiss. They felt it right away. Both of them had been too close to Morgan in the past to miss her imprint now.

“She’s been here, all right,” Merlin whispered as they walked down a side street in town. “She or her people haven’t bothered to hide their stench. Mostly, it’s several months old, though I think I’m getting a few fresher traces.”

Heather nodded as she hung on his arm, trying to give the impression, which she did not greatly object to, of their just being a loving sightseeing couple. “And it feels like the animals here are edgy—the small ones particularly, like the mice and dogs. Something dark has spooked them. When I ask about it, the pictures I get are confused but frightening.”

The two rejoined the royal party once it had finished inspecting the troops. The ordinary people on the street, they noticed, seemed genuinely thrilled about seeing the High King Arthur himself. In the happy, cheering crowd, they also heard admiring comments about how lovely and capable Queen Margaret looked.

“I wonder what Duke Clyde’s subjects would think if they knew about his planned treachery,” Heather whispered as they watched excited children throw a few rare hothouse flowers at the royal couple.

“Unless Morgan has offered something marvelous which he can share with his subjects, definitely not her style, they probably would not take kindly to it.”

As they again entered the walled compound around the Duke’s rambling residence, Merlin stopped and leaned casually against the wall. “Morgan has left a port here, and she herself has used it,” he whispered to Heather.

“She left a what?”

“A port, an object that can serve as a temporary gate for her or one of her agents to travel here quickly.” He flicked his boot toward a reddish piece of rubble that jutted out slightly from the rest of the wall.

“Can you disable it?”

“Yes, but I don’t want to until we’ve confronted the Duke. It might put something on the alert.”

Duke Clyde invited them all in for talk and a meal in what was once the old factory’s cafeteria. Now it was furnished luxuriously in things that must have been salvaged from the old city of Manchester—rugs, antique furniture, paintings, and lamps that even without their lost electricity still made interesting fixtures.

Gesturing at a long, lace-covered table, the Duke said grandly, “We are so honored by your presence, Your Majesties. It’s not often that we get an opportunity to bring out our best table service, but we are happy to now. Manchester was once a wealthy city, and we hope to make it so again. With your inspired leadership, Majesties, I’m sure it will be soon—as will all of Britain.”

“Yes, very impressive,” Arthur said, eyeing the jewel-encrusted goblets and gleaming chinaware spread on the table before them.

Standing beside him, Margaret whispered, “Blanche would love this stuff. When all this marching and fighting is over, we’ve got to see about building up her hoard.”

When Arthur’s party and several from Duke Clyde’s court sat down around the table, servants brought in silver tureens of food and crystal decanters of wine. Merlin was surprised. Wine was very hard to come by these days. Ceremonially, the Duke poured wine into the largest, most ornate goblet and placed it in front of Arthur.

That decanter was then passed down the table. Merlin, who was seated three from the King, suspiciously inspected the wine, but he sensed no poison, drugs, or any magic about it.

Once all the wine had been poured and the food served, Duke Clyde raised his own goblet for a toast. Before he could begin, Arthur intervened.

“Your Grace, we appreciate your hospitality, but our time is short, and before we get too engrossed in formalities, there are a few matters we would like to clarify.”

Looking somewhat shaken, the Duke sat down. “Yes, Sire?’

“Last year we received your allegiance and your recognition of me as High King of Britain. For this I am grateful, because I value honor and loyalty above nearly all else. However, it has since come to my attention that you have met with and struck some agreement with a person who is unquestionably an enemy not only of mine but of my vision of a peaceful and united Britain. This dark allegiance, sir, is one which you must sever if you wish to remain at peace with me and with the forces I command.”

Duke Clyde’s normally ruddy face had turned so pale, his dark beard stood out like a bruise against it. “I—I can assure you, Sire, that I … never—”

“Clyde,” the King said evenly, “we have a reliable eyewitness to testify that you did. Merlin,” he said, turning to the teenaged boy a few seats away, “have you any further confirmation?”

The look of incredulous surprise on the Duke’s face caused Merlin to smile slightly. Clearly, the Duke had not connected the fabled wizard with this gangly youth. “I do, Arthur. Morgan’s minions have been here for some time, and Morgan herself has visited within the month.”

“I—I don’t … It simply isn’t …,” the Duke spluttered.

Arthur raised his hand. “Clyde, I don’t totally blame you. Morgan can be very persuasive. She and I have known each other a long time, a very long time. And no doubt she offered you inducements and made threats that you found hard to resist. But believe me, we can do the same. And in the end, would you not rather side with the forces that would see Britain ruled with peace and unity instead of those that would subject it to death, fear, and chaos? Would not your people also prefer that?”

Silence filled the room. “Think on it a moment,” the King added as he reached for his wine.

Candlelight glinted green on the goblet as Arthur raised it to his lips. Merlin stared as realization suddenly hit him. Not the wine, the glass!

“No!” he screamed, grabbing his staff and striking the jeweled cup. The goblet smashed to the table, spilling its wine over the ancient lace tablecloth. Around it, the red puddle turned to sickly, bubbling green. Green vapor rose in a twisting cloud and congealed into a pulsing reptilian form with tentacles reaching for Arthur’s throat.

Yelling, Merlin leaped onto the table and drove his staff into the creature. Tentacles wrapped around the staff, but purple energy shot from its tip and coiled into the shape of a saber-clawed griffin. As everyone screamed and leaped back from the table, the two beasts rolled over and over, clutching and clawing at each other. China and glassware flew from the table, shattering on the floor.

Raising his arms, Merlin shouted a word, and fire ignited in the griffin’s mane. The fire shot out in writhing arms of flame, shriveling the tentacled beast until the creature faded into a sulfurous green haze. Quietly the purple griffin nodded to Merlin and winked out.

Using his staff, Merlin climbed down and resumed his seat alone now at the table. He watched as Duke Clyde made a dash for the door and was tackled by one of his own courtiers. “Traitor!” the gray-bearded courtier cried as several others joined him in wrestling their duke into submission. “You could have destroyed us all with your sneaking plots!”

Returning to the table, Arthur put a hand on Merlin’s shoulder. “Thank you. That was rather more of a show than I expected.”

“It was rather more of a need than I expected,” the wizard answered.

Raising his voice, the King said, “I am afraid I have lost my appetite, and we do have to be going. Brendon, would you please stay on our behalf and negotiate a renewed alliance with the presumably new Duke of Manchester.”

Then he turned to address the gray-bearded man who had first tackled Clyde. “Apologies for our hasty departure, and for ruining your fine table setting. The Summer Solstice is fast approaching, and I trust to soon learn that your former duke has been properly dealt with. Prison or death—that is your decision. I would not dictate to an ally. And so I trust also that you and your excellent troops will be fighting beside us on Salisbury Plain.”

As Arthur’s party rode from the Duke’s residence, Merlin casually tapped his staff against an innocent-seeming chunk of wall. Morgan’s hidden port exploded into red dust.
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WALES

After leaving Manchester, the royal party rode directly to Chester to greet Arthur’s early ally Duke Geoffrey. It was Geoffrey who had presented Arthur with the magnificent white stallion Gavyn, which he now rode to replace his beloved gray, which had been killed in the battle for Chester.

Merlin knew that once in that walled city, there would be banquets and speeches and much public acclaim, none of which he felt he had time for. So the night before they reached Chester, he waited for Arthur as the King returned to his tent after his usual walk among the campfires of his troops. Quietly he took him aside.

“Arthur, I know that the plan after renewing acquaintances here is to check in on Shropshire and Herefordshire and then approach Glamorganshire.”

The King smiled wryly. “Yes, and at that last one, meet with your old friend King Nigel. Will we ever stop paying for that trick you played giving the boy donkey ears?”

Merlin shook his head. It was an old joke between them, but it still stung a little. “I know, I was childish. But I was sorely provoked. And once you meet him, you may find out just what an ass King Nigel actually is.”

“And you’re thinking that perhaps you had better stay in the background on this one?”

“Perhaps. But what I really need to do is leave you for a while and go into Wales. There is something of extreme importance that I must attempt there.”

Arthur frowned. “Can you tell me what?”

Merlin looked pained. “No, I’m afraid I cannot. I am pledged to secrecy. But let us just say that it’s a task which a mutual friend of ours, an old friend, has sent me on. I must not refuse her.”

He saw realization dawn in Arthur’s eyes. “Right. You’ll be leaving tomorrow?”

“Before dawn. Heather has offered to come with me. She might be able to help.”

“Good. Maybe she can keep you out of more trouble. But you will be back with us before we approach Glamorganshire? Surely you wouldn’t want to miss a reunion with your old schoolmate.”

Merlin snorted. “Not much of an inducement. But believe me, Arthur, we will rejoin you as soon as we can.”

So next morning, just as the camp was stirring, Merlin and Heather headed their horses west into Wales. They weren’t unaccompanied. Rus and Goldie, who was now slightly bigger than her dog companion, bounded along beside Heather, occasionally dashing into the scrub to catch and eat something. Goldie did most of the catching, but Rus did his share of the eating. Sil turned his snout up at hunting but happily experimented munching new plants as he trotted along beside Merlin. Sometimes both dragons joined up to try their new flying skills, soaring low over the Welsh countryside while Rus yapped excitedly below. Merlin and Heather both cautioned the dragons not to do so when humans were around. They wanted their trip to be relatively secret, not stalked by rumors of monsters.

As they finally rode past the boundary stones that marked their official entrance into Wales, Merlin felt as if he’d pushed through a tangled curtain of emotions. This was the land of his long-ago birth, but the sense of homecoming was bittersweet. The Wales he had known was gone. Once there had been rich forests and green hills dotted with sheep as white as the clouds in the then blue sky. The shepherds, farmers, and villagers who lived among the hills were friendly, open people who welcomed strangers and were always ready to share a story or a song.

Now trees were stunted and scarce, the hills were a drab gray-green, and the few sheep that roamed them were a sooty brown. They did not pass many people on the road, but those they met were very reserved. Though not openly hostile, they were clearly cautious of strangers. And even when they had managed to warn the dragons out of sight, Merlin felt that two young people riding good warhorses and armed with impressive swords must seem very strange indeed.

Merlin deliberately tried not to dwell on his memories. The past was long past, but here in the present he was about to spend several days, maybe weeks, with the woman he loved. Yet whenever that thought cheered him, he’d start thinking about how he wanted to show her the places that he had loved. Then he’d look over the bleak landscape, and instead of seeing the bluebells and buttercups and brilliant yellow broom he might expect in this season, there was nothing but gray and brown and a sickly pale green. The most color came from the orange, yellow, and purple lichen splashed over some of the rocks.

Again and again, he had to drag his mind back to the present, though focusing on their present quest did not improve his mood. His lack of information made Merlin feel particularly helpless. “It’s so frustrating,” he complained that first day when they had stopped by the roadside for a hurried lunch. “I still don’t have a clue what to be looking for. I’ll just have to use every power I have to try to sense … something.”

Heather shook her head. “My powers have mostly to do with animals, and I don’t know what use that will be. Your scary-sounding grandpa is not likely to have turned his son into an animal, is he?”

“Not likely. Animals have too much independence, and, anyway, a two-thousand-year-old stag or badger might draw attention.”

“So it’s likely to be something that can’t get around on its own or be noticed. Like a rock.”

Merlin groaned. “And Wales does have rather a lot of rocks. Still, we can look on the bright side. It might be a really big rock that suddenly avalanches into our path.”

When Heather had finished laughing, Merlin said, “Actually, you do have a lot more power than just animal magic. You haven’t said much lately about what you hear in your mind from elsewhere in the world.”

“That’s because it’s mostly the same, just getting worse. Everywhere there’s growing worry about what is coming. Spirits and powers, both good and bad, are making themselves known. And muties in every country seem to be more apparent too, though they aren’t all the same and they’re taking different sides. Everywhere, though, there seems to be a feeling that major battles are looming.”

After a moment’s thought, Heather continued. “Some of what they’re telling me is really interesting. The kid I used to call Jaguar Boy, his name is Temesqua. He says that spirits he’d only heard about in legends are suddenly appearing for real. The Jaguars are the scariest, but at least they seem to be on our side. Some horrid-sounding swamp things are not. Badrack in Mongolia says that the mountain spirits are all stirring and are very troubled. What Patma tells me about things in India is very confusing. It seems that every deity and spirit there, good and bad, is rather frightening-looking, with an unusual number of arms. I’m having trouble keeping them all straight from Patma’s descriptions, but the bad ones seem to go in more for tusks and horns as well, and they’re stirring up a lot of trouble.”

“How many voices are you in touch with?”

“About a dozen, though now and then I reach new ones. All are apparently my age or younger. I guess this is something that’s just come on with this generation. And those I’m in touch with all have other contacts that I’m not linked to directly. But everywhere things are about the same—troubled and stirring.”

They had just arrived at a crossroads, and the horses, lacking direction, had stopped.

“Where to now?” Heather asked.

Merlin shrugged hopelessly. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Maybe. But think about it. The Lady said you could tell me and no one else about this side quest of yours. There must be a reason. Why don’t I work with the horses in a new way, try to get them to understand something of what we’re looking for? It’d mean you opening yourself to them, though. I mean deep. They’d have to get a feel for who and what you are, your ancestry. Horses are very conscious of that sort of thing. They can sense a distant cousin three fields away.”

Merlin chuckled.

“What’s funny? It might help.”

“No, I was just remembering old what’s-his-name, our science teacher back at Llandoylan School, how he used to drone on and on about DNA, as if there were any hope of studying that sort of thing these days. So what you’re wanting these horses to do is test for my spiritual DNA?”

“Something like that, I suppose.”

“Worth a try.”

He got off his mare and walked to stand before both horses. At Heather’s instruction, he put a hand on both of the horses’ foreheads. Then she crawled between them and put an arm around both of their necks. They stood that way for a long time. After a while, Merlin stopped feeling foolish and had to admit he had an odd tingling sensation all over his body, like tiny bubbles were bursting in his blood. Then it was gone.

“Well,” Heather said, “we’ve done what we can. And it may have made some difference.”

They got on their horses and then saw the two dragons and one dog sitting on their haunches watching them with all four heads cocked in curiosity. “Come on,” Merlin grumbled. “Show’s over. So where to now?”

Immediately, both horses took the road to the left and ambled along it. “Well, at least we’ve got a decision,” Heather said hopefully.

As they rode along, Merlin tried stretching out all his powers to sense as much as he could in the environment. It was a strain, but he was surprised to find that after his experience with the underground people and delving into the earth, some of it came more easily. One thing that staggered him was the age, the incredible age of things. The rocks and soil they were passing over felt vastly old.

He realized after an exhausting time that he had to pull back. If Arawn had changed someone into a rock or clod of earth, it would have been done only two thousand years ago, not two hundred thousand. The rock he might be looking for couldn’t feel that old.

Once he managed to pull his senses closer in time, the age of human activity struck him with equal strength. Its traces were everywhere. Where people had lived, where they’d died, where they had farmed generation after generation. And intermingled with it all were different centers of power, some overlapping for centuries. All around were smaller versions of what he had sensed on Salisbury Plain. Places that people over the centuries had repeatedly recognized as sacred. A shrine to some prehistoric forest spirit might be covered over by a Bronze Age burial mound and that topped by a Christian chapel. A sacred well had offerings dropped into it from earliest times to last week.

By the end of the first day, his mind was so overloaded that he practically fell off his horse at their camp and was too tired to do more than nibble at their provisions.

The next day, Heather suggested he try her approach, which was to reach out to living animals and sense if in their minds or their ancestral memory they detected any entrapped beings nearby. Merlin was less adept at this than she, but at least it was not as painful as his previous efforts, and he marveled at how many living things he could sense about him when he tried. Insects and worms crawling in the soil, things scurrying through the grass and scrubby bushes, creatures he seldom saw or even heard. But when he did sense them, he wasn’t as good at communicating with them as Heather was.

Instead, he found himself slipping again into thoughts about how many more creatures would have been here before the Devastation or to visions of the forests and flowers that had once clothed these now barren hills. He didn’t know if the upwelling sense of loss that would hit him then came from the Earth or from within himself. But it would obliterate everything else he sensed until he had to give up and try to scrub his mind by just staring blankly for a while into the gray sky.

Meanwhile, the dragons and dog romped on, seemingly oblivious to his and Heather’s mental struggles, and the horses kept moving on taking whatever fork in a road they chose. Sometimes they would stop eagerly at one place or another, but it would turn out to be only a patch of particularly tasty grass or a good drinking spot.

One afternoon, as they trotted fruitlessly down another ancient farm lane, Merlin said in exasperation, “I just don’t know if this can work. I’m picking up nothing useful myself, and if we keep following these horses’ lead, we’ll just end up in some wealthy baron’s luxuriously appointed stable.”

Heather sighed. “I’m starting to think that too. And actually, my mother and stepfather don’t live far from here, but I wouldn’t wish any horse friend of mine in their care.”

Merlin shot her a crooked smile. “Oh, and I suppose you want to visit them.”

“Ha! After the way that last visit went? With you drugged in the dungeon and my dear mother giving me a supposed heirloom that nearly destroyed us? I hope at least she learned her lesson and stopped having any dealings with Morgan. Welly’s lucky that his parents are proud of him now that he’s made a military success of himself. But as far as I’m concerned, it’d be better if my mother and my dreadful stepfather never even thought of me again.”

Merlin felt he should argue about the importance of retaining family ties, but having met Heather’s family, he could see her point.

For hours the leaden sky seemed to be dropping lower and lower. Now they were riding through gray mist that finally solidified into rain. Merlin cast water-repellant spells over the horses and riders. Sometimes Rus trotted close enough to be shielded by Heather’s spell, but often the lure of some enticing smell sent him shooting off into the rain-dripping shrubs. The dragons hardly seemed to notice the rain and were soon surrounded by faint clouds of steam where cold raindrops hissed against fire-heated dragon skin.

After they’d spent several hours plodding through the rain, their road had turned into a muddy rut. The horses’ hooves slid about, and it was increasingly hard to see through the curtains of water that were darkening in the growing twilight. At another crossroads, the horses began veering to the right, but Merlin pulled his mare to a halt.

“That building set back from the road,” he said, pointing to a whitewashed structure barely visible through the rain. “There’s a sign in front of it. Looks like an inn. I suggest we forget camping and spend the night there.”

Heather looked delighted but then glanced back at the two dragons playing happily in a particularly large mud puddle farther behind them. “All of us?”

Frowning a moment, Merlin looked around to check that no one was in sight. Then he called back, “Sil and Goldie, why don’t you two find your own private camp for the night somewhere near here. We’ll be staying in this building, but you two need to keep close enough to act as guards in case any enemies are about.”

The two dragons squealed excited agreement and scurried off on their important assignment. Rus whined undecidedly, looking up at Heather. Better go with them, she told him mentally, and keep them from doing anything stupid. You’re the responsible adult with those two. Both heads gave proud barks, and Rus dashed after the dragons.

As she and Merlin rode toward the inn, Heather confessed, “Actually, I think Rus would be better off out of sight too. He’s not as alarming as baby dragons, but lots of people are a little leery of muties, even if one is a friendly two-headed dog.”

“Right. And I’d better remove our rain-repellant spells so we don’t come in from this deluge looking oddly dry. We’re likely to pick up more information if we’re just two ordinary nonmagic travelers.”

He dissolved the spell from around everything but their packs. The horses shivered, and both he and Heather gasped as the downpour hit them full force. In moments, they both looked and felt as soaked as if they’d ridden through the rain for hours. Smiling apologetically at Heather, Merlin dismounted and knocked loudly on the inn’s low door.

After a minute, the door cracked open and a dark-bearded face peered out. “Two very wet travelers,” Merlin said, “looking for meals and beds for the night.”

The door opened wider, and the man looked them over. Even though soaked, their well-made clothes bespoke travelers wealthy enough to pay handsomely. The man nodded. “We’re a small establishment and short on space, but can probably squeeze you in. Stable your horses in that barn over there. We’ve got a warm fire inside and a turnip stew almost ready.”

While Heather went into the inn, Merlin stabled the two horses and spent a few minutes rubbing them down and pouring a handful of mixed oats and hay into their feed boxes. The one other horse in the barn was far shorter and shaggier but nickered eagerly until Merlin gave him a handful of fodder as well. Then he joined Heather inside.

She was standing by a large stone fireplace, her heavy cape giving off a steaming cloud thick with the smell of wet wool. Three men and a woman were sitting at a table nearby where the innkeeper was just ladling out bowls of earthy-smelling stew. “Join us,” he said. “Your lady friend tells us you two are on your way to visit relatives near Brecon. Where you from, then?”

Merlin raised an amused eyebrow, since Heather’s family, which they were definitely not visiting, lived near Brecon. But as the two of them took up seats on a rickety bench, he said, “We’re coming from Chester and had good traveling weather until today.”

“Chester, eh?” said a young ginger-haired man through a mouthful of stew. “That’s a fair piece. See any weird things on your travels?”

“Weird things?” Merlin asked cautiously.

“Dark things,” the innkeeper said as he joined them at the table. “We’ve had reports of shadowy creatures people say look like escapees from Hell. I figure it’s probably just some renegade muties, but there are also reports of missing sheep. Muties will sometimes do that all right, but a couple of shepherds are missing too, and that’s more serious.”

“I say we gather up the decent folk around here and exterminate the local muties,” growled the first man. “Should have done that a long time ago.”

“Shut your mouth, Dave,” the woman said suddenly. “You know perfectly well there’s muties and then there’s muties. Even the bad ones usually don’t go around killing people, and some muties are downright helpful. The Glendowers up in the hills have a pack of furry ones helping tend their sheep.”

Dave drowned his grumbles in a gulp of ale. A portly man who had been silent up to now shook his head and said, “It isn’t the muties that matter, if you ask me, it’s the dark things that have no place in this world. They started showing up even before that comet did or before the earth began shaking. There’s something bad brewing, that’s for sure.”

The woman snorted. “Of course there is! Haven’t you heard that the High King has sent out word for troops to gather for some big battle? I have two nephews who are all eager to go. They and some of their friends, boys and girls, are forming up a local militia and heading off to Salisbury soon. What about you young people? You just came from Chester. Isn’t there talk of that there?”

Merlin glanced at Heather, then answered cautiously. “Yes, Arthur himself was in Chester. Troops from a number of shires are being readied for battle. And Salisbury … we hear, is where they are heading.”

“You saw King Arthur himself?” the innkeeper asked.

“And his Scottish queen?” the woman added excitedly. “And his old wizard and all the others we’ve been hearing about? Tell us everything!”

The next hour was spent with Heather and Merlin trying to satisfy the locals’ curiosity about the fabled royal court without giving away just how much they really knew about it. In exchange they learned little more about the local situation than they already knew: that creatures from a dark Otherworld were abroad and that some but not all local muties seemed to have allied with them.

Finally, the landlord, recognizing how tired his two newest guests seemed, shooed everyone to their rooms and showed Merlin and Heather to a small alcove off the common room where straw-filled mattresses were spread over two broad benches. He apologized that their accommodations were so limited, but the two assured him that after nights of camping along the road, this seemed very luxurious. After their host had banked the fire and retired to his own room, they sat on their two makeshift beds and talked.

“We keep hearing tales of dark Otherworld-sounding creatures in the countryside,” Heather said. “But why do you suppose we haven’t seen any ourselves?”

“Maybe it’s because we’re traveling with dragons. Even though they’re small, Sil and Goldie have quite a magical aura about them. Ogres and other shadow things might sense them and steer clear of us. Just a guess.”

Heather laughed. “Maybe we could make some money that way. Grind up shed dragon scales and market the powder as ogre repellant.”

“Or hire the dragonlets out as bodyguards. It seems that my asking them to act as guards wasn’t as absurd as I thought. Though I don’t think we should tell them how good they are at it, even if it’s inadvertent. They’ll get too proud to live with.”

Finally, wrapping their now dry cloaks around them as blankets, they stretched into the crackling straw of their two pallets. In moments both were sound asleep.

The rain dwindled from downpour to pattering to silence. They slept soundly, noticing nothing. What woke them was a piercing howl that snapped across their minds like a whip.
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Merlin jerked awake so suddenly he fell off the narrow bench. Stumbling to his feet, he stared across the inn’s common room. Beyond the window, the night sky was stained red, the red of fire.

Grabbing up his staff, he hurried to the window with Heather close behind him. Silhouetted against the rising glow, strange shapes ran and battled. They heard footsteps on the stairs behind them as the innkeeper hurried down to join them.

“The barn!” he exclaimed. “The barn’s on fire!”

Merlin had already thrown open the front door. On bare feet, he rushed out, followed by Heather, the landlord, and several other guests. Dark creatures moved about the barnyard, their shapes as difficult to fix on as shadows. Flames licked up one side of the barn. For a moment, the firelight clearly showed two distinct shapes. Two young dragons flapped their wings, screeched, and dove at the black things.

Running into the yard, Merlin lit his staff with blazing purple light. The shapes it showed were distorted creatures, whether mutants of this world or beings from a darker Otherworld he could not be certain. But the dragonlets, diving and pouncing at them, were driving them all into the night.

Merlin charged across the yard into the barn. Hastily weaving a spell with hands and words, he extinguished the fire, then dashed toward the paddocks, where three panicky horses were trying to kick their way through the wooden walls of the barn. Heather was beside him now, speaking calming thoughts to the frightened horses, and soon others came to help lead the animals into the now peaceful darkness of the barnyard.

As Merlin walked out of the barn, trying to avoid stepping on smoldering embers with his bare feet, he heard a harsh whisper from behind the charred building. Merlin looked that way, then sidled toward the concealing shadows.

“We did just as ordered,” said a voice he recognized as Sil’s. “Kept guard. Saw those nasties sneaking up on the barn. Probably wanted horsemeat for dinner. Goldie and I dove down on them, scaring and scarring them with fang and claw and fire. Drove them right away, we did! Aren’t you going to congratulate us?”

“Er, yes,” Merlin said. “Hearty congratulations. But the fire?”

“Well, that was an accident. Haven’t quite got the hang of aiming our fire yet. But, hey, we’re proven warriors now!”

“Yes, you are, and our thanks for saving our mounts. Stay close, but out of sight. We’ll be under way again soon, I think.”

When he returned to the inn’s common room, Merlin found that the fire in the hearth had been rekindled. He sat down on his sleeping bench, trying to ignore the awed stares from the innkeeper and the other guests. Shaking her head, Heather noticed the patches on his feet and legs that showed ugly charring. Kneeling beside him, she spread her hands over the spots, muttering healing charms.

“Did our friends cause the fire?” she whispered.

He nodded and whispered back, “But saved the horses.”

When he finally pulled his boots on over his healed feet, Merlin looked up to see the landlord cautiously approaching them. “You, eh … you two are, perhaps, not just ordinary travelers?”

Merlin sighed. “We do know some magic. One of her specialties is healing. But you needn’t fear us. It’s the ilk of those things that attacked your barn that should be feared.”

“Yes, we saw,” said the plump woman guest. “All manner of dark, twisted figures. And two dragons. I distinctly saw two dragons!”

Heather stepped forward. “Yes, two dragons. I saw them too. But don’t assume they were part of the attack. Dragons are not among the dark forces. After all, our High King, Arthur Pen-dragon, has a red dragon as his symbol.”

“That’s true,” said the innkeeper. “The coins he issues have dragons on them.”

“And we’ll leave you a few more. Coins, that is,” Merlin said, fumbling under the bench for his pack. “I think the dragons accidentally started the fire trying to drive away the Otherworld horse thieves. Not much damage was done, but it’ll need some repair.”

“Otherworld creatures, maybe,” Dave snarled. “But my bet is they were mostly vile muties from right around here. We ought to scour that lot from our hills, I say!”

“Dave, you thickhead,” the woman snapped. “Some muties are bad eggs; some are not. And, anyway, I’ve never seen muties that kind of ooze and quiver like some of those things, like shadows on water.”

Merlin plunked several coins into the innkeeper’s hand. Then he pointed to the window. “Looks like dawn is coming, so we two might as well be on our way. Tonight we have witnessed some of the reasons a battle is indeed brewing. Those in your Welsh hills and valleys who can see clear to joining the King’s forces on Salisbury Plain will surely be welcome there.”

As he and Heather finished packing their bags, the young ginger-haired guest shyly said, “My cousin’s a local bard. He’ll want to make a song of tonight’s affair, I’m sure. Can I ask your names?”

Heather looked at Merlin. He shrugged, and she answered. “I’m sorry we weren’t as forthcoming with you all as we might have been. Traveling incognito is sometimes easier. He is called Merlin, and I am Heather McKenna. But we are traveling on the King’s business, somewhat secret business, and would appreciate it if your cousin’s song didn’t ring out for a few days yet.”

The others in the room all babbled their thanks and assurances of discretion as Merlin and Heather closed and shouldered their packs. Then they took their leave, stepping into the yard, where their horses were waiting. The ground was still wet from the previous day’s rain, but the predawn sky was clear except for the perpetual high clouds now shading from purple to pink.

In a few minutes, their horses were saddled and the two travelers were once again on the road. Once out of sight of the inn, two pony-sized dragons and a mutie dog strutted proudly out of the underbrush and frisked ahead of them down the rutted road.

Heather leaned close to Merlin as he rode beside her. “What do you want to bet that in those new songs, the dragons grow to giant proportions?”

“Bound to,” Merlin laughed. “And I’ll probably have acquired a long gray beard and a pointy star-speckled hat. And you’ll have healed everyone in the room of truly grievous burns. History that’s passed on through bards is always a little questionable—but entertaining nonetheless.”

The rain of the previous day did not return, but the clouds overhead began to thicken and lower. The wind picked up as well. By afternoon the fat brown clouds began shedding flurries of snow. The white powdering on the ground thickened, and the rain puddles in the road froze into treacherous plates of ice.

“Springtime in Wales was always chancy,” Merlin muttered bitterly. “But this is bad even for post-Devastation weather. I guess the freak storms your mind contacts have been reporting are hitting us too.”

As if in response, the wind picked up. In moments the snowfall turned almost into a blizzard. The horses lowered their heads against the onslaught and continued along the icy road. Their way had dropped them into a shallow valley, and down its rocky sides the wind howled with animal fury. The two riders pulled their cloaks more tightly around them, but suddenly Heather threw back her hood.

“Did you hear that?”

Merlin grunted. “I heard wind that sounds angry enough to peel our skin off.”

“No, a voice. I heard a voice.”

Heather strained to listen. The voice came again. Help! Suddenly she realized the voice wasn’t being carried by the wind. It was in her head.

“Someone’s in trouble!” she called to Merlin. “Someone near here, I think. But I don’t know—”

Help! They after us. Help, hurry, save sheep!

Now they both heard a noise carried by the growling wind. A frenzied, panicky bleating blew down at them from the bleak hillside. Then, at the crest of the hill, dark shapes appeared and began rolling downward. The snow thickened, blowing about them with increasing fury as the darkness flooded toward them. Suddenly they were engulfed in a flock of dark-wooled and clearly terrified sheep.

Through the driving snow, Merlin could see that hairy orangish shapes clung to the backs of several sheep. Were these why the animals were frightened? He had just raised his staff to strike at one when a much larger, more terrifying shape launched itself through the snow and knocked Merlin off his horse.

Looking up, he found himself staring at a creature that looked like a huge wolf—except for the glowing red eyes, the sharp horns, and the row of jagged spines down its back. He fended off its lunge with a desperate swipe of his staff. As he scrambled unsteadily to his feet, the creature crouched, ready to spring again.

Merlin fumbled to pull out his sword and awkwardly whacked at the beast with his staff, that he hadn’t even had time to ignite with power. The Eldritch blade glowed blue as he swiped it through the air. The wolf thing flinched back and was momentarily diverted by colliding with a fleeing sheep, which met a bloody end as the fanged jaws clamped onto its neck.

In that moment of reprieve, Merlin glanced around him. It was hard to see anything in the swirling snow and the tumult of sheep and attackers. He couldn’t see Heather. He couldn’t see their horses. He thought he saw the glow of a swooping dragon through the curtain of snow, then that too was gone.

A snarl brought his attention back to the horned wolf, that had now been joined by another creature that looked like a huge, bloated lobster. His staff glowing purple now, Merlin swung it at the newcomer. The creature clung to the wood with thickly armored claws, nearly yanking the staff out of his hand. Now the wolf lunged again. Merlin barely brought his sword up in time. A gargling yowl nearly deafened him as the beast’s hairy side was sliced open. The twitching beast dropped to the snow. Immediately, the other creature let go of Merlin’s staff and pounced on its former companion, tearing chunks of flesh from its still-writhing body.

Merlin reeled back from the blood-splattered patch of snow only to collide with a pair of stampeding sheep. He stumbled to his knees and was nearly trampled by three more sheep. Still grasping his staff, he finally staggered to his feet again. Through the snow and chaos around him, he could see and hear nothing but bleating, stampeding sheep and snarling, galloping monsters.

“Heather!” he cried at the top of his lungs. In the upheaval around him, his cry sounded as faint as a bird’s. “Heather, where are you?”

A dark shape hurtled toward him. Briefly he glimpsed the huge ram’s wide, terrified eyes before the massive horns hit him squarely in the chest. He was catapulted through the air to smash against a snow-shrouded boulder. By the time he slid into the snowbank below, he was already unconscious.

Heather heard the voice in her head coming nearer. Suddenly a dark herd crested the ridge. Sheep, she realized. They were stampeding in panic. Then she saw why. Other dark shapes were close behind them. Even through the driving snow, she could tell they were hideously twisted.

Help! Save sheep! Herd to safety!

Even as she pulled out her own Eldritch sword, Heather glimpsed shaggy orange shapes clinging to some of the larger sheep. A dark, scaly creature lunged forward and sank claws into a sheep’s flank. Slicing downward with her sword, Heather severed its armor-plated head from its body. Panicky sheep trampled over the decapitated creature.

Behind them, something with many blue, hairy legs galloped along and swept a running lamb from its mother’s side. Heather cried in anger and hacked off three of the creature’s arms, freeing the lamb. She’d barely lowered her sword arm when she heard a growl behind her.

Spinning around, she stared into the fanged jaws of an enormous spiky furred cat.

Just then something clamped down on her shoulder and yanked her off her feet. There was a blur of snow, movement, and jostling dark shapes. She landed heavily on something soft and spongy, something that was moving.

Hold on! the voice said, so loudly Heather almost screamed with the pain. With the hand that wasn’t gripping her sword, she clutched the surface she was riding on. It was thick, soft, and curly. She was splayed on the back of a huge sheep! Awkwardly she managed to tuck her sword flat under her body, freeing her other hand to grab another fistful of dark wool. Then she gritted her teeth and held on through an incredible jouncing, terrifying ride.

Through the snow, she glimpsed monstrous shapes, charging sheep, and heard a cacophony of hideous noise. Once she thought she saw a flash of purple, and once something gold whisked overhead that might have been a glowing dragon. Then there seemed to be nothing but running sheep around her. The noise of battle slowly dropped away behind them.

Safe now, the voice said, still painfully loud. Go to extra-safe place.

Heather lifted her head. On the sheep running beside her sat a hairy orange creature no bigger than a five-year-old child. Large eyes surrounded by soft orange fuzz stared at her. Below them, a broad mouth turned up into a shy smile.

Thanks, Heather thought back. But can we talk with our mouths? This hurts.

The dark eyes squeezed shut. “Right,” a squeaky voice replied. “This close, it hurts.”

Heather struggled to raise her head enough to look around her. She was riding in the midst of an undulating dark river of sheep. Spotted around, several of the larger ones were carrying shaggy orange people on their backs. At this jouncing pace, it was difficult to talk, but Heather was overwhelmed with a need to know what was happening.

“You are sheepherders?” she ventured. “Muties?”

“Sure,” her hairy companion replied. “Some farmers hire us to tend sheep. We good at it. Sheep like us. But some scary things like sheep. To eat.”

Sudden realization hit her. She’d just talked to this new person in her mind. And it was a mutie. Probably one of those she’d heard mentioned at the inn. But she’d only talked to regular people before. Or had she? Actually, she’d only personally met a few of them. And Earl had reported that the boy Ivan in eastern Europe was part of a group that had changed a lot after centuries living underground. What was the definition of mutie anyway? Was the growing ability to work magic a different kind of mutation?

Her head was spinning now from more than the effects of this wild ride. Cautiously Heather asked, “Do you often talk with people in your mind?”

“Sure. Never you before. But Temesqua mention you. Boy who talk about jaguars.”

“Right,” Heather laughed. “I talk to him lots. And others too. Have you got others?”

“Plenty. All say lots of bad things creeping around now, plus bad weather, bad earthquakes, and scary light in the sky. Bad things like attack us. Hill gets steep.”

Heather dug her fingers into the thick wool. Their angle now tilted sharply up as the stream of sheep zigzagged back and forth along a rough stone-lined trail. She could see that the hairy orange sheepherders were working hard, through calling and waving sticks, to keep their flock on the narrow, winding route.

Then they were at the top. Her sheep slowed along with the others, and Heather sat up. Before her sword could slip to the ground, she pulled it from under her and slid it securely into its sheath. Looking around, she saw that the hilltop was flat and covered with rings of stone walls. She had glimpsed stone walls snaking up the hillside as well, and the largest wall seemed to circle the outside of the hilltop.

“Me Ravit,” said the high voice beside her. “What your name?”

“Heather. You live here?”

“Sometimes. This safest place for sheep when enemies around.”

Heather scanned the rest of the milling flock. The snow had almost stopped falling, but already dusk was settling in and the light was poor. The last of the sheep seemed to have gotten safely up to the walled hilltop. A half dozen were carrying shaggy orange sheepherders, but with growing alarm, she saw that none was carrying anyone in a dark cloak. Where was Earl? And Rus and the dragons. Where were they?

“Ravit, I had other friends back there, where the dark creatures attacked. Are they all right? I’ve got to find them!”

“Be calm. We help. Your friends helped us too.” Abruptly Ravit stood up on the back of her sheep and pulled Heather to her feet as well. Then she tugged her from the back of one jostling sheep to another. Heather gasped and struggled for balance, feeling as if she were walking across the waves of a rippling river. Then they both hopped off onto rocky ground.

“We go to camp now. Others pen sheep for night.” The shaggy orange mutie led Heather through a maze of walls where rough fieldstones seemed to have been carefully fitted together with no mortar other than mud.

At last they came to the center of the maze, a broad opening dotted with stone huts. A large fire circle was in its center, where several short orange people were standing around talking. When they saw Ravit, they cried with joy and rushed toward her. Soon Heather was surrounded by a sea of orange, as the small muties alternately squeaked questions at Ravit and looked curiously at Heather.

After a couple of minutes, Ravit tried to make some introductions, but Heather got hopelessly confused. At the moment all the shaggy people around her looked very alike, and their scant sheepskin clothing looked basically the same. Finally she said, “Yes, good to meet you all. But my friends, I have to go back and find my friends.”

A slightly larger orange person, named Grithex, stepped forward. Heather decided she was a woman because there was only a faint fuzz on her face. “Yes, Ravit say how you all help. We help find friends. But first, you get warm, have nice stew. Over here, come.”

The crowd dragged her over to the fire circle, where several large pots bubbled with delicious-smelling stew. Hunger suddenly made Heather dizzy, but she couldn’t let go of her worry. “My friends, though. I’ve got to find them first.”

“Sure, sure,” the woman said. “We send searchers out soon. But first—”

Her speech was cut short by an odd, penetrating sound. From beyond the encircling wall, two sharp, mournful howls rose into the air. With delight, Heather recognized the sound.

“Rus!”

Pushing clear of the crowd, she rushed to the outer wall and clambered up. Below, against the snow-whitened hillside, she could see the dark silhouette of a two-headed dog.

She turned back to the others. “My dog! He followed me here.” Then she looked back down the hill. “Rus, come on up!”

“Wait!” Ravit cried leaping up beside her. “Can’t come straight up. Hill covered with traps. Only certain ways safe.”

“Rus, stay!” Heather shouted. Then she backed it up by yelling in her mind, Don’t move, Rus. There are traps. Maybe someone can come guide you.

At that moment, a shriek sliced through the evening sky. Everyone looked up. The smaller muties dropped to the ground in terror while larger ones grabbed up rocks and began hurling them skyward.

“No!” Heather called. “She’s a good guy, a friend.” Then she yelled louder at the glowing apparition. “Goldie, don’t land on the hillside. It’s full of traps. See if you can help Rus.”

The gold dragonlet plummeted downward and, before Rus could do more than yelp, grabbed the dog in her claws. Laboriously she flapped her way toward the walled hilltop. The muties scuttled back, plastering themselves against whatever sheltering walls they could find. Ignoring them, Goldie sailed over the outer wall and settled down near the fire circle. She let Rus loose, and the dog immediately galloped over to Heather. Goldie fixed her attention on the bubbling pots.

“Mmmm. Do I smell mutton stew?”

Once she had fended off Rus’s welcoming licks, Heather walked toward the fire. Groups of orange muties followed more cautiously. She looked around at the crowd, the tallest one coming no higher than her waist. “Everybody, this is Goldie. She’s a dragon. A baby dragon, really. And she helped back there when your flock was attacked.”

The crowd around her chattered excitedly. Ravit pressed up beside Heather. “A real dragon? We see Otherworld folk sometimes. A few good ones but mostly the ones that join up with the bad muties and bad people. They cause trouble. But never see dragon.” As Grithex and a couple of others cautiously ladled out a bowl of stew for Goldie, Heather asked the dragon, “Have you seen Earl? Where’s Sil?”

Goldie lifted her dripping muzzle from the bowl. “Sil and I, we chased those dark things way over the hills. Burned up a few too. And clawed up a couple. They don’t taste good. When they’d all snuck into dark holes, we went back. I followed Rus’s trail. Sil’s looking for Merlin. Hard ’cause snow covers stuff. This stew good. More, please?”

Heather stared out into the snow-smeared darkness, anxiously chewing her braid. She’d never been able to mind-talk with dragons or with Earl. She just mentally prayed to whatever spirits or gods might be listening. Find him. Keep him safe.
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THE VALLEY

Merlin woke under a chill blanket of snow. Ice crusted his eyelids. At first the only movement he seemed capable of was shivering. Then he managed to open his eyes. His blurry vision took in a shape looming in the darkness above him. With frozen fingers he fumbled for his sword or staff, anything to fight with. He found nothing.

The shape flapped its wings and settled in the snow beside him. “Not much of a sleeping place. Let’s find someplace warmer.”

“Sil!” Merlin croaked. Struggling to sit up, he saw the tip of his staff protruding from the snow a few feet away. The dragonlet noticed where he was looking and with his tail flipped the staff toward Merlin. The wizard grabbed it and levered himself up. His head and back ached, but his arms and legs seemed to work, except for being stiff and numb with cold.

He ignited his staff with purple light and by its glow surveyed the scene around him.

The snow had largely stopped falling. The fresher fall partly covered a number of dark, heaped bodies. Fearfully, Merlin walked among them. Some were dark-wooled sheep. Others were grotesque creatures from nightmare. By the mangled remains of one, Merlin found his sword half buried in blood-spattered snow. He wiped off its blade in a snowdrift and stuck it back in its sheath. Looking forlornly around, he finally turned to the dragon.

“Sil, have you seen Heather?”

“Nope. Goldie and I were off chasing the bad guys. Great fun. Goldie’s somewhere looking for Rus now, and girl too, I guess. We go look for them all?”

“Yes. But the horses? Have you seen the horses? It won’t be fast walking in this snow.”

“Horses hiding out in next valley. Saw them when I flew back. Horses big cowards, not brave warriors like us dragons.”

“Maybe, but then they don’t have your flames or teeth or claws either. Could you lead me to them, please?”

The next valley was not far, but the blanket of snow covered rocks and pits equally, making walking difficult even with a staff. When they finally reached the horses in a sheltered spot beside a rocky outcrop, the animals had pawed snow off a patch of brittle grass and were nervously grazing. Merlin wished he had Heather’s ability to calm the animals, but even so, they seemed pleased to see someone they knew. While Sil scraped at the exposed grass, discontentedly sampling some, Merlin mounted his black mare and grabbed the reins of Heather’s bay.

“Where to now, Sil?” Merlin asked. “Any idea where to start looking?”

Immediately the dragon sat down and closed his eyes. He stayed that way so long, Merlin was afraid he’d fallen asleep. He was about to prod the dragon with his staff when Sil’s red eyes popped open. “That way. Goldie’s off that way, so others must be too.”

In the near dark, they followed a winding route through a maze of low hills and small valleys. Sometimes Sil flew ahead, sometimes he walked, scratching at bushes and stunted trees as they passed, looking for something to eat. Merlin gave him the dried radishes in his pack, but those were soon gone. Merlin himself was too anxious to eat.

The snow clouds eventually blew from the sky, exposing the hazy glow of the moon and a smear of comet light across the southern horizon. On the swaying horseback, Merlin had nearly dropped into an exhausted trance when suddenly he snapped alert. Something else was glowing in the sky.

Sil, who had been scrabbling in a bush, peeped excitedly and launched into the air. Soon two faintly glowing dragons were circling and looping around each other. Merlin smiled with relief and urged the horses to pick up their pace.

It wasn’t long before they stood at the base of a flat-topped hill, its conical shape silhouetted against the moon-grayed sky. He could see the glow of what might be a campfire at its summit. Then he looked down. A small delegation of shaggy orange people was waiting for him at the beginning of a narrow, rock-lined trail.

“So, you’re a wizard,” one of them chirped. “That what Heather say. First dragons and then a wizard. Quite a night! Follow us closely and avoid traps.”

Soon they had finished the zigzagging maze and were at the top. Merlin hadn’t even dismounted when he saw Heather running toward him. He jumped from his horse, grabbed her, and spun her around. “I thought I’d lost you,” they both said at the same time. Then together they laughed.

Before long, Merlin and Heather were seated side by side near the cookfire. Bowls of stew warmed their hands, and between spurts of talk, they scooped up the meaty broth with carved bone spoons. The dragons and Rus each had a bowl as well, with Sil’s holding nothing but vegetables. Thirty or so muties sat nearby, some eating, some laughing, all talking. The adventures of the night were told over and over, becoming more elaborate with each telling.

After a while, Ravit shyly sat down beside Heather. “This your wizard friend? I do a little magic too. Not much, but I talk to sheep, of course. And I can move little rocks and stuff by thinking at them.”

“And she’s a mind talker too,” Heather informed Merlin. “She’s got some of the same contacts I have, and some different ones too. They’re from all over.”

“And how old are you, Ravit?” Merlin asked. With everyone here equally covered with hair, he was finding it hard judging anyone’s age.

“I’m twelve. I’ve got a little cousin who’s a mind talker too. But he refuses to talk to any girls. He’s a silly.”

Merlin nodded and smiled. “Part of the mind-talking generation. This is going to change the world—if it survives long enough.”

“Then we’ll just have to see that it does,” Heather said firmly. “Come over here and talk to Grithex. She and some of the older ones—at least I think they’re older; they’re taller anyway—they seem to know something about what’s going on. Maybe they can help.”

Heather led him to where a group of taller muties sat in a circle playing a game that involved quickly moving rocks through a series of scooped-out holes in the dirt. Merlin studied them. They wore an erratic collection of sheepskin clothing held closed with leather belts and some bone jewelry. The amount of long orange hair that covered their stout bodies would have made it difficult to be sure which were men and which women, except that the men seemed to have orange hair on their faces, while the women and children’s features were surrounded by short fuzz.

After introductions, Merlin sat among them and said, “We’re glad we happened to be around when you needed help. Sometimes things that look like coincidences turn out to have meaning.”

A particularly large mutie named Urft whose hair was rippled with gray nodded slowly. “Yep, like life’s all part of a big pattern, a maze.” Then he laughed. “But none of us are high enough up to see it.”

Merlin smiled. “Exactly. As Heather may have told you, we happened to be here because we’re on a quest of sorts. The problem is, I don’t know exactly what we’re looking for. But whatever it is, there’s going to be some enchantment involved. Strong, old enchantment. Do any of you have any sense of a place like that near here?”

The graying mutie shook his head. “This Wales. Lots of enchantment around. Some old, some very old. Most we can’t read. There’s one pocket south of here. And a couple bigger to west. Dangerous places, even the little ones. Safer to avoid.”

Merlin swallowed his disappointment and went on to tell them about Arthur and the coming battle on the Solstice.

“We know,” Urft said. “Word spread. Some of us want fight. Some not. And some, not of our clan, fight on wrong side already. But bad things been troubling us, like we see today; they got to be stopped.” He grinned through his faceful of hair. “You will see some of us on Salisbury Plain maybe.”

By then, Merlin and Heather were almost too tired to keep their eyes open. They were shown to a stone hut where piled sheepskins were obviously used as bedding. But their hosts, excited by the events of the day, still seemed in a mood to party. Before the two guests could fall into sleep, the air filled with strange, wild singing. High voices flooded the night with clicks and warbles, while oddly spaced rhythms were beaten out rock against rock. Sleepily, Heather marveled at the strangeness that could be found even in their own world. But exhaustion soon overwhelmed wonder.

The next morning, the shrouded sun was just inching into the sky when Merlin and Heather stumbled out of their hut. Sil and Goldie were already playing a game in the air tossing an inflated sheep’s bladder back and forth while Rus yapped excitedly below them, waiting to catch any misses. The muties were bustling about, gobbling breakfast, sweeping out huts, and preparing for another day herding sheep. Their guests were welcomed and given bowls of dried mushrooms.

Once they had finished and were saddling up the horses, Ravit came up to Heather. “We keep in touch, okay?”

“Absolutely. Now that we know what each other’s thoughts sound like, I’m sure we can still talk. After all, if we can talk to folk halfway around the world, why not between Wales and England?”

Ravit nodded. “The big ones probably not let me go fight. Say I too young. But let you know what happen here. And you don’t be too brave. Don’t get killed in big battle. I like you.”

Heather hugged the warm, hairy little girl. “I like you too. I’ll try to be brave but not stupid. I don’t want to get killed. I want to see what this world’s like if—when we win.”

After more farewells, two humans, two horses, two dragons, and one two-headed dog set off down the winding trail and into the shallow valley beyond. The snow from yesterday’s storm was already beginning to melt, but the wind was raw. It scudded low clouds over the hills and seemed to carry cold from the snowcapped peaks they could see in the distance. By afternoon, temperatures had dropped again. The half-melted slush froze into jagged lumps. One brief flurry of snow powdered the ground with white. Ahead of them, the wind scudded the white veil along in serpentine waves.

Merlin huddled into his cloak feeling more and more discouraged. The horses kept unhesitatingly choosing their route, but he was beginning to doubt whether they had any more clue about their goal than the local muties did. Or than he did. He had been given a great charge by both the Lady and his king. And now he feared he was failing them both.

He ached all over from yesterday’s ordeal and was well sunk into exhaustion and gloom when both horses suddenly stopped short. Jolted awake, he wondered briefly if this could be it. Urft had mentioned enchanted places, one to their south, and they were traveling south. But then he looked around and realized that the reason for the horses’ stopping here was probably the spring of enticing-looking water bubbling from a rocky opening in a hillside. This hill at least offered some protection from the biting wind, and a small grove of trees had managed to grow in its shelter. “Good enough for a rest spot,” he said as he swung stiffly out of the saddle.

Merlin threw himself down on the crinkly, dry grass, and soon Heather joined him. Together they listened to the two horses slurping up water from the pool below the spring. Then Rus and the dragonlets crashed back along the road from where they’d been exploring ahead and threw themselves into the same pool.

Finally, when they too had dropped panting to the grass, Merlin sat up. “Well, that lot has certainly muddied the pool. I’ll see if I can scoop some unsullied water from the spring itself.” Unhooking a cup from his belt, he walked to the hillside and knelt down by the mossy circle of rocks, pleased to see that the spring was larger and clearer than he had at first thought.

His new sense for the age of things whispered to him that this was a very ancient spring, sacred for untold ages. Tired of such useless information, he shut it out.

Lowering the old, battered metal cup into the water, he was surprised to feel a swirling current. In seconds the moving water had snatched the cup from his fingers. Cursing, he leaned forward and stared into the deep pool. His cup gleamed on a rocky underwater ledge just out of reach. Lowering his whole arm into the icy water, he had just touched the rim of the cup when he felt something slip off his wrist. His bracelet! The one from the Lady!

Impatiently he hooked up the cup and tossed it away from the spring. Then he knelt on the rim of the bubbling pool. He could see the bracelet glinting as the cup had done, only it was farther down. Gripping a rock at the pool’s edge with one hand, he stretched his other arm as far down as he could. Not quite far enough. Taking a breath, he lowered his head into the chill water to extend his reach. Suddenly the rock he was gripping gave way, and he toppled headfirst into the pool.

Instead of thrashing near the surface, he found himself plummeting down like a stone. He saw the bracelet as he hurtled past and snagged it with a finger. Deeper he dropped into cold and darkness. Then the shaft twisted, and he was sucked forward along it, then spewed into a deep green pool. Practically out of breath now, he felt the current that had dragged him slowly fade. He flipped over in the deep water and saw lighter green glowing above him. Kicking off from the rocky bottom of the pool, he shot upward and burst gratefully into the air.

Silver drops cascaded back around him as he shook the dark, dripping hair from his eyes. The scene he saw was not what he had expected.

The pool he’d emerged in was at one end of a small, bowllike valley. Its sides were furred with evergreen trees, and the grass that carpeted its floor was a lush emerald green. Although they had ridden for days under dull gray skies, the sky arching over this valley was brilliant blue. Jamming the bracelet back on his wrist, he paddled slowly to the edge of the pool and took a deep breath. The scents that reached him he recognized as the perfume of flowers, probably from the small white blossoms scattered through the grass. There was also a subtler odor. That was the scent of ancient and powerful enchantment.

Cautiously he pulled himself out onto moss-slicked rocks. Enchantments this strong could be fraught with danger. He looked around but saw no movement, no insects, no birds, no animals of any kind. For minutes, he sat still, slowly drying off in the surprisingly warm sunlight and straining to listen to his surroundings. He heard nothing, nothing at all. No twittering birds, no buzzing insects, not even the rustle of grass in the wind. There was no wind. Everything around him was perfectly still.

He stood up and stared around more intensely. Other than himself, the only living things in this valley seemed to be plants. Besides the flowers and the grass and the pines on the hillsides there was a scattering of low flowering shrubs. But the floor of the valley itself was dominated by a single huge tree. A magnificent oak, the largest he had ever seen, grew in the center of the valley. His father might be somewhere in this valley, anywhere. But if he was to make any sense of this place, he suspected it was to that tree that he had to go.

Keeping tensely alert for any threat, Merlin walked slowly toward the oak. The small rustle of his walking though the grass sounded crashingly loud in this unnaturally silent place. Finally reaching the tree’s base, he stared up. Its moss-softened branches twisted and spread in an intricate filigree against the glittering blue sky. Every branch and twig was just bursting forth with the pale green leaves of early spring. Slowly he dragged his gaze down the trunk. It was amazingly solid and thick, its mottled brown bark deeply furrowed. At its base, great gnarled roots bulged and then dove into the earth. For a tree this large, he knew, the roots must go very deep indeed.

The enchantment he had felt vibrating in this valley had clearly drawn him into it and then to this tree. But what was he to do now? Carefully he paced around the massive trunk, looking for any opening among the roots, any cleft in the bark. But he found nothing.

Perhaps he should climb the tree. From its crown he could surely see a larger picture and get an idea of what this mysterious isolated valley was all about. Cautiously he climbed onto a large humped-up root. From there he found enough fissures and bulges in the bark to pull himself up to the lowest branch. It was smooth and wide as a footpath, but he didn’t walk along it. Clinging close to the trunk, he climbed from there to another branch and then another.

As he tried to swing to a higher branch still, his bracelet snagged on a jutting knob of bark, and he nearly lost his grip. Letting go of the upper branch, he tried to drop back to the one below, but his arm, bound in the bracelet, was still caught. He tugged downward, and the slab of bark tore away, dribbling his whole arm with sticky golden sap.

Suddenly the entire tree quaked and convulsed, tossing him spinning through the labyrinth of branches. With a painful thud, he landed on the ground. Groaning, he rolled over.

Above him, the tree was shivering violently. Leaves, twigs, shreds of bark, cascaded down, pelting him with dust and sharp splinters. Then he heard deep, creaking groans as whole branches began to break loose. Throwing an arm over his face, he tried to conjure a close protective spell.

The earth shook under him, roots writhed free of the grass, and massive branches crashed down on all sides. Noise filled his head with throbbing pain.

Gradually it subsided. Silence returned. Sunlight hit his closed eyelids, unshaded now by any tree. Cautiously he opened his eyes, blinking against the sun. A figure stood above him in dark silhouette. Merlin scrambled to his feet.

The great tree was gone. He was looking at a man.


[image: ]
FAMILY

The man standing where the tree had stood was tall. His hair and beard were a dark forest green and his skin a mottled brown. He looked at Merlin with dark eyes that slowly seemed to blink into focus. Raising a hand, he pointed to the bronze band on Merlin’s wrist.

“That … that bracelet.” His dry voice creaked with disuse. “Where … how did you get it?”

Merlin tried to keep calm, calm and rational. He looked down at the bracelet and brushed off the powdery gold sap that had dried there. “My grandmother gave it to me, the Lady of Avalon.” When the man kept staring with ever-widening eyes, Merlin forced himself to continue. A sudden feeling of relief and absolute certainty carried him on. “I believe you once gave this bracelet’s mate to my mother.”

The man’s thin lips slowly quirked into a smile—a lopsided smile, Merlin realized, that mirrored his own. “I have long felt my son on the Earth,” he said, his voice slowly gaining strength, “and have hoped, however impossible it might be, that someday we might meet.” The man’s hand as it grasped Merlin’s shoulder felt rough as tree bark and warm as sunshine. “Let us walk. I have been still for far too long.”

His steps were shaky at first, and Merlin slipped an arm around his waist to steady him. But soon they were walking with a matched loping stride around the small, silent valley.

“What do you know of what has passed since your enchantment?” Merlin asked, breaking their silence. “It has been a very long time. About two thousand years.”

“Has it? Yes, I could sense time passing, though I lost count of years. I had little direct knowledge of what was happening on the Earth. Arawn isolated me here. No weather enters this valley, no seasons, no birds or insects or anything that could carry tales. Not even wind. But he forgot that as a tree, I would have roots. Deep roots they became, and through them I learned much.”

Merlin’s mind flooded with questions, but he tried to channel them. “You know about what happened five hundred years ago?”

Deep sadness furrowed his cheeks. “Yes. The Earth felt that deeply. Life nearly destroying itself. But there was survival and hope. Yet now I sense that some equally great event is building again. The Earth is vibrating with it. I suspect that is why you have come here. But did my mother send you? She took a great risk if she did.”

Merlin nodded. “She skirted the risk, I hope. She didn’t tell me where to find you or in what form you would be. Yet I had help without realizing it, I think.” Merlin was silent a moment, recalling how Heather had been allowed to know of this quest and accompany him, Heather with her link to animals and her mind-talking even with muties. Then he looked down at his arm.

“And the bracelet must have helped as well. The Lady told me to bring it to you.” Merlin slipped the bronze band off his wrist and handed it to his father and watched as the man slipped it onto his bark-colored wrist. “She said that you hold the key to bringing down Arawn’s dominion. Is that so?”

His father smiled crookedly. “The prophesy. Dangerous things, prophecies. It’s tricky how they sometimes work. When I was young, I didn’t think I held any prophetic keys. I wanted only life. Avalon was too safe and predictable for me. I traveled to your world. I had adventures there, but most wonderful of all, I met your mother. Oh, she was beautiful and so full of life and hope. I fell helplessly in love with her. I wanted only to be with her. But my father learned of my presence and feared me for something I didn’t have—at least I didn’t have it then.

“Ironic, isn’t it? When he learned of me, in seeking to foil the prophecy, he thought to tear me from life. But in doing so, he turned me into the one being that has roots, which can stretch into the very heart of life. As a tree, I gradually reached into the soul of the Earth, touching its deepest roots. Only then was I given the key that he so much feared.”

Merlin sighed. “And now that you are free, you can use it.”

His father laughed sadly, a gusty sound like wind rattling tree limbs. “Oh, no. I do have the key now, but I know that I am not the one meant to use it. My role, it seems, is to pass on that key to the one who can.”

Merlin’s feeling of joy and relief suddenly shriveled. “And who would that be?” he whispered.

The man smiled softly. “You know, don’t you? Not an Eldritch like me, a creature of an Otherworld. And not a creature wholly of the mortal world either. Someone who can move through both worlds and delve to where their roots are intertwined.”

Merlin closed his eyes, feeling he was back where he had started. “But I don’t know where that is. I don’t know what the key is or how to use it.”

“The key I can give you. But as to where and how to use it, I don’t know either. Learning such as I received, learning that seeps up through the roots, is not like knowledge that comes to the brain. All I know is that to use the key, you must seek out the roots, go back to the beginning.”

“The roots of what? The beginning of what?” Merlin tried to keep the edge of hysteria out of his voice.

“Of life. We all, mortal and immortal, came from one seed, one fertile patch where all our oldest, deepest roots entwine. That was where everything sprouted from, growing in balance and harmony. That harmony has long since been shattered, but if you can trace back the roots, perhaps you can unlock the answer. Perhaps that lost balance and peace can be restored.”

Merlin stared at his feet. The uncertainty of everything beat at him. Only gradually did he realize what he was seeing. With the destruction of the enchantment that had held his father, the valley was melding back into the real world. The grass was turning brown; the starlike flowers were withering to pale dust. Around him, the wind felt raw and sharp. The need for change in this world, for setting it right, couldn’t be made plainer. But the way to bring that about seemed even more obscure than before.

He looked up. “Do you have any idea where this place of roots is?”

“I don’t know its location, only its feel. But you have been abroad in this world and others when I have not. I am confident that you will find it.”

Merlin cringed inside. More confidence from others that he didn’t feel he deserved. Then slowly he shook his head, answering his own thoughts. Nonetheless, he had been given that confidence. Now he would have to try to deserve it. Or die trying. The world wasn’t giving him other choices.

His father continued. “Come, I must pass you the key. Then I should leave this place and return to Avalon before Arawn senses any change. He may have long forgotten about this old enchantment of his, but soon he’ll feel its destruction. And you and the knowledge of who you are must be kept secret from him.”

Swiftly his father grabbed Merlin’s shoulders and whispered a single word into his ear. It fell into him like a heavy, glowing stone, searing his soul. The word was in no language that he knew, older far than the ancient Welsh of his childhood. It felt as old as language itself. Meaning shivered around it but would not quite reveal itself.

Taking a shaking breath, Merlin gasped, “A word. A word is the key?”

“At the roots, at a time before things were written or even before things were made, power was all in words. A word—that word—will unlock the answer.”

Merlin felt stunned. The world seemed to be shifting and remaking itself around him. He had heard that word only this once, but it seemed to ring back and forth in his head and almost shatter his bones with its weight. Dazed, he barely noticed at first as his father took his arm and guided them to the edge of the valley.

“I wish we had more time together now,” the man said. “We have two thousand years of catching up to do, it seems. But there is too much danger. You must leave this place now. Arawn or his followers must not find you near here or connect you in any way with the breaking of his enchantment.” His serious expression softened. “I suspect, though, that you might prefer going from here by a different route than the one you took getting into the valley?”

Merlin shuddered, remembering the ice-cold water of the ancient well beneath the spring. “If I can.”

“This way, then.” The flourishing trees that had once clothed the enchanted valley were now stunted and sparse. Rugged boulders crowded between them on the steep slope. Merlin’s father unerringly threaded their way upward until they stood on the crest. From there, looking down on the far side, they could see frenzied activity in a little grove. One girl, two young dragons, and a mutie dog were frantically digging at the earth and stones around an old well. Dirt, rocks, and curses were flying, but they seemed to be making little progress. Appearing unconcerned, two horses were cropping grass nearby.

“It looks like you’d better go down to them before they dig away this hillside. That poor spring has been an unassuming sacred site for eons. We don’t want it totally destroyed.” He stared at the scene a moment longer, then, with a quizzical smile, Merlin’s father looked at him. “That bracelet the girl is wearing, is it …?”

“Yes, the one you gave my mother and that she gave to me. I gave it to Heather—as a betrothal token.”

“Good. Cherish her and live a long life with her.”

As his father pulled away, Merlin grabbed his arm. “Will we see each other again?”

“If the Earth survives and balance is restored. We must both do our parts to see that it happens. Good-bye, Son.”

The man, green and brown as the trees, vanished among the twisted pines on the hillside. Merlin ached with all the things he had wanted to say to him. Then his heart was drawn back down the slope. Taking a deep breath, he followed it. “Wait. Stop your digging. Here I am!”

For a stunned moment, all activity below stopped. Then everyone was charging up the hill. First Merlin was met by nuzzles from sharp, smoldering dragon snouts, then came slobberings from double dog tongues. Finally Heather scattered the others with a running leap and a hug.

“You didn’t drown! Where were you? What happened?”

Merlin held up his hands. “Slowly! A lot happened. It looks like the horses and their spiritual DNA thing were right. And the bracelet. The Lady’s clever. All she said was for me to give it to my father. She gave me no hint as to where. But once it was close—thanks to you and the horses—the bracelet sort of took over.”

He frowned a moment, then continued. “And now I’ve been given another quest that I understand even less well than the last one. But in any case, we’ve got to move away from here—and quickly. It’s dangerous to stay here longer. Maybe I’ll develop a better idea of where I am to move to when I’ve got my head together again.”

Again Heather hugged him. “I’m just glad to see you back. Next time when you’re thirsty, let me fetch the cup of water. I don’t seem to be quite as accident-prone.”

Merlin laughed. “Like I told our shaggy orange friends, I’m not sure there are such things as accidents. At least not for people like us.”
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As they rode on south, Merlin explained what had happened, at first disjointedly and then with happy calm. Heather was delighted for him, a boy who had always thought himself fatherless finding a father after two thousand years. But she was worried too.

“Earl, this thing about finding the roots, the beginnings, that doesn’t give you much of a clue.”

“No it doesn’t,” he sighed. “And my father didn’t have a clear idea either. He just said that he had confidence I could find it!”

Heather didn’t say a word. She knew Merlin hated carrying people’s expectations. She also knew he had done it all his life, usually with success.

Finally he continued. “What he said was to look for ‘the beginnings of things.’ Did you read a lot of natural science stuff in the Llandoylan library?”

“Not much. I skimmed a bit, but I really liked fiction more.”

“I didn’t read much in the natural history area either. I seem to remember that all life supposedly began back billions of years ago when volcanic eruptions ignited gas molecules or something, or maybe it was meteor strikes. But I don’t think that’s what he was talking about. It’s got to be when human life began that he meant, since he was talking about the mortal world and the Otherworlds intertwining. But I don’t know when or where that was either.”

For a while they rode along in silence. At the sight of a pair of boys and their sheepdogs coming toward them on the road, Heather sent a quick mental message to Rus for him and the dragons to duck out of sight. She and Merlin nodded politely at the boys, who turned and watched them, apparently impressed by their heavy cloaks and fine warhorses. Once they were out of earshot again, Heather offered a suggestion to Merlin.

“You know, Earl, we really aren’t far from Llandoylan School. Their library is probably as good as you can find because they made a point after the Devastation of gathering as many surviving books there as possible. We could drop in and ask to use the library to maybe track down this roots thing. Because we’re former students, they’d probably let us.”

Merlin snorted. “We didn’t exactly leave the place on the best of terms, so I don’t know if the ‘former student’ line would help. But as ‘envoys of the High King,’ we might have a little more clout. Worth a try anyway. I sure need some help with this.”

Several more days’ travel brought them to the town where they and Welly had all first met. The place was powerfully familiar but struck them both as smaller than it had loomed in their memories. So much had happened since they had last been there. They were tempted to go into the town itself, to see their old haunts, the shops and public spaces they had loved to visit when they’d gotten a day off from school. But sensing that time was short, they decided to deal with business first. They headed their horses toward the walled school grounds on the edge of town.

As they drew near, Merlin pulled his mare to a stop and said, “I feel ridiculously nervous—like a truant schoolboy being dragged back for a scolding. This won’t do! We are representatives of Arthur Pendragon, High King of All Britain. Let’s look the part.”

The dragons were definitely too large to ride on their shoulders or even on their horses’ rumps anymore. But Sil and Goldie were easily talked into strutting along proudly beside them while Rus trotted ahead, his two muzzles held arrogantly up in the air. Even their mounts were impressive, being good-sized warhorses and not the usual puny farm breed.

As they processed into the school courtyard, the few students who were out there stopped and stared, while others poked their heads out of surrounding windows. Several faculty members stepped uncertainly from a doorway.

Without dismounting, Merlin raised his staff imperiously. “We are here on business of the High King, His Majesty Arthur Pendragon, and request an audience with Headmaster Greenhow, if he is in fact still headmaster of Llandoylan School.”

One teacher mumbled to another and stepped forward. “Yes, indeed, sir and madam, Headmaster Greenhow is still very much in charge. I will take you to his office.”

Stroking his beard nervously, the man looked at the mutie dog and two dragons. “But perhaps your animal companions should remain outside.”

“Animals?” both dragonlets spat indignantly along with gouts of flame.

“Thank you very much, Master Foxworthy,” Merlin said, to the man’s startled surprise. “But I believe it would be safer—for your students—if they accompany us. We would, however, appreciate someone tending to our horses.” With that, they both dismounted. While their former teacher studied them curiously, Merlin and Heather, with their dragon and dog escort, swept toward the door that they knew led to the headmaster’s office.

Leaning toward Merlin, Heather whispered, “I wish Welly were here. All those years that kids made fun of him here—the fat, bespectacled, unathletic boy who wanted to be a soldier.”

Merlin chuckled. “Right. And now he’s a muscular, seasoned warrior riding a huge dragon on the King’s business. Life does take some interesting turns.”

Master Foxworthy scurried ahead of them into Greenhow’s office, then after a moment came out and ushered them in. He tried to stay way back from the two dragons, but they both managed to cough as they passed him, slightly singing the hem of his robe.

Once inside, the dragons took up dignified posts on either side of Greenhow’s desk. Merlin was impressed that the headmaster somehow managed to not look too flustered by the creatures as he gestured to chairs for his two human visitors.

“Headmaster,” Merlin said respectfully, “we come on the King’s business, but perhaps you remember us from our student days here.”

The old man squinted at them, then nodded. “Foxworthy was right, though I scarcely believed him. Earl Bedwas, isn’t it? And … Heather McKenna?”

Merlin smiled. “Correct. And we should apologize for the hasty manner in which we departed here. But perhaps you gathered that the woman who called herself my aunt and offered you funding was not what she seemed?”

Greenhow shuddered. “When she returned and found you gone … Well, best forgotten, that is. The scars are almost healed. And it does me good to see former students of ours doing well in the world. You say you work for this new King Arthur?”

“We do,” Heather answered. “And in carrying out a mission for him, we would very much like to have a look at the school library. Yours is, after all, one of the best archives in all of Britain.” Her flattering smile was aimed at melting any objections he might have, if the certainty of royal favor wasn’t enough.

“Of course you may,” Greenhow said, standing up, then casting a nervous glance at the two dragons, that were watching his every move. “You remember the way?”

Merlin laughed. “How could we forget, after spending so many hours there—even when we weren’t in detention?”

The headmaster blushed. “Yes, well, the past is past, don’t you know. And you will dine with us tonight? We would be honored.”

“If we find what we need by then,” Merlin answered. “But our time is limited.”

It wasn’t long before Heather and Merlin were seated at an old, scarred table surrounded by shelves of pre-Devastation books. Under strict orders not to cause any trouble, the two young dragons had gone out to the school’s old orchard to play with Rus and any of the schoolchildren brave enough to join in. There was also an unusual number of students frequenting the library, trying to glimpse their mysterious visitors while pretending to be engrossed in their studies.

For a moment, the two just sat there, soaking in the familiar sights and smells. Dusty shelves of ancient books crowded around them protectively, almost as if shielding them from the harsh contemporary world, as these same books shielded young students with memories of a gentler, more knowledgeable past. The air was heavy with the musty scent of old books, their leather and paper covers fragrantly crumbling, and with the rich smell of furniture oil that for centuries had been lovingly rubbed into the worn wooden table and chairs.

Sighing, forcing herself to push back this cocoon of warm safety, Heather got up and walked to the shelves of science books. She skipped over the books about ancient inventions and machinery, few of which mattered anymore, and pulled out several volumes on natural history. Then, trying to ignore the awed whispers filtering through the concealing shelves, she and Merlin began leafing through the fragile pages.

Hours passed. The shrouded sun moved from one dirt-filmed window to another, sending dust motes skittering in its shafts. Finally Merlin plunked the book he’d been skimming onto a stack of others. “It looks like it’s Africa, doesn’t it?”

Heather nodded. “Eastern or southern Africa seems to be where scientists thought humans began. Is that what you’re looking for?”

“If the mortal and immortal worlds are as intertwined as they seem to be, then the connection probably arises from that time. I guess that’s where the roots are that I’m after. But Africa? According to the maps, it’s a huge place. And how do I get there? Even if Blanche were here and up for it, that could be a trip of months, considering the stretches of uninhabitable land between, and ocean as well. There’s not time.”

“What about the way we got from the Americas back to Britain?” Heather suggested.

“Through the Otherworld passages? But we had a spirit guide then who led us where we needed to go. And even if we could find an Otherworld portal now, there’s no guarantee it would link with the places we want, assuming we knew what we wanted. From what you’ve been saying about the minds you’ve contacted in Africa, it may not have suffered quite as spectacularly during the Devastation, because their nations weren’t armed as heavily. But if all I have to go by is ‘eastern or southern Africa,’ I could be months searching for the place—months we don’t have.”

Heather frowned over the book in her hands a moment more, then slammed it closed in a puff of dust. “Well, it looks like we’ve found out all we can here. All this stuff was written pre-Devastation. There’s no useful talk about returning magic or the location of Otherworld portals.”

Merlin laughed. “No, there’s not. They didn’t seem to have the slightest clue about the kind of future they were bringing down on themselves. So I guess we’ll have to get back to Arthur and hope that Troll is with him. The little guy might have some suggestions. He can ferret out Otherworld portals no bigger than mouseholes.”

Heather stood up. Returning a stack of books to the shelves, she smiled at a couple of young students shyly spying on them through gaps in the bookshelves. Then she turned back to Merlin. “We might as well stay here for dinner now. It’s almost dark.”

Merlin groaned. “I don’t imagine the food’s gotten any better.”

“That’s not fair,” Heather protested. “Cook did the best she could with what she had to work with. And she was a good friend to us.”

“Yes, she was. Why don’t you run down to the kitchen and see her while I go back and talk with Greenhow. I expect he could use some news from the world beyond Llandoylan’s walls.”

Before Heather visited the kitchen, she stopped at the stable, took something from her saddlebag, and slipped it into a pocket. Then she hurried along the familiar stone hallways and peeked her head around the kitchen door. There was Cook at the same scarred cutting board chopping turnips. When she saw Heather, the plump woman squealed, dropped her knife, and hurried to envelop the girl in a hug.

“Gracious gods, it’s little Heather! Though not so little anymore, I see. Oh, I heard you were back. What a dear to come see old Cook! And they say that odd, skinny Earl Bedwas is with you too. Poor, strange boy. I always felt so sorry for him, having no family and all. But nearly grown up now and with a bit of a beard, they say. And what about your pudgy little friend Wellington? When you three ran off, I quite missed you, I did. Working for this King Arthur fellow, are you? That’s what they’re saying, and little dragons traveling with you as well. Come, come, tell me all about it!”

Heather laughed. “If I do, tonight’s meal will never be ready. Let me help you, and we’ll talk as we chop.” So, in the steamy air thick with the smell of boiling vegetables, Heather joined the suddenly shy kitchen helpers as they chopped, sliced, and stirred. To their squeals of interest, fear, and excitement, she recounted some of what had happened to her since that last time when she and Welly had snuck some food from the school’s pantry and run off to join their friend Earl—back before he’d even remembered who he was or why he felt he should hide from the pale, beautiful woman calling herself his aunt.

When supper was ready, Heather joined Merlin, Greenhow, and the other masters at the head table. So as to not cause mass indigestion, she had suggested that the young dragons not be invited into the dining hall but be fed beforehand in the yard behind the kitchen. At first the kitchen staff had been reluctant to go anywhere near the two, but soon they were all enjoying tossing scraps of meat and potato peels into the air and watching Rus and the gold and silver dragonlets dive and spin for their supper.

Now, surveying the lower tables, where students were eating, Heather realized she’d felt more comfortable in the kitchen than here. The shadowy beamed ceiling and long wooden tables lit by flickering lamps were familiar, but she didn’t see many students whom she recognized. Not that she’d had many real friends at the school—besides Welly and then Earl. Most of her age-mates would have graduated by now anyway—and probably even married. She remembered how she’d once part resented and part envied those popular girls with good looks and family money, girls whose futures had seemed so assured. Now she smiled at the memory. Though she had already endured more dangers than they were likely to see in a lifetime, she now wouldn’t trade lives with any of them. Contentedly, Heather turned to where Greenhow and the other schoolmasters were peppering Merlin with questions.

“You say, young Bedwas, that this Arthur is the real King Arthur, the one the old stories are about? Well, we’ve all seen enough magic and strangeness happening lately to not dismiss that out of hand, but do all those around him really believe that tale?”

“They have come to,” Merlin said, crumbling his slab of barley bread into his soup as he always used to. “Arthur was a remarkable leader two thousand years ago, and he is again.”

“Well, if that’s all true,” old Master Bigley said from the far end of the table, “I wish he’d send that old graybeard wizard of his here to drive off the nasty dark creatures creeping around the place. They quite put the students off their studies.”

“Creatures?” Heather asked.

“Oh, they’re not much different from the things that are creeping around everywhere these days, I suppose. There are rumors about omens and battles and such, and it makes us all jumpy. Particularly when inky shapes ooze over the school walls or plaster themselves to the windows and peer in. Like that one right now,” he added, pointing his spoon at a high arched window. One of its rare remaining glass panes was darkened by a sluglike shape staring into the room with glowing yellow eyes.

Frowning, Merlin studied the thing. “That one’s not a particularly dangerous creature, but it is a minion of the dark, all right. And it’s definitely nothing you want lurking around while students are trying to learn.”

Grasping his staff, he stood up. “Unfortunately, Arthur couldn’t spare any gray-bearded wizards if he had them, so I suppose I’ll have to do.”

Swiftly he pointed the staff toward the watching creature. At his muttered command, a purple glow spiraled down the staff and shot in a fine beam out from its tip. The light passed through the glass without breaking it but instantly shriveled the black thing to ash. Then the light widened, veered left, and shot off to encircle the school in protective power.

After moments of stunned silence from the rest of the room, Merlin sat down and looked along the head table. “Could you please pass the bread? That sort of thing always makes us old wizards hungry.”
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When Merlin and Heather rode out early the next morning, most of the students had managed to be in the courtyard or passing nearby windows to wave and watch them go. The purple protective power that Merlin had sent to encircle the grounds had sunk invisibly into the stones, but the feeling of long-term security that it gave still tingled in the air.

Master Greenhow and most of the faculty had gathered to bid the party a formal farewell, as they felt was due messengers of the King. But it was definitely with looks of relief that they watched the two dragons, now the size of ponies, flap their wings and soar out of the gate.

Watching the two cavort through loop-the-loops as he and Heather followed on horseback, Merlin shook his head. “Show-offs. But I expect this little visit of ours will be school legend in no time.”

Heather mentally called to Rus, who had taken off after a feral cat, then answered Merlin. “That’s a good thing, I guess. Gives a role model—‘former students make good’ and all that.”

Merlin chuckled. “Conveniently forgetting that we were far from model students and didn’t exactly graduate. I gave Greenhow a little bag of Arthur’s new coins to kind of make up for my being a charity student all those years—and for his never getting the funds my phony aunt had promised him. I imagine all is forgiven now.”

Smiling, Heather said, “Well, Cook was a real friend. I gave her the spoon I’d been carrying in my travel kit. It’s an antique silver one engraved with an A. I told her that was for ‘Arthur,’ and it is in a way, since it was one of their wedding gifts, though who knows who the original owner was. She’ll treasure it, though.”

Merlin laughed dryly. “She will if Greenhow doesn’t put it in the school trophy case first. It’s funny how big and daunting that school was in my memory and how it has now kind of shrunk.”

“That’s because we’re bigger, I guess, and have seen a little more of the world.”

“A lot more. I’ve seen parts of the world I didn’t even know existed when I was around before. Even when I was a student here, reading the books in the school library never convinced me those places were really real.”

For a while they rode on, reminiscing about school and their travels since. In the back of his mind, Merlin knew he was cowering in the past so he wouldn’t have to think about the future. A battle was looming, maybe several battles, and with those there was always the possibility of defeat and even death. But what frightened him more was the prospect of failure, his failure. He had been given a charge that seemed impossible to execute. But if he didn’t do so, successfully, disaster could sweep this whole fragile, recovering world. The prospect sent his mind reeling back into the safely finished past.

They headed now toward Glamorganshire, hoping that by the time they arrived, the shire’s prickly King Nigel would have at last recognized Arthur’s position as High King and that at least this potential problem would have been solved. Knowing Nigel from school days, however, both Merlin and Heather didn’t hold out very strong hope for this.

Several days later, they were nearing their goal, and they were both looking forward to being back with the royal troops, where they had proper tents, better food, and someone else to provide security so no one had to stay up on watch. The weather, which had been fine since they left the school, had turned into a drizzling mist.

Spying a dilapidated abandoned barn set back from the road, they decided to make that their night’s camp. Goldie and Rus quickly found dinner and entertainment by chasing the abundant rats, while Sil was content with an interesting crop of mushrooms thriving in a musty corner.

But when Merlin looked at the last of their dried trail provisions, he said, “You know, we passed an inn just a mile or so back. I, for one, could really use a few minutes out of the cold and damp with a bowl of something hot in front of me. And it might be useful to pick up some intelligence about the local situation before we join up again with Arthur.”

“If you’re asking me out for dinner,” Heather said, “I gladly accept.”

Rus whined unhappily at being left behind, but finally both heads took seriously Heather’s mental instructions that he was there to be a lookout, to guard the dragons, and to keep them from doing anything rash.

After riding some way back along the road, Merlin and Heather stabled their horses and slipped into the inn’s crowded common room, thick with the smell of peat smoke, spilled beer, and wet wool. This inn was larger and busier than the last one they’d stopped in, and they hoped as anonymous travelers they might well pick up some useful news. Once they had settled at their little table, it was clear that local gossip all centered around the expected confrontation between Glamorganshire’s king and the High King of Britain. Opinion was vigorously divided about who would or should win.

“Young Nigel’s not as levelheaded a king as his late father was,” one old man asserted as he downed his mug of ale. “But he is our king. He ought to stand up for his rights as he sees them.”

Another old man spat his disgust. “Nonsense! The boy’s a spoiled brat, got himself all in a twist over some old insult the High King’s wizard once did to him. That’s not the sort of cause our troops ought to be dying for, if you ask me.”

A plump serving maid giggled and joined the debate. “I hear that King Arthur’s old wizard gave our Nigel a pair of donkey ears, and they stayed on for a month. It’s true! I heard it from one of the soldiers that was there.”

“That’s a pretty stiff insult, right enough,” the first man replied. “King Nigel ought to demand some reparation for that at least.”

The second man laughed. “Oh, reparation right enough. We could all use a little royal bounty, not that Nigel is likely to share any with us. But he sure had better think twice before dragging us into a war with King Arthur. That man’s got one huge army, I hear, and wizards to boot. And dragons too, they say.”

“Dragons? Not likely,” the innkeeper said, waddling over. “Burt, you’ve been listening to a mite too many fairy tales. Wizards, I grant you. We have seen enough magic popping up around here to accept that. Why even my own Emma’s got born with a gift for finding things. A useful gift, that is.”

Abruptly, the innkeeper turned to the table where he’d just served Merlin and Heather bowls of potato soup. “What do you think, young people? You’ve been traveling. What do you hear about this new King Arthur and his army? Around here, we hear some pretty tall tales, I must say. Some folk say that the ancient wizard, Merlin—the real one, mind—rides at the King’s side on a huge silver dragon and fires bolts of purple lightning everywhere. Ever seen any of that?”

Trying not to choke on his spoonful of soup, Merlin said, “We have seen the King’s party, actually. And there are a few dragons, though most aren’t big enough to ride on.”

“And the old gray-bearded wizard with the purple lightning?” the serving girl asked eagerly.

Heather answered this one. “Merlin is with the King a lot of the time, though he doesn’t look all that old. But he doesn’t use purple lightning … much.”

“Just the same,” Burt insisted, “it’d be a rum idea for our King Nigel to go against him, don’t you think?”

“Absolutely,” Merlin agreed.

Now another man joined the conversation, a man who had been drinking by himself in a corner. “The whispers I hear say that Nigel’s got himself another set of allies, ones that can beat the daylights out of this Arthur fellow.”

The innkeeper turned on him. “None of that talk around here, Frank. I heard those rumors too, and those supposed allies aren’t nothing we want to truck with. They smack of those dark things we all seen sneaking around the countryside at night. I don’t care if this King Arthur is the King Arthur or not, so long as he helps us against those things. We better just hope that Nigel puts that donkey ear business behind him and joins up with the right side.”

The talk continued bouncing back and forth around them as Merlin and Heather finished their meal. The soup and bread had been excellent, but they didn’t leave Merlin feeling as warm and comforted as he had hoped. Instead, a feeling of guilt and growing dread lay cold and heavy in his stomach. Local events were moving in a dangerous direction, and he and his earlier silliness were partly to blame.

He was just reaching for his coin purse to pay for the meal when Heather suddenly gasped and grabbed his hand. Alarmed, he turned to her. She looked pale and stricken. “What is it?”

“I just heard from Ravit,” she whispered as her focus returned. “We’ve been mind-talking some, on and off, mostly just girl stuff. But she’s just told me that there are … forces looking for us. I guess all that magic we worked back at the other inn and when the sheep were attacked attracted some attention. There seems to be a squad of dark things on our trail, and they’re moving a lot faster than we are. She would have warned us sooner, but she’s been off at a distant pasture and just learned about it.”

Abruptly, Merlin stood up. “Back to the barn then. We’d better forget sleep and ride through the night.” He quickly paid for their meal, and the two hurried to the stable and mounted their horses.

They hadn’t gone far when Heather suddenly swayed in her saddle and gasped, “Faster! Rus is trying to tell me something, but he’s too freaked out to be clear. I think they’re under attack!”

Merlin urged his horse into as fast a pace as the ravaged road would allow. He sat taller in the saddle, peering through the night ahead. Then he groaned. “Oh, no, not again! Those dragons are hell on barns. Good thing this one was already ruined.”

His feeble joke didn’t do much to relieve the fear that gripped him. At the far end of a field, the leaden sky was stained orange. Beneath it, flames leaped into the night. Only the blackened silhouette of timbers showed briefly against the ruddy light, before they too collapsed.

Catching the urgency, the horses bolted forward, only to have their riders nearly knocked from their saddles as two dragons swooped overhead, flipped, and landed with thumps in the grass beside them.

“Bad things sneak into our barn,” Sil reported.

“We burned them out,” Goldie concluded.

Just then a frantic two-headed dog galloped down the road toward them. His hysterical mental messages to Heather reported the same thing, though they dwelled a little more on the dragons’ “excessive use of force.”

“Well,” Merlin commented as they all stood at a safe distance watching the fire burn out, “now we know that dragon aura in itself isn’t a foolproof defense against those creatures. Though dragon fire works pretty well.” Then he looked at Sil. “Did you get all of them?”

The dragon puffed out his chest. “All that came in the barn. We got them good.” Then he hung his head a little. “But I think maybe there are still some out there sneaking around. Ones too cowardly to come in and fight us.”

Uneasily, Merlin looked into the darkness surrounding them. “We better keep moving east, and quickly. No camping tonight, I’m afraid. But we should be caught up with Arthur by the end of tomorrow.”

As the next afternoon drew to an end, travelers on the increasingly busy road told them that they were indeed nearing King Nigel’s castle. Rumors were also rife that King Arthur and a considerable army had arrived there and were awaiting an audience with Glamorganshire’s king. So far, Nigel had not complied. Now, as the veiled sun sent long shadows before them, they crested a hill and saw the situation as locals had described it. A good-sized army was encamped in front of an old rebuilt castle. The banners fluttering in the army’s midst were Arthur’s Red Dragon and Margaret’s Red Lion as well as the bold banners of several of their allies.

“Stupid ass Nigel,” Merlin muttered, “you totally deserved those ears. Get over it!”

Spurring their horses down the slope, he and Heather, followed by an eager dog and two now horse-sized dragons, headed for the High King’s camp. Soldiers flinched back from them as they galloped in, but Arthur and Margaret burst from their tent and greeted them warmly.

“Well, old man,” the King said as he hugged Merlin, “did you find what you were after?”

“I did, though it just pointed me in another even worse direction. I’ll have to head there soon, but it looks like you’ve got yourself a bit of an impasse here.”

“I’ve got myself an impasse? If it weren’t for a certain incident with donkey ears …”

When Merlin squawked, Arthur laughed, “Joking, just joking. Nigel’s stupidity seems to go a great deal deeper. Rumor has it he’s been treating with Morgan again, and after what we saw in Manchester, that’s no doubt true.”

“And your offer to parley has been rejected?”

“Ignored.”

“Perhaps if I ride with you under a white flag of truce, it’ll bring him out. I think he hates me enough to want to tell me so to my face.”

That night, over a welcome dinner in the royal tent, Merlin told Arthur and Margaret much of what had happened in Wales, though he still held secret the identity of the Eldritch man who had given him the information he sought, fearing for Avalon if some loose word got out that in any way might implicate the Lady. The next morning, dawn was just lighting the camp’s sharply fluttering banners when Arthur, with Merlin carrying a white flag of truce, rode out from the camp and stopped several bowshots away from the castle gate.

Merlin rode many paces closer and called out, “King Nigel of Glamorganshire, Arthur Pendragon, High King of Britain, requests your presence at a parley. For the sake of the peace and security of your people, please come out and speak with him. We do not seek your enmity but your friendship.”

Several minutes later, the doors of the castle gate were flung open. A trumpet blared, and King Nigel and his banner carrier rode out. When he was within thirty feet of Merlin, he reined his horse in sharply and shouted, “Well, if it isn’t the misfit school dropout. Still playing your cheap tricks to impress the crowds, are you?”

“Nigel, if you’re still mad about the donkey ears—”

“Earl Bedwas, I was a new king then. You deliberately humiliated me in front of my men. And before that, when I was the heir, you deliberately humiliated me by besting me in that wrestling match, which you no doubt rigged. And then again, remember how your misfit friends hog-tied me and threw me on the floor while they escaped? Those were all insufferable insults.”

Merlin’s temper bristled. “Have you forgotten all the times you bullied and insulted me and my friends?” Deliberately he forced calm on himself. “But, Nigel, we were children then. And I admit, those donkey ears were a childish trick, for which I sincerely apologize. But we are not children now. We have profoundly adult responsibilities hanging over us. We need to focus on present reality.”

“Reality?” Nigel scoffed. “What’s so real about that pale man on the horse behind you prancing around pretending he’s the real King Arthur, or you, for that matter, with your parlor tricks pretending you’re his ancient wizard Merlin?”

Merlin struggled to keep down his sizzling anger. “We are neither of us pretending, Nigel. But even if we were, would it matter? Nearly all shires proclaim Arthur as the High King of Britain. Look at the army here. It is only a fraction the size of the one that will be gathering soon. You need to look at the big picture here, Nigel. Don’t you at least want to side with a winner?”

“Oh, I am looking at a big picture, all right. A very big one. And in it I don’t see you or your phony king as the winners.”

Merlin shook his head. “You’ve been talking with Morgan again, haven’t you, Nigel? Haven’t you learned by now that the woman is the soul of treachery? She’s the queen of lies. She’ll use you as long as it suits her, then discard you or kill you.”

“Who I talk with or who I believe is none of your business, boy. But my people are concerned, I will admit. The prospect of certain alliances will no doubt trouble them until they learn of the benefits. So, yes, I should attempt to be fair, shouldn’t I? I will talk to that upstart king of yours. And, anyway, it would be best to avoid open warfare at this stage, would it not? Go fetch him.”

Merlin hoped that over the distance and the rasping of the morning’s stiff breeze, Arthur had not been able to hear Nigel’s insulting arrogance. No point in beginning a summit meeting with all tempers already on the boil. It turned out once Merlin returned to him that Arthur had indeed picked up very little of the exchange. When they rode back toward Nigel, Merlin kept deferentially to the rear, though he still carried the white flag of truce.

As they neared him, Nigel took the banner of Glamorganshire from his banner carrier and gestured for the boy to fall back.

When they were ten feet apart, Arthur reined in his white stallion and nodded. “Greetings, King Nigel. I trust that you and I can now at last discuss our future.”

“We can,” Nigel answered, “and here is my part of the discussion!”

With that, he raised the spear-topped banner pole and hurled it at Arthur. Merlin hastily began a protective spell, but too late. The King’s great warhorse reared up, and the spear instead of striking Arthur, sliced through a foreleg. With a scream, the stallion toppled sideways, throwing the King to the ground.

Hurling Nigel from his own horse with a blast of purple energy, Merlin leaped from his horse and ran to his king. Already Arthur was staggering to his feet staring at the writhing body of his beloved warhorse. The leg had been nearly severed, and blood was spurting over the dry ground. With a cry of rage, Arthur yanked out his sword and ran toward Nigel, who, looking stunned, was just struggling to sit up.

“No, Arthur!” Merlin yelled as he skidded over the grass, changing course. “Don’t kill him! Don’t kill their king with all his people watching. You need their loyalty if not this scoundrel’s.”

By now, Arthur was standing above Nigel holding his great sword over his head. Slowly, painfully he lowered the sword. “Single combat,” he said between gritted teeth. “We’ll settle this by single combat.”

“Gladly,” Nigel said, scrambling to his feet. “But keep your boy wizard from meddling.”

Arthur nodded. “Merlin, stay out of this. This is something we need to settle, king on king.”

Merlin walked back to his horse, watching with apprehension. Nigel had been the biggest and roughest of the older boys at Llandoylan School, and now he had filled out to look like a two-legged bull. His bulging muscles proclaimed constant training, and Merlin knew that Nigel was also an extremely dirty fighter.

Nigel now had his own sword out, and the two combatants were circling warily around each other. Merlin was vaguely aware of onlookers hurriedly advancing on them from both sides, and for a moment, he glimpsed Heather kneeling beside the King’s stricken horse. But he turned again and stayed focused on the match, knowing that no one would dare violate the rules of single combat and interfere.

Nigel struck first with the swiftness of a snake, but Arthur was ready for him. Sword clashed on sword, as the opponents spun, dodged, and clashed again. Nigel moved with surprising grace for a man so large, but as minutes passed, Arthur’s two lifetimes of battle experience began to show. Gradually he hammered Nigel back, blocking every thrust and raining down blows so swiftly that Nigel was barely able to counter them. Then, in one swift, intricate move, Arthur dodged a slicing blow, spun sideways, and swept up his sword with such strength that Nigel’s own sword flew from his hands as he himself stumbled to the grass.

Standing over him, legs firmly apart, Arthur lowered the tip of his sword to Nigel’s throat. “By the rules of combat, I could end this now,” he said with icy calm, his voice loud enough to reach those nearby. “But I need a peaceful, united Britain if we are to prevail against our enemies. Dissension is what they thrive upon. If you will swear allegiance to me, as High King of Britain, and commit your forces to join with ours, I will spare your life and welcome you as an ally. Do you so swear?”

From a distance, Merlin studied Nigel’s sweat-smeared face. He couldn’t miss the flash of smoldering hatred. But quickly the fallen man composed his features. In a ragged voice, he said, “I do so swear. You have prevailed. Whatever your true origin, you are clearly a prodigious warrior and leader of men. I will for the time put aside past grievances, if you will do so as well, and declare my loyalty.”

Listening, Merlin felt insincerity bubbling through that statement, particularly as it was from a man who would treacherously attack a fellow king under a flag of truce. But if this impasse could be temporarily settled and the forces of Glamorganshire joined with their own, it was worth the extra vigilance this “alliance” would require.

Now people from both sides crowded forward and escorted their kings back. Arthur ignored those trying to steer him toward his tent and went to where Heather and another older healer were nursing his stricken horse. The animal looked up at the King with wide, fear-filled eyes.

Arthur knelt. “Gavyn, my great, brave hero,” he whispered. Then he looked at Heather. “Will he live?”

“He’s nearly lost his leg, and a lot of blood,” Heather answered. “But we have stopped the bleeding now and eased some of his pain.”

The other healer nodded. “He may live, but I fear, Sire, that he will never carry you into battle again.”

For a moment, Arthur stayed kneeling, a calming hand resting on the horse’s quivering flank. Then he stood. “That matters little, as long as he lives. I will miss him in battle, but he has saved my life many a time and has earned a gentle retirement.”

Sadly, Arthur, with Margaret now at his side, walked back to their camp. Merlin followed more slowly. A thought had entered his head, though he knew it was too early to voice it. Arthur would need a brief time of mourning first. But it would have to be brief. Dire events were under way, and the Summer Solstice was fast approaching. The High King of Britain could not long be without an appropriate mount.

What could be more appropriate, more awe-inspiring than to have King Arthur mounted on a fiery red horse-sized dragon?
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“You’re going where?” Arthur asked incredulously as he and Merlin sat two days later at a folding table in the King’s tent. The remains of breakfast lay on plates between them. “Africa? I’m not even sure I know where that is. Somewhere south of here.”

“Way south. Across Europe and the Mediterranean. Back in our days, there were some Roman colonies there.”

The King frowned. “Merlin, you of all people know the importance of this coming battle. I was hoping to have you at my side then. But if you say it is essential that you traipse off to Africa, I believe it must be.”

“It is essential. I wish it wasn’t. But the outcome of what happens on Salisbury Plain may be determined by what I have to do in Africa. And I will make every effort to be back by the Summer Solstice.”

“So how will you be traveling? By dragon?”

Merlin shook his head. “There’s not time even for that. I’m going to try to find my way through the Otherworld passages. Though just finding a suitable entrance will prove a challenge. As soon as Troll returns from whatever mission you’ve sent him on, I’ll ask his help.”

Arthur smiled. “Troll actually has been a great asset in keeping communications open with Avalon. They seem to have a lot vested in this coming battle as well. I believe we will have a contingent from there fighting with us. The Eldritch can be formidable warriors when the mood strikes them. And there are hints that other parts of Faerie will be engaged too, though possibly some on both sides.”

“And you’ve been hearing good reports from Welly and Takata on their mission to the shires?”

“Yes. We should have sizable forces joining us from most shires. Those two are quite a pair, and they’ve formed a rather grudging bond with Blanche, it seems.”

Merlin toyed with a last crust of bread. “And how are you bonding with your dragon?”

Arthur groaned. “Old man, I could throttle you for that one. Riding a dragon, indeed! But once Red heard your suggestion, he practically burst out of his scales with pride. And of Blanche’s brood, he definitely is the most ‘regal,’ you might say.”

Merlin smiled. “True. Snooty and arrogant also might apply.”

“Also true, but he’s young yet. The saddlemakers are fitting him out now. I want to be able to use both hands for weapons while I’m riding him and not cling to his scales like a scared kid—which is what I’ve felt like on the few practice flights we’ve tried.”

“You’ll get the hang of it,” Merlin said as he stood up. “As soon as Troll gets back, could you send him to me? Frankly, I’d like to put this trip off—simply because it terrifies me. There are so many unknowns, and I’m working with only the vaguest instructions. But if you can ride a fire-breathing dragon, I suppose I can—”

“Get out of here, Merlin,” Arthur laughed. “You’d think I’d be immune to your bullying and manipulation by now.”

“Not ‘bullying and manipulation,’ Sire. It’s always well-seasoned advice.”

“Humph!”

The army camp was being packed up around them when Merlin sought out Heather. He found her sitting on a rock at the edge of the camp, chewing absently on a braid and staring, seemingly at nothing. Quietly he sat beside her and contented himself with just looking at her face, trying to memorize every plane and dimple. After a few minutes, she shook herself and swayed slightly. She was surprised to find Merlin’s steadying arm suddenly around her.

“Oh, Earl. I’m getting better at this, but it still makes me dizzy when I snap back like that. I was just talking with Kiwilah in North America. She wants to join us here on the solstice. Of course, she can’t—she’s just a baby still—but I think some of the spirit creatures from there may be coming. It’s like all the other places. They sense that battles are looming at home, yet some feel that the one here will be pivotal. All my contacts also think that some forces from their Otherworlds may try to make their way here as well, though most will be needed on their home fronts.”

“That may be what Morgan and her like are counting on,” Merlin said, “trying to sow confusion and getting us all to spread our resources too thin. Another reason why I hate the idea of leaving now.”

Heather opened her mouth to say something, but Merlin raised a hand. “And before you start arguing again, this is precisely why you cannot come with me. You are needed to keep in touch with all those places and coordinate what you can. You’re the only one here who can do that.”

“I could do that while traveling with you.”

“Maybe, maybe not. I have no idea what this will be like, except that it will almost certainly be dangerous. And I do not want to put you in that danger. Period. End of argument.”

She looked at him steadily. “Earl, you can be quite a bully, you know that?”

He sighed. “Arthur seems to think the same.” He grabbed her hand, running a finger along the bronze bracelet on her wrist. “But when it comes to protecting people I care about, I’ll bully all I have to.”

“Well, just you protect yourself, all right? Because we care about you.” She frowned. “I wish I at least had contact with someone in the part of Africa you’re going to. But the only one I know is, I think, much farther south.”

Just then a gangly creature landed like a frog in front of them. “Troll care too! Great Wizard have new dangerous job? Me do it. Keep Great Wizard safe.”

Merlin laughed. “Actually, the dangerous job part is mine, but I can’t even get started without your help.”

Grinning from ear to large ear, Troll squatted down on the grass. “How Troll help?”

“Remember the passage we took when we left that volcanic eruption in America and traveled here? Somehow it skirted by a number of Otherworlds, connecting them in a kind of web. Are there other passages like that? I need to get quickly to Africa—eastern Africa, I believe—and I was thinking that if there is a network of such passages, I might be able to leave this part of the mortal world, travel along those passages, and drop back into mortal Africa.”

Troll gave a thoughtful whistle. “Plenty passages but very dangerous. Mama warn me never go near. Me just hop from this world to Troll’s Otherworld. Stay away from scary passages.”

“You couldn’t be my guide?”

Troll turned an even sicklier shade of yellow. “No, no! Need special spirit guide. Like Mole Spirit last time.” Seeing Merlin’s frown, he added, “But me show you entrance.”

“When?”

“Anytime. Plenty entrances near here, but most closed now. Some just good for one Otherworld. Some link to scary passages. When try? Tonight?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Leave plenty food time. Important royal missions make Troll hungry.” He scampered off, twirling his royal necklace and watching its rhinestones glitter in the weak sunlight.

By early afternoon, the army was under way again, heading east. Troll assured Merlin that this was the direction they should head anyway, so they might as well stay with the troops for a while. Merlin was glad to delay his parting with Heather for even a few hours, though riding side by side neither of them spoke of it.

Occasionally she reported snips she got from her mental contacts as she tried to keep their minds on other things as much as to pass on information. “Remember little Ivan, in that underground place in Eastern Europe? He’s gotten much better at sending mind messages, though it’s harder for him when he’s scared. He says that horrid things have totally taken over that castle that Morgan used, but that Baba Yaga is setting up all kinds of defenses for their underground fortress. She’s counting on some help from their Otherworld, though she’s being cagey about what.”

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to meet Baba Yaga,” Merlin said. “She’s quite a character.”

“I remember at school reading some old Russian folk tales where this witch rode around in a mortar and pestle and had a house on chicken legs.”

“That’s the one, but the reality’s much weirder. And whatever the old tales may say, I’m glad she’s on our side.”

As the army moved on, it was joined from time to time by small contingents sent from villages they passed. Word of a pending battle had spread, and many people wanted to join—partly to protect their homes from the evils they felt encroaching and partly to fight with the legendary King Arthur in what promised to be a historic battle.

By the time they camped for the night, a cold mist had settled on the moorlands. But that did not stop seasoned warriors from setting about training the new recruits, even those who had arrived armed only with pitchforks and staves.

The fog had thickened when Troll padded up to Merlin and motioned for him to leave the group near the King’s tent. Around them, the camp cookfires were adding quavering columns of smoke to the deadening gray mist. Evening sounds of the camp seemed deadened as well. Merlin glanced to where Heather was sitting between Sil and Goldie, alternately throwing scraps of meat and radish to the two dragons. Yapping, Rus would leap up trying to intercept, though when either of his heads caught a radish instead of meat, it was spat out.

Merlin watched as Heather laughed and her braids bounced about with each energetic toss. He ached to hold her one last time but wanted to spare them both a painful parting. Taking up his staff, he slipped away. In seconds the gray curtain closed behind him, muffling even the closest sounds of the camp. Following Troll’s pale shape, he trudged alone over the moors.

Troll had insisted that he not ride his horse, and with the poor light and uneven ground, Merlin decided that was just as well. For a while, the ground was at least flat, but then it began to rise. Tangled brush and stones poking from the shrouded grass seemed to conspire to trip him up. Then, at the crest of a ridge, the mist thinned. Below them was a low swale. Thin moonlight showed a flat stretch of moorland ringed with low hills.

As he looked, Merlin felt Troll plastering himself to his side. “See mounds? Most entrances to Faerie. Some to other places, scary places. One should work.”

“Which?” Merlin asked, studying the ominous dark shapes.

“Don’t know. Troll too scared. Great Wizard never scared. He feel which one right.”

Merlin didn’t want to admit that Troll’s faith in his fearlessness was sadly misplaced. “Right. Thank you for leading me here. I’ll find the right one. You go back now. And I have another duty for you. I want you to keep Heather safe. Got that?”

Peeling himself away from Merlin’s side, Troll grinned. “Me guard! Nothing bad get her. She safe when Great Wizard return.”

If he returns, Merlin thought, but formally shaking Troll’s large webbed hand, he urged him to hurry back down the slope. “I’m counting on you, Troll,” he said as the pale, scuttling figure was swallowed up in the mist.

The little valley ahead of him seemed clear, but when Merlin reached the bottom, mist was all around him again as if he’d dropped into a gray pool. Cautiously feeling the ground ahead of him with his staff, he moved forward. Squinting into the grayness, he thought he saw a flicker of light. Moving grayness blotted the light out, then revealed it again. He headed toward it. Now, through the shifting mist, he picked out three figures. They faded in and out of sight, but finally he was close enough to focus on them. Three women, dressed in rags, shawls, and outlandish necklaces of bones and feathers, were standing around a fire.

His skin prickled with energy as if he was standing too close to a lightning strike. These were spirits, powerful spirits. But were they good or bad?

“A foolish question, boy,” a stout, motherly-looking woman said as if she had read his mind. “There is no ‘good’ or ‘bad’ except that you mortals make it so. We are what we are.”

Answer carefully, Merlin told himself. Spirits like this can be very dangerous. “Then perhaps I can ask your help. Do you know what I need?”

“Of course we know,” a much older-looking woman said. “Knowing is what we do. You want to learn how to get somewhere that you’d be a great deal wiser not to go.”

“Sister,” the youngest woman interrupted. Merlin thought her almost pretty in a haggard sort of way. “Sister, my thumbs are prickling again.”

“Oh, you and your thumbs,” the middle woman spat. “Hypochondria, that’s what you’ve got. Hypochondria.”

“I do not!” the young one protested. Then she gestured at Merlin. “This one’s all right. It’s not coming from him. But she’s on her way now.”

“Bother!” the old one exclaimed. “Well, we figured she’d find us again eventually. Come here, boy. Stand over by me.”

Racked with uncertainty, Merlin moved to stand beside the old crone. As he passed it, he glanced down at the fire. A small black pot bubbled on it, releasing vile-smelling bursts of steam. He saw tails of something writhing in it as well.

For minutes, Merlin heard no sound on the moors but the bubbling pot and the wheezing breath of the ancient woman hunched over her cane beside him. Then he heard the swish of cloth. The mists parted slightly to show a cloaked figure approaching. Another woman, and when she stepped into the firelight, Merlin knew her.

“Morgan,” he whispered.

She turned green eyes upon him. A smile twisted over her beautiful, pale face. “Merlin, I had hoped to find you again before you could do any more damage to my plans. And now I have. But whatever are you doing out here with this lot?”

“Not the sort of question I care to answer, Morgan.”

“No matter. Come with me now, won’t you? Maybe we can talk this out. You continually make a great deal more of our differences than you should.”

“Oh, do go away, girl,” the plump middle woman snarled. “He’s come here to visit us, not you.”

“Oh, has he? Well, I’m afraid that nice little visit must be cut short. And I forbid you three to help him!”

“Forbid?” the crone snapped. “That is no way to speak to your elders and betters, girl!”

Morgan laughed. “Older maybe. But not better. I have a great deal more power and knowledge than you three hedge witches will ever have!”

With that, the three around the fire broke into cackling laughter, sounding like a flock of tortured crows. Finally, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes, the plump witch said, “You impudent, arrogant upstart. We three talk with whomever we wish, whenever we wish. And frankly, dear, we don’t give a damn about this old battle of yours. We don’t care which side wins. We don’t take sides. We were around before there were sides.”

Morgan angrily flipped her black hair back from her face. “So, then don’t you three meddle with this. Turn him over to me and go about your petty spell making.” Morgan snapped a whip of green light toward Merlin. The youngest witch kicked a spume of dust against it, and the coiling light vanished. Shrieking in outrage, Morgan countered with a barrage of green flame, which the plump witch spat on and put out.

Merlin was wondering if he should wade into the fight when he felt the crone tugging at his sleeve. “Come with me,” she whispered. “True, we don’t take sides, but that pushy brat ticks me off. My sisters can handle her. I’ll show you where you need to go. Hurry.”

She hobbled ahead as the cold mists closed tightly around them. All sound of the conflict behind them was swallowed up. She moved surprisingly quickly for someone of such seemingly great age, and Merlin almost had to run after her. Suddenly she stopped.

Ahead of them, a black earthen mound rose out of the mist. Lifting her cane, the crone smacked it against the side of the mound. With a muffled rumble, a portion of the earth dropped away, revealing a deep black opening.

“Lots of passages start in these mounds,” she said. “Some even the likes of us don’t care to mess with. But this one will take you where you need to go, if you’re lucky.”

Merlin looked into the gaping black hole and smelled the cold, damp rot that welled out of it. “Don’t I need some sort of spirit guide to travel in these?”

She gave a dry, grating laugh. “What you need is a dose of self-confidence, boy. You took care of that guide business the moment you accepted your name.”

Just then, Merlin ducked as a great, pale bird swooped out of the opening. An owl, he thought. He looked more closely as the creature swooped around the witch, then dove back into the hole.

No, Merlin realized. A hawk.

“Get going, boy,” the old woman said. “Me, I got to get back to my sisters. Don’t want to miss all the fun and games.”

Merlin watched as she hobbled off into the mist. Then, taking a quavering breath, he stepped into the darkness.
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Dimly, Merlin could make out the bird fluttering in front of him. Then the creature landed on the floor of the passage and oddly seemed to grow. The outlines wavered and expanded, glowing faintly with an inner light. Soon he found himself looking at a man. No, not quite a man. The body was a man’s, dark skin contrasting with the white kilt worn around his waist. A wide beaded collar hung on a well-muscled chest. But the head was that of a hawk.

The beak opened, and a harsh voice said, “Welcome, brother. I am Horus and am here to guide you.” Horus partially turned, then immediately swung back. “Guide you but not that.”

Merlin looked behind him. Snaking around the outer edge of the doorway was a long silver neck. “Sil! What are you doing here?”

“Sorry. Heather told me to watch over you.”

“That was thoughtful,” Merlin said, trying to keep his voice calm. “But I’ll be fine on my own. You must go back now.”

“Can’t. I promised. Dragons never break promises.”

Helplessly, Merlin turned back to the glowing man in front of him. The other shrugged. “He’s an Otherworld creature, but not from one of the worlds that’s linked through these passages. If he comes like he is, he’ll be detected, and we need secrecy.” Then he looked directly at the dragon, whose bulk now almost completely blocked the doorway. “Are you certain, lizard, that you must come?”

“Yes. But it’s dragon, not lizard, birdbrain.” The red eyes glowed and the silver horns glinted as Sil’s scaly head bobbed up and down.

“Come in this form, then.” The hawk-headed man made a swift gesture with his hands. With a squeal, the dragon suddenly shrank until he was only a few inches across. Cautiously, Merlin bent down and lifted the tiny silver dragon. It squirmed in his hand, and he saw that a clasped silver pin was attached to one of its sides.

Horus clicked his beak impatiently. “Wear your new brooch, boy, and let’s be on our way.”

As Merlin hurried after the hawk man, he struggled to pin the silver dragon onto the collar of his cloak. Ruby eyes flashing, the miniature creature squirmed and hissed, “An insult! I’m going to complain!”

“Complain to whom?” Merlin whispered back. “This isn’t our Otherworld. We’ve got to play by the local rules.”

The passages they hurried through were lit only by Merlin’s glowing dragon pin and the body of the man in front of him. He tried to ignite a low purple glow along his staff, but harshly Horus called over his shoulder, “Not here. It will attract attention. And, anyway, little of your magic will work in these Otherworlds. Only your closest personal powers remain.”

Soon they settled into the same timeless trek that Merlin remembered from before in another such passage. In places, the route they followed was a narrow, dark tunnel only high enough for him to just miss scraping his head. Then it would open out into a hallway whose ceiling vaulted up out of sight, or dwindle into a narrow ledge that hugged a cliff, or shrink to a thin bridge that spanned a chasm with unfathomable darkness dropping away below.

Occasionally too a gap opened in the walls, and he caught a brief glimpse of another world. Once he saw jagged, ice-rimmed mountains, while another scene was dark with thick forests. But he knew better than to do more than glance in and then hurry on.

At one gap in the wall, though, Horus stopped. “We’ll try a shortcut here. This isn’t my Otherworld, but I have connections here. We should be safe enough as long as you don’t stray from the path and stay close behind me.”

They stepped through the gap, and Merlin blinked against the sudden brilliance of the scene. When he could look around properly, he saw rolling green hills dotted with groves of trees and white-pillared buildings. As they hurried on, he studied the buildings. They looked familiar. Roman, he thought. When he had lived in Britain before, it had been just after the last of the Romans had abandoned that northern province of their once-vast empire. But here the buildings were not crumbing like the ones he had known, and their white marble columns and stairways shone with impossible grace and beauty.

It wasn’t just the architecture that confirmed this as the Roman Otherworld. Merlin soon recognized some of the creatures that he glimpsed lurking in the groves or cavorting around pools as ones he had seen crudely carved on old walls. Centaurs were there and little men running around on goat legs. A few of the horses nibbling on the lush grass had wings folded casually along their backs, and slim half-seen figures seemed to melt in and out of the trees.

As he raced along, trying to keep one eye on Horus and another on the scenery, Merlin felt a squirming on his collar. “Hungry,” a tiny voice squeaked. “I may be little, but I’ve still got an empty stomach!”

Merlin had a small satchel of supplies tied to his belt, but he knew Sil wouldn’t be interested in the strips of dried meat. “Your empty stomach will just have to wait,” he said impatiently, and hurried on.

Wherever possible, Horus seemed to be leading them along the most concealing paths. After scurrying along a trail flanked by tall reeds, they ducked into an old orchard where gnarled trees were laden with sweet-smelling fruit. The aroma almost made Merlin dizzy as he pushed aside low-hanging branches. Suddenly his collar seemed to snag on something. He looked down and realized Sil had grabbed himself a plump pink fruit. The tiny creature made surprisingly loud slurping sounds as thick pink juice dribbled down his chin and onto the cloak. Merlin felt a flash of annoyance, that quickly turned to fear.

Almost immediately, the trees around them shook, the ground under them heaved in rolling waves, and thunder grumbled overhead.

Horus spun around and stared at the smashed pink fruit smeared on Merlin’s cloak. “Fool! Now we must run!”

Pelting after Horus, Merlin brushed off the clinging remains of the fruit and tried to wipe the sticky juice off on his trousers. The ground had quieted, but overhead swirling, dark clouds were now clotting into very solid shapes. Dark, angry faces and large fists predominated. A jagged lightning bolt suddenly jabbed into the ground to their right. Another nearly split the road ahead of them. And then the skies opened in a torrent of rain.

Merlin doubled his speed on pathways quickly turning to rivers of mud. He was nearly blinded by the rain but couldn’t slow down for fear of losing sight of Horus, who was sprinting ahead. Then the rain became a solid curtain. It beat at him so hard, it nearly drove the breath from his body. He stumbled to a halt, unable to see which direction to go.

A hand gripped his shoulder and yanked him sideways. Suddenly he was falling, rolling over and over down a steep slope. A steep dry slope. Blinking, he looked about. His clothes were still sopping wet, but around him the grass was dry. Sun beat down from an unclouded blue sky. Beyond a rocky outcrop stretched a sea gleaming with what seemed an impossible color for water, an intense aquamarine.

“Had to duck in here,” Horus said, picking himself up and dusting off his kilt with ruffled dignity. “We’ll just nip in and nip out. But don’t touch anything!”

Chagrined, Merlin scowled at Sil. The tiny dragon averted his gaze and wiped the remaining juice onto the cloak. Sighing, Merlin scurried to keep up. It seemed as if he’d been walking or running for hours or days. Yet his muscles didn’t exactly ache, and he didn’t feel exactly tired. Just numb. He felt like he was moving in a timeless dream. Sil obviously still felt hungry, but when he started whining again, Merlin just glowered until he grumbled into silence.

As they hurried along, Merlin saw three shaggy giants playing ball on a rocky headland. With clubs the size of tree trunks, they’d whack at a boulder and laugh thunderously if it happened to knock over one of their huge fellows. Merlin was so busy watching them, he failed to notice a gnarled tree root in his path and fell headlong on the rocky ground. The silver dragon pin squealed in alarm.

Merlin scrambled to his feet, but suddenly all three giants were looking their way. He saw that each one had only a single eye right in the middle of its shaggy forehead. With alarmingly large strides, the Cyclopes were soon upon them.

Horus beat at their legs using a scepter he’d pulled from his belt. It had little effect. One after another, the spells Merlin tried fizzled into purple mist as he danced and dodged around trying to avoid the smashing blows of the giants’ great clubs.

In all this jostling, the silver pin broke loose from his cloak. Soon the miniature dragon had alighted on the foot of one giant, dug in his claws, and, with angry puffs, set fire to the curly hair covering the big creature’s feet. The Cyclops yelped, dropped its club, and began howling and hopping around. In short order, Sil did the same to the other two.

“Run! This way!” Horus called urgently. Scooping up the silver dragon, Merlin set off again. Soon he followed Horus, diving through a screen of drooping willow branches. Abruptly, he found himself in the dark, rolling over and over on the dank, cold dirt of a passage.

Horus had pulled himself up and was leaning against a passage wall. “Enough of this,” he panted. “Now half the Otherworlds will know there’s an intruder here. We need speed now, not stealth!” With an angry twist of his body, he dwindled again into a hawk. “Your turn,” the bird rasped at Merlin.

Merlin groaned. He hated turning hawk. It was so exhausting, so alluring. But he had no choice. He tucked his staff into his belt, and in moments he too was a hawk, though smaller than the desert predator that was Horus. The dragon, now just a tiny silver speck among his feathers, was so small his squeak of protest went unnoticed.

Together, the two hawks flew down the corridor, soared over chasms, and careened through rock-pillared caves. They passed occasional openings to Otherworlds where, through his altered bird eyes, Merlin glimpsed great winged lions and stern-looking men with long, tightly curled beards. To catch their breaths, the two birds perched on a spindly tree near the entrance to a world farther on. But a dark sandstorm, seemingly alive to their presence, soon swept down on them and buffeted them on their way.

At last, Merlin noticed that ahead of him, Horus’s wing beats began to slow. Suddenly the corridor passed between two towering statues and opened into a vast pillared hall. The wide, gleaming floor was tiled in patterns of flowers and reed-edged pools. Beyond the forest of pillars, blazing sunlight beat down on a golden landscape. Golden except where a wide, sparkling river rolled between fringes of lush green plants and gracefully waving palm trees.

“Home,” Horus croaked as he changed back into a hawk-headed man. Trembling, Merlin changed back as well.

Shaking his eyes back into human focus, Merlin looked around. The air was filled with a haze of incense, but through it he saw other figures standing or sitting in the huge hall, most also with animal heads and human bodies. They all looked inquiringly at the two new arrivals. Merlin tried not to stare at their part human, part animal shapes but couldn’t help thinking how much Heather would enjoy meeting them.

Horus walked across the colorful mosaic floor toward a dais with thrones that were occupied by a man and a woman, both totally human-shaped. Under his crown, the man had green-tinged skin and seemed to be largely wrapped in white linen bandages. But it was the woman beside him who arrested Merlin’s attention. The crown she wore rose in a crescent that glowed as silver as the moon itself and rippled light down her long black hair. Her skin was a dusky gold and her smile knowing and gentle. Instantly, Merlin sensed a kinship between her and the Lady of Avalon, now so far away.

Following Horus to the dais, Merlin bowed to the obviously royal couple. Briskly, Horus made introductions. “Mother Isis, Father Osiris, this is the person I was compelled to escort here, though I fear his presence has not gone unnoticed.” He shot an accusing glare at Merlin and his silver brooch. “It seemed almost that there were dark things watching for us in the Otherworlds.”

Merlin blushed, but Isis smiled at him. “There are dark things stirring everywhere. I fear the crisis we have long dreaded is upon us. And you, young man, your name is Merlin, I understand. Another hawk. And you are carrying the key?”

Merlin nodded, feeling there was no point in hiding his mission here. “I am, but I am not certain where I need to take it, where I need to go from here. All I know for sure is that I need to be in Africa, probably eastern Africa?”

Osiris stirred on his throne, fidgeting with his bandages. “We’ll have to pass the boy on to Apedemek. His realm goes a lot deeper into Africa than ours. Though I find it insufferably annoying that he keeps reminding us that his mortal world is still inhabited while ours is only a molten sheet of glass.”

Isis patted his bandaged hand. “That’s hardly our fault, dear. Humans and their foolish pride and politics did that. Besides, Apedemek’s mortals aren’t exactly living in luxury, scrabbling as they are around their desert hills.”

Gracefully she stood up. “But come, before we send you farther south, we must offer some rest and refreshment. You seem quite worn out, and that silver creature on your shoulder looks decidedly uncomfortable.”

Merlin looked down and saw his silver dragon brooch squirming frantically. Quickly he unpinned it. He had scarcely placed it on the floor when Horus snapped a command and the horse-sized silver dragon blossomed into shape, forcing them all to jump back.

“Thanks,” Sil said, rattling his scales with a vigorous shaking. “Did someone mention food?”

Osiris clapped his hands, and servants slid from behind pillars carrying low tables, bright floor pillows, and tray after tray of enticing-smelling food. Others poured juice and wine into crystal goblets and placed these on the tables as well. While the hosts and guests seated themselves, girls in filmy gowns sat down nearby and began to play on pipes and harps. Others danced while shaking sweet metallic rattles in their hands.

Hopping eagerly forward, Sil had been first at the tables and soon buried his muzzle in a bowl of yellow and green fruit. Hastily, Merlin apologized. “He’s still a baby, really. We’re not all barbarians in the North.”

Isis laughed and passed Merlin a plate of cakes dripping with nuts and honey. “I’m sure not. But tell us what you can about your mission. All we have sensed is that it may prove a turning point in this impending battle.” She smiled at his anxious expression. “And don’t worry that you’ll be taking too much time if you do so. There are things we all need to know, and, anyway, time passes differently in our world. It will hardly count in yours.”

Merlin bit into the cake, then had to force his thoughts onto something other than the exquisite taste. “I wish I understood more about the mission myself. I am searching for the beginnings, I know. Back in those beginnings, it seems that the roots of the mortal and immortal worlds are deeply intertwined. But I don’t fully understand how that is.”

“Roots,” Osiris said as he unpeeled a bluish fruit. “The roots of it all are deep in the Earth. The Earth since creation has been permeated with power, and that power brought about life. But it wasn’t until humans arose that life had any need to know and to believe.”

Merlin tried not to look as dense as he felt. He was relieved when Isis took over. “The mortal and immortal worlds gave birth to each other, really. Humans sensed the power all around them. They needed to know what it was, so they believed in things—in the power of water, of wind, of fire. That’s how it all began. Belief coalesced into the spirits of springs, trees, rocks, and weather. It took form in the strength of the sun and the serenity of the moon. Knowledge, belief, and creation were all in balance. But humans are never content with what they have, are they?”

Merlin knew that the answer to that was all too obvious. He kept quiet as Isis continued. “They wanted to know more, so they believed more. Soon simple nature spirits were believed into being gods. Three rocks piled into a simple shrine were added on to until they became imposing temples.” Gesturing at the animal-headed people in the hall, she said, “That’s how we all began, really, as spirits of some local patch of earth; some unusual rock outcrop; some clear, bubbling spring. I myself was just a grotto sprite where people from a nearby village brought offerings of flowers so I’d help make them happy and loved.”

She laughed a moment at the recollection, then continued. “But because humans always want to know things, they came to believe that good or bad happened in their world because certain spirits were good or bad. So that’s what we slowly became, forces of good or evil. That was the new reality. There was no balance anymore. We were torn farther and farther from our roots.”

Merlin frowned. There was so much he wanted to know. “But this Otherworld of yours, how is it still here? How are any of them, for that matter? If it grew because of belief, and if all the people who once believed are gone, then why wouldn’t you just … fade?”

Osiris snorted. “What ignorance! Boy, think. A child is created by his parents, right? But when the parents die, does the child just fade away? No. He may change as he grows, and he will have been molded by his parents. But he exists and will until his natural time is up. We’re immortal. Our time is never up.”

The god’s wife placed a hand on his. “But now it may be. If the world is tipped so far out of balance that it is destroyed, neither mortal nor immortal will survive. There will just be a gaping void in creation.”

Merlin suddenly felt heavy and cold. He struggled to form his next question. “But I don’t understand this idea of Balance—if Good and Evil aren’t actually real.”

Isis smiled sadly. “But they are now, because people made them so. They made them absolutes, black and white instead of gradually melding shades of gray. In the end, it was the belief in Good and Evil that brought about great trouble and finally the Devastation. Everything was seen in absolutes. People were either friends or enemies. In the Otherworlds, beings that had just been ‘spirits’ became either good spirits or bad ones. But, by definition, that very imbalance is bad, so naturally the forces of evil began to dominate. Hatred, wars, the Devastation—it all came from that.”

Merlin found understanding slowly beginning to drop into place. “And what is happening now is the end of it all, isn’t it? The chance for one side or the other to have the final victory.”

Abruptly, Osiris stood up and paced across the room. The jeweled scepter he’d held casually in one hand he now thumped angrily against his palm. “Yes, tilted as things now are, almost certainly it will be Evil that will prevail. But weren’t you listening? That’s what you all don’t understand! If the balance is so irretrievably broken, they will have won nothing! The Earth cannot exist that far out of balance. It will die. All life will die—mortal and what we supposed was immortal. The roots will be severed.”

Merlin was appalled—and overwhelmed. He refused to let his mind touch the next inevitable conclusion. But the young dragon did it for him.

“So it looks like it’s up to you, boy. Take your key, unlock the secret, and hurry back with it.” Awkwardly Sil got up from the dining pillow that he’d squashed flat. “A shame to leave all this food, though. But I’ve got my orders. Keep him safe, she said, and I promised.” He fixed his piercing red eyes on Merlin. “So get moving!”

Merlin stumbled to his feet, his thoughts still swimming. “Yes. Right. I will. But where do I go?”

Yawning, Horus got to his feet as well. “I’ll take him to the boundary. But can it wait till morning? I’m really tired.”

“No, Son, it cannot,” Isis said, pointing out into the blazing bright landscape. “See, things are moving over there already.”

Merlin squinted through sunlight more brilliant than he’d ever known, even in Avalon, even in Britain before the Devastation. “What’s out there?”

“The forces of Set, the power of chaos. The enemies of balance and rightness. They’re moving this way. They know the final battle is looming, and even if we here are only a small skirmish in it, they are eager for the fight.”

“Set, the Lord of Chaos,” Osiris grumbled. “What a pain he’s been. We cannot let him win! Go. Horus, take him to Apedemek, and hurry!”

Abruptly, the hawk-headed man turned and strode across the pillared hall. Nodding briefly to the royal couple, Merlin followed. Sil, snatching up one more fruit, hurried after him.

At the far end of the hall, a small, unadorned doorway opened onto another dark passage. It smelled of dry, dusty decay, and every step stirred up choking clouds of dust. They walked on and on until this passage too came to seem endless.

Lulled by the rhythm of his own stride, Merlin, despite his rising anxiety, had nearly fallen asleep on his feet when light sliced into the darkness from a rough opening in the wall. Joining Horus, Merlin peered out.

The land beyond was desert, except for a broad silver ribbon of river. Barren mountains jutted up in the distance, forming a jagged border against a painfully blue sky. A meager green meadow softened a patch of desert between their doorway and the river, and in the center of the meadow squatted a temple. The temple’s stones were the same grayish red as the desert, and its columns were thick and strong-looking. So was the figure that leaned casually against one of those columns.

After a moment, the figure pushed itself away from the temple’s cool shadows and began walking toward them with smooth animal strides. As it neared, Merlin could see this was a man, not lithe and graceful like Horus, but solid and powerfully muscled. His skin was shiny black, and he wore a fringed kilt and two sword belts crossed over his chest. Most remarkably, his head was that of a lion, a gleaming gold mane falling onto the shoulders like a priceless headcloth.

“Apedemek,” Horus said quietly to Merlin. “Chief spirit—or warrior god, if you prefer—of Kush. We’ve had our differences, Kush and Egypt, but we are united in furthering your quest. I leave you in his care.”

Horus began to turn away, then leaned over Merlin and whispered, “Apedemek can be a rather prickly character. Don’t let him get you down. Best of luck, brother hawk.”

With that, Horus vanished back into the darkness. Merlin, with Sil cowering behind him, awaited the approach of the lion-headed man.
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Apedemek reached the doorway, crossed his arms over his broad black chest, and just stared at Merlin. His eyes were the same piercing gold as the sun that blazed overhead. Sil slipped farther back into the dark passageway, but Merlin felt himself prickling with annoyance. Crossing his own arms, he locked his black eyes onto the golden ones. “I need to go farther into Africa. This is Africa, right?”

The man growled. “This is Kush! The best of Africa, the best of Egypt. It is both, and what is left of it, I rule! Follow me.”

He turned and strode off without once glancing back to see if he was being followed. Keeping to what he hoped seemed a dignified speed, Merlin followed. When he heard Sil’s footsteps padding behind him, he said over his shoulder, “I thought you were supposed to protect me, not cower in that tunnel.”

The dragon snorted. “If that lion guy had pulled out one of his swords, I would have torn him apart. But there might have been bad things lurking in the tunnel too. I had to guard your back.”

“Right,” Merlin answered. The long trek, the heat, and now the arrogant lion man had put him in a foul mood. But something about this fierce-looking dragon’s obvious timidity made him smile. As always, images could be deceiving, and at least Sil’s heart was in the right place. Glancing around as he walked, Merlin was at first uncertain if this was the mortal world or an Otherworld. But the sun beat down with such fierceness and the sky was so clear, he realized it could not be part of the world touched by the Devastation. But for an Otherworld, it certainly wasn’t lush. The ground was hard and sparkling with sharp-edged gravel. Occasional trees rose as wispy, thorn-bedecked scribbles against the bright sky. His heavy clothes, suitable for winter-encased Britain, Merlin began to find stiflingly warm. But he wouldn’t give his guide the satisfaction of seeing him having to stop and peel off uncomfortable layers.

Finally they reached the welcome shade of a bare, rocky hill. A rough, dark opening seemed to have been hacked into its side. Without a word, Apedemek stepped inside. Merlin followed and was immediately assailed by a gagging stench. The stone floor underfoot seemed soft and sticky. Despite himself, Merlin coughed and was answered by a dry fluttering overhead.

“Bats!” Sil exclaimed. “Too bad Goldie’s not here. She loves a nice, crunchy bat—or several hundred.”

Several thousand is more like it, Merlin thought as he forced himself through the stench and slime of centuries-thick bat droppings. Eventually, the bat-festooned cave dwindled down to a narrow gallery and then to a rough, rock-walled passage barely wide enough for the dragon’s bulk.

Once again, the trek took on a timeless quality. Merlin knew time passed differently in the Otherworlds, and the normal fatigue he would expect after such an exertion in the mortal world seemed to be held dreamily back. Even so, he felt his strength and his patience begin to fray. To keep from falling into a walking stupor, he figured he should at least try to talk with his guide.

“I’m sorry to be so poorly schooled, but I have not heard of Kush before.”

The man growled but kept walking. “You arrogant northerners wouldn’t have. We were here when Egyptians were still playing in the Nile mud, when Romans wore skins and grunted. Yet both Egyptians and Romans tried to take our land, and both failed. I rose out of the land and its people, and I am here still. Other gods came here and left, but I persist. It was I, not they, who rose from this rocky soil. I am this land.”

This didn’t seem to leave much room for conversation, but Merlin kept at it. “And the dark things, are they troubling your land too?”

Apedemek snarled. “They eat at it, creeping around its edges like a rising sandstorm. I have fought them back the best I could, but … I am forced to accept help. I expected more help than a pale northern infant and his pet lizard. But if you carry the key …” He grumbled into a long silence, then gruffly continued. “I will take you to the edge of my land, to where the power is even older. Then you must go on your own. And understand this, you had better succeed.”

Merlin tried not to shiver. The alternative that was implied probably involved fangs and claws. In an Otherworld, with his own powers suppressed, could he fight off a god? Well, if he didn’t succeed, it probably wouldn’t matter what became of him. Nothing might matter then.

They trudged on and on. The passage widened slightly, and despite the enchantment, Merlin was becoming so tired he found himself walking beside Sil and leaning on the dragon for support. Then suddenly Apedemek stopped, and the two of them almost blundered into him.

“Here,” the lion god growled. “You may enter the mortal world here. But it is still night out there and dangerous to the likes of you. Rest in this protected cave until the sun rises. Then be on your way.”

Merlin looked out at a vast night-shrouded plain, then turned to Apedemek to ask directions for where that way might be. But he was gone.

“Dragons are more polite,” Sil grumbled.

“Sometimes,” Merlin conceded as he sank to the ground with exhaustion. “But his suggestion that we rest is a good one.”

The night air that blew in from the darkened plain was dry and cold. Unsure what protections this cave might have, Merlin decided against conjuring a fire. Instead, he leaned against a rocky wall and wrapped his wool cape more closely around him. Settling down beside him, Sil served as a windbreak. Merlin welcomed the warmth perpetually rising from the dragon’s fiery belly and slowly shifted from leaning against the rock to leaning against the warm silvery scales.

At first sleep would not come. The sounds blowing to them on the cold air were too foreign. High-pitched yaps followed by silence and then throaty growls. More silence followed, silence so deep it seemed to be a sound of its own. Then a lonely howl would spiral through the night, shivering Merlin with primal fear, making him feel not like a powerful wizard but like a naked child at the beginning of hazardous life. But finally, neither fear nor cold nor strangeness could keep him awake.

What did eventually wake him was the sun. It smeared purple and orange across the dust-clouded eastern sky, proof that he was now on the edge of the mortal world, the world still damaged by the Devastation. Shifting his gaze from the horizon, Merlin looked over the plain. It was vast. A steady dry wind rippled the grass in pale yellow waves. Here and there darker shapes moved. Animals, he realized. Herds of animals like he had never seen.

Again, Merlin wished that Heather were with him. She would thrill to see these creatures she had known only from ancient books. So many of the animals that had thrived in pre-Devastation times were extinct that those he saw now were a wonderful surprise. Not far away a small herd of huge gray beasts moved calmly through the grass until one raised its head and trumpeted some annoyance.

Beside him, Sil snorted. “Elephants. Seen them on banners and such. Aren’t they mythical?”

Merlin laughed. “Aren’t dragons mythical?” Stiffly he stood up. “We’d better get going.”

“Where?”

Merlin sighed with frustration. “I wish I knew. Just walk, I suppose, until something looks or feels right.”

They stepped from the shadow of the cave and scrambled down a rough slope. From the bottom, the cave opening was lost in shadows. Merlin studied the rock outcrop, hoping they could find it again. There wasn’t much to distinguish it from other clumps of rock that jutted from the plain.

At Merlin’s frown, Sil said airily, “Dragons have an infallible sense of direction. If you don’t get us killed where we’re going, I’ll get us back here.”

“Good,” Merlin conceded. “Now we just have to figure out where we’re going.” Slowly he scanned the landscape but saw very little that suggested a destination. Far to the west, mountains, tall, snow-capped mountains, edged the horizon. He hoped that wasn’t where they were to head. The mountains seemed very far away. In the Otherworld passages, he had lost all sense of time and doubted time even moved there in the same way. He had no idea how long it was until the Summer Solstice. But at least the tallest mountain peak was something he could fix on. A landmark he could head toward and so avoid walking in circles. Shrugging, he set off to the west.

Progress was slow, the landscape around them unchanging and the mountains not seeming to draw much nearer. Merlin thought of asking the dragon if he could ride on his back so they could cover ground more quickly. But he wasn’t sure Sil was big and strong enough for that yet. He’d always been the runt of Blanche’s litter. And somehow Merlin felt it was important that he kept his feet on the Earth. The power he was seeking he knew to be deep Earth magic. Possibly if he neared its source, he could sense it through his body.

By midday, nothing seemed to have changed except that the air over the plains around him was shimmering with heat, forcing Merlin to take off his woolen cloak and carry it. They saw several flocks of large birds flying high overhead as well as occasional clusters of animals moving in the distance. But now Merlin noticed something subtly different. There was a patch of movement that was coming directly toward them. He stopped and stared. Gradually he could make out two figures trotting through the high dry grass. One looked human, the other was a dog.

Sil sat down and looked at Merlin. “Do we run from those guys, wait for them, or tear them to pieces?”

“Wait for them, I think. Until we learn otherwise.”

So they did. The figures came on fast. Finally Merlin could see that the human was a boy, thin and very dark-skinned. He was carrying a spear. Beside him a mottled gray and black dog was trotting easily, as if it was used to running for miles without tiring. As the boy approached, he slowed and looked doubtfully toward the dragon. Then he put down his spear and walked deliberately up to Merlin.

“You are the one called Merlin? I am Gnabu. I was sent to meet you.”

Again Merlin was glad for the Lady’s gift, years ago, of the understanding of languages. Whatever this boy was speaking, it didn’t sound remotely like what was spoken in England now. But language wasn’t the foremost question in Merlin’s mind.

“You were sent? By whom?”

“I speak in my mind to a girl in a country called Wales. She speaks to another girl who said you might be coming and that you need help. They said look for a tall, pale man traveling with a big silver lizard with wings.”

At that, Sil snorted a puff of smoke. Gnabu flinched but stood his ground. “Maybe I can help guide you.”

Merlin felt washed with relief. Heather was helping him even though she wasn’t here.

“Thank you, Gnabu. We can certainly use help. I am trying to find a place of roots, deep roots.”

The boy thought a moment, then a grin spread across his dark face. “Roots? Everything here has roots.” He leaned down and plucked up a tuft of brittle yellow grass. Its spidery roots loosed a scattering of dry soil. “Most roots shallow. Deep roots, very deep roots, only in one place. I show you.”

With that, he turned, picked up his spear, and totted off again. His dog had been lying low in the grass, studying Sil. Now it leaped up and dashed after its master. Merlin shrugged happily and followed, with Sil ambling behind.

The land around them was vast, and soon it seemed to Merlin that the time needed to cover it was vast as well. The day wore on. The smudged patch of sun slid behind the western mountains, that no longer were quite in line with their route. Then, very suddenly, darkness fell.

Gnabu led them up onto a high outcrop of rock and, without another word, sat down and started to make a fire, hitting stones together trying to spark a flame in a handful of dry grass.

Merlin, finally seeing somewhere that he could be useful, made a swift gesture, setting a purple flame dancing merrily on a bare, flat rock.

Gnabu jumped back, then grinned. “Ravit say you magic person. Me, my magic is mind-talking and making music from rocks. Also,” he added with a grin, “also I’m good at finding people. And I talk to birds. They help me with finding.”

Merlin smiled back. Then, opening the sack at his belt, he pulled out a few dried provisions. He greatly regretted not stocking up on the delicacies at Osiris’s court. “Too bad neither of us has the magic of making food.”

Gnabu shrugged. “You have some food; I have some food. Your lizard friend go find his own.”

Sil was already scrabbling around in patches of earth looking for roots. He raised his dirty muzzle a moment to snort at this new reference to lizards, then went back to digging. Gnabu added food from a pouch at his side to the pile Merlin had made and shared his gourd full of water.

As they ate, new sounds began to reach them from the darkness, the strange, wild sounds Merlin and Sil had heard the night before, but then they had been in the protection of an Otherworld cave. “Are we in danger here?” he asked Gnabu as a particularly chilling roar seemed to be closer.

The boy shrugged. “Yes, but we have fire. I have a spear; you have a sword. We’re all right.”

Merlin picked up his staff. “I have something besides a sword, so we should be a little more all right.” He waved his staff in a circle, and it spread a scarf of purple light around their rocky refuge. It quivered in the air, then sank into the earth. “Come up here and join us, Sil,” Merlin called. “You may be getting big, but it sounds like something out there could be bigger.”

They made room for Sil’s silver bulk. Gnabu’s dog cowered as far away from the dragon as possible, but Sil just looked at him contemptuously, lowered his head, and went to sleep. Merlin was enormously sleepy too but couldn’t help being enthralled when Gnabu demonstrated his music from rocks.

The boy started humming, then began touching rocks. At his touch, each would produce a different tone, some deep, some high and sweet. Casually, he wove melodies that seemed to sing between the Earth and stars.

The heat of the day had vanished, but wrapped in his wool cloak, Merlin leaned comfortably back against a boulder still warm from the day’s sun. He looked up at the stars. The comet here was far higher in the sky than it had been at home. Its warning somehow seemed more sharp and imminent. Still, Gnabu’s music seemed to weave a calm protection between their little camp and the celestial omen. Gradually Merlin felt the songs lulling him to sleep. He slept until the bronze shield of a sun rose over the eastern horizon.

Gnabu was already up and ready to go. “Not much farther now and we see it, where I think you need to go.” He pointed over the plain. It still looked flat and featureless to Merlin, but the boy continued. “There’s a rise in the grasslands there. Hard to tell, but there is. From there you can see it.”

“See what?”

“The tree. Big tree. Biggest tree in the world, my people say.”

As they set off, Sil grumpily got up and followed, though not without grouching about the lack of breakfast. By mid-morning, they were indeed climbing a nearly imperceptible rise in the grasslands. Then they reached the top and looked out. In the distance, there was a dark shape on the endless-seeming plain.

It looked too large for an animal or even a herd of animals, Merlin decided. It might be another rock outcrop, but as he stared harder, he realized that it was indeed a tree, an enormous tree.

“I leave you now,” Gnabu said. “My people’s territory is off that other way. It’s not good that I stray too far. Should I send message to my mind-friend and she to yours?”

“Yes, please do,” Merlin said gratefully. “Tell them we are well, Sil and I. And thank them, thank them for sending you to us.”

Gnabu smiled and nodded. “I’m glad they did. I’m magically good at finding people, but I’ve never found one like you. I don’t know what it is you do here, but I know it is important. The rocks tell me so. Farewell. You too, Lizard.”

Sil snorted, but Gnabu only laughed. “Very big, grand, beautiful lizard. The rocks will sing of you.” With that, he and his dog trotted off over the plain back the way they had come.

After a moment, Merlin and Sil started down the gentle slope heading toward the dark, treelike smudge. As the day wore on, the clearer the tree became. It was indeed enormous—not just tall but wide. Its feathery top seemed to spread into a vast canopy. As they drew nearer, Merlin began to feel a new liveliness in the earth that kept growing stronger. In the shimmering heat of the plain, the dark object ahead of them seemed at times to waver and change shape, but when he squinted, Merlin could see it still remained a tree.

“Hungry!” Sil suddenly announced from behind him. “Smells like yummy tubers are here.” Merlin turned to see the dragon digging like a huge dog at a weed-entangled patch of grass. Sighing, he realized he was hungry too. He was impatient to keep moving, but unlike in the Otherworld passages, walking here was as tiring as anywhere else in the mortal world.

The plain around them was scattered with lichen-encrusted boulders. Choosing one, he sat and pulled a strip of dried meat and a slab of stale bread from a pouch at his belt. To rest his eyes from staring at the wavering tree shape, he looked around over the rest of the plain. Dry yellow-green grass, small herds of grazing animals, and no signs of human settlement. He supposed Gnabu’s people must be roaming hunters. He wondered what had happened here during the Devastation. There had likely been few targets for bombs. But when society and technology had collapsed and the environment decayed, many people had probably perished just as surely.

There were ants at least on the ground. Brushing off crumbs for them, he stood up, then stiffened. Something dark smudged the eastern horizon. A dark streak that throbbed slightly with movement.

Bits of half-chewed roots dropping from his jaw, Sil suddenly raised his head. His nostrils flared. “Know that smell. Don’t like it, not here anyway. It’s smoke.”

Staring at the dark band, Merlin now noticed low flares of light along its base. He nodded. “A grass fire is definitely not good on a big, grassy plain. Let’s get moving.”

More briskly now, they headed again in the direction of the tree, away from the line of fire and smoke. But that line seemed to move faster than they did. And it was troubling more than just these two travelers. To their left, a small band of gazelles undulated past them through the grass. On their right, lower tawny shapes moved, and Merlin realized they must be lions. A flock of long-necked white birds flew overhead. All were heading west, away from the wall of fire and smoke, that now seemed to be bearing directly down on them.

For a moment, Merlin stopped and studied the advancing threat. Somehow it felt like more than just a random natural occurrence. There was something focused and deliberate about it. Merlin turned to hurry on but suddenly faced a more immediate danger. Panicked by the fire, a herd of elephants was stampeding their way. Although they were still some distance away, their great feet shook the earth and their trumpeting rose above the perpetually rasping wind.

Now Merlin and Sil were running to get out of the animals’ path, but they couldn’t seem to dodge them. Hastily, Merlin threw protective spells around them. The glowing bubbles of power kept them from being crushed. But as the terrified elephants poured around them, the dragon and man were bounced about like footballs, pummeled by massive feet, careening off great gray backs.

Finally the frenzied herd thundered past, leaving the two of them lying shaken and dizzy on the grass. Merlin staggered to his feet and looked back toward the east. The fire was much nearer now. He could hear its greedily crackling flames and smell the acrid smoke.

“The tree!” he yelled. “We can’t let it get the tree!”

“Tree?” Sil answered. “We can’t let it get us!” At that, his head snaked down, and he snapped his long fangs into the cloth of Merlin’s cape. With a flip of his head, he tossed the wizard onto his back and began galloping westward. Frantically Merlin grabbed at silver scales with one hand to keep from being bounced off. He desperately clutched his staff with the other.

“Where to?” the dragon called.

Barely able to talk because of the shaking, Merlin managed to shout, “Tree! Get to the tree!”

The landscape bounced crazily around him until he had to close his eyes against dizziness. The miserable ride went on and on. Suddenly the dragon stumbled to a halt. Merlin lost his grip and flew off into the grass. Shaded grass. He opened his eyes and stared up at fluttering green leaves and a vast web of intertwining dark branches.

Weakly he sat up. Sil was staring with huge, frightened eyes back toward the east. Merlin looked as well. The fire, like a living hungry beast, was closing in on them. It roared and hissed, and beneath the curtain of smoke, its flames glowed like blood-red eyes.

“Water!” Merlin said. Grabbing up his staff, he began circling the great tree, spitting out incantations. Where he walked, water appeared, first in puddles and then in pools. By the time he came around to the point where he had started, the pools had joined and spread into an ever-widening moat. It stretched out until it went way beyond the shadow of the tree’s wide canopy, until the tree and the two at its base stood on an island in the center of a new lake.

With some astonishment, Merlin looked at the result of his work and suspected that not all of the power involved had been his own. Beyond the water, the fire had circled as well, unnaturally surrounding the lake. It seemed to eye them hungrily but helplessly.

“Roots,” Merlin muttered. “I’ve got to get to the roots.” Hurrying again around the tree, he poked at the trunk and the ground with his staff, chanting various opening spells. Nothing changed.

Sil shook his head. “Shut up tight as a locked door.”

“Locked door?” Merlin slapped his head with annoyance. “And I have a key!”

He hadn’t thought of that word since his father had whispered it to him in the imprisoning valley. Yet now, as he closed his eyes, it floated easily into his mind. It rose like a golden bubble from somewhere deep within him, from where it had been waiting in his bones, in every cell of his body. Taking a deep breath, he pressed both hands against the furrowed trunk of the great tree. Slowly he spoke the word.

A moaning sigh swept through the grass, shivering the air. Lower now, the moan seemed to rise from deep within the Earth. Suddenly the ground beneath him opened, and Merlin tumbled in. Spinning downward, he looked up and glimpsed Sil’s startled face staring after him. Then the opening snapped closed like a mouth.

He kept falling. Weblike threads brushed past him. The threads thickened into rootlets. The farther he fell, the thicker they became, until, clutching at him, they began to slow his fall. Then, enmeshed in their web, he finally stopped. Like a hundred gentle, entwining hands, they slowly lowered him farther until his feet touched earth. Then the roots drew away.

Still clutching his staff, Merlin cautiously felt about in the utter dark. The earth where he stood was loose and crumbly, but he groped his way to the edge where newly fallen dirt met hard-packed earth. The only sound he heard at first was his own labored breathing. But as that calmed, another sound took its place—a dry whispering.

Finally he could make out words. “Can you hear us?”

“Yes,” he answered. “Who are you?”

“But can you see us?”

“No.”

“He wouldn’t,” whispered another similar voice. “He is half mortal.”

“Then we shall show ourselves.” Where he was standing, the earth took on a warm brown glow. The glow spread out and up until it revealed that he was standing in a vast cavern with tree roots stretching down and around like twisted pillars.

Merlin looked about, searching for the source of the voices. He could see nothing but the web of roots. Then some of those roots moved and seemed to drop away, landing on the soil. Some looked like crumpled leaves, others like brown spiders with any number of legs. And they had eyes, large, dark eyes that seemed to open onto ancient depths.

“You have come,” a creature said, scuttling forward on a dozen legs. “And you have spoken a word unheard since the beginnings. Where did you hear it?”

“It was passed on to me so that I might take it to you and … and unlock whatever it is that the word unlocks.”

A dry chittering spread like wind through the root-filled cavern. More and more insect-like creatures peeled free of the roots and soil and sifted toward him. “Words, words, words,” they whispered.

The first speaker raised his thin voice above the others. “This word is old, old as the seeds from which we grew, old as the soil from which you are formed. It comes from the time when mortals first thought and their thoughts gave form to their immortal spirits. A time of ancient order, of balance. It is a word of balance.”

“More words, more words, more words,” the whisperings began again until the whole cavern vibrated with the noise. The sound seemed to fill Merlin’s ears and eyes, his mouth and nostrils, like suffocating dust. Then it died away. Another speaker, a crazy-seeming cluster of sticks and leaves, or maybe legs and wings, shuffled toward Merlin.

“Yes, there are more words. You spoke one. It has unlocked two more. Three words in all. Words that the world, spinning into chaos, has been waiting since the beginnings to hear again. Words of balance and of what is to be balanced. Dark and light, life and death, fear and hope. The very first words that bespoke all those things. Are you ready to hear them? Are you ready to loose them on the world once more?”

“If it is not too late,” another voice said. “Too late, too late, too late,” others echoed.

The stick-and-leaf creature whistled the others into silence. “If it is too late, then we die, life dies, the Earth dies. It will all end. But it may not be too late.”

The creature suddenly seemed to grow and thin. It expanded like dust until only its dark, fathomless eyes stared down at Merlin. “Are you ready to try? Are you ready to hear the words?”

Merlin had never felt so unready for anything in his two lives. He wanted to thin like this Earth creature until he had vanished altogether. But the dark eyes held him, showing him briefly the soul of the Earth, giving him its strength where his faltered.

“Yes,” he whispered. Then, more firmly, “Yes, I am ready.”

The words when they came were as if he had always known them, as if he had been waiting since his birth to hear them again. They fell into him and nestled with the other, a burden infinitely heavy and joyously light. A perfect balance.

“Now go,” voices whispered around him. “Go. Take them. Spread them. Plant them. Go. Go. Go.” Echoes bounced and ricocheted around the cavern until he wanted to duck and throw his arms over his head. Before he could, spindly arms or legs grabbed him, or perhaps they were just the waving tendrils of roots. They hoisted him up, passing him to others and others and yet others. “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” voices whispered as he passed.

He felt scratched and battered, not from malice, just from haste. Then he was suddenly let loose and flung upward, smashing through a thin ceiling of soil. He rolled over, saw the tree branches and pinkish gray sky. Morning of a new day? A silver dragon face peered down at him.

“About time!” Sil pronounced. “Water’s almost dried up.”

Gasping, Merlin stared at the dragon, then slowly sat up. Sil seemed to have grown again. How long had he been underground? He looked about. The great lake of water that had encircled the tree was reduced to a narrow channel. Beyond it, the wall of fire had dropped to embers, but those still glowed menacingly. Their heat still churned the water, sending veils and spirals of steam flitting from its surface.

“Water!” Merlin croaked, his throat feeling parched with the dust of ages. “The tree must be protected!” Scrabbling for his staff, he jabbed it into the earth, which had now closed behind him. The result astonished him. A geyser of water shot forth, knocking him and Sil aside and arching into the diminished ring of water. Slowly the protecting lake expanded, and the glowering wall of smoke retreated.

“Onto my back, quick,” the dragon shouted.

“Are you sure that you’re strong enough to carry me, that you can get high enough?” Merlin asked as he tucked his staff into his belt and scrambled onto the scaly silver back. “Flames can shoot up high.”

“Of course I can—Yikes!”

Like arms, tree branches reached down, grabbed Sil and his clinging passenger, and hurled them upward. Like a ball, they were passed from branch to branch until, at the very top, they were flung out into the sky.

His wings freed now from branchy fingers, Sil spread them like sails and soared eastward. Below, flames did shoot up like vengeful torches but could not reach their height. Lying flat on the dragon’s back, Merlin peered down between rising and falling wings. The black and red of the fire was moving away from the tree. But it wasn’t dispersing or dying. Like a fat snake, it was shadowing their flight, moving in a new scorching path across the plain.

Merlin knew there was no point in urging Sil to go faster. This was a young dragon that had never flown this high. Nor this far. He was making all the effort he could. From this height, Merlin could see the vast African landscape stretching in all directions, with snow-crested mountains edging the west. He didn’t know where in this vastness Gnabu and his people lived, but he hoped the fire would spare them. Then he forced his concentration on the view ahead. Many rock outcrops broke through the grasslands in the distance, but he was unsure which was their goal. Yet Sil’s course seemed straight and sure.

Gradually the dragon began to drop lower. His wingflaps seemed more labored. The rasping of his breath was almost drowned out by the crackling of fire now close below them. It was joined by roaring from new vigorous columns of flame spreading toward them from different directions over the plain.

Lower still. The smoke now clung about them, blinding as fog. Through it, Merlin glimpsed glowing red flames lashing at them like hungry tongues. Sil screamed as flame licked his belly, scorching the underside of his wings.

The dragon dropped like a stone.
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BETRAYAL

The ride toward Salisbury Plain was a long and lonely one for Heather. She was glad that Welly and Takata had returned from their mission. Mounted now on horses instead of the huge white dragon, they usually rode beside her in the column. Blanche herself, when not off foraging, generally took up the rear of the marching column, effectively discouraging harassing attacks from any of the dark creatures occasionally seen lurking about.

Arthur’s army had now grown considerably. As they rode along, Welly and Takata eagerly told Heather about the shires they had visited and the promises they’d received of forces that would join them by the Solstice.

“You should have seen people’s faces,” Welly laughed at one point, “when we’d first land with Blanche. Well, actually, you didn’t see their faces long because they were usually running away. But then curiosity would draw them back, and their duke or duchess or whoever would come out and talk with us. It really strengthened the royal message to have a dragon carrying it.”

Grinning, Takata added, “And the two mighty warriors riding the dragon helped too. Most of the troops we met with were fairly well trained, but they needed their courage bucked up. We did that and taught them a few new maneuvers as well. Your friend Wellington is quite an impressive warrior, you know. And it’s not all stuff I’ve taught him either.”

Welly blushed and pushed his glasses up more firmly on his face. “Well, it was Takata who was really impressive, her and Blanche. People saw that those rumors they’ve heard about dragons and legendary kings just might be true.”

As they kept relating their adventures, Heather was glad to see the two of them so happy together, working so closely as a team. But the sight also made the emptiness beside her seem more painful. She ached to have Earl with her or to be with him.

When she wasn’t riding with those two warriors, Heather struggled to keep her mind focused on communicating so she wouldn’t drown in brooding. All her contacts around the world reported the same thing. Dark forces were moving. Battles were pending. Some skirmishes had already begun. Some of the enemy Otherworld creatures that were described to her made her shiver. Walking carrion reeking of decay, beasts that were all teeth and claws, creatures that sucked blood through wavering tentacles.

Sometimes, she admitted, the forces reported on their side sounded as outlandish, if not as horrifying. Every Otherworld had them. Spirits that shifted form, from rock to tree to human. Creatures part animal, part human. Gigantic brutes and tiny sprites. Beings with many arms or with no shape beyond that of a mountain or a flame. And, of course, there were the Eldritch and the animal spirits, and the impossibly wonderful things such as unicorns and flying lions. And jaguars.

The barriers between worlds seemed to have weakened steadily. Everywhere Otherworld creatures were spilling into this one. Although her contacts reported having their hands more than full, many also said that their people were using newly opened passages and sending troops to Salisbury. From everything that the army saw and heard as they passed through the countryside, it seemed that the other side was on the march as well. Dark things were sighted, livestock was vanishing, and people who went out at night were often never seen again.

Any information that she thought might be useful, Heather immediately reported to Arthur and Margaret. Though she was quiet and businesslike, the royal couple couldn’t help but notice how pale and distracted the girl looked. When the army camped at night, it was usually Margaret who saw to it that Heather ate enough and that she slept near the royal tent. The Queen also made sure that Kyle the royal harper played only heartening tunes when she was about, not sagas of magical power and danger.

Heather knew she was being useful staying here, but she still fretted that she was not helping where it really mattered—where Merlin was going, where his secret quest might decide all of their fates. And where danger and death might lie in wait for him. If only she could help him, she thought.

And then one day it occurred to her that perhaps she could. She herself spoke to only one voice in Africa. But there were others. Voices to whom she mind-spoke knew of others. Ravit spoke to others.

Fervently she called in her mind to all she could reach. She begged their help, told them what was needed. Then, like all the world, she could only wait.

Dutifully Heather continued filling that void of waiting by passing on the reports and fears incessantly flooding into her head. When this got too overwhelming in the evenings, she would leave the bustle at the heart of camp and find somewhere on the fringes to try to calm herself and focus. It was then, one night, that she received the forwarded message from Merlin that gave her hope, hope at least that he was alive. For now.

At last they reached Salisbury Plain. The great grassland stretched in rolling waves in all directions. Once small villages had been scattered around it, but now the only inhabitants lived in the distant town of Salisbury itself. Ancient remnants of far older times still marked the plain. The crumbling pavement of pre-Devastation roads followed the course of earlier roads laid out by the Romans and tracks followed long before that by the earliest Britons. Toppled stone circles and hunched burial mounds spoke of the long-held sacred nature of this patch of earth.

An aura of waiting and dread hung in the air of the place like an acrid, invisible cloud. The solstice was nearly upon them, and still Merlin had not returned. Heather felt fear twisting inside her like a snake. She feared for his mission, and she feared for him. Had something dreadful happened to him? Despite all his skill and power, had he been defeated? Would the world end in chaos because of it? Would she die alone?

Tormented on this eve of battle, Heather, with Rus trotting at her heels, walked to the edge of Arthur’s sprawling camp. Banners from many shires now fluttered in the evening breeze. Beyond them, Heather recognized several clusters of what she thought were creatures of Faerie. She even thought she noticed a few bands of muties, including shaggy orange ones, lurking in shadowed areas. They were clearly shy and wanting to avoid attention, so she did not approach them, much as she would have liked to. But she wished that Earl could be there to see this.

Soldiers she passed as she threaded her way through the campfires occasionally nodded to her. She tried to smile back, though it was Rus, who had almost become the army mascot, that they were most friendly with. Before they had reached the end of camp, each of the dog’s heads had been thrown a large, meaty bone.

She walked on, trying to shut out the tense, excited chatter around her, the heartening sound of harp and pipes, and the normally enticing smell of cookfires. The fear gnawing at her center left no room for food or any attempt at being cheered. At last, sitting on a stone that thrust itself through the dry turf, Heather let the dusk settle around her like a fog. Rus flopped down beside her, working contentedly on his new bones. Heather tried to clear her mind, hoping to pick up some message from Earl, though they had never succeeded at exchanging mental messages before. It seemed that only a few new magic workers could do that, and Earl’s magic was unquestionably old.

She had just sunk into quiet calm when a voice startled her from behind. Rus growled, dropped his bones, and cocked all four ears.

“Well, Heather, I’ve kept my word. I’ve come to join Arthur.”

She twisted around. “Nigel! I’m … I’m glad. We hoped you would.”

“Sometimes old animosities have to be put aside … for the greater good. So where is Earl, then?”

“Elsewhere.”

“Leaving you alone on the eve of battle? Not very friendly of him.”

She reddened slightly. “It’s a busy time for magic workers.”

“It is, indeed,” Nigel said as he gestured into the shadows. “For all kinds of magic workers!” Something hunched and hairy suddenly shambled forward. Goblin, Heather thought with alarm as she jumped to her feet. A spidery black net swirled through the air and dropped around her. Wherever the net touched her skin, it jolted her with pain. Moaning, she sank to the ground. Blearily, through the mesh of pain, she saw Rus with both jaws open and snarling, launching himself at the goblin. The hunched creature recoiled and whacked the dog with a huge club. Rus yelped twice and was sent flying into the night. Heather felt her dog’s pain double her own.

Then, at a word from Nigel, the goblin swung the net onto its back and loped off. The clinging agony was too overwhelming for Heather to focus on anything besides the fire engulfing her. After excruciating minutes, the pain blossomed again as the net sack was dropped roughly on the ground.

At first she was flooded with mindless pain, but slowly Heather found that by keeping absolutely still, she could avoid touching more of the pain-inducing cords and make her mind focus on what was happening outside the net.

“… fulfilled my part of the bargain,” she heard Nigel saying. “You said either would be useful, and I’ve brought you the girl.”

“But her boyfriend still eludes you.” The voice chilled Heather like ice water. Morgan.

“He won’t for long. I’ll catch him too if the opportunity arises. His reputation is way overblown.”

“You think so?” The woman’s voice sounded coldly amused.

“Oh, I’ve known the troublesome brat for a long time. I can handle him. But do not forget, my lady, I have fulfilled the other part of my bargain as well. My army is here on the battlefield. Though this phony King Arthur may think otherwise, when the time comes, I and my forces, though they don’t realize it yet, will fight on your side.”

“I will be in your debt,” Morgan said, but Heather could still hear the undertone of chill amusement in her voice.

“No, do not speak of debt. We shall mutually benefit,” Nigel said grandly. “When I am High King of Britain, you shall rule at my side. You shall be my royal wizard.”

Morgan’s laugh was sudden and sharp as a snakebite. “How generous! Stupid boy, Morgan Le Fay is nobody’s minion! Enough of this game. I have serious business to attend to!”

“Well, well, not wizard, then, if you don’t wish it. But I shall be High King. You promised. Our bargain—”

“Is now inconvenient!” Slicing her hand through the air, Morgan raked knives of green light across Nigel’s face and chest. Screaming, he dropped writhing to the ground. Without another glance at her former ally, Morgan gestured to her hairy servant and strode into the night. Again hoisting the net, the goblin scurried after. And again, Heather was flooded with deafening pain.

After long, jostling agony, she was dropped again. Another explosion of pain sent her into merciful blackness.

Heather woke to find her body still tingling but the net gone. Cautiously, she shook her head, trying to clear her sight. In the gray darkness of moon-tinged night, darker shapes loomed. Most were angular and solid. One moved. Morgan lit a small globe of green fire and bounced it casually in one hand.

“If I thought you would accept my hospitality willingly, you could avoid this sort of treatment, my dear. But you did not seem very appreciative last time.”

“Hospitality?” Heather shouted, sitting up. “Abduction and being carried off to the gods know where! So what is your plan this time? Use me as bait again, or do you still want to drink my blood?”

“Well, the bait idea is always an option,” Morgan said smoothly. “But I’m not certain your boyfriend will even be showing up for this battle. I believe he’s been facing a few difficulties on this rather mysterious trip of his. Still, I haven’t been able to keep very close track of his doings, and that explains your real value to me, my dear. I have learned that you and a network of others around the world have developed some sort of interesting method of communication. Learning how to do that as well would be of great use to me and my … friends. So you see, little Heather, you are of use to me in your own right. And now far more use to me alive than as the source of a nicely refreshing drink.”

Heather flinched, then quickly tried to mask her thoughts. Morgan had just confirmed that mind-talking was something that she and her kind couldn’t do. Useful information. Still, however she managed it, Morgan seemed to have some knowledge of what was happening to Earl. That he was facing danger. That he might not return. Despite her efforts, distress flickered across Heather’s face.

Morgan laughed. Then she tossed her ball of light into the air. It shot off to the right and began sketching a large circle around them, leaving a tracery of green light behind. Heather watched dizzily as the glowing green filaments slowly revealed where she was. As the ball of light circled around and around, it wove a web between tall, angular standing stones. Some were tilted and some had fallen on the ground, but a few had massive stone lintels still stretched between them like gigantic doorways.

She knew where she was now. Stonehenge.

Jumping up, Heather charged to the edge of the stone circle. With a flick of green power, Morgan thrust her back, sending her skidding over the rocky ground. “No, no, my dear, I need to keep you here safe for a while. Don’t worry. You’ll be able to watch the battle quite well from here. Once my side has won, I’ll come back for you. Then we’ll see about your teaching me that little mind trick of yours. That should prove quite useful once my friends and I are running this world.”

Still sprawled on the ground, Heather tightened her fingers around a jagged stone. With an angry cry, she hurled it at Morgan only to have it vaporize in a flash of green.

Ignoring Morgan’s scornful laugh, Heather lunged to her feet and yelled, “I’ll never help you, you vile, twisted witch! And you and your scum will never run this world!”

Morgan raised her hands in mock dismay. “Such language! I know your dear mother and thought she would have taught you better. No matter. You’ll be my pupil from now on. But that can wait. I really must be going.”

Morgan strode toward the web of pulsing green light, that now completely entwined the stone circle. The filaments rippled like water as she easily passed through. Charging behind her, Heather aimed for the same spot but collided with something as solid-feeling as iron chains.

“Relax, my dear,” Morgan called back through the night. “If I run into our mutual friend Merlin, I’ll give him your greetings. Though, frankly, I very much doubt either of us will be seeing him again. Such a pity.” Her laugh receded through the darkness.

Heather paced around the stone circle like a caged animal. At various places, she tried breaking through the delicate-seeming green filaments. But each rebuff was strong and painful. Whenever she threw stones or dirt against them, the filaments crackled and sparked but remained unbroken. Between times of furious pacing, she sat in the center of the circle and thought. She was hardly in Morgan’s class, but she could use magic too. The few opening spells she tried proved useless. But there was always her specialty, animal magic.

Looking up, she could tell that the cage of green power completely covered the stone circle. There seemed no chance of anything flying in or of her flying out even if she could manage a shape change. How about below? Could she contact moles and convince them to dig a tunnel for her to escape? She rejected that idea. Even if there were any moles or other earth diggers about, it would surely take too long for them to dig a tunnel she could use.

Suppose she turned herself into a mole? She had succeeded once before in transforming into a rat. It had been under the pressure of escaping certain death, but this situation wasn’t a lot different. Then she had a rat friend, however, and knew exactly what one looked like. She didn’t have a very good picture of moles in her head. Closing her eyes in concentration, Heather cast around with her mind to see if there were any moles nearby.

She found one almost immediately, but it was squealing in frustration. “Net! Hot net! Nasty net! Can’t get up. Bother!”

So it seemed the net totally encased her. Upward was no option, and there was no way out by going down either. Fighting back tears of frustration, Heather resumed her methodical pacing around the circle, testing its strength, looking for weaknesses. She found none.

Far beyond the stone pylons, she could see the glimmer of campfires. Arthur’s army, augmented now by contingents from around Britain and elsewhere, awaited the dawn. She wondered what would happen now with the Glamorganshire contingent. With Nigel having been struck down, would they follow his twisted plan and join with Morgan? Had they even known his intentions? Or would new leaders take them over to Arthur’s side?

She stared intently through the night but could see no campfires from opposing armies. However, with the barriers between worlds collapsing, the enemy could be lurking anywhere. Shadows and darkness were their natural habitat. The one ominous thing she did see while peering out between the stones and the glowing green grid was the hunched shape of the goblin that had captured her. Morgan had left it behind as a guard, though a guard hardly seemed needed with her in this impenetrable cage. Still, if Morgan had thought one necessary, might there actually be some faint possibility of escape? Focusing on this scrap of hope instead of the rising mountain of frustration, Heather grimly resumed her pacing and testing.

Slowly the sky in the east began fading to a lighter shade of gray. The stones towering around her stood out in darker silhouette against it. A gold tinge rippled along the horizon. The sun was nearing. Looking east, Heather could see a single dark stone jutting at an angle from the grass well outside the stone circle. Above its tip, the first chink of rising sunlight appeared. Golden shafts of light shot between two of the standing stones, slicing across the center of the circle. They splashed against a single stone, illuminating its worn carvings. The sun had risen on the Summer Solstice.

Suddenly the ground under her quaked. The whole plain undulated as if someone were shaking out a great blanket. With a rending crack, patches of earth surrounding the plain split open. Darkness poured forth, darkness in the form of hideous armies.

Heather was thrown violently to the ground as the earth continued to shake. For minutes it quivered and groaned as if the Earth shared Heather’s horror and her growing fear for the future. The battle, perhaps the final battle, had begun.
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CONFRONTATION

Flames chortled greedily, ready to consume the falling dragon and his passenger. Frantically, Sil thrummed his wings, pulled awkwardly out of his dive, and shot forward. He twisted and turned, dodging the grasping arms of flame. Then he clapped wings to his side, sliced through a wall of smoke, and shot into a dark, rocky cleft.

Skidding on his belly over the floor of the narrow passage, Sil finally came to a dust-clouded stop. Merlin tumbled off and lay beside him on the rocky ground. With a rumble, that ground shook—as did the rock walls and ceiling. Rock avalanched over the mouth of the passage, sealing the opening from the mortal world.

“Impressive,” a voice growled behind them.

Merlin struggled to sit up. There was fire, but it came only from a torch gripped in Apedemek’s hand. “Get up and keep moving,” the lion god ordered.

“Not yet,” Merlin gasped. “Sil here is hurt. Scraped and burned.”

“No time for healing,” Apedemek growled. “Carry him.” With that, he wove his clawed hands through the air, and the dragon shrank, not as far as he had before, but to something the size of a kitten. Gently Merlin picked him up and tucked him into a fold of his tunic.

“Hurry,” the lion man said, and strode off down the corridor.

Anxiously, Merlin followed. Again, the trip seemed timeless, but deep within himself now, Merlin was acutely aware of time. In the mortal world, the Summer Solstice must nearly have arrived. The words that he carried, if they were to do any good, must be delivered soon.

At last, the rocky passageway cut through the reeking bat cave, then broke into the harsh sunlight of Apedemek’s Otherworld. Light glared off sparkling sand; treeless mountains rose against a sharply blue sky. Shy desert-colored animals poked about for grass or rested in the shade of squat stone temples. The creatures looked up curiously as they jogged past, then turned away.

After a long, hot trek, they reached a cliff, its sheer stone face rising like an impenetrable wall. Pulling out one of his swords, Apedemek brought it ringing down against the rock. A narrow cleft split open. The lion-headed man shouldered his way through, igniting his torch again. Thankful to be out of the blazing sun, Merlin followed.

As they hurried along another endless-seeming dark corridor, Merlin felt a squirming in the sling he’d devised from his tunic. “Hey, dragons are good self-healers,” a small voice squeaked. “I’m fine now. Put me down!”

“Glad you’re better,” Merlin answered. “But how about riding on my shoulder? You could get trod on in the dark.”

Before they even reached the end of the passageway, Merlin could sense a change. When they had approached this Otherworld before, birdsong and the fragrance of incense had floated down the corridor. Now there came screams and the sounds of battle.

They emerged into the great pillared hall to see animals and animal-headed people locked in hand-to-hand combat. Huge purple scorpions battled with giant iridescent beetles. A monstrous crocodile lunged at a cow wearing a moon crown. A woman with a cat head clashed swords with a man whose head was that of a jackal.

As they surveyed the scene, they saw another woman, of sorts, waddling toward them. Merlin looked at the large head and with a jolt recognized something from an old picture book. Hippopotamus was the ridiculous name, and the creature seemed equally ridiculous. Bulbous head, tiny ears, and a wide mouth filled with stubby teeth. But this one walked on its hind legs and had the huge belly and pendulous breasts of a very pregnant woman.

She snorted as she drew near. “Hey, you, lion guy. Go help fight. Horus looks busy grappling with Set over there. I’m no fighter, so I’ll guide. Hawk boy, my name’s Tawert. Follow me. And hurry!”

For a moment, Merlin felt torn. He almost wanted to stay and help. These people who had helped him were under threat. But his powers were not much good in an Otherworld, and he knew his real battle lay ahead. Apedemek turned toward him, golden lion eyes glaring into his. Then the ancient deity nodded, gave a vast toothy smile, and shoved Merlin toward Tawert. Roaring thunderously, the lion god drew out both his swords and charged into the battle.

Merlin turned and followed the hippopotamus woman. Astonished at how fast his clumsy-looking guide could travel, he broke into a trot, with Sil galloping behind.

The air was thick with smoke. Wavering torchlight cast grotesque fighting shadows on walls painted with peaceful country scenes. Merlin jumped aside as a pair of venomous-looking black snakes suddenly dropped from a pillar and slithered toward him over the mosaic floor. With a roar, Tawert charged back and quickly stomped the reptiles into mush. Then she grabbed Merlin’s arm and dragged him along until they ducked through a small, dark doorway and into the interworld corridor again.

This time, they didn’t take any shortcuts. As they raced past the entrances to several of the Otherworlds, Merlin glimpsed turmoil and fighting in there as well and realized shortcuts would not be short. The long route passed through narrow tunnels, wide caves, and along fearsome ledges. It crossed a deep chasm on a treacherous swinging bridge that Merlin knew they had missed the first time. And again the journey seemed timeless, except that his own tense inner clock warned Merlin they were not moving fast enough.

Tawert seemed to feel that as well. Just after threading a maze of hummocks across a bubbling swamp, she turned to him and complained, “Can’t you move any faster?”

By now he was panting, and every muscle ached. Kitten-sized Sil had long since given up running and had clambered onto his shoulder “I could turn myself into a hawk,” he conceded. “But I think my wings would be almost too tired to lift me.”

She snorted. “You mortals are hopeless!” With that, she reached down, grabbed him around the knees, and threw him over her shoulder like a sack. He yelled in protest, and Sil fluttered frantically off his shoulder and landed on Tawert’s head. But the goddess kept charging down the corridor as if her new passengers weighed nothing.

Bumping along, hanging upside down, the only thing Merlin could think of, besides his immediate discomfort, was to hope that no one would ever see the great wizard Merlin being carried like a sack of potatoes on the back of a pregnant hippopotamus. The thought struck him as so absurd, and he was so tired, that he began to giggle. With difficulty, he shut himself up, but he was so exhausted he finally slipped into a miserable sleep.

That abruptly ended when Tawert skidded to a halt and unceremoniously dumped Merlin back onto his feet. “I don’t like this,” she whispered. “We are close to the end, but something here feels very wrong.” She plucked Sil off her head and dropped him onto the floor. “Lizard, get big again. We’re going to need some protection.”

Instantly Merlin was alert. He didn’t see any danger, but he certainly felt what Tawert did. Something very dark was rolling their way, like a flash flood of evil. And it wasn’t moving down the corridor toward them. It seemed to be pulsing closer through the solid rock.

Suddenly the rock wall beside them seemed to thin and melt as if it were wax confronting flame. Cold, dark fog poured out of the gap, surrounding them with a miasma of hopelessness.

A deep, sepulchral voice seeped around them. “You may not pass until I take what I need.”

Tawert’s voice quavered slightly under its growl. “Who are you to detain a goddess of most ancient Egypt?”

“One as old as you and infinitely more powerful. You and the dragon may go on your way. I take only the human.”

The fog swirling around him tightened into clutching hands, and Merlin was suddenly yanked through the once-solid wall. The opening slammed shut behind him, giving Merlin only the briefest glimpse of two astonished faces, one dragon and one hippo.

Impossibly, he seemed to be dragged through solid rock, until every molecule in his body ached with cold and fear. Then abruptly he was through the rock and standing in a vast cavern, its mossy walls glowing a corpselike blue. Vapor swirled around him, then slowly drew away and coalesced into a dark shape. The eyes appeared first, black and deep, then came a long, pale face framed in black hair and beard. The robes were long and black as well and kept wavering insubstantially like smoke from a funeral pyre.

Merlin felt awe and fear but most of all—anger. Without being told, he knew who this person was. Arawn. Lord of the Dead. Someone who had condemned his own son to millennia of imprisonment. Grandfather.

The dark figure scowled at Merlin. “Boy, you have been tracked. You have gone places no mortal should, meddling in matters that should not concern you.”

The voice was chill as the tomb. Merlin’s simmering anger overcame his fear. “On the contrary, Lord Arawn, they do concern me. They concern every creature on this world. And every moment you delay me here, the closer that world spins toward destruction.”

Arawn’s eyes flared with anger of his own. “Your presumption is laughable, boy. I have little to do these days with the mortal world, except to rake in souls once they leave it. Perhaps you, whoever you are, may think that you can make some sort of difference—the way young, arrogant fools often do. But do not be deceived. I have absolute dominion in my world, and that dominion will soon expand. Nothing, least of all a meddlesome brat just growing his first beard, can prevent that.”

Merlin knew he was fencing with death yet kept speaking. “But you’re afraid that I can prevent it, aren’t you? It’s the same fear that once drove you to renounce your own son, to abandon the woman who loved you, and retreat to your dark, joyless domain. Don’t you see? The victory that you think you want will actually fulfill the prophecy you fear so much.”

Arawn’s eyes blazed with cold fire, and he raised his hand menacingly.

“No, hear me out!” Merlin shouted. “Once tipped totally out of balance with one side crushing the other, this world will fall into utter destruction. Your domain of Annwyn, your Lady’s land of Avalon, and all worlds, mortal and immortal, will die—a death beyond even your control.”

Arawn’s expression flowed between fury and confusion. “How can you …? Who are you to …? The prophecy! What can you know of it?” Angrily, he turned and paced across the cavern, black robes churning like volcanic smoke. He was yelling now but more to himself than to Merlin. “I knew it! I sensed that my son had been freed—that the key might yet be used. But how? His mother was bound against freeing him. That geis was unbreakable.” He swung back to face Merlin. “If she did free him, I will see to it that every glowing blade of Avalon’s grass withers, that every—”

“No!” Merlin thundered, his voice almost equaling Arawn’s own. “She did not free your son. I did. And it was not he who worked the key. He gave it to me. I have used it. And your letting me go now is the only hope for saving Earth, Avalon, and all the rest—even Annwyn.”

Lunging forward, Arawn grabbed Merlin by the throat and glared down at him. “Impudent, meddling boy! Who are you?”

The Lord of Death’s cold grip on Merlin’s throat choked off any possible answer. But another voice answered for him.

“Oh, Arawn, my love, don’t you see your face in his?” The gentle voice suddenly ringing in the cavern caused the dark god to drop Merlin and spin around. The Lady of Avalon stood in a ring of golden light that seemed to have melted a patch of cave wall.

“You are still a striking man,” she continued softly. “And so is he, your grandson.”

Arawn stood speechless, looking back and forth between the Lady and Merlin. She stepped fully into the cavern, trailing light behind her. “You bound me not to tell of our boy’s whereabouts, and I did not. But in declaring that only one who shared your blood could free him, you did not realize that your son might have a son of his own. Now Merlin, that very son, holds the key and the secrets it unlocked. Free him to use them.”

“And to destroy my world?” Arawn shouted.

The Lady stepped closer, putting a hand on his arm. He flinched but did not pull away. “No, to unite our worlds again. We two were once united, though even then, we still remained separate, different. The world can be like that again. Full of differences but balanced. Oh, some of us who consider ourselves nearly gods may have to be content with what we once were—spirits of place, of the Earth. But we could be at peace again.”

Expressions moved and changed across Arawn’s face with the swiftness of cloud shadows. “Yes, those were simpler times, but times long gone. Forget them! Change has come and continues. It cannot be reversed.”

“It can be. And if that change is not reversed,” she argued, “if that imbalance is not set right, then all of our worlds will collapse. That prophecy you feared, remember the wording? It talked about ending your dominion. Don’t you see? It didn’t mean your dark realm. It meant the domination of the dark over the light, tipping the balance into oblivion.”

Frowning, Arawn slowly reached to touch the Lady, placing a large, battle-scarred hand over her small, delicate one. “But how can there be—”

“Will you two ever stop talking?” a new voice snapped through the cave. They all turned to stare at three women who were suddenly standing in the middle of the chamber, a pocket of cold mist churning around them.

The oldest of the three women hobbled forward. “It’s the Summer Solstice already! Battles are bursting out all over the world. And while you all natter and philosophize, fates are being decided that you might not like. Let this boy get on with it, will you? He may win; he may lose. We’re not prophesying on that one. Old as we are, we know our limits. But let me tell you both, the fate of the worlds will be woven or unwoven from the threads that this boy, your grandson, holds.”

Merlin turned. He and his grandfather locked eyes. The god’s expression was as cold and fixed as ice. But slowly his mouth twitched in a grim, lopsided smile. “Then I will not interfere. I leave him to his fate—and to ours. Go!”

Screeching like ravens over a corpse, the three women pranced forward, bringing the fog with them. Chanting, they began dancing faster and faster around Merlin. Their spinning-shuffling swirl slowly spun itself into spiraling mist. This coalesced into a glowing tunnel, and Merlin found himself falling down it. He didn’t slow, couldn’t slow although he was racing toward a rock wall. He burst through the rock as if it were thin glass and found himself sprawling on a field of dry, trampled grass.
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BATTLE

Dizzily, Merlin sat up, relieved to see he was still clutching his staff. It was daytime. The sun, shrouded by smoke as well as cloud, showed a scene of battle. Banners bobbed and surged, most familiar to him, some not. But the battlefield itself was seething with an assortment of creatures he had never imagined. Some were human; some seemed less or more than human. Some were amazing, some horrifying, and all seemingly bent on destroying each other. But in all of this chaos and violent confusion, there was one person he knew he must find.

If it wasn’t already too late, the words he held must be set free. Heather could do that. She could send them around the world. But where on this chaotic, shifting battlefield could he find her?

He spun around. The tunnel he had stumbled from was gone. The grassy surface of the earthen mound was unbroken. Desperately, he scrambled up the sides of the mound. Once this must have been the burial place for some ancient chieftain, but he had no time for proper reverence now. Standing at its summit, he scanned the battlefield.

To his right, what looked like a nest of black vipers was spewing from a gash in the earth. Swooping down on them were giant birds, or winged humans, he couldn’t tell which. They attacked each other in deathly silence, while above them the air clouded with feathers, blood, and venom.

In contrast, considerable sound came from a conflict directly behind the mound. A giant spotted cat with a headdress of feathers snarled at a huge black lion whose mane flickered with red flame. Growling hatred, the lion lunged, and the two tumbled over and over in the dust.

Merlin forced himself to look away. He couldn’t watch skirmishes. He certainly couldn’t join in. He had to find Heather. She could be anywhere, but most likely, he thought, she would be near Arthur. He scanned the battlefield. Off to his east and in another spot along the north edge of the plain, whole armies were battling. The clashing of metal and screams of hate and pain reached him clearly. The Red Dragon banner—that was what he needed to find.

Many banners jostled above the armies, but the clouds of dust obscured them. Then he looked to the sky and caught his breath. Side by side, a great white dragon and an even larger black one were locked in swooping, soaring battle with a pair of misshapen griffins. He squinted to see if Morgan was riding one. Then he looked away. He couldn’t afford to be diverted even by Morgan now. Their old enmity would have to wait.

Suddenly he spied another flying shape, much lower, hovering over a clash in the northwest. A flash of red, a smaller dragon. It was carrying someone. Arthur!

Scrambling down the mound, Merlin tried to keep his eye on that speck of red. But the dragon must have dropped lower or landed. He could no longer see it above the surging combatants. Still, he ran in the direction he’d last seen it.

A giant, hairy man lumbered toward him waving a club. Without stopping, Merlin smashed him aside with a burst of purple light. He kept running but had to dodge out of the way as two beasts rolled toward him, roaring, clawing, and biting as they came. One was a great white bear, the other some sort of giant horned rat. He swerved around them and had to veer aside again to avoid a squadron of ghouls engaged in hand-to-hand combat with leafy wood sprites. Swords flailed, and the air mingled with cries and the smells of rotting flesh and wood smoke.

Finally finding a clear stretch, he ran full out, only to duck as an enormous red bird, trailing feathers of flame, swooped low over him. A massive green snake that had stayed coiled quietly in the grass suddenly sprang up to meet the bird. Merlin again had to jog aside in order not to be drawn into their deadly battle.

He was so busy trying to avoid clashing enemies on all sides that he caught his foot and toppled on the grass. Scrambling to his feet, he looked at what he had stumbled over. A body lay sprawled beside him. The poor man was bleeding from long, jagged gashes across his face and chest.

Torn between helping and continuing on, Merlin groaned, then knelt down. The man was still breathing. He coughed, spewing blood into the air, then opened his one good eye. The big man gasped.

“Earl. Earl Bedwas!” he cried weakly. “You were right. She betrayed me. Used me and betrayed me.”

Nigel broke off, coughing again. Instinctively, Merlin spread a hand over his bleeding chest, sending out tendrils of healing power. “I’m sorry, Nigel, healing magic’s not what I’m best at.”

“You shouldn’t bother,” the other gasped. “The treasonous witch! She promised … promised I’d be High King if I brought you or Heather to her.”

Instantly Merlin felt more like killing than healing, but he forced himself to keep calm. “And you did what?”

“Brought her Heather. Morgan just struck me down and took the girl away.”

“Where?”

“Don’t know. West, I think.”

Abruptly Merlin stood up. “I’ve done what I can for you. I’ll send help.” Instantly he was running west. Soon he encountered a contingent of soldiers charging along the edge of the battle looking for the best place to attack. Soldiers from Carlisle, he thought. Grabbing one, Merlin pointed back the way he had come. “The King of Glamorganshire is back there, hurt. Send help.”

Before the soldier could reply, Merlin was off running again. He fought to ignore the varied warriors, the nightmare creatures and figures out of myth that were everywhere, but a flash of gold in the sky caught his attention. A dragon was diving straight toward him. “Goldie!” Merlin cried as the dragon’s clumsy landing nearly knocked him over.

“Come quick,” Goldie rasped. “Rus hurt bad.”

Rus, Merlin thought. The dog was seldom far from Heather. Without warning, Goldie sank claws into Merlin’s shoulders and hoisted him into the air. For some distance he skimmed painfully over the grass until Goldie suddenly dropped him into a tangled gorse bush. Lying beside the bush was Rus. His body was very still, but at the noise of Merlin’s crash landing, both heads lifted and whined feebly.

“Rus, what happened?” Merlin cried, then remembered that only Heather and the dragons could really talk with the dog. He turned to Goldie.

The dragon folded her wings and snorted angrily. “Rus tells me that a hairy goblin thing took Heather and then smacked him with a club when he tried to attack it. His body doesn’t work now, not below the necks.”

“Does he know where Heather is?”

Goldie nodded her gleaming head. “He sees her in his mind. Well, the left head does. Mostly the right one just complains.”

Gently Merlin placed his hands on both sides of the dog’s left head. Looking into those sad, loyal eyes, he felt tears forming in his own eyes. “Rus, I’ll give you what strength I can, but I’m no good at healing, not like Heather. Can you see where she is? Can you show me?” Closing his eyes, Merlin tried to reach into the dog’s mind. Heather was the one who could do this with animals. She’d tried to teach him, but he’d not had much patience for it. Now he must.

He thought intensely of Heather and slowly felt that shared thought binding his mind to Rus’s. Hazily he saw through other eyes. Heather’s eyes? Big, angular shapes were looming over him. Stones. Giant stones. They tilted like hags’ teeth. But two held another stone across their top like the lintel of a doorway.

Gasping, Merlin sat back on his heels. “Stonehenge!” Looking up, he tried to focus again through his own eyes, then scanned the western horizon. Far beyond the battle, he saw it, an angular smudge against the gray sky.

Hastily he sent a wave of healing into Rus, but he knew it was more an easing of pain than a real cure. “Goldie,” he said, clambering to his feet, “I must go to her. I may have helped him a little, but Rus is badly hurt. Move him only very gently. A real healer might be able to do more.”

With a final pat to each of Rus’s heads, Merlin charged off to the west, skirting the fringes of battle, ignoring the outlandish creatures clashing and the horrible cries. He dared not pay any attention to the upheaval around him. If he noticed friends or allies under threat, he’d feel drawn to help. And he must not. He must concentrate on the task that he alone could perform, that he could only perform through Heather. He must keep his eyes solely on the ancient stone circle rising from the grasslands ahead.

Leaving the battle behind, he neared the circle and slowed his headlong flight. Something was different about it. He had known Stonehenge centuries earlier when he was first young and it was already ancient. But then the great circle was more intact than now. And he had seen it again just last year when he and the others had emerged from a long passage between Otherworlds.

Since then, he could see, there had been no change in the arrangement of the stones. Yet now as he approached it, the gray daylight reflected on something new. It reminded him of sunlight sparkling on dewdrops bespangling a spiderweb. But this web was enormous, totally encasing the stone circle. And the sparkle had a familiar green cast.

Morgan, he realized. She must have used the power of this circle to augment her own, to create a massive cage. What it was caging was suddenly evident. Heather was sitting near the center of the circle on a fallen stone, forlornly watching the distant battle.

“Heather!” he called, redoubling his speed.

“Earl, thank the gods!” She leaped to her feet. “You made it back! Morgan was wrong! She said you’d be stopped.”

“There were plenty who tried,” he confessed. “We’ve got to get you out of there.”

“I’ve tried for hours, but this power net goes over the top and all the way underground.”

Studying it, Merlin slowly approached the crackling net. Then he raised his staff and touched the tip to the glowing strands. Purple sparks exploded with such force he was thrown backward. Scrambling to his feet again, he shook his head.

“Morgan has melded her own power to the power already binding the circle. But she hasn’t delved deep, she’s only using the closest levels. The power here is very old and very deep, and she hasn’t really tapped far into it. Perhaps if I—”

“Earl, look out!”

Heather hadn’t seen the single goblin guard for hours. But now it had crept out from its hiding place and was charging Merlin. At her cry, the wizard swung around, striking the hairy creature with his staff. It grunted at the impact but grabbed hold of the staff and tried to yank it from Merlin’s hands.

He sent purple fire spiraling down its length. The goblin screamed and tumbled back. With a snarl, it turned and loped off through the waving grass.

“It will alert Morgan if it can find her,” Heather called.

Nodding, Merlin tucked his staff into his belt and spread out both hands, splaying them inches from the glowing net. “If I can sense how she’s built and grafted her power,” he said to Heather, who was now standing just on the other side of the net, “I can figure out how to pick it apart. But it will take time.”

“More time than you have, I’m afraid,” Morgan said calmly from the back of a winged beast hovering above them. “I sensed your approach before my oaf of a guard could even think to find me.” With a grating squeal, the winged monster dropped to the ground a few feet from Merlin, and Morgan lightly jumped off.

“If I gave you one more chance to join me, Merlin, would you finally have the sense to do it? It must be totally clear by now, even to you, which side is going to win this battle. Wouldn’t you like to side with the winners just for once?”

“If your side wins, Morgan, we are all losers.”

“That, I take it, is a ‘no’?”

“After all these years, did you expect anything else?” he said coolly.

“No, did you?”

Merlin was ready for her lash of green power when it came. He deftly caught it on his staff and hurled it away. He was less ready for her next move. Leaping back, she thrust a hand into the crackling green net. It hissed, writhed, and unwound itself from the stones. Its tendrils rose out of the earth like maddened green worms. In seconds, she’d drawn all that power into a glowing green ball.

Suddenly freed, Heather leaped at Morgan, who slammed the girl away with a flick of her hand. Merlin cried out, and in that second of his distraction, Morgan hurled the glowing power she’d gathered into his chest. Like a rag doll, he was tossed into the air and spun forty feet away before crashing to the ground.

He groaned once and lay still.
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RESOLUTION

Screaming, Heather staggered to her feet and raced over the grass toward Merlin’s sprawling, motionless figure. She threw herself down beside him.

Eyes closed, face averted, he whispered, “I’m fine. Almost. Must give you this message. Lean closer.”

She did, and Merlin carefully whispered into her ear the three ancient words, the words from the roots of time, the words of primordial balance. Her eyes grew wide as the words sank into her soul.

He nodded and whispered again, “Go. Morgan and I will finish this. It is our personal fight. Yours is bigger. Transmit these words to the others. Send them around the world. Now it all depends on you.”

Laughing harshly, Morgan was strolling toward them through the grass. “Touching words of farewell, no doubt. Move aside, Heather dear. I’ll deal with you later. But your boyfriend and I have some very old business to finish here.”

Reluctantly, Heather stood and moved back. She wanted desperately to stay, to help. But the words Merlin had entrusted to her and their power weighed heavily inside her. The duty was hers. While Morgan was looking down at her victim, Heather turned, and with her eyes streaming tears, she slipped silently away.

“Should I just kill you now, Merlin,” Morgan purred, “or would you like to engage in one more futile fight?”

Merlin coughed. “Now, Morgan, you wouldn’t feel right killing me lying down, would you? You must have some sense of honor left.”

She laughed. “Honor? What I honor is winning, and that is what I am about to do. But certainly, for old times’ sake, get up. We’ll go one more round. But you will lose, of course. Everything you stand for is losing today. Can’t you feel it? Look at the battle out there. The tides are shifting. The barriers are down, passages have opened, and our forces have multiplied. But it’s not just here, you know. All over the world, we are fighting and winning. This world will be ours soon, and you and your kind will be only tattered, quickly-forgotten myths.”

With the aid of his staff, Merlin levered himself up. He had landed wrong, he knew. It felt like his right leg was broken. Silently he slipped a pain-suppressing spell down his leg and took a wobbling step forward.

The throbbing ball of power in Morgan’s hand suddenly stretched and coalesced into a glowing green sword. Teasingly, she tossed it from hand to hand, but the look on her face was that of a cat tormenting a mouse. “Odd, isn’t it, that of all the humans alive in this world now, you and I share the most in common. And yet, we are and have always been bitterest enemies.”

Merlin sent purple down his staff in glowing waves of power. “But perhaps we needn’t be,” he said evenly, “if this were a world where power wasn’t always battling power, where it wasn’t always torn between good and evil.”

“Always behind the times, aren’t you, Merlin?” she laughed. “Those sorts of dreams died out long before even we two were born.”

“Then it’s time to bring them back!”

“Or time to destroy them!” she screamed, slashing down with her sword.

Fending off that stroke with his staff, Merlin leaped sideways. His leg jabbed with pain, but he kept moving. They were well outside the stone circle now, and he sensed he needed to be in its center.

They slashed and parried with weapons so equally matched that neither could touch the other. But with each move, Merlin drew their battle closer to the ring of stones. Finally, in an acrobatic move that tortured his leg, he spun them into the center of the circle.

“Looking for a fitting place to die, are you?” she called. “Excellent choice!” She flung a shield spell about herself like an impenetrable cape and ran quickly around the circle thrusting her sword at each standing and toppled stone. Steadily she drew power from them in jagged green waves.

Merlin largely ignored her. He had anticipated this. She clearly had done much the same in imprisoning Heather—augmenting her own power with that in the ancient stones. That was indeed old power, but it was power that clung to the surface of the world. The power he sought now was older and deeper.

Standing in the circle’s center, Merlin jabbed his staff into the soil. He sent down it a call for help. He sent it deep into the Earth, into the tangled web of ancient roots that he now knew was there. He felt the call sinking, spreading out under this ancient center of the Earth’s deepest magic.

He felt no response.

Morgan had finished her gathering. She turned toward him, her garnered power glowing around her in a vibrant green aura.

“What, Merlin? You’re simply standing there awaiting your destruction? Well, after years of your adherence to foolish dead ideas, you can hardly be blamed for that. Let me oblige you!”

As Morgan flung her arms wide, green power shot from her fingers. Still clinging to the staff with one hand, Merlin deflected her bolt using his other. Blasts of purple and green energy collided. They veered off to smash against a standing stone and then ricocheted back and forth across the circle. Again and again Morgan attacked and Merlin countered, until bolts of power with flaming trails behind them filled the circle with crisscrossing spears of light.

Under this steady onslaught, Merlin felt his own power slowly weakening. Morgan’s power source was close at hand. His, if it ever answered him, was deeper and farther away. Had he miscalculated? Would the Earth not answer his desperate call?

He kept fighting, but each volley left him slightly weaker. His leg was aching more and more, yet he couldn’t shift focus for even a moment to his own poor healing abilities.

Random thoughts flitted through his mind as he countered attack after attack. Overhead, the sky was darkening. Was it evening so soon? Had Heather found somewhere safe in this bloody battlefield? Was she sending out her message? Was it making any difference? After all these eons of waiting, did those ancient words still hold the power to change the world? Were they, and he, too late?

Merlin forced his mind back to the immediate. He could see the rising gleam of triumph in Morgan’s eyes. Weakness and pain gnawed at him. He struggled to keep upright.

Then one massive surge of green hate sent him sagging to his knees. Still clinging to his staff, he caught himself with his other hand, fingers digging into the rocky soil. Then he felt it. A faint rumble, a shivering from deep within the Earth.

With his last strength, he pulled himself to his feet and flung one final swipe at Morgan, deflecting her latest blow.

Then he was nearly toppled over again, but this time by the sheer force of the power pouring out of the Earth. It shot up his staff and out the top like a golden fountain. Frantically Merlin tried to direct it. Soon it was overwhelming Morgan’s green mesh of power and closing in on Morgan herself.

She battled furiously, slicing and hacking at the engulfing golden glow. Her sword trailed green smoke through the ever-shrinking space around her. Suddenly she shrieked. Like a blown-out flame, she was gone. An empty shell of darkness appeared in the center of the golden light. Then the light crashed in and filled that as well.

For a moment, Merlin, stupefied by pain and exhaustion, simply stood and stared at the spot where his old enemy no longer was. The gold light that had tightened like a fist around her suddenly broke loose and crashed over him in a warm, glowing tidal wave. Under it, he sank unconscious to the ground.

Heather fled over the grass, refusing to let herself look back. She’d been entrusted with a staggering responsibility. Whatever happened between Earl and Morgan, she mustn’t fail him now.

A giant standing stone tilted out of the plain ahead of her. She veered toward it, then threw herself down at its base. Its cold bulk rose between her and the two combatants she had left.

The larger battle spread over the plain before her, but she refused to look at that either. The words Earl had spoken to her filled her now. They surged through her like a geyser, straining to break free.

Closing her eyes, Heather lay back on the grass and opened her mind. Instantly she felt another mind. Temesqua, the jaguar boy. His thoughts were frightened and confused as battle surged around him in his far-off jungle.

Fiercely she pushed through his thoughts and grabbed for his attention. Then, slowly and clearly, she thought the three ancient words. She felt his astonishment and joy as they blossomed in his mind.

She followed with words of her own. Speak the words aloud. Cry them over your land! Then pass them on to other minds that you touch.

Heather felt a distant call and a ripple of power but didn’t linger in Temesqua’s mind. She sought out another mind to receive her message and then quickly moved to another. With each encounter, she sensed a strange fluttering, not in herself but in the world. In touching these minds, she felt as if she were grasping one strand of an overspreading web. That web, even far beyond where she herself touched it, seemed to pulse with power and with light.

At last, opening her eyes, Heather looked into the sky. Strangely, it was no longer a dull gray. The light she had felt in her mind was faintly flowing overhead.

She blinked in astonishment as a distant memory pushed to the surface of her mind. Once as a small child, before she and her recently widowed mother had moved south from Scotland, she had seen the northern lights. Here they were again. Only now they covered the whole sky with their pulsing veils of rainbow light. And with every minute, they became brighter. Shifting curtains of colored light soon swept over the whole vault of sky.

She sat up, marveling at the beauty, when suddenly the earth rocked and a burst of golden light appeared from behind the stone that leaned over her. Quickly Heather scrambled around the stone and stared.

Back where she had left Earl and Morgan, back in the center of Stonehenge, golden light gushed forth like a fountain. It welled upward toward the aurora. But they did not meet. The distant light that seemed to circle the world and the light that rose from the Earth seemed to strain toward each other yet could not touch.

Suddenly Heather understood what was missing. She had thought the three words to others. They had been spoken aloud and then passed on. They had been spoken throughout the world. But not here.

Standing, she turned and faced the battlefield. Taking a deep breath, she cried out the words, her voice clear and strong as a bell on a frozen night.

In a rush, golden light spilled from the stone circle, flooding over Salisbury Plain. Then like a crashing ocean wave it leaped upward, rising into the sky even as the aurora cascaded down to meet it. The explosive joining filled the air and the Earth and every cell of her body with warmth and light and peace.

Closing her eyes, Heather sank to the ground and let the wonder of it flow over her and fill her.

In her mind, she heard a distant swelling of excited, joyful voices. She sensed their news but couldn’t break through her own contentment to speak directly with them now.

Later—she wasn’t sure how much later—Heather opened her eyes. The colors overhead had faded into a clear blue sky. She sat up and could see that the battle had ended. Quickly she turned her gaze away from the battlefield and looked toward the ancient stone circle. The golden light that had flowed from it had sunk into the ground, leaving only the faintest glow like a dusting of golden dew. Against that now, she saw a lone, dark figure limping toward her.

With a cry, Heather leaped to her feet and ran toward him. “Earl!” she cried as she flung herself around him, nearly toppling them both to the grass before he steadied them with his staff.

“Earl, you beat her? Morgan is finished?”

“She’s gone. Whether destroyed or withdrawn, I don’t know. But the lights in the sky, that was your doing, wasn’t it? You sent the words.”

She smiled happily. “They were received, passed from mind to mind, and spoken all over the world. But the golden light—that was yours?”

“It was the Earth’s. I just called it forth.”

“We did it!” she cried, and hugged him so forcefully he cried in pain and almost collapsed.

“Earl, your leg! Sit down immediately. I’ll see if I can help.”

Gratefully, he sank to the ground. Heather knelt beside him and gasped as she pulled up the leg of his trousers. Bone jutted through purple and bleeding flesh. “That looks awful! How could you walk?”

“Pain-reduction spell,” he said through gritted teeth as she ran hands over his twisted leg. Hastily he tried to renew the spell, but he still yelped as she clamped her hands on either side of the break and sent power into his shattered bones and torn flesh, forcing them together.

“Sorry,” she said as he sagged into her. “That healing power, that was stronger than I’ve ever known it.”

“I suspect many things may be different from what we’ve known,” he said weakly. Then, looking up, he pointed to something winging swiftly toward them through the sky. “It looks like Goldie. This … eh, this may not be good news.”

As the golden dragon drew nearer, it became clear it was carrying a cloth-wrapped bundle in its jaws. More gently than usual, she landed beside them and carefully placed the bundle on the ground. With trepidation, Merlin folded back the cloth. Inside, the two-headed dog was lying very still.

“Rus!” Heather gasped. “Oh, poor Rus. He tried to save me. He charged that awful goblin and tried to tear its throat out, and the beast swatted him away as if he were a fly.” She leaned closer, wiping tears from her eyes. “He’s still breathing, I think. Barely.”

All the while, Merlin had been gently stroking the dog, running a hand along his furry back. “He seems to be paralyzed from the necks down. Goldie brought me to him when I first got back. I tried to help him some, but my healing magic is really not much good.”

“I’ll try, though I don’t know how much I have left in me after working on your leg. Oh, poor, loyal Rus. His spine must be broken.” She touched him gently on the right head. He gave one pathetic whimper and shuddered.

Angrily wiping at her eyes, she muttered, “Got to stop crying or I can’t see what I’m doing.” Then, puzzled, she paused a moment and looked up at Merlin. “Earl, keep stroking him. Don’t stop, but look at that.”

She pointed to the dog’s hind end. Both fluffy tails were twitching slightly, then one began a feeble wagging. “I don’t believe your healing power is as weak as you think.”

Startled, Merlin looked down. The dog’s paws twitched. Deliberately now he ran his hands along Rus’s spine, sending what healing he could out through his fingers. It felt different somehow, stronger. He tried to envision all the bones and nerves being whole and connected. In his mind, he conjured the picture of Rus frisking about as always.

Both tails began slapping against the ground. The left head raised and gave a little yap. The right head gave a convulsive sneeze, then yapped as well.

Merlin closed his eyes, shutting out everything but the feel of his fingers running along the furry back and the vision of what he was trying to restore. Minutes passed. A wet tongue, then two wet tongues, lapped his face. He opened his eyes and stared into four sparkling dog eyes.

“That was amazing!” Heather cried as she hugged him, then hugged the happily wiggling dog.

Merlin shook his head. “Something surely has changed. I don’t know if it’s what you brought about with the words or if it comes from the Earth power I called or maybe it is the joining of the two. But it’s a big change—and a good one.”

He stood up, experimentally putting weight on his formerly broken leg. It still ached a little, but the sharp pain was gone. Looking down at the now quiet battlefield, he sighed with apprehension. A great deal of death as well as victory lay before them. “We’d better see how things stand down there.”

Striding across the plain with Rus trotting on one side and Goldie on the other, they soon reached the edge of the trampled, bloodied grass. There were bodies lying about, some human, some not. There were also survivors. Healers moved quietly about aiding the wounded. Those with few injuries were walking toward the center of the field. Merlin and Heather joined them, noting as they did that mixed with the humans were people with multiple arms, wood spirits, trolls, intelligent-looking animals, and even a few muties, some pale, some deformed, and some very hairy. There was also a tall man with a bird head and arms covered in shiny black feathers. The Raven Spirit nodded at Merlin before striding on.

“Look,” Heather exclaimed, pointing to a large spotted cat loping along on the other side of them. It was wearing a golden headdress topped with feathers. “That’s got to be Jaguar.”

Just then something tackled Merlin about the knees. “Great Wizard safe!” Troll squealed. “Cowardly silver worm say you snatched away through rock.”

“I am not cowardly!” Sil protested as he landed in a flurry of wings in front of them. “I tried to dig away that rock and follow until three weird women popped up and told us to get to the battle, we’d find you there. I’m glad. It was a great battle.” He smiled a toothy fire-flecked grin, then turned and butted heads with Goldie. “Tag. You’re it!”

Instantly the two young dragons were flapping into an airborne game. Merlin looked down at the happily grinning troll. “And Arthur? How has he fared?”

“King okay. He fight real good. Red worm too. Worm burn nasty folk on one side, and King use sword on other.”

They all hurried now to where the Dragon banner waved in the center of the battlefield. Soon they saw King Arthur talking with Otto and a younger woman general. They all looked very battle-worn. The King’s armor was splattered with blood, not all of it red. Under the crowned helmet, his blond hair fluttered in the fresh, stiff breeze blowing over the plain.

Merlin and Heather were both relieved to see that Welly was there with him too, as was Takata, although Welly had one arm in a sling and Takata’s black hair was mostly hidden under a bloody bandage. Sitting beside the King, Red the dragon posed regally and looked into the sky, where a large white dragon and an even larger black one were happily swooping and diving around each other. Soon smaller gold and silver dragons joined them.

The King gestured to Red. “Go on, go meet your dad. The fighting’s done.” With a happy snort, the horse-sized dragon eagerly flapped upward toward the aerial reunion.

Then the King saw the approaching group. “Merlin, Heather! You’re safe! Thank the gods! And you did this, didn’t you, old man? The incredible light, the sudden feeling of change, you brought that about somehow.”

“Heather did it mostly, and I helped … along with a lot of others.”

Roughly the King hugged Merlin. “Well, we missed you here. But we had some amazing allies as well. Here’s one now. Claims she’s met you before.”

The crowd around the King parted as a little old woman hobbled through. In a flurry of colorful fringed shawls, she scampered up to Merlin and slapped him on the back, nearly knocking him off his feet.

“Glad to see you again, kid. My, that beard of yours is finally a little less mangy-looking! Sorry you missed all the fun, though. A roaring good fight, this was too! Haven’t had this much fun in centuries. Once we finished with the nasty bloodsuckers in that gloomy old castle and I got my folk tucked safely underground again, I just had to come and join you.”

Hopping like a bird, she turned her attention to Heather. “And you’re the girl who’s been mind-talking with little Ivan. Good thing too. Those words you sent sure did the trick. The sky all lit up like at the North Pole, and the nasties we hadn’t already bashed just sort of shriveled up. This mind-talking’s great stuff.”

Spinning around, she addressed Arthur. “Hey, King, once we all get settled again, we ought to set up some big worldwide council. A way we can talk about stuff, through these kids with the mind thing. Now that we all know there are lots of mortals and immortals still around, we got to talk, not fight. Sure don’t want things to end up like they did before with folks blowing each other to smithereens. Well, better go. My poor pale folk back home are lost without their Baba.” She turned, then swiveled back to Merlin. “Now, wizard boy, be sure you send me an invitation to the wedding. Got to go. Ta ta!”

With that, she scuttled off as Arthur hurried to escort her. Nimbly she clambered into a colorfully painted wooden cottage that had been patiently waiting nearby. Immediately the house rose up on giant chicken legs and hopped away, finally disappearing into a black cleft in a nearby hillock.

“Wedding!” Troll squealed excitedly. “Yes, big wedding. Lots of guests. Lots of prezzies!”

Merlin groaned. “A big wedding? Well, maybe my father can come, at least.”

“And your grandparents,” Heather added slyly.

Merlin paled, thinking of the effect Arawn would have on other wedding guests. “Maybe, actually, we should elope.”

Arthur had just returned to them. “That Baba woman is amazing,” he said to Merlin. “You should have seen her bashing about with that giant wooden pestle of hers. But we had even stranger types here. Your black Chinese dragon, of course, and there were glowing people with lots of arms; a couple of giants; folk that were half horse, half man; Eldritch; trolls; people with animal heads; and a really fierce golden bird, who incidentally brought greetings from Heather’s friend in southern Africa. A fine Eldritch warrior with green hair sent his particular greetings to you, Merlin. He said he hoped to be seeing you again soon.”

The King looked curiously at his wizard. Merlin smiled but decided this wasn’t the time to talk about his amazing expanded family.

Arthur shrugged, then continued. “And, you know, there were even some muties fighting on our side, pale ones, shaggy ones, and a bunch of others. We’ve some work to do there, all right. But I do think Baba Yaga’s idea of a world mind-talking council is a good one.” He laughed. “It’s certainly going to be quite a different mix.”

“That it will,” Merlin agreed. “This whole world is going to see quite a lot of differences. Some very surprising, I think.” As he talked, he scanned the crowd gathered now around the King’s banner. Not far away another banner fluttered, bearing the Red Lion of Scotland.

“Look, Margaret,” the King called. “Look who’s back!

Red hair spilling from under her helmet, the Queen glanced up from the sword she was cleaning and waved. “Merlin! Your friend Tawert here told me you were on your way.”

Standing beside her, the perpetually pregnant hippopotamus goddess smiled smugly.

The Queen began walking toward them, then suddenly swayed. Tawert caught her quickly.

Alarmed, Arthur ran to her. “Margaret! Are you hurt?”

“No, no,” she said quickly. “Just a little … queasy.”

Beside her, the hippo snorted. “King, you certainly are dense. Don’t you know morning sickness when you see it?”

The King looked confused. “Morning? But it’s … Oh. You mean …”

Margaret smiled. “That’s right, Arthur. We’re expecting an heir.”

“What … Why … Why didn’t you tell me? I never would have let you fight in this battle!”

“Which is precisely why I didn’t tell you. I’ve been training all my life as a warrior. I wasn’t going to miss the greatest battle of all time.”

“But suppose—”

Growling, Tawert interrupted him. “King, I am a goddess of pregnancy and childbirth. I’ve watched over the birth of three thousand years’ worth of pharaohs. So quit worrying and start running this little country of yours. Your queen’s doing her job, you do yours.”

“Right,” Arthur said, abashed. Then he grinned at Margaret. “But no more fighting for a while, all right? Except maybe about what we name the child.”

She laughed. “Oh, I’m sure after a few skirmishes, we’ll come up with a name that the future will like.”

“The future,” Arthur said musingly. Then wiping away what might have been tears from his face, he looked out at the crowd that had slowly been gathering around the royal banners. They all were looking expectantly at their victorious king.

Exuberantly he jumped on a battered wooden trunk that normally held armor and raised his voice. “You all deserve a grand, ringing speech, but there are simply no words to express what I am feeling this day, after a monumental battle, after your amazing victory … and after your Queen has just told me that we will soon be having an heir!”

Cheering erupted around them and quickly spread to the far reaches of the ragged crowd.

Arthur continued, “Because of what you have done today”—his wide gesture swept the crowd—“all of you, humans, Otherworlders, magic wielders, and muties … Because of what you have done here today, our child and your children will have a future. And even when all of our names are lost in myth, this time that we have lived together will be remembered!”

At that, cheering burst out again, sweeping over the battlefield, rising into the brilliant sky.

Quietly, as attention was focused on the King, Merlin and Heather, arm in arm, walked to the edge of the crowd. “It’s an odd thought,” Heather said, “becoming a myth to people living in the future.” She laughed. “But then, I guess that’s not a new experience for you.”

“No, but thanks to Earth and the Fates, it’s a future I’ll be sharing with you.” Merlin wrapped his arm around Heather’s waist and was about to kiss her when he felt a tug on his sleeve. He looked down into Troll’s eager face.

“Great Wizard and Nice Lady in luck! My lady troll friend here is a good warrior and also famous wedding planner! She plan all high troll weddings. We get working on yours soon?”

Heather smiled politely at the squat female troll who stood grinning beside him. “Yes, soon. But not just now.”

“Got it,” the lady troll chirped as she clamped onto Troll’s arm and dragged him away. “What say, Sweet Ears, we leave these two alone for now?”

“Right. But the prezzies! Got to plan for big table for prezzies. These important peoples.”

“Humph. You got lot to learn. One table? Best weddings got two prezzie tables.”

Merlin and Heather watched the two as they bickered back into the crowd. Then Heather laughed. “That future we were talking about certainly is starting with a flourish.”

Hugging her, Merlin nodded. “The Earth Spirits and even the Fates said they weren’t going to predict how all this would turn out. But sharing the world with mortals and gods, walking myths and muties …”

“And magic workers,” Heather added.

Merlin laughed. “And magic workers … is certainly going to make for a very interesting future.”
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