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Introduction



 

This story is a
work of fiction based primarily on characters from the Arthurian legends,
Biblical prophecy and a diverse range of historical sources. Our Merlin -
particularly in the case of his ancestry and personal history- is based
primarily on the writings of Geoffrey of Monmouth, a twelfth century English
cleric who had based his Merlin on ancient Welsh sagas.


It is my feeling
that if a work of fiction is given a solid framework based in fact it will, for
all its flights of fancy, be far more believable and entertaining. Lord Byron
once wrote "I hate things all fiction...there should always be some
foundation of fact". Needless to say, I agree with him. To that end, every
effort has been made to maintain the authenticity of historical facts,
Arthurian legends and other hard information that serve to give a realistic
setting in which our characters live out their lives of make-believe. Additionally,
most of the cities and physical sites referred to in the book are real. The
buildings and places within the city of York actually exist and appear much as
they are described in the story. The physical sciences building on the main
campus of the University of York, the Buddhist monastery and the Mongolian
fortress are, however, creations of fiction.


If you, the
reader, enjoy this book, the thanks must go to the dozens of my predecessors
who have kept the character of Merlin, and his story, alive for more than
fifteen hundred years; if not, the fault is entirely mine.


I would like to
express my gratitude to my publisher, Kitty Bullard, and my proof readers
Barbara Rudish and Patricia Diluzio; without these nice ladies this book would
not exist.
















Prologue



 

Greasy smoke
billowed and churned across the landscape like some living thing trying to
devour the countryside. It seared the old man’s throat and lungs and stung his
eyes, making them water fiercely, nearly blinding him. Stumbling through the
matted grass, he hunched forward into the smoke while briars tugged at his gown,
causing him to trip and lose precious seconds. It seemed like the very plants
were in league with the soldiers who were attacking the tiny village.


The soldiers
were now gleefully slaughtering men, women, children and livestock in their
mindless quest to kill one old man they did not even know. They did not know
him and did not ask why he was their target. They were simply carrying out an
assignment and doing their best to enjoy their work. They had been doing this
month after month and never seemed to tire of the game. Brutality comes
naturally to some people.


The old man
tried to gauge his progress by the decreasing level of screaming, shouting and
drumming of horses’ hooves. If he could make it beyond the curtain of smoke
without the soldiers cutting him down, he still had a chance. How many times
over the past four years had this happened? Five? Six? Eight? He had lost
count.


He had lost a
lot of other things, too. Those few friends who had not deserted him out of
fear for their lives were now dead. Even the king was dead; buried in some
secret place so that evil woman could not desecrate his grave. Once her
soldiers had killed the old man there would be nothing to stop her from
wreaking vengeance on the entire kingdom. But he knew she would never stop there.
Her greed could not be bounded by the shores of one small island. Nothing stood
between the realization of whatever unspeakable goal she and her monstrous
allies had in mind except one old man and the bag of scrolls and books he had
pilfered from her library four years earlier.


When he finally
broke through the smoke into the pale, salmon-colored dawn, Merlin slumped
forward onto his knees and rolled to one side in the soft grass, careful not to
damage the small object clutched tight to his breast. The wails of the dying
and the shouts of their tormentors had faded into the distance, but the fear
still clung to him like a leech. He could breathe again, but the tears would
not stop coming. Rolling onto his back, he stared at the brightening sky and
silently asked the single question. Why?


If he had been
one-tenth the all-powerful magician the balladeers at Arthur’s court had made
him out to be, none of this would have happened. Now, his only chance was to
escape the carnage and find a way to stop that damned woman once and for all. He
had to make it across the last few miles to the coast. If he could make it that
far, and if Vivian was there as she promised she would be, he would have all
the time he needed.


Hoisting himself
off of his knees, Merlin moved as quickly as he could. Once the mounted bullies
had trod over the last charred body in the village they would know he was not
among the dead and start scouring the countryside. He kept as low to the ground
as his seventy-three year old body could manage, but the sparse undergrowth of
Cornwall offered little in the way of cover. If he were not in such a panic, he
could have cast the spell to render himself invisible. But as it was, God, and
the off chance that the butchers were not bright enough to figure out which way
he was headed, were his only allies.


Just after dawn
the next day he crested a small rise. There, a few miles distant, lay the
cliffs of the Cornish coast. Beyond was the endless, heaving gray of the sea
merging with an equally gray sky. Merlin turned and looked back over his
shoulder. Still no sign of his pursuers. He leaned forward and pressed his ear
to a bare spot on the earth. No drumming of distant hoof beats.


Four hours
later, as he neared the edge of the world, he spied a tiny, wavering shape
walking toward him along the cliff edge. Exhausted as he was, he pulled himself
erect and walked toward the figure, which quickened its pace to meet him.


“Merlin?”


Even at this
distance, and in spite of the sea wind, the woman’s voice was as clear and
musical as a tiny glass bell. She rushed forward and embraced him, laying her
delicate blond head against his chest.


“Thank you for
coming to meet me, pretty lady. How on earth did you know where I would be?”


“I can find you
because I love you.”


Merlin smiled
and gently kissed the top of her head. Her hair smelled as fresh as the salt
spray from the ocean.


“I didn’t think
I was going to make it.”


“You know you
could have come to me at any time. She would never have found you.”


“I know.”


“Then why do you
insist on staying here?” Her watery blue eyes stared uncomprehendingly at him
from a childlike face.


He wondered how
old she might really be. She looked no more than sixteen or seventeen; but she
had looked that way for as long as he could remember, more than half a century,
at the very least. He was too tired to think about it.


“I don’t dare
leave until I can find a way to defeat her. As long as I remain here, I can
keep her and those monstrous creatures in check. Eventually, I will find a way
to stop them permanently but I need you to help keep me safe till then.”


She sighed and
nodded. “You mortals are all the same. So involved in doing things. Plotting
and scraping. You will never change and I will never understand you.”


“You never
change either, my love.”


“That’s
different and you know it.” She slapped his chest playfully with one tiny hand.
Then, after a pause “But you know I will do anything I can to help you.”


“Thank you,
Vivian.” He looked around at the landscape as though expecting it to reveal some
bit of information. “Where is the place?”


“Just up here. Less
than a Roman mile.” She tugged at his sleeve. “Walk with me.”


He fell in step
beside the tiny, sylph-like figure as she trod barefoot along the edge of the
cliff, her translucent gown floating before her in the gentle breeze. “Are you
certain she won’t be able to find me?”


“The lines of
earth-energy are very strong here. They will protect you from her scrying. You
brought it with you?”


With one hand,
he reached out and took her gently by the arm, turning her to face him. With
the other hand, he held out the bundle he had kept clutched to his chest for
months and pulled back the folds of tattered cloth that kept it hidden.


For a moment she
simply stared at it. “Oh.”


“You were
expecting something else?” A gentle, humorous, mocking tone had crept into his
voice.


“I was not
expecting anything. You humans have your own queer magic, we have ours.”


Half an hour
later they drew to a halt.


“This is the
place. You may put it down now, if you like.”


Merlin leaned
forward, placing the object on the soft ground like some precious, votive
offering. As he straightened up, the girl laid her hands on his chest. “It’s
still not too late. If you were with me you would be safe forever. You know
that.”


Merlin nodded. “I
know.” He pulled his eyes away from her, scanning the watery horizon, afraid
that if he looked at her face, his resolve might crack; just a little.


“Very well.” She
rubbed a hand idly across his thin stomach. “Are you ready?”


Now he looked
her squarely in the eye. “Yes.”


“Do what you
must do and then I will seal it in the ground here...” she pointed to a spot a
few feet to the left…“where the energy is strongest.”


They stared at
each other for what seemed like a moment removed from time, filled with longing
and impending loss. Then Vivian spoke again. “When you have done whatever you
think is necessary to stop her, call me again. I will hear you and come for
you.”


“I don’t know
how long this may take. A year, ten years, I just don’t know.”


She laughed and
hugged him. “You know such things mean nothing to me. And so long as you are
here they will mean nothing to you either. A day, a century, they will all be
the same to you as they are for me.” Merlin nodded silently as she spoke. “And
when you have done this foolish thing you feel you must do, and I have come for
you, then you will be free to be my love forever.”


Wordlessly,
suddenly, the old man grabbed the delicate girl-thing whispering “Yes. I
promise” and crushed his lips to hers.


“Good. Then it’s
settled.” Her eyes sparkled like a happy child. “Do you have your precious
scrolls?”


Merlin smiled
thinly and patted the cloth bag slung over his shoulder. “If I didn’t, it would
be a little late to go back for them now.”


“Then do what
you must do.”


Merlin turned
toward the sky, raised his hands and began invoking the power of God. “In nominos Patri... Wait.” He broke off,
turning back to her. “I’ve been so confused and so tired, I almost forgot. The
sword...”


“Do not worry. The
women of your Christian Church delivered it back to me after they buried poor
Arthur. I returned it to my lake where it was forged in the time of his father.
That woman will never have it. At least that is one power she can never wield
against you and the world of men.”


Merlin stroked
her cheek with the back of one long, slender hand and returned to his work.

















Chapter One



 

It was already
well past ten p.m. but mid-summer evenings at the northerly latitudes of the
British Isles seem to last almost forever. There was just enough soft, silvery
light creeping across the rugged earth that, although objects were still
distinguishable, everything looked like it was made from yellow-gray putty. Everything,
that is, except the castle. The waning western light had reduced its mass to a
craggy black thing lording its bulk over its surroundings be they on the land,
in the sky or out at sea just to the west of the ancient fortress’ perimeter. This
surreal trick of the light was enhanced by the dying rays of the sun, glinting
off of the flint and granite blocks in the castle walls, washing them in an
incandescent orange glow that made the ancient battlements look as though they
dripped fresh blood.


Five hundred
yards to the east, the young man stretched his long legs toward the fire,
painfully working a kink out of his back while pushing his feet, squishy inside
their damp boots, a few inches closer to the fire. He was too tired, and too
distracted, just now to bother taking them off. Later, when he went to bed, he
would do something to make sure they weren’t soaked in the morning, but not
now. Highlighted by the flickering light of the fire, his thin face appeared
more pretty than handsome as he stared across the windswept plain. In the near
distance he could hear the others laughing and talking outside their own tents,
huddled near their fires to ward-off the chill sea air; but his mind was too
far away to care. He was totally engrossed in studying the formless outline of
the castle. Tintagel. The name alone, even without its massive bulk looming up
directly in front of him, was enough to send tiny shivers across his back. People
thousands of miles away; people who couldn’t care less about castles and had no
idea what Tintagel really looked like, had formed their own mental picture of
this ancient, haunted place. There were few people anywhere, he imagined as he
pulled his long, dirty-blond ponytail free from behind his back, who had not
heard the stories: Arthur, Guinevere, Lancelot, Merlin, the Holy Grail and the
evil Morgana le Fay and her psychotic son Mordred.


And here he was,
only a few hundred yards away from it. With a deep sigh he snuggled deeper into
his folding chair, luxuriating at the simple fact that he, Jason Carpenter, was
actually here. Ok, so the stories were all crap; legends invented by French
bards centuries after the fact and elaborated on later by Thomas Mallory in his
Morte de Arthur. The castle itself
was now no more than a shattered pile of flint and granite, blasted nearly out
of existence by eight hundred years of abuse and neglect, but it was still
Tintagel, and it seemed to be everything it should be; especially in the
ghostly half-light of late evening. Jason knew that as an archaeologist - ok, a
grad-student in archaeology - that he should be more concerned with his work
than with silly romantic stories. That was the realm of literature students. But
what difference did it make? It was still Tintagel and irrevocably tied to the
impossibly idealized Arthurian tales he had read in junior high school that had
first gotten him interested in the past. And now, here he was. Tintagel. It was
a long way from the archaeology department at Ohio State University and even
further from his home in Canal Fulton, Ohio; but he was here, now, and that was
all that mattered to him.


“Mr. Carpenter? Hello,
Mr. Carpenter?” The voice shattered his cozy reverie and made Jason jump so
hard he nearly tipped his canvass director’s chair into the fire. The
fingertips of his large, sinewy right hand pushed hard against the grass and
his left leg made frantic little circles in the air as Dr Carver Daniels
stepped around the corner of the tent. The old man put one hand over his mouth
to cover his amusement at his student’s awkward position, but in a few seconds
they both recovered their dignity with a shared look that said neither of them
would mention the near disaster.


“Yes, Sir, Dr
Daniels?” Jason said as he stood up, brushing dirt from his jeans.


“Doctor” is
quite sufficient, Mr. Carpenter. In England we tend to reserve the title ‘Sir’
for those who have earned it or were born with it.”


“Sorry, Sir. I mean, Dr Daniels. What can I do for you? You
want to sit down?” he said, waving vaguely in the direction of a vacant chair
near the fire.


“Oh, thank you. I
believe I will, if you don’t mind.” Carver Daniels looked exactly the way a
professor of archaeology should look. Not the Indiana Jones type archaeologist
of the movies, but the type that appears in - and writes - books. His age was
indefinite - somewhere between sixty and seventy, but it was impossible to tell
because his round pink face bore too few lines to give any real indication of
the passage of time. The top of his head was so bald it looked polished, but a
massive halo of frizzy white hair around the edges floated wildly in the
slightest breeze, making him look as though his head was perpetually engulfed
in its own small cloud. At the moment, a pair of half-glasses - one of many he
constantly fumbled to find in the innumerable pockets of his safari vest - was
perched half way down his nose. As he stepped toward the fire his eyes peered
across the top of the lenses so he could see where he was going. “Ahh, that’s
better. So, young Master Carpenter, how are you finding this summer’s dig? This
is your second year and, what, third dig?”


“Fourth dig,
actually. Three with you and I worked on the excavation of that Elizabethan dry
dock up in Whitby over the Christmas holidays last year.”


“Ah, yes, I
remember that. Not an important dig, but interesting. I actually got round to
reading the reports from the York Archaeological Society when they came out,
you know. I found the references to the remains of the sixteenth century
rowboat particularly interesting.”


Jason wondered
where this was leading. Daniels was never good at coming to the point and his
student couldn’t decide if this was leading up to something good, if he was
going to get a chewing-out, or it was just a social call. And now Daniels had
gone completely quiet, just staring at the fire with a hint of a smile on his
face, tracing some invisible design on one trouser leg with an index finger. Jason
decided it was up to him to break the impasse.


“Would you like
a cup of tea, Doctor? I could put a kettle on the fire.”


“Oh, no, thank
you. I was just thinking. You have some good experience, under your belt, as they
say, but you have never been in charge of a dig of your own, have you?” As he
spoke, he glanced up and Jason thought he caught a little crinkle around the
old man’s eyes.


“No. I never
have. Why?” He prompted.


“Well, we still
have four days to dig, plus another two days to fill in the last of the
trenches before our permit runs out, and I want some of the students to have a
go at an old midden I’ve located. Would you like to lead the team?” This time
he actually smiled, raised one eyebrow and leaned back in the chair, turning to
look directly at Jason.


“Yes, sir, that
would be great.”


“Good. Splendid.
Be at my tent at eight o’clock in the morning. We’ll walk the sight and pick
three other students to work with you. You’ll need a sketch artist and photographer,
of course, but I don’t think more than three of you can squeeze into one little
pit at a time, so a total of four should be quite enough, don’t you think?” It
was obviously not a question, just a rhetorical politeness; four would
certainly be sufficient.


“Yes, four would
be fine. I’ll try not to disappoint you Doctor.”


“Splendid. Splendid.”
Pressing his hands against his knees, Carver Daniels pushed himself out of the
chair. “I shall see you in the morning, then.” Jason started to get up, but
Daniels motioned him to stay where he was. “No need, no need.” He mumbled. “Good
night, then.” And without another word, he strode into the gathering darkness
toward the main cluster of tents.


Alone again,
Jason leaned back in his chair thinking what a strange few minutes it had been.
Excavating a medieval sewage pit – because that’s all a midden was
– might not be everybody’s cup of tea, but it was often where the best
finds turned up. Amazing the things people have thrown into the shit pit over
the centuries. Jason sat back in quiet amazement. His very own little dig, and
a real plum at that.


* * * *


The five of them
stood staring down at a low hump in the ground abutting the ruined north wall
of Tintagel. The rise was no more than five feet across and at its highest
point rose less than a foot above the surrounding earth. Once upon a time there
had been a toilet – known at the time as a garderobe - situated somewhere
up there, along the outside wall of the castle. Everything that had ever gone
into the privy had fallen down a stone chute and landed here, in the midden. Since
the castle had been abandoned after being slighted – a polite word for
blown up – during the Civil Wars of the 1640s, the newest items, the ones
nearest the surface, would date from that time period and who knew what might
be further down? The midden might have been cleaned out at some point; but then
again, it might not have.


“I think you can
safely assume that the top two-to-three feet will be nothing but soil and
decomposed grasses which have accumulated over recent centuries. But beyond
that point, begin to take it slow and use your best archaeological method. An
inch at a time. With care, people, with care. Sift everything, you never know
what’s in there and even the tiniest items may be of importance.” It was Carver
Daniels’ standard speech. He gave it, in slightly varying forms to fit the
occasion, every time a new trench was opened. All of his students knew proper
archaeological method by now, and none of them would have dared deviate from
it. “Miss McCullough, I trust you will record each new level in the
stratigraphy as it comes to light. Photographs and sketches of each object the
team uncovers in any given layer, and take care they are properly situated on
the grid.”


Beverley
McCullough blinked through a mass of kinky auburn hair that tumbled past her
shoulders and nodded, the lenses of her glasses glinting in the morning sun. “Yes
Doctor.” Even in her muddy field clothes Beverley was obviously an attractive
young woman. As a departmental assistant working on her doctoral, she had been
doing this for nearly four years and knew exactly what was expected of her. Beverley
was also one of the best artists in the department and Jason was flattered to
have her assigned to his team. Obviously, Daniels was giving him all the
support he needed on his first dig.


Jason and his
two field assistants, Tom Morley and Steve Stone, laid out the perimeter of the
trench and carefully dug up the turf, laying it aside on a plastic sheet, so it
could be replaced when the hole was refilled. When the team left, there would
be no evidence to show the weeks spent digging one pit after another around one
of the most valuable tourist attractions in the southwest corner of England.


By mid-morning
the grass and topsoil had been piled on tarpaulins and the real work was about
to start. Shovels were laid aside and replaced with tiny hand trowels and stiff
bristled brushes. Each time a new object came to light the dirt was carefully
scraped away from it and the object itself brushed clean. Only when it had been
delicately freed from its surroundings was it gently placed in a plastic tray
to be carried away to the big military tent that served as a field laboratory,
where it would be cleaned and labeled. Before each object was removed from the
pit, Beverley McCullough photographed it next to a ruler to indicate its size
and sketched it on large-scale graph paper. Every ounce of soil removed from
the pit was carefully sifted through a wire sieve fine enough to guarantee that
even the smallest object would not be lost.


At the end of
the first day Jason and the team had come up with more than a dozen objects of
varying archaeological interest. Two Civil War musket balls and a brass button,
probably from the coat of one of the castle’s Royalist defenders, had appeared
near the top. Further down they found most of a sixteenth century spur that was
heavily engraved and made of silver, indicating it had belonged to someone of
importance. The first day’s work had taken the team through six separate,
identifiable layers and more than six centuries of history. The last find of
the day was a cluster of four small coins minted in the reign of Henry V,
dating from shortly after 1400, probably around the time Henry was trouncing
the French at Agincourt. It may not have been a spectacular day in the greater
scope of archaeology but Jason was excited by every minute of it, particularly
those occasions when Carver Daniels stopped by to see how they were getting on
and spent a few minutes looking over their finds and making suggestions and
comments on the progress. All in all, he seemed to have been as pleased with
the dig as Jason and his team.


That evening
after dinner, the team reassembled in the lab tent to talk about the finds and
look at them under a magnifying glass. Everything would be given a detailed
cleaning once they were back at the university, but even in their rough state
they made a respectable collection.


The second and
third days at the midden went pretty much like the first. Layer by layer, the
centuries gave up their little treasures, some small, some tiny, like two
minute glass beads dating from the early thirteenth century. The finds were
separated not just by years and centuries, but also by rotting layers of human
waste and the moss pads that had served Tintagel’s medieval inhabitants as
toilet paper.


By the beginning
of the fourth and final day the team had excavated far enough down that they
were bringing up Anglo-Saxon objects: three broken bits of pottery and part of
a comb carved from a deer’s antler. Tintagel itself was not that old, but it
seemed that this specific place had been attracting people’s backsides far
longer than the castle had existed. Carver Daniels, as surprised as his
students that the midden seemed to pre-date the fortress wall against which it
rested, commented that the spot where Tintagel stood was known to have served
as a fortress site for untold centuries due to its prominent location on the
Cornish coast. Possibly, he hypothesized; the present castle had superseded an
earlier, wooden fortress, which once stood on the same site. Who knew how far
back the history of this place went. There had been Roman finds in the area,
although not at Tintagel itself. Whatever the reason, the objects kept coming
out of the ground, each one a little older than the one before.


It was
mid-afternoon on the last day when a glint of blue-green glass came peeking up
through the dirt. The last of the Anglo-Saxon artifacts, dating from the eighth
century, had been brought up and there seemed to be nothing earlier: no early
Briton or Roman era finds. Jason’s two assistants were scraping out the bottom
of the trench before shoveling the dirt back into the hole when Tom Morley’s
trowel uncovered a tiny fleck of glass with a chinking sound. Laying aside the
trowel and picking up a coarse-bristled brush, Tom slowly exposed more of the
object. Looking up at Beverley McCullough, who was peering down over the edge
of the trench eight feet above his head, Tom said; “Would you mind finding
Jason for me? He needs to see this. I don’t know what the bloody hell it is or
what to do with it.”


Scurrying across
the well-tended lawns, Beverley found Jason chatting with Dr Daniels and a
group of students who were working at another trench on the opposite side of
the crumbling castle. “Excuse me, Dr Daniels,” she said, interrupting in her
shy way, “Tom sent me to find Jason.” Turning to Jason, she continued, “Tom
says he has something he thinks you ought to look at before we start refilling
the trench.”


“Sure thing.
Excuse me Dr Daniels, but it looks like I’m being paged.” Daniels nodded his
assent and turned back to examine the contents of the trench at his feet.


Following
Beverley back around the castle, Jason asked “So what is it?” His excited curiosity
showing in his voice and the way he leaned forward as he walked.


“Tom doesn’t
know what it is. Neither do I. That’s why I came for you. It looks like a
little piece of glass, but neither of us is sure. I wonder if I should have
asked Dr Daniels to come along?”


“Oh, no sense
bothering him till we know if it’s something worth his time. He seems to have
his hands full back at trench three.”


By now, they
were approaching the midden and could hear excited voices emanating from the
hole in the ground. Peering over the edge, all Jason and Beverley could see
were the backs of Tom Morley and Steve Stone. They were huddled, heads
together, working furiously with brushes, throwing a fine spray of dirt to the
sides like two cats scratching in a litter box.


When Jason
called down “So what do you have there, guys?” both Steve and Tom craned their
necks upward, their faces speckled with soil. Steve blinked away motes of dirt
that had collected behind glasses so round and thick that he looked like a frog
peering through two drinking glasses.


“Man, I have no
idea” said Tom, leaning back and motioning Steve to do the same so Jason would
have a clear view into the pit. Kneeling down for a better view, Jason and
Beverley gazed intently at the spot in front of their dirt-covered friends. Screwing
up his long face, Jason stared blankly at the half uncovered object
eight-and-a-half feet below. It was now obvious that the thing was a sphere, or
at least part of a sphere, and it appeared to be made of glass; scratched,
scared and covered with muck after centuries in the earth, but glass,
nonetheless.


“What the hell
is that?” Jason asked, more to himself than anyone.


“We have no
idea” answered Steve. “Come down and take a look for yourself. Here, I’ll come
up so you can have some room. Tom found the thing, so he can show it to you.” With
that, Steve heaved his bulk out of the muddy ground and climbed the ladder. Turning
to Jason, he mumbled “Really strange shit, man”, and stepped aside so Jason
could climb down.


On the floor of
the pit, Jason knelt beside Tom Morley. “What do you have here, Tom?” He asked.


Scratching his
short beard with grubby fingers, Tom only said “Beats me, you have the master’s
degree. What do you think?”


As Tom pulled
back, Jason leaned forward and poked at the half buried blue-green object. Picking
up one of the brushes, he continued the work Tom and Steve had started. At its
largest point, the sphere was just over five inches in diameter, about the size
of a grapefruit, and despite the filth and scratches on its surface, it
appeared to be unbroken. That fact alone made it something special. Within half
an hour, the glass ball had been uncovered, placed in a plastic bag and carried
to the surface where Jason, Tom, Steve and Beverley all stared at it in
silence. Jason opened the bag, removed the sphere and rolled it around in his
hand, gently gauging its weight. “This thing’s hollow. Tom,” he said, looking
up from the strange treasure, “I think you better go find Dr Daniels, we really
need to have him check this out.” When Tom returned with Carver Daniels ten
minutes later, the other three were still peering reverently at the small
blue-green globe.


“Well Mr.
Carpenter,” Daniels announced his presence. “I hear we have a bit of a mystery
on our hands. Let’s have a look, shall we?”


Jason, Beverley
and Steve looked up from the orb and stared blankly at the old man. Without
saying a word, Jason held out his hand, presenting the strange object. Carefully
taking charge of the sphere, Daniels studied it for several minutes, rolling it
around in his hands, peering at it through his glasses, and then over top of
them, before uttering a sound.


“Well. Well,
well.” He said, repeating himself, obviously as puzzled as his students. “How
far down did you say this was in the stratigraphy, Mr. Morley?”


“It was about
three or four inches below the last of the Anglo-Saxon finds and seemed to be
in completely undisturbed ground. I’m sure we were below the bottom of the
midden, so I can’t figure out how it got down there.” Tom did his best to
explain away the apparently unexplainable.


“You are certain
it was in undisturbed earth?”


“Doctor, I’m
positive. But, then, I’m only a second year student. I’ll take you down if you
want to have a look for yourself.”


“Yes,” Daniels
mused, nodding his head. “I was just about to suggest that.” Then, turning to
Jason, he continued. “Mr. Carpenter, this is your dig, would you mind coming
down with me?”


“I’d love to. Shall
I lead or follow?”


“You go first,
I’ll follow, and Mr. Morley, would you be so kind as to steady the top of the
ladder for me? Mr. Carpenter, you can steady it from the bottom. I’m afraid I’m
not as nimble as I once was.”


Once in the
trench, Jason helped Daniels kneel down to examine the hole from which the
sphere had been taken. Picking up one of the trowels still lying in the dirt,
the old archaeologist scraped at the bottom few inches of the walls and then
picked at the floor, exposing another three or four inches of soil. “Most
extraordinary,” he said, looking at Jason who had been studying his every move.
Then, craning his head upward, he called out “Quite right, Mr. Morley, quite
right. This ground has apparently never been tampered with.” Then turning back
to Jason, he continued, “What do we make of that, Mr. Carpenter? A man-made
object in undisturbed soil.” Jason could only shake his head.


As he stepped
off of the ladder and onto the grass surrounding the trench, Carver Daniels
immediately turned his attention to Beverley. “Miss McCullough, did you record
this find thoroughly?”


Blinking her
large brown eyes behind her glasses and nodding faintly, she replied, “Oh, yes,
Doctor, I have photos and sketches of it at three separate stages of
excavation. It was so odd; I thought it might warrant a little more detailed
record keeping than usual.”


“Very wise,” he
responded with a friendly nod of agreement. “Very professional of you. Well
now, shall we take this little curiosity back to the lab and get a better look
at it?” With Daniels in the lead, the entire group walked toward the big
military tent, carrying the sphere before them like it was some holy relic
being carried to its sacred tabernacle. Once there, Daniels took charge of the
proceedings, carefully flushing the glass sphere with clear water, and drying
it with a soft cloth so as not to add any new scratches to its scarred surface.


By the time it
was laid on a bed of clean towels and carefully placed in a plastic tray, most
of the other students had heard about the strange object. Since it was nearing
the final day of the dig, and most of them were in the process of finishing up
their work, there was a general consensus that what was needed was a gathering
in the big tent. By six p.m. more than two-thirds of the twenty students on the
dig were huddled around the table with Carver Daniels, where the strange object
was the focus of their rapt attention. They were respectfully quiet in their
curiosity, but obviously, the professor was expected to offer some
pronouncement on the mysterious sphere.


“Well” Daniels
began, looking up and running a hand over the top of his shiny pate as though
in search of his long lost hair. “I have seen any number of small glass spheres
from the Anglo-Saxon period, but none of them have been as much as two inches
in diameter. Far smaller than this item. They have also been universally
solid,” he muttered, almost to himself while weighing the object in his hand,
“which this, quite obviously, is not. It is hollow. For many years we had no
idea what those small spheres were, but now the best guess is that they were used
as fire starters – the sunlight being refracted and concentrated through
them and directed onto a bit of tinder. We still don’t know where they came
from, or who made them. The secret of making glass was supposedly lost to the
British Isles after the Romans left around 350 AD and not rediscovered here for
many centuries.” He gently moved the object beneath a high-intensity light ring
surrounding a magnifying glass. To get the best possible focus on its details,
he fumbled through his pockets for a more appropriate pair of glasses. Finally
content, he continued. “But that is obviously not what we have here. Hollow
glass will neither refract, nor concentrate sunlight, so we can conclude it is
not a fire starter. You know,” he said, looking at the anxious faces
surrounding the table, “it has almost become a joke in the archaeological
world, that any object we can’t identify is referred to as being ceremonial,
which generally means we have no idea what it was used for. So I am forced to
conclude that this was a ceremonial object...” He paused in his speech for the
expected round of gentle snickers and coughs from his audience and was not
disappointed. The only comment came from Steve Stone who noted that the ball’s
surface looked swirled, like a skim of oil floating on water. The observation
was met with general nods and the professor commented that the effect was
probably due to impurities in the glass.


When silence
returned, Daniels continued his lecture. “Although the soil in which it was
buried was several inches below the last of the Anglo-Saxon finds, we have no
evidence of earlier use of the midden, either by Romanized Britons or the
Romans themselves. Therefore I must conclude that this dates from after the
arrival and settlement of the Anglo-Saxons in Cornwall. That would make it
sometime after 700 AD.”


No one said
anything, but Dr Daniels’ leap of faith in dating an object which he admitted
had been excavated from virgin soil made more than a few of the students,
including Jason and all three members of his team, exchange uneasy glances. Taking
no apparent note of the dissent among his audience, Daniels continued, “That
is, of course, only my studied opinion at this point in time and it is still
very early days yet. A much more in-depth investigation of the object will be
needed before any definite conclusions are reached. Undoubtedly, the department
will call in experts on Roman glass and Anglo-Saxon finds and someone from one
of the museums where the Anglo-Saxon fire starters are held. Now, would any of
you care to venture a guess as to what our strange little friend here might
have been used for?”


Beverley
McCullough, as the most senior member of the team, was the first to venture a
guess. “Doctor, I’ve been thinking about it, and it seems to me that this ball,
or globe, or whatever it is, looks an awfully lot like those so-called witches’
balls that were around in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. Could
there be any connection here?” Most of the students looked blank at this
reference to witches’ balls, but a few of them, along with Carver Daniels,
obviously knew what she was referring to.


“A very interesting thought Miss McCullough, but the concept
of warding off witches does not date back earlier than the eighteenth century.”


More to himself
than to those around him, he continued. “Of course, we still have the problem
as to where the Anglo-Saxons would have gotten a hollow glass ball. It had to
have been blown to be hollow, and the skill of blowing glass disappeared with
the Romans.” Rolling the ball around in his hands, Daniels suddenly looked up. “I
have just realized something truly amazing. This ball doesn’t have a teat or
pontil mark. Even today, when glass is hand blown, it has to be removed from
the blow-tube either by breaking it off, leaving a rough spot known as a pontil
mark, or twisting it off while the glass is still malleable leaving a little
point on the end like you find on the bottom of an antique Christmas tree
ornament. This has neither. How on earth did they manage that?”


Every eye in the
tent was riveted on the glass ball as Daniels continued to roll it slowly from
one hand to the other. The surface was slightly wavy and scarred from untold
centuries in the earth, but nowhere on its surface was there the slightest indication
of the point where it had been removed from a glass blower’s tube. Eventually
someone spoke, and once the silence was broken, they all talked at once. Questions,
comments and suggestions from students and professor alike flowed back and
forth for hours. Dinner was forgotten and by the time they began drifting off
to their sleeping bags, it was well after two in the morning. In the end, only
Jason Carpenter and Carver Daniels were left.


 Daniels looked up from the sphere, which
had been placed back on its bed of towels, and smiling a lop-sided little
smile, said, “Well, my boy, it seems like your first dig has created quite a
stir. Who knows, if we can’t identify this thing properly, both of our names
may make it into the history books as having discovered something truly unique.
But before that happens, we should both get some sleep. There are a half-dozen
trenches to be filled-in over the next two days and I need you to be well
rested.”


When Daniels
left the tent, Jason remained behind to turn out the lights and shut down the
generator. Taking one last look at the blue object lying on the white towels he
muttered, “What in the hell are you?” and left the tent.
















Chapter Two



 

The nearly four
hundred mile drive from the southeast coast of Cornwall back to North Yorkshire
and the university took eight hours, and the tiny interior of Beverley’s black
Mini Cooper became claustrophobic after the first hour. With herself, Jason and
their combined gear there was hardly room to shift position, let alone stretch
out his long legs comfortably. Both of them agreed that even the sound of the CD
player took up too much space; so much of the drive was spent in silence. On
those occasions when they did talk, the conversation drifted inevitably toward
speculation on the nature of the strange sphere.


“Honestly,
Jason, I just have no idea,” she answered a variation of the same question for
the dozenth time. “I’ve never seen or read about anything even remotely like
it, and if Dr Daniels is stumped, you can’t expect me to have any answers.”


“I’m sorry,
Beverley.” He said in a soft apologetic voice. “I don’t usually get fixated on
things, you know, but this keeps eating at me. Maybe I’m just excited at the
possibility of discovering something nobody has ever seen before.”


“It’s ok; you’re
allowed to be excited. I’m excited too, and I’m not the one who found it. But
I’m sure we’ll know a lot more once we get back to the lab and Dr Daniels
brings in the big guns to have a look at it. You’re really lucky, you know,”
she continued “after all, it was Dr Daniels’ dig and it isn’t every professor
who willingly shares a new find with one of his students.”


“You really
think he’ll give me credit?” he asked, twisting around in his seat to look
directly at her.


As she turned to
meet his anxious gaze through a tangle of dark, red-brown curls pulled back and
tied with a ribbon at the nape of her neck, Jason thought for the hundredth
time what a really sweet person Beverley was. “Yes, I do, and he will.” she
said with a reassuring smile “He’s very fair that way, and that’s really
unusual in the academic world.”


Two days after
everyone had settled into their respective homes, Jason, Beverley and several
other graduate students from the dig returned to the archaeology labs located
in the venerable complex known as King’s Manor. Located just outside the
medieval city walls of York, King’s Manor sat at the rear of a carefully
manicured lawn surrounded by an imposing wrought iron fence. Behind the manor
were the grounds of the public park known as Museum Gardens where the ruins of
the medieval abbey attracted a constant stream of tourists. Like much of York,
King’s Manor was steeped in history and as romantic looking as any one of a
hundred buildings in a city known for its historic architecture. The old
porter’s lodge underneath the main entrance was flanked by a pair of ancient,
crumbling caryatids and had the decayed look of the centuries hanging over it. But
beyond the entrance, every hall, class room and lab had been completely updated
and modernized. It was an ideal setting for the department of archaeology. Unfortunately
for the members of the Tintagel dig, who were now working furiously to catalog
their finds, there was little time to appreciate their surroundings.


Every item, no
matter how small, had to be described in writing and given individual catalog
numbers. This number was painted on the find itself as well as on the box in
which it was stored. These same numbers were printed on the sketches and
photographs Beverley had made at the site, and every bit of information was
entered into the departmental database and backed up onto a CD. This
information would be compiled into a full report which would cover every aspect
of the dig and every one of the hundreds of small objects that had been unearthed.
With only five members of the twenty students who had worked on the dig
involved in the cataloging, the few remaining days of June, all of July and the
first three weeks of August would be completely consumed with mind numbing
work. There was precious little time for Jason to devote to discovering the
possible origins of the sphere, now technically designated as find number
467/06/13 – the first three digits indicating that it was the
four-hundred-and-sixty-seventh find of the dig and the last four being the
month and year it was excavated.


With Dr Daniels
having gone off on another dig before beginning his three week vacation, Jason
did not even have an opportunity to pick the old man’s brains to find out if he
had come up with any new theories on the strange object. By the end of the
second week of August, Jason had decided that Daniels had probably not even
bothered to think about the orb. But it gnawed at Jason constantly. More than
once he shook his head with the thought that he was actually losing sleep over
the stupid thing.


On the Friday
before classes resumed, Jason left the lab just after seven p.m. and wandered
through the damp, gray evening silence of Museum Gardens, heading back to his
small flat on St Mary’s Terrace three blocks away. The cataloging work was
finished and, with any luck, the report would be completed by the end of the
first week of classes. It had to be, it was already due and Jason and his
co-workers were completely exhausted. He decided the best thing he could do
right now was to stop in for a beer at the Minster Inn. The Minster was one of
those fast-disappearing, traditional English pubs where even the dust didn’t
seem to have changed for a century; it even retained its antiquated outside
toilets, which lent it a quirky charm that had long since disappeared from the
rest of the world. Members of the archaeology department and other students who
lived in the area often dropped in at the Minster to unwind and have a few
laughs together. Tonight, Jason went alone; he was too tired for company.


Sitting alone at
a corner table Jason stared into his pint of beer, pondering the orb. So far he
had come up with a thousand theories as to what the thing might be, but none of
them made any sense. He no longer cared if it had any logical explanation; he
just hated not knowing. Maybe when classes began in a few days Dr Daniels would
broach the subject; maybe he had even come up with a plausible explanation for
finding a glass ball where no glass ball, nor anything else, should have been.


As Jason had
hoped, within the week Daniels approached him about the cataloging and made an
appointment to meet privately to go over the entire project. He even mentioned
what he laughingly referred to as “the mystery of the orb.” The meeting lifted
Jason’s spirits but brought him no closer to any kind of an answer. After his
brief meeting with Daniels, Jason had a few hours’ work to do in the lab,
reviewing the report before printing it out and handing it in. By ten o’clock
he was finished, but before he left, curiosity drove him to the cupboard where
the sphere was stored. He took out the plastic tray, set it on the big table
and stared at the ball’s swirling, oily surface for a minute. At least he
thought it was only a minute. When he looked up at the clock, it was nearly
eleven. He had been staring at the strange object for a solid hour. Thinking he
must have dozed off, Jason shook his head, returned the tray to its place in
the cabinets, shut off the lights and walked home.


By midnight
Jason was fast asleep, his oblivion hurried on by the sheer exhaustion of the
past months of work and the usual tension at the beginning of a new semester. His
much-needed rest was short lived. He woke up sweating, achy, disoriented and
generally feeling like he had been beaten. He couldn’t detect any physical
cause for the state of his body - no fever, no sore throat - and finally
decided it must have been some spectacularly awful nightmare. Even though he
had only been awake for a matter of minutes, he couldn’t remember dreaming
anything at all, let alone a nightmare intense enough to produce the shaking
sweats. The luminous dial on the clock said 2:10. God, he thought, hardly two
hours of sleep. Eventually he dozed off, but again, it was only temporary. By
5:00 he was again wide-awake and in as bad a condition as he had been three
hours earlier.


The next morning
was Friday and as Jason stood at the mirror running a razor over his blond
stubble, he realized his eyes were horrifically bloodshot. The deep green
irises looked like two olives floating in a sea of tomato juice. “Jase, my
man,” he muttered to the reflection, “You look like death warmed over. You
gotta’ start taking better care of yourself.” But for the moment, eyewash and a
few cups of strong, black coffee would have to get him through the morning.


All day, one
class after another, it took every ounce of effort Jason could muster just to
stay awake, let alone absorb all the information that was routinely dumped on
grad students the first week of a new term. Reading assignments, books to buy,
dates and places of seminars and, on top of it all, the usual array of lecture
notes that had to be scribbled down. At least he didn’t have a class with Dr
Daniels today so he could avoid going through any personal conversations with
the professor. After classes were over he took a CD containing the final report
on the dig to the departmental secretary, asking her to put it in Dr Daniels’
mailbox. On his way home he decided to stop at the Minster Inn for a quick
pint, in the hope that a little alcohol would induce a good night’s sleep.


Despite falling
into a deep sleep before 10 pm, he was wide-awake before midnight, trembling
like a frightened child. This time, there was some vague memory of a dream. It
seemed as though he had been immersed in a swirling fog that was moving around
him - not the way normal fog swirls and shifts in the slightest air current,
but moving with purpose, touching him, like some damp, clammy living thing. And
something was inside the fog, but try as he might, he couldn’t remember what it
was. Not that he cared, there were plenty of real things to worry about. This
was just a stupid dream. Put it out of
your mind, idiot, go back to sleep. And he did, twice more, and twice more
he was awakened by the nightmares. Each time, despite trying to shut the images
out of his mind so he could get back to sleep, he could not keep from trying to
remember the thing in the fog.


It wasn’t until
Wednesday, the sixth night in a row that his sleep was plagued by dreams whose
cumulative effect left Jason in a zombie-like state of confusion, that he woke
up with a start. Completely unnerved and shaking like a leaf in a high wind, he
knew that this dream had been the most intense yet. His covers had been kicked
into a ball on the floor, and the memory of the nightmare left him so drenched
with sweat that his hair clung limply to his scalp and shoulders. Finally he
could remember what was in the fog. Eyes - hot, burning eyes staring at him out
of that cloying, smothering fog with an intense concentration. Human eyes, but
eyes of the most penetrating, electric blue he had ever seen, the same shade of
blue Catholic churches paint on the back of shrines to the Virgin Mary. But it
wasn’t just the image of the dream that left him so unnerved. Somehow he knew
that this was more than a dream image; those eyes were real and they were
trying to see into his head.


Jason knew there
wouldn’t be any more sleep that night. Since it was already nearly six a.m.,
rather than lay in bed and risk falling asleep for an hour and then being
groggy all day, he got up and fixed himself an early breakfast. He had to be
coherent today. Professor Daniels had told him the previous day that he wanted
to get together in the lab and go over Jason’s report and have their first real
discussion about the globe.


When Jason
arrived at the lab minutes before five o’clock, he almost collided with Carver
Daniels as he came around the corner from the opposite direction. “Ah, Mr.
Carpenter. Right on time, as usual,” he said, shaking out his umbrella. The
weather had been deteriorating for two days and the wet, cold, English autumn
had set in with a vengeance. “Good, good.” Daniels kept up a train of friendly
banter as they entered the lab, the Doctor allowing Jason to hold the door for
him. “Before I forget, I just want to remind you about the departmental
reception on Friday evening. You will be there, of course.”


Announcements
for the reception had been posted on the departmental bulletin board since the
beginning of term and Dr Daniels had mentioned it prominently in class on more
than one occasion, but this reminder was obviously meant specifically for
Jason. “Of course, Doctor, I wouldn’t think of missing it.” In fact, missing
the reception was exactly what Jason was thinking about. Professors,
departmental heads, too many students to count, the vast majority of them were
people he didn’t know and had no interest in knowing. But he also knew Daniels
would be giving the evening’s key-note address and undoubtedly the Tintagel dig
would be an important element of his speech. If Jason wanted to be recognized
as the man who found the mysterious globe, it was an absolute necessity that he
attend.


“I should
certainly hope you wouldn’t miss it, Mr. Carpenter.” Daniels chattered amiably.
“This is your big moment. The first of many, we may hope, but without the first
there cannot possibly be a second. Right?”


“Absolutely,”
replied Jason. Then, almost as an afterthought, he added, “If there’s anything
special I can do to help you get ready for the big night, Doctor, just let me
know.”


“No, no, Mr.
Carpenter. That’s very kind of you but the staff will soldier through. Just
make sure you are there so you can meet everyone. After I address the assembly
and confirm the whispers and gossip that have been flying around about the
globe, everyone will undoubtedly want to get all the personal details...the
first-hand story as it were. And that is what you, Miss McCullough, and myself
of course, will be expected to do. Now, let’s have a look at that report of
yours, shall we?”


It was just
under two hours before Daniels had completed critiquing Jason’s report on the
Tintagel dig. Obviously there were going to have to be changes; making changes
to suit any given professor’s whims were part of being a university student. Fortunately
these weren’t too extensive and Jason decided he could have the revised text
back in Daniels’ hands within a week. At least he could if he could get some
rest. For the moment, he was hardly able to hold his head up, but his spirits
lifted immeasurably the minute Carver Daniels suggested they examine the globe.


Pulling the tray
and its grapefruit sized treasure from their storage place in one of a dozen
metal cabinets lining one wall of the lab, Daniels gently placed it on the large
work table in the center of the room. Switching on the lights hanging low over
the table and digging through his pockets for the pair of spectacles which
would give him the best view of the sphere at extreme close range, the
professor settled on a high stool and began gently rolling the object around on
its towel.


“Most
extraordinary,” he said “I’ve been pondering this for months now and still have
no idea what its original purpose might have been. The total lack of markings
left by the blowpipe which must have been used to make this thing has me
completely baffled. It really is a brilliant piece of work. Still, we need to
determine its exact chemical and mineral make up if we are going to make any
headway toward identifying its origins. The swirling pattern on the surface
tells us there are impurities in the glass, and we need to know what they are.”


“Am I crazy,
professor, or are those imperfections moving?” Jason leaned forward, squinting
his eyes.


“Trick of the
light, obviously. Let me turn on one of these black lights so we can get a
better look at the composition of the glass.” Daniels burbled away happily as
he pulled a black, fluorescent light out of a drawer. “Under black light we can
pick out any trace minerals, impurities or crystalline content in the glass. Switching
on the lamp, Daniels held the light close to the sphere. The result was so
startling, so unexpected, that he could only blink repeatedly before turning
his wide-eyed stare on Jason.


“Good lord.” The
old man said in amazement while Jason could only shift his startled face from
the round object to the professor and back again. Under the otherworldly glow
of the black light the surface of the glass appeared to be covered with a
perfectly unbroken grid of pale blue-white crystalline threads as fine as lace.
Each minute thread in the complex web was connected to another one, forming
hundreds of minute, perfectly formed pentagons, hexagons and octagons. Under
the unnatural illumination the web of crystals danced and refracted, breaking
the black light down to its component parts, and throwing them off into the air
like a thousand tiny rainbows. Turning it first one way then another, Daniels
finally returned his gaze to Jason. “Do you see?” he almost whispered. “There
don’t seem to be any seams in this web. I’m certainly no geologist, but I don’t
believe such a thing can exist in a man-made object. If it had been worked, any
crystalline structure inherent in the glass would be all fractured, especially
if it were heated to a high enough temperature for the glass to have been
blown. This object seems to have grown naturally, and no such object occurs in
nature - at least none that I am aware of. I believe we have entered what one
might quite correctly call terra
incognita.”


Finally, after
what seemed like minutes of complete silence, Jason spoke. “Doctor, this thing
seems even weirder now than it did before.”


Nodding in
silent agreement, Carver Daniels quietly replaced the orb in its tray and
muttered distractedly. “Weird, indeed, Mr. Carpenter, weird indeed. Not only
shall we have to bring in a specialist on Anglo-Saxon finds, but we shall have
to bring in a geologist as well. This is quite beyond anything in my
experience.” Then, almost as an after-thought, he added. “Any thoughts which
might illuminate our little mystery?”


“If you’ll
pardon my saying so, Doctor, I still think that whatever it is, it has to be
pre Anglo-Saxon. It was well below the bottom of the last Anglo-Saxon finds in
the trench.” When Daniels raised a hand to object, Jason bravely cut him off.
“I know. There is no evidence of anything earlier than Anglo-Saxon at the site.
But since there’s no evidence of anything like this existing anywhere else,
don’t you think we should bring in experts on pre Anglo-Saxon and maybe even
Roman glassware?”


Running his hand
idly across his shiny head, Carver Daniels muttered, “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps
you’re right. But what in heaven’s name is it?”


Completely at a
loss, Jason half smiled and said, “If it is pre Anglo-Saxon, and considering
that it’s from a toilet pit at Tintagel, who knows, maybe it was Merlin’s
crystal ball and he didn’t like what it was telling him so he threw it down the
shitter.”


Daniels almost
took offense at such wild and unprofessional speculation, but checked himself
when he realized it was a joke. Looking up, he began to chuckle. Jason joined
him and laughed at the absurdity of the entire situation. Finally, Daniels said
between laughs “That’s undoubtedly as sound a theory as any we have come up
with so far, my boy.”


That night, when
Jason reared up in bed from a deep sleep, his eyes snapped open and he shouted
a single word into the silence of the night: “SOON.” It took him a minute to
orient himself, but when he did, he realized the dream had come again. This
time, he could remember more of it than on any earlier occasion. The swirling,
clinging, grasping fog and the brilliant blue eyes boring a hole through his
head were still there, but this time there was also a hand. Long fingered and
leathery, it reached out through the fog toward him, palm forward with the
fingers slightly bent as though trying to grasp his face. Unnerving as the
remembered image was, once Jason calmed down he drifted into a sleep that
remained unbroken for the rest of the night.


* * * *


Friday the
seventeenth of September was cold, wet and blustery. A steady, driving rain had
dampened everyone’s spirits except Carver Daniels’. The departmental reception
was to begin at seven that evening and nothing would be allowed to spoil his
excitement. Daniels was in the refectory of King’s Manor before anyone else
except the staff, who were busy setting up tables laden with hors d’ouvres, the
bar and the podium which would be shared by Daniels, the department head, and
other speakers. When Jason arrived shortly after seven-thirty the room was
already filling with people, some of whom he knew, most of whom he did not. Despite
not really wanting to come at all, and still drifting in a gray fog of sleep
deprivation, he had made the effort to put on his one good suit, a dark tie and
a pale purple shirt. To the rest of the world Jason Carpenter’s tall, languid
figure looked handsome and at ease, but inside he was a tight little knot. Ambling
toward the bar, he decided a drink might help to loosen him up enough to carry
on a conversation with strangers without getting tongue-tied.


Walking up to
the table covered with glasses and bottles of liquor and wine, he could hear a
bar tender clattering around underneath the tablecloth. By the time the
bartender stood up, Jason had decided that since the university was buying, and
because he needed a little extra fortification against the interminable
speeches and forced conversation, he would have a single-malt Scotch whisky. When
it arrived, he stood swirling it idly in the glass. Only when the bartender
started staring at him did he decide it was time to go mingle, wandering off in
the hope of finding the relative safety of familiar faces. By the time the
speeches began, Jason had managed to spend a few moments chatting with some of
his professors and classmates, including Beverley. He had never seen her
dressed up before and thought to himself how really lovely she was. Eventually
he ended up in a group that included Steve Stone, his girlfriend Sue and Tom
Morley. When someone he did not recognize mounted the podium to begin some
interminable string of sage pronouncements, he looked around to see if he could
spot Beverley again. No luck. Shrugging to himself, he settled in for an
onslaught of academic pontification.


During the long,
boring hour before Carver Daniels took the stage, the head of the Archaeology
Department said his piece, as did several professors, one of the “big guns”
from the ARC, the Archaeological Resource Center, and another from the York
Archaeological Trust. When Daniels’ turn finally came, his speech was
gratefully short and just as gratefully he spent most of it dealing with the
Tintagel dig. Word of the mysterious globe had already spread well beyond the
confines of the university and Daniels was determined to dispel the wild
stories that had percolated through the archaeological community over the past
months. If anything, his praise for Jason and the work of his team were too
effusive, at least too much so for Jason’s comfort. During Daniels’ time at the
podium, Tom and Steve could not resist slapping each other, and Jason, on the
back in exaggerated congratulations. Daniels’ speech marked the end of the
formal segment of the evening, the rest of the time having been set aside for
private academic discussions and politicking. Within minutes, Jason found
himself surrounded by well-wishers and members of the archaeological
fraternity, all plying him with questions to which he had no answer.


Frantic to
escape the attention, Jason began scanning the room for a plausible reason to
excuse himself. That was when he saw a small, thin, elderly man leaning against
the far wall, staring directly at him. When he caught Jason’s eye, he raised
his glass in salute. Strangely, the man looked exactly like the photograph of
George Bernard Shaw that Jason’s mother kept hanging on the wall of her office.
The man was not just reminiscent of the wild 19th century Irish playwright; he
looked exactly like him, right down to his century-old tweed suit. But the most
frightening thing about the man were his eyes, they were bright, electric blue
and seemed to bore right through Jason. As the ice began clattering against the
glass in his trembling hand, Jason bolted into the crowd. When he paused long
enough to look where the strange figure had been standing, there was no one
there. Shaken, Jason returned to the group.


“Are you alright
Mr. Carpenter?” asked a middle-aged lady from the ARC.


“I just thought
I saw someone I knew,” Jason said uncertainly, “but I guess I was mistaken. I’m
sorry, you were saying?”


As the crowd
around him began to thin, Jason was gratified to find Beverley standing nearby.
“I like that.” she said.


“You like what?”
He said; impressed for the second time that evening with how stunning she
looked in an emerald green dress that clung to her in all the right places. “That
I’m getting all this unwarranted attention or that the attention is making me
sweat?”


“No,” she
replied slowly, “I like that you’re not taking advantage of it and getting all
full of yourself like most guys would.”


“You mean most
American guys get arrogant?” he asked with a smile playing slowly around his
mouth.


“No, I mean most
anyone would get arrogant with so much notoriety being dumped on them all at
once. You just take it in stride. You’re very down to earth and matter of fact
about it. It’s very refreshing.”


Looking over the
rim of his glass, Jason soaked-in Beverley’s face peeking out from behind a
billowing mane of hair that shimmered with fiery highlights in the soft glow of
the chandeliers. He had never noticed how soft and perfect her mouth was and
the ruddy hue of her hair set off the gentle curves of her ivory throat in a
way that riveted his attention. Moving the glass away from his lips, he smiled
as he said, “you’re a pretty cool sort yourself, Beverley McCullough.” Having
no idea where he wanted this conversation to go next, he abruptly changed the
subject. “Say, did you see that guy over at the other side of the room earlier,
the one who looked like George Bernard Shaw?”


“No, why?” She
replied. From the shift in her tone of voice it was obvious that the abrupt
change in the direction of a conversation she was thoroughly enjoying had
slightly confused and irritated Beverley.


“No reason. I
just was sure it was Shaw...I mean...” realizing that he wasn’t making a whole
lot of sense Jason fell quiet.


"Honestly,
Jason,” she said, laying a hand on his arm, “I didn’t see him and I could be
wrong, but I’m almost positive that Bernard Shaw is still dead.” Jason burst
out laughing and when she joined him, the momentary tension that had developed
between them disappeared.


“Ah, Mr.
Carpenter and Miss McCullough, enjoying our moment in the sun, are we?” It was
Carver Daniels, beaming at what he obviously saw as the perfect end of a
perfect evening. “I’m sure you will be happy to know that the York
Archaeological Trust has volunteered every possible assistance in helping us
solve the mystery of our little find. Of course, I will still be calling on the
services of others, but this is a step in the right direction. ‘One small step
for man’ as that astronaut chap said.” As he continued in this same happy vein,
Beverley quietly excused herself, knowing that Dr Daniels was primarily
addressing himself to Jason. After she had gone, and the conversation drifted
in a less professional direction, Jason ventured to ask Daniels if he had seen
the man who looked like Bernard Shaw.


“I’m sorry; I
didn’t see anyone who looked like that. Why do you ask?”


“No reason,
professor, I just wondered if you knew him.”


“No, I don’t
believe I know anyone who looks like the great Irish bard, certainly no one in
the department or any of the associated groups who were invited here. Possibly
he was a guest of a guest. Oh, if you will excuse me, the director of the ARC
seems to be making his way to the door. Wouldn’t do not to thank him, would
it?”


“Certainly, Dr
Daniels, and thanks for all the kind words.”


“Not at all, my
boy, not at all, you thoroughly deserve them.” he said over his shoulder as his
fringe of white hair wafted away through the milling crowd.


Left alone,
Jason quietly scanned the room until he caught sight of Beverley talking to
some of her friends. Forgetting about vanishing dead Irish playwrights for a
minute, he realized that although he had known her for more than a year he
could not, for the life of him, understand why he had never really noticed her
before. It wasn’t just that she had the most amazing head of ginger hair he had
ever seen, or legs that went all the way to the floor, she was really, really
nice. She was very mature; she never seemed to get petulant and bitchy the way
some women do because they think it makes them sexy. Since he was unattached
and, as far as he knew Beverley was unattached, maybe it was time to move
beyond just being professional friends. Certainly it was worth following up.


* * * *


While the guests
filtered out of the refectory, across the courtyard the quiet darkness of the
archaeology department’s basement laboratory was disturbed when first one, and
then another, fluorescent tube in the ceiling lights began to flicker softly. On
a corner desk a computer monitor pinged gently to itself before lighting up as
file after file began to scroll randomly across the screen as if the machine
was scanning its own, private reams of information.


The old man
pressed the palms of his hands to his temples while small beads of cold sweat
broke out on his brow. It had been so many years since he had projected a
physical image even a short distance that the effort left him exhausted. But
there was so much to do, so much to learn, and so little time left to do it in.
Even a few short weeks ago he thought he would have all the time he needed; but
now that he had been left exposed and vulnerable everything had changed. There
was no time left for careful planning. No more time to wait. The only option
left was to act.


Part of his mind
cleared away the image of the long-dead man in the rumpled tweed suit while
another part concentrated on absorbing the thousands of random bits of
information from the strange, glowing machine in the room outside. As he
focused his mind, waves of energy crept through the walls of the steel cabinet
and darted around the room, moving and probing, searching for any scrap of
knowledge that might be of use. As the tendrils of invisible energy moved in
and out, building to a vibrating crescendo, he gathered up a few crumbling
scrolls and precious books, shoving them into a cloth sack before moving to the
center of his tiny room. Clutching the sack to his chest he curled his body
into a ball on the floor. The only thing he could do now was to wait for the
inevitable conclusion to the process he had sent in motion and hope for the
best.


* * * *


Jason moved
toward Beverley and the two women, who seemed to be drifting toward the door,
saying their goodbyes as they went. Depositing his glass on a table, Jason
walked purposefully toward them. “Leaving already, Beverley?” He asked,
determined not to let her escape without picking up the broken thread of their
conversation, anxious to see where it might lead.


“Yes, it’s been
a long evening, but it was really nice to see you; and even if you think it was
a little too much, I’m very pleased you got recognized for the dig.” Smiling up
at him warmly, she added, “You deserve it, so enjoy it while it lasts.”


Allowing a half
grin to play around his mouth, Jason acknowledged the compliment. “Thanks” he
said; then taking a silent breath, added “Umm, if you’re not in too big of a
hurry, I could walk you home. I really should say good-by to Professor Daniels before
I vanish, but then I’m ready to go. We could stop for coffee on the way, if you
want. It’s pretty nasty out there and a little warm-up wouldn’t hurt.”


“Ok. That would
be nice.” Then with a gentle chuckle, she added “I don’t think Liz and
Catherine will get lost if I’m not there to guide them.”


Jason retrieved
their coats as Beverley tactfully took leave of her friends. When she turned to
look at him, he smiled and held her coat out for her to slip into. “Oh, thank
you. I could have gotten that. How nice.” Turning to her two friends she added
with a knowing smile, “And the renowned archaeologist is also the last of the
true gentlemen.” Beverley was just starting to slide her arm into the sleeve of
the coat when Carver Daniels came bustling toward them.


“Mr. Carpenter,
not leaving already, are you?” He asked with an anxious edge in his voice. “I
was hoping to have a moment alone with you before you left.”


“I was about to
come and say good night to you Doctor, and then I was going to walk
Beverley...that is, Miss McCullough, home.”


“Oh, yes, I
see,” said Daniels, nodding his head as though he understood, but then,
oblivious to the emotional involvements of young people, he rattled on without
taking so much as a breath. “It’s just that I was hoping we could have a
moment. There are some interesting thoughts on the sphere that some of my
colleagues have proposed and I really would like to share them with you while
they remain fresh in my mind.” His emphasis on the word “really” made it
obvious that Carver Daniels did not want this to wait.


Jason shifted
awkwardly, not knowing what to do. Fortunately Beverley came to his rescue by
laying her hand gently on his arm and, rising on tiptoes, whispered into his
ear. “He seems like he’s really excited, so maybe you had better humor him. I’ll
still be here tomorrow, but if you don’t talk to him tonight I think he might
have a coronary.”


Turning to look
at her, Jason knitted his eyebrows and whispered “You sure you don’t mind?”


Beverley gently
kissed him on the cheek, whispering back “It’s ok.” Then, in a normal voice,
“I’m sure Liz and Catherine can manage to get me home in one piece. Good night,
Dr Daniels,” she said waving to the professor, “It was a lovely evening and
your speech was wonderful. Thank you.”


The old man
beamed as he nodded his head in acknowledgement, saying “Just let me get my
coat...”


“Your coat?”
asked Jason, now completely baffled.


“Yes, of course,
we need to go to the lab if we’re going to examine the sphere, don’t we?”


Jason turned
back to Beverley, rolling his eyes. It was going to be another long night. “G’night,
Beverley. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“Good night,
Jason” she said with a sympathetic smile and stepped through the door to join
her friends who were already huddled impatiently against the elements.


The swirling
wind and driving rain forced everyone to pull their heads deep into the collars
of their coats and screw up their faces as though squinting would somehow
protect them, so Jason and the professor crossed the court yard in silence. Inside
the building, as they approached the door to the lab, Daniels mumbled. “Oh,
dear me, do you have your key? I seem to have forgotten mine.”


Jason only had
three keys, one to the door of the old house where his apartment was, one to
his rooms and another to the lab and he kept them all on one ring. Without a
word, he fumbled inside his dripping coat and into his trouser pocket,
producing the key and inserting it into the lock. As he turned the knob, he
stood aside slightly to allow Daniels to enter first. Stepping into the room,
the doctor reached for the light switch and flipped it on. As the two surviving
lights flickered to life, Daniels gasped. “Oh, Lord! Oh, my God! Jason, get
security. Quickly.”


Shoving his way
past his professor, Jason took a single step into the room. The normally
immaculate lab was now a scene of utter devastation. The only outward sign of
the anger flaring inside his chest was a quick intake of breath and the two
words “Oh, shit.” The light fixtures hung at crazy angles, their fluorescent
tubes having crashed onto the floor. Microscopes, magnifying lights, computers
and the majority of the electronic equipment that normally stood on the work
tables were shattered beyond repair; bottles of chemicals lay smashed, their
contents dripping from scientific equipment and irreplaceable antiquities
lining the shelves. Chemicals and shattered glass ran down the walls and oozed
across the floor, filling the air with an acrid stench. Along the far wall, the
bank of metal lockers stood open; dozens of finds from that summer’s digs lay
spewed across the floor. The door to the locker containing the glass orb had
been wrenched from its hinges and the plastic tray in which the sphere had
rested for the past three months lay shattered half-way across the floor. The
globe itself was reduced to thousands of tiny, blue-green fragments that lay
shimmering on the tile floor, mixed in with chemicals and fragments of other
artifacts.


“I’ll be right
back,” was all Jason said before launching himself back into the rain-swept
night and toward the security office next to the porter’s lodge. When he
returned only minutes later with two excited, uniformed guards, he found Carver
Daniels squatting down peering into the empty locker which, until that evening,
had contained the object generating so much interest among the archaeological
community.


Looking up at
Jason and the startled guards, a gray-faced Daniels was obviously near tears
when he spoke. “I initially assumed this must have been some mindless act of
vandalism; that some brute of a philistine had destroyed our work, but I was
wrong.” He paused momentarily to gather his thoughts. “You see how everything
has been broken outward, in that direction,” he said, waving his hand in an arc
toward the center of the room. “It’s as though everything were pushed
forcefully away from this locker. It would seem that our sphere has exploded
with a most impressive force.”


Daniels stood
up, rubbing a hand against each temple, mussing his sparse hair until it stood
out in all directions. Walking slowly toward the men standing wordlessly at the
door, he said to the guards, “You young men can go back to your office and make
whatever report seems appropriate. If you need me to sign anything tomorrow, I
will be here or in my office. But I’m certain there has not been a break-in. I’m
sorry to have disturbed you.”


Shaking their
heads and mumbling between themselves, the guards only intelligible words were
“No problem, professor. Sorry about your mess. Let us know if you need
anything.”


Wiping his hands
distractedly on his trousers, Carver Daniels finally turned to Jason. “Well,
Mr. Carpenter, we may no longer have the sphere, but its departure seems to
have left us with yet another mystery to ponder. Now, like good scientists, we
will have to examine the remaining evidence and try to determine precisely what
happened here.”


“Anything I can
do, Doctor. You know you can count on me.” Jason said, feeling almost as bad
for the old man as he did for himself.


Laying a hand on
Jason’s shoulder as he walked out of the room, Carver Daniels could only reply,
“Thank you, my boy. Thank you.” Left alone to stare at the mess, without
realizing it, Jason repeated his exact words of nearly three months earlier
“What in the hell are you?”

















 

Chapter
Three



 

Both Professor
Daniels and Jason Carpenter were back at the lab, picking through rubble and
mopping up the acrid soup of spilled chemicals before nine o’clock the next
morning. They started immediately inside the lab door, carefully collecting
each broken piece of glass and metal between rubber-gloved fingers and tossing
it into a black plastic trash bag, searching through the mess for any
salvageable pieces of equipment or artifact that might have survived being
hurtled across the room by the mysterious explosion. More than once Jason
offered to call in other students who had worked on the cataloging process to
give them a hand, but Daniels rejected the idea, saying that too many pairs of
feet stumbling around the room would only increase the chance of destroying
anything that survived.


At eleven
o’clock Jason excused himself long enough to ring Beverley as he had promised
to do the night before. Despondent and frustrated, he found it impossible not
to tell her about the disaster. Against his repeated protests she insisted on
coming over to help with the clean-up. When she arrived less than half an hour
later Carver Daniels voiced mild protest against a third person in the room but
seemed genuinely appreciative of Beverley’s concern and willingness to help.


The three of
them continued the slow sorting process, rescuing the repairable and making a
list of each piece of equipment that would need to be replaced and every
antiquity irrevocably lost. Through much of the afternoon, Jason worked in
almost total silence, brooding over the loss of the sphere. Occasionally
Beverley stole a surreptitious glance in his direction; his face appeared even
longer and thinner than normal and his eyes looked sunken and ringed with dark
circles. Finally, when their hands and knees examination of the floor brought
them to within a few inches of each other, she reached out and laid a gentle
hand on his shoulder.


“It’s not the
end of the world, Jason.”


Without even
looking up from the floor he mumbled “Not of the whole world, maybe; just my
world.”


“Oh, really,
now.” She sat back on her haunches and stared at him. “I know the globe was
important to you, but you’ll make other discoveries.”


“That globe was
my ticket to becoming somebody...to being recognized.”


“Look, if that
thing was going to be the only big discovery you were ever going to have, how
long do you think the fame would have lasted? Certainly not long enough to get
you a full professorship.” Jason straightened up and stretched his back,
shrugging, as he listened to her, only half hearing her words. “Jason, if you
had discovered what the globe really was, then and only then, it might have
been important to your career. But you didn’t. There are drawers full of
unidentified objects in every storage room in every museum in the world. They
make a splash for a few days and then they are forgotten. Why? Because nobody
knows what they are, so they can’t be worked into the big picture of history. Right?


“Yeah.” He
nodded, forcing a feeble grin. “I guess you’re right. Still…”


“You know I’m
right. Look at Dr Daniels...” she said, rolling her eyes across the room to
where a cloud of white hair bobbed near the floor. “...if this globe was that
important, it might have been his last chance to make another big contribution.
He doesn’t have much time left; you do. So try to keep that in mind, alright?”


Jason nodded
again and went back to work with a noncommittal, “Ok.”


By five o’clock
it was obvious that the losses were not as bad as they first appeared to be. Two
computer monitors, one hard drive, an electron microscope, several ceiling
lights and desk lamps, and an array of small items were beyond salvage but less
than a dozen of the summer’s archaeological finds had been destroyed and most
of these were no more than pottery shards. On Daniels’ orders, even the tiniest
fragments of the glass orb had been sifted out of the muck, washed clean and
placed in a plastic storage box. Later, they would be examined for any
lingering evidence of what might have caused the explosion.


With the mopping
up process nearly complete, Dr Daniels told Jason to call out for sandwiches
and drinks. While they were waiting for the food to come, Jason proceeded to
mop the last of the chemical goop and glass fragments from the floor as Daniels
and Beverley transferred the handwritten list of lost and damaged property into
the data base, a print-out of which would be submitted to the insurance
company.


By eight p.m.,
as the last of the pale autumn light filtering through the windows slowly died
away, the work was finished. While Daniels cleared away the remnants of their
meal, Jason and Beverley carted cleaning supplies back to the janitor’s closet
at the end of the hall.


Still drawn and
haggard looking, but not nearly as depressed as he had been ten hours earlier,
Professor Daniels surveyed the room and said, “It could have been a lot worse,
I suppose. I want to thank both of you for your help.” Beverley started to
protest, but Daniels raised a hand, cutting her short, and continued “No,
really, it was very kind of you both. Now, I suggest you young people get out
of here and salvage whatever you can of the weekend, and I will see both of you
on Monday.” With that he gently shooed them out of the room, reached for his
coat and followed them into the hall, locking the door behind him. As the
elderly professor headed down the corridor toward his office, Jason and
Beverley headed up the steps to the main entrance, calling goodnight over their
shoulders.


Once back
outside in the windy drizzle, Jason turned to Beverley and, laying a hand on
her shoulder, said, “I don’t suppose this was how you planned to spend your
day, was it?”


“No, not
really.” she said, “but I am glad you called and I’m glad I could help. Poor
Professor Daniels, he really looks old tonight.”


“I know.” Replied
Jason. “I think his assumption that the globe exploded and did all that damage
depressed him as much as the damage itself.”


“He really
thinks that’s what happened?”


“Well,
considering that all the damage was spread out in a fan-shaped area directly in
front of the cabinet where it was stored, it would sort of verify the
assumption.”


“So now the
globe is gone and you’ll never be able to find out what it might have been.”
She said, shaking her head in wonder.


“Yeah, my big
find, literally gone up in smoke.” he chuckled ruefully. Then, brightening a
little, Jason suggested they stop somewhere for the cup of coffee they had
promised each other at the reception.


“Oh, I’d love
to, Jason,” Beverley said, “but, believe it or not, I really did have work to
do today. At least if I go home now I can get in a few hours before I go to
bed.” Looking up at him with a sad, gentle smile, she added. “I don’t think
this is going quite like either of us had planned, is it?”


Jason mused, “I
don’t think I know how I planned for things to go, but I do know this wasn’t
it. How about I at least walk you home?”


“Sure. I guess
that was part of the original plan, wasn’t it? We can just pretend today didn’t
happen and we’re picking up where we left off last night. How’s that?”


“Great.” With
that, he put his arm comfortably around Beverley’s waist for the first time as
they walked silently through the city’s dark, rain drenched streets. Half an
hour later, Jason trudged up the steps of his house on St Mary’s Terrace. On
the upper landing, leading to his flat, he fumbled in his pocket for the keys. Locating
the right one, he squinted against the dim glare of the single bulb
illuminating the high-ceilinged hallway so he could get the key into the lock.


Opening the door
he stepped into the first of the rooms that served as his student’s
accommodation. Like many buildings in the area, it had once been a grand old
Georgian townhouse. Subsequently, with the increasingly high cost of housing
and steadily rising demand for city living, the house had been broken into
numerous small apartments and eventually purchased by the university to house
the archaeology majors who had classes in nearby King’s Manor. The main room
served as living room and dining room, the other functioning as both his
bedroom and office. The kitchen was tucked behind a walled-off corner of the
living room and the bathroom was little more than a closet in which a tiny
shower stall, toilet and sink had been installed. Because the building’s
electrical system had only been installed in the 1920s, there were no ceiling
lights and until he got to the nearest lamp, the apartment remained in total
darkness except for a sickly glare drifting in from the hall. At least it
should have been dark, but tonight there was a soft, wavering light filtering
through the partially open bedroom door. Jason realized instantly that it was
the light from his computer monitor.


“Shit,” he said
aloud to himself, throwing his coat over the old hall tree inside the door.
“Left the damn computer on all day.” As he was about to step into the bedroom
he stopped and scowled to himself. He couldn’t have left the computer on all
day. He hadn’t turned it on this morning; he had gone straight to the lab after
breakfast. He hadn’t left it on last night before he went to the reception
either, or he would have seen it when he came home. He was about to storm into
the other room expecting to catch some crazy neighborhood kid who had broken in
to play with his computer when he heard the distinctive plastic click of
computer keys and a rich, musical voice calling to him through the gloom of the
darkened apartment.


“Don’t just
stand there, boy. Turn on a light and come in here so I can see you.” It was
followed by the sort of self-satisfied chuckle that a child might make when he
succeeded in terrifying his older sister with a rubber spider.


Jason lunged
through the bedroom door with no idea what to expect next. Against the opposite
wall stood an old table which served as his desk. Pulled up to the table was a
high backed office chair, over the top of which he could see the dome of a
head. In the glow of the computer monitor, sparse white hair flickered in the
light of the monitor. Very slowly the chair spun around as the half-light from
the screen revealed the figure of a skinny old man with an incredibly long
beard and straggly hair hanging well below his shoulders. “Well, are you going
to turn on the light or stand there in the dark all night?” the figure asked
him in an even voice that was rich and full; the voice of a young man despite
the obvious age of the throat from which it issued.


Hovering
furiously at the edge of the door, Jason shouted, “Who the fuck are you and
what the hell are you doing in my house?” Fumbling frantically, Jason reached
toward the small lamp sitting on a side table next to the door. When he
switched it on, the figure in his desk chair was washed in bright, artificial
light. Vaguely, as his eyes adjusted to the light, Jason thought to himself
that this was either the strangest thing that had ever happened to him or he
was losing his mind. The man in the chair was old; at least seventy, maybe
eighty. His beard and hair were marshmallow white and his long, thin hawkish
face was deeply lined and creased. His skin looked like it was made out of old
leather in the way of people who spend a lifetime in the outdoors. And if his
face was strange, his clothes were even stranger. A long gray robe of coarse
cloth covered him from neck to ankles, the sleeves ending in huge cuffs that
dangled nearly to the floor. Over the rough gown he wore a vest made out of
gray and white animal hides that reached well below his knees. His only other
clothing was a narrow leather belt with a soft leather pouch attached to it. The
pouch now rested in the old man’s lap where his hands were folded neatly on top
of it. He was kneading his fingers and staring down at them. He didn’t even
bother to look up at Jason.


“Oh, my,” he
said with a mildly self-mocking edge to his voice. “I thought you would be
happier to see me. If it’s the mess in the laboratory, I really am sorry about
that, but I had no alternative.”


Too furious and
disoriented to take in and absorb what the intruder was saying, Jason could
only blurt out, “Happy to see you? I don’t know who the fuck you are, and how
the hell do you know about the lab?”


“Do you remember
me now?” said the old man and, for the first time he raised his head and stared
directly into Jason’s face with eyes of the most shocking blue he had ever
seen. They were as bright and sparkling as the eyes of a child, and they looked
very, very wrong set in this ancient face. Worst of all, Jason had no doubts
they were the same eyes that had been in his dreams.


Stumbling
backward toward the living room, Jason had to grab hold of the doorframe to
keep from tripping over his own feet. “Oh, Jesus Christ. Oh, shit. You’re not
real. You can’t be. Get the fuck out of here. Out. OUT!”


“Calm down,
Jason. Calm down, please.” The strange figure said with genuine concern in his
voice. “You’re going to give one or the other of us a heart attack; and
considering my age it’s more likely going to be me. Now, why don’t we just go
into the other room and sit down and I’ll try to explain as much of this as I
think you are ready for. Hmm?”


Jason didn’t
know whether to scream, attack the old man or make a mad dash for the door and
the safe, real world that he desperately hoped still lay outside his rooms. All
of a sudden nothing seemed to fit. The world was all jumbled up. His nightmares
had come to life and were playing with his computer. Tightening his grip on the
doorframe, he realized the adrenaline rush had turned his knees to jelly. His
heart was racing. Jason may not have been a barroom brawler, but he had never
considered himself a coward. This, however, was too far beyond reality to cope
with.


As the intruder
slowly rose from the chair, Jason could see he was nearly as tall as he was,
just over six feet, and his posture was as erect as someone a third his age. His
eyes riveted to the figure in front of him, Jason didn’t move a muscle as the
old man took one step toward him and extended a long-fingered hand - the same
hand he had seen in his dreams. “Come on, Jason. You’ll be all right in a
minute. Nothing a good stiff drink won’t fix. You come sit down and I’ll fix
you one if you like. Where do you keep your aquae
vitae.


“My what?” Jason
stammered out, blinking his eyes and pulling himself to a fully upright
position.


“Aquae vitae. Ahh...” the man faltered,
apparently searching for the right word. “Distilled spirits. Booze. Where do
you keep it? You do have some, don’t you? I could really use one myself; I’m
not accustomed to so much excitement.”


Jason regained
as much of his composure as he could under the circumstances - which were
unusual to say the least. As he took an unsteady step into the living room, the
old man offered him a helping hand, but Jason jerked his arm away. He had no
intention of letting this weird creature touch him. “Just sit your ass down
over there.” he said, pointing toward an old overstuffed chair. “And stay where
I can see you. Don’t you dare move.”


Pulling himself
to his full height, Jason walked to the large china cabinet that held his
random assortment of dishes, a few bits of bric-a-brac and, occasionally when
he could afford it, a bottle of Jack Daniels for guests and emergencies. And
this definitely qualified as more of an emergency situation than a guest
situation. As he poured the amber liquid into a glass with a shaking hand,
Jason could feel the old man’s eyes boring a hole into his back.


“May I have
one?”


Jason turned to
stare at the intruder, either unsure or confused by the question. As he glared
at the old man, he lifted the bottle a few inches and inclined his head toward
it questioningly.


The reply came
in the form of a question. “Please?”


“Yea, yea, ok. You
can have ONE.” Jason shot back. “And you can tell me why the hell you broke
into my house and, if you think you need to tell me anything else, go right
ahead and then I want you to leave. Ok?”


“Agreed” said
the figure in the chair, smiling a secretive half-smile. “I’ll tell you why I’m
here and then you can decide if you want me to stay or go. Fair enough?”


“Fair enough. But
I can tell you right now I’m going to want you to leave” Jason said, his
breathing finally slowing to a near normal pace. As he turned to hand over a
small glass half filled with the golden liquid, the old man looked up with
piercing eyes and reached to accept the drink held toward him from what Jason
considered to be a safe distance.


“Thank you. Now,
please, sit down, Jason. This will take a little time. I suppose you want to
know who I am first?”


“No. Not
really.” Although he had regained his composure, Jason’s voice made it obvious
that he was still furious at the unwarranted intrusion. The old man raised one
eyebrow quizzically and cocked his head to one side like a small bird.


“Oh, yes, all
right.” Jason continued, nodding his head, moving toward the couch facing his
unwanted guest. “After the shit you put me through these past two weeks I do
want to know. Who the hell are you?”


Smiling a small,
almost apologetic smile, the old man said “my given name is Myrddin Emrys ap
Morfryn, it is a name of ancient origin, Taken from the language of the Wealas;
the Welsh to you. I have also been known by many other names, but you probably
know me as Merlin.”


A long, heavy
stillness descended on the room. Jason opened his mouth as though he were going
to say something and realized there was nothing sensible he could say. Finally,
after nearly a full minute of silence, he blurted out. “Merlin...as in THE
Merlin. Merlin the wizard? Oh, you really are just too fucking much, old man. Leave.
Go on, get out.” Rising from the chair, his voice rose in pitch, but before he
could take a step the old man spoke; riveting him with eyes Jason had already
seen too many times.


“You know it’s
true. You know deep down, in here” he said, tapping a bony finger against his
sternum. “Don’t you?” He spoke in a calm, reassuring, and almost singsong
voice. “Eventually you will have to admit it to yourself. You were really
pretty close when you said to your Professor Daniels that the orb was my
crystal ball and that I had thrown it down the...what was your word...the
shitter?” Seeing the anger, along with most of the color, drain slowly from
Jason’s face, he continued, “I really think you had better sit down. This is
going to take quite some time.”


After a moment’s
hesitation, Jason did as he was instructed. He was still rattled, but was
trying hard to convince himself that the old man was probably harmless even if
he wasn’t playing with a full deck. At the very worst this should be more
entertaining than any of the crap on the tube, so for the time being he might
as well play along. If the crazy old fart decided to spaz out he could probably
have him in a hammerlock in less than a minute. With a sigh, Jason snuggled
into the corner of the sofa that sat facing this so-called Merlin.


Before launching
into what was obviously going to be a wordy explanation, Merlin looked down at
his long, slim hands, flexing his fingers as though, somehow they would give
him just the right combination of words to convince his reluctant host of the
truth in whatever bizarre tale he was about to unfold. Jason could not help but
notice that the hands which, despite their obvious age, did not seem to be
ravaged by the deformities of arthritis and rheumatism that are the nearly
inevitable result of the passage of time. Finally, after some minutes in
silence, the old man raised his shaggy head.


“The sphere you
dug up at Tintagel has been my home for somewhere in the region of one thousand
five hundred years.” Almost as an afterthought he added, “A little longer,
actually.”


“That small,
crystalline globe has been my home, my library and the laboratory where, for
eons, I have been working to find an answer to the problem that led me to hide
myself away in the first place. You could call it a haven, a crystal cave if
you like, which has kept me safe from enemies that, I am sorry to admit, I
still do not know how to defeat.”


With a cynical
grin, Jason broke in to the conversation. “You’re telling me that a
thousand-and-a-half years ago, the greatest wizard who ever lived was so afraid
of someone that he buried his head in a shit heap.”


“Yes, and no,”
the old man continued in an absolutely serious tone despite the obvious
ridicule in Jason’s voice. “I was afraid. I still am. No one wants to die. But
I did not bury myself in - as you so poetically put it – ‘a shit heap’. I
grew the crystal sphere and implanted it over a line of power - what you might
know as a ley line - and then enclosed myself, and those things that would be
essential to sustaining my existence, inside of it. With the exception that I
have still not been able to discover how to defeat my enemies, it’s not been a
bad life, the occasional boring century now and again; but I’ve been able to
study without interruption and I have kept in relative touch with the outside
world through my scrying glass - what you think of as a crystal ball - and
other methods that would take too long to explain.” Shifting his gaze from his
hands to Jason’s face, he added “I had no idea anyone would build a castle next
to my sanctuary, or that they would dig a cesspit on top of me.” Now, with more
force, he added “And don’t mock me, Jason Carpenter, you know perfectly well
that my sphere was well below the level of the dung heap.”


At this last
comment, Jason could feel the skin tighten around his head. How did this crazy
old man know so much about the excavation? For that matter, how did he know so
much about Jason himself?


Jason’s emotions
must have shown on his face because the next thing the old man said was, “I see
I finally have your attention.” And then he chuckled. “As long as I remained
inside the sphere, and it remained buried directly above a ley line, I was
assured of enough power to prevent my enemies from finding me. You see, the
crystalline web on the surface of the sphere made me invisible to them. It
worked in a manner similar to what you might understand as a radar jamming
device.” He could see the disbelief in Jason’s eyes, but refused to be drawn
away from his train of thought. “When you and your friends removed the sphere
from the ground, I no longer had access to the power source that was necessary
for me to remain in cognito. I became
vulnerable to detection and, ultimately, to destruction by my enemies who, I
might add, are your enemies too. You see, if my enemies find me, not only will
they kill me, they will almost certainly destroy your world.”


Shaking his head
incredulously at what was beyond a doubt the most outrageous story he had ever
heard, Jason managed to keep his voice level. “You’re a wizard - Merlin the
wizard - and you lived in a glass ball for fifteen-hundred years and have
enemies who want to destroy the world.”


“Oh, more than want
to, Jason. If they kill me, they will bring about a calamity that will, quite
literally, be apocryphal in its immensity; a horror beyond the scope of the
human mind to compass. I know it’s hard for you to accept, but it’s the simple
truth.”


“I don’t know
how you could honestly expect anyone to believe in wizards, much less the rest
of that crap. It’s a fantasy. It makes a great story, but basically it’s a load
of crap.”


“I never said I
was a wizard; you said that.” Merlin’s voice rose for the first time. Then,
more calmly, he continued “The fact is, there is not now, nor has there ever
been, any such thing as what you think of as a wizard. The terms wizard and
sorcerer imply something unnatural or, at least, something supernatural. Nothing
in nature, no matter how strange and amazing it may appear can, by definition,
be unnatural. It is just an aspect of science with which the observer is
unfamiliar. In my time science was based on slightly different principals; the
elements of earth, air, fire and water. Today’s scientists deal with the same
elements, but broken down into their most basic component parts. More precise,
possibly, but basically the same thing.


“Dozens of
devices that you have at your finger-tips everyday would once have been
considered wizardry of the highest order but we both know they’re not. My
sphere of invisibility was no more inexplicable in the year 480 AD than that
amazing computer of yours is today. Does that make sense to you?”


Whatever Jason
did or did not believe about the weird individual sharing his living room, he
knew without a doubt the old man’s eyes had appeared in his dreams. So, without
addressing himself to Merlin’s bizarre ramblings about alternative sciences,
Jason shifted the conversation in a more practical direction. “So why the hell
were you inside my head?”


“I am sorry if
you found that disturbing.”


“Disturbing.” Jason
nearly shouted. “Son of a bitch, you cost me almost a whole week’s sleep and
damn near gave me the screaming meemies. Jesus Christ, I thought I was cracking
up...and I’m still not sure. Shit like this just doesn’t happen in the real
world.”


“I said I was
sorry. I simply needed to perfect my knowledge of your language and your world.
I don’t assume you speak Gaelic, Greek, Latin or any of the other languages I
once used on a daily basis. And, if I was going to communicate effectively, I
had to understand your world.” With a wry smile he added “I’ve been a little
out of touch lately.”


“You’re still
out of touch, but that’s no excuse to suck my brains.”


“I think ‘share
your knowledge’ would be a more accurate phrase.”


“No. People
offer to share things. You just started wandering around inside my head.”


“Very well,”
sighed Merlin, conceding the point, “but I honestly didn’t have any way of
asking permission. I was still inside the sphere. And since I was going to come
to you for help, you were the logical...in fact, my only possible point of
contact.”


Jason was still
seething, but whether this Merlin person was lying, just plain crazy or, at the
very least, some kind of incredibly effective magician, he couldn’t decide. And
all of a sudden there were a lot of questions to which Jason wanted answers.


“So” he asked,
again shifting the conversation to fill in some of the blank spaces in the past
week’s events. “It was you who appeared as George Bernard Shaw at the
reception, wasn’t it?”


“I have no idea
who the man was but, yes. Was it convincing?”


“Oh, yeah. Damn
near convinced me I was losing my marbles. What the hell was that for anyway? Another
mind game?”


“No, no, I
simply needed to exercise my powers which, I’m afraid, are a little rusty. This
George Bernard Shaw person was simply an image I had picked from your mind. I
could have chosen any one of a thousand images but I didn’t want to frighten
you. I could have appeared as your mother.” He said with a sly chuckle.


“Not funny, old
man.” Jason tried to sound angry but he was fascinated. “So how does this
appearing and disappearing thing work?”


“Think of it
like your, what do you call it, television? There isn’t really anybody there,
yet you can clearly see people and places on the screen.”


“So you can
disappear and shape shift?” asked Jason, his interest now definitely aroused at
the possibilities.


“No. I cannot
shape shift. When you saw me at the reception I was still in the sphere.” After
a brief pause for a sip of the Jack Daniels, which he was obviously enjoying,
Merlin continued. “And I can’t really disappear. I can just make it so you
can’t see me. Observe.” In less time than it took Jason to blink his eyes, the
figure in the overstuffed chair vanished.


“Jesus, Mary and
Joseph.” Jason cried, as he pushed himself backward so hard his bottom lifted
off of the couch cushion, his eyes darting furiously from one side of the room
to the other. “Where the hell did you go?”


“Still here.”
The voice coming from the chair was clear and strong, but entirely disembodied.
“I have neither moved nor changed physical form. I have just...let’s call it
misdirected your line of vision. To physically dematerialize would be impossible.
This is just a trick.” Quick as he had disappeared, Merlin reappeared, smiling
quietly at Jason who was gaping open-mouthed and stammering for words.


“Ok, ok,” said
Jason, pausing to organize his thoughts, which were suddenly very confused. “So
I believe you are a really good magician. How could you possibly hope to
convince me, or anyone else, that you are Merlin?”


Merlin shook his
head sadly, rubbing his long fingers across his wrinkled forehead. “Young
people. Why is it you are always so sure of yourselves? Has the vast
accumulation of knowledge gathered since you left the place called Canal
Fulton, Ohio given you an insight into the secrets of the universe?”


Jason was
completely mystified and, he had to admit, more than a little fascinated by his
uninvited guest. There was something intriguing, almost magnetic, about the
man, even beyond the fact that he clearly had the power to invade the human
mind, vanish and reappear at will and who knew what else. Jason decided that if
for no reason beyond academic curiosity he wanted to know more about this
person and why he was here.


“So now that you
have access to our technology as well as your own, what are you going to do
with all this knowledge?”


“Sadly, since I
was forced to destroy my laboratory inside the crystal, I’m reduced to asking
you to help me recreate my protective crystal with the material and technology
available in your world. And we have to do it soon; before my enemies are able
to locate my whereabouts.”


“Look, even if
you really are Merlin and you really are sixteen-hundred years old, doesn’t it
occur to you that anyone who wanted to kill you would have died centuries ago.
They can’t be any threat to you or anyone else.”


“Oh, they’re
still most assuredly a threat, and not just to me. As I said before, if they
kill me the world will be at their mercy.”


Jason shot back,
“You really have a high opinion of yourself and your abilities, don’t you old
man?”


“No.” said
Merlin ruefully, suddenly looking very tired, “If I was all that good I would
have eliminated them long ago. But, since I have not, it’s imperative that I go
back into hiding until I can...however long that may take. The world is only
safe so long as I remain alive…at least until I can find some kind of
resolution. And I’m afraid that certain aspects of your modern world make it
more vulnerable than it was in the pre-technological age. And that fact makes
my work both harder, and more urgent, than ever.”


“Sounds like
you’re talking Armageddon, here.”


“A particularly
appropriate choice of words, I’m afraid.”


Thoroughly
frustrated by Merlin’s evasiveness, Jason demanded an answer to the question
his guest had danced around for nearly an hour. “And who, exactly, are these
enemies?”


“You wouldn’t
believe me if I told you. People are only prepared to believe what their mind
can accept. It’s amazing, really. There are otherwise intelligent people who
firmly believe in the existence of fairies, Atlantis, unicorns, personal angels
and heaven only knows what else, but there are some things so disturbing, so
frightening, that people cannot accept them. And at the moment, neither can
you.”


“Now, wait just
a minute.” Jason rose from his seat shaking his head. “Let’s see if I have this
straight. You expect me to believe that you are Merlin the magician, from the
court of King Arthur and the round table, and all that other fantasy stuff, but
you don’t think I could handle knowing who the bad guys in this little story
really are. Is that right?”


“Very little of
that is right, actually. You are correct that I don’t think you are ready to
accept the truth about my enemies, but that is about as far as your
understanding of the truth goes. The man you know as Arthur was not a king and
there was no round table and there was no such place as Camelot.


Jason cut him
off in mid-sentence. “I know. I do know my history.”


“You know but
you don’t yet understand. It might be easier for you to grasp the magnitude of
the situation if I began at the beginning.”


By this time,
Jason was making his way purposefully back to the curio cabinet and the bottle
of Jack Daniels. Sighing, he reached into the cabinet. In for a penny, in for a pound, he thought, but said “Sure, why
not. I haven’t slept in a week, why start now?”


Then, lifting
his empty glass between his thumb and middle finger and wiggling it back and
forth, Merlin asked playfully. “This talking is very dry work after so many
years in silence. Another glass of that amber nectar would help considerably.”


Jason sighed and
reached for the old man’s glass. He knew this was going to be a very long,
strange evening, but there was always the remote possibility that if Merlin the
magician was actually sitting in his living room, he could get more answers
about the sphere than either he or Professor Daniels could ever have imagined
existed.


Accepting the
glass with a nod of thanks, Merlin settled back in his chair and rearranged his
robe over his long legs. “Now, where to begin?”
















Chapter Four



 

When Merlin
finally looked up at Jason his eyes glowed with the distant, introspective light
of things only distantly remembered. “I’m sure you know the basic story of
Britain’s occupation by the Roman Empire but, at the risk of boring you, let me
just go over a few things to give us a starting point. The Romans came as
conquerors but they also made life easy. Good roads, good wine, good schools,
what more could you want? And not too many years before the Romans pulled out
they brought us Christianity.”


Entranced by the
soft intensity of Merlin’s voice, Jason only nodded his assent. Merlin mused,
stroking his long white hair as though massaging his memory. “Where was I? Ahh,
yes. When Rome recalled their legions in the middle of the fourth century the
governors promised to come back and everything would be the same as before. Of
course, they never came back and without the legions to keep order, it was only
a matter of time before everything fell apart. Petty wars broke out over
boundary disputes and trade routes. The wars expanded and civilization shrank. In
a matter of three generations we became savages. Do you follow me on this,
Jason?”


“Yes, of
course.” Jason pursed his lips “it’s a simple history of Roman Briton. But I
don’t see where all this is leading, and what it has to do with you.”


“That’s just the
problem, isn’t it? You think of my time, of me, of Arthur, as romantic figures
from what you so amusingly call the middle ages - all that clanking plate armor
and jousting and bowing and scraping. It wasn’t like that. We weren’t like
that. We considered ourselves Romans. When I was born, sometime around the year
405 – I’ve never been sure of the exact year - we were on our own. And we
were lost.


“By that time
virtually the only people who could still read and write were the clergy, so my
family, being Christianized Welsh people, sent me off to become a priest. At
the monastery school I learned about the sciences and philosophies and about
how life had been under the Romans, and with it came the realization that we
were on the brink of social collapse. From every direction pagan tribes were
flooding into England. They had no regard for human life. They burned our towns
and killed anyone who stood still long enough to become a target. Wave after
wave, year after year, they swarmed across the earth like maggots, devouring
every last rotten shred of Roman civilization. Only where there was a local
warlord who understood the old Roman way of training an army was there any
chance of maintaining order.


“The warlords
called themselves Governors, Procurators and other fancy sounding Roman titles
- but they were just warlords. Most of them were brutes but at least they
maintained order. Naturally, the church allied itself with these strongmen for
protection, and I was sent to serve as priest and advisor to one of these
chieftains who controlled part of the Cornish coast.”


“You’re talking
about Uther Pendragon, right?” The note of skepticism and sarcasm in Jason’s
voice was impossible to miss.


“I am talking
about Uther Pendragon”, Merlin nodded. “I was so young and arrogant. I honestly
thought my piety and Uther’s tiny army could prevent civilization from plunging
into the abyss. Oh, don’t get me wrong, Uther was a fine soldier and, to give
him credit, he did manage to hold back the Welsh and the Picts. But, although
none of us knew it at the time, there were far worse things than barbarians out
there.


“I studied
frantically, trying to devise ways to help Uther defend his little kingdom. I
studied the stars for the best time to do battle and worked with the elements -
earth, air, fire and water - to discover anything that might give him an edge.”
The pace of Merlin’s discourse had been steadily increasing for some time - as
though his urgency would help convince Jason of his truthfulness. But now he
fell silent, running a hand over his eyes, shaking his head from side to side.


When he resumed,
Merlin abruptly changed the subject as though the weight memory threatened to
overwhelm him. “Uther’s first wife, Ygrane, was a kind, gentle, pious Christian
woman. Tragically, she could not give her husband what he needed most, a male
heir. In my first five years at court she gave birth to three children, all
born dead. Twice she nearly died herself, poor child. Only once did God see fit
to deliver her a living child, and it was a female. They named her Morcant.”


“Now you’re
talking about Morgana le Fay.”


Merlin nodded
and continued. “Even as an infant she was a striking little thing, hair as
thick and black as a raven’s wing. Uther loved her as he loved her mother. But
a male heir was essential to ensuring his kingdom after his death. Finally, out
of sheer desperation, he appealed to the pope for a divorce and I supported his
petition. God help me, had I known what tragedies that simple act would
eventually cause I would have fallen on a sword. But none of us can know the future,
not even Merlin.


“Only months
after his wife and daughter were sent away, Uther married again. I give him
credit; he had a talent for picking charming women. Gotgiffu, his second queen,
gave him a male heir after hardly more than a year. They named him Arturus -
the one you know as Arthur.” For the first time since he began speaking, Merlin
smiled. “By the time Arthur was five years old, his half-sister Morgana would
have been about eight and she had already developed a seething hatred for the
father who cast her off and she swore she would find a way to seize his throne.
Supposedly, she even claimed she would kill Arthur. Most of Uther’s advisors
counseled him to have the girl killed, but he insisted it was just the ranting
of a lonely child. He could never have harmed his children.”


The strain of
remembering so many painful events was obvious. Merlin’s craggy face looked
drawn, making him appear no more substantial than a ghost from a time
remembered by him alone. Afraid the strain was becoming too much for the old
man, Jason asked if he wanted to take a break.


“No, you really
need to hear all of this if you’re going to understand.” he replied. “But, if
you don’t mind, I think I could use another drink.”


While Jason went
to the cabinet to get the bottle, Merlin picked up where he had left off. “It
must have been only a few years later that the real enemy came.”


“These are the
people you think are still looking for you?” Jason said, handing over a fresh
glass of sour-mash bourbon. “The ones you’re still afraid of.”


“Yes. But I
wouldn’t exactly call them people.” Merlin glanced up from his chair, accepting
the glass with a wan, enigmatic smile.


“It started with
rumors. The occasional ship that risked the dangerous channel crossing brought
stories of an invader so unstoppable that there was literally no way to oppose
them. The storytellers insisted they were striking all across Europe and that
they moved with incredible speed; one week they were in Poland the next in
Greece or Gaul. Naturally, everybody laughed. But once they struck nearer home,
the laughing stopped. The war was terrible beyond anything you can imagine. Entire
villages were wiped out in hours; cottages, fields, forests - all burned to the
ground. Not a soul left alive. No one knew where they came from or when they
might strike, and once they struck it was too late.


“Uther’s legions
and those of his allies banded together to fight this terrible enemy. I tried
to make some small contribution; developing new siege equipment and weapons. After
months of waiting for the enemy to appear, Uther and his allies became
determined to hunt them down. How they expected to find them, I don’t know, but
soldiers are always impatient for battle. I was asked to go along. Naturally, I
agreed. It was the greatest mistake of my life. I only lasted through the first
battle; if you can dignify such a route as a battle.


“When they
attacked, our army was camped near a village on the Salisbury Plain. They
literally came out of nowhere. There weren’t many of them, there didn’t need to
be. Terror is a far more effective weapon than numerical superiority. The
battle lasted half an hour, but it seemed like an eternity. The fire engulfed
everything and everyone - the living and dead alike. Within minutes the smoke
and stench of burning bodies shrouded the field. Soldiers and animals, their
clothes, hair and skin on fire, stumbled over the charred bodies trying to
escape. Somehow, one of Uther’s men actually got close enough to kill one of
them but our army was utterly destroyed. It was more than I could bear. I ran
as fast and as far as I could. It’s only by the grace of God that I escaped.


“I think my mind
must have come unhinged that day. For years I wandered from village to village
trying to warn people. But there would have been nowhere to run to, even if
they had understood my ramblings. Thinking I was a lunatic, they drove me away,
pelting me with sticks and stones, shouting, "Myrddin Wyllt, Myrddin Wyllt!" It means Merlin the wild. I
couldn’t blame them.”


As Merlin rambled
on, his hands shaking, sweat gathering in tiny incandescent beads on his brow,
Jason recalled accounts he had read of the supposedly real, historical Merlin -
stories of an ancient Welch cleric so terrified by a horrible battle that he
wandered the countryside, completely mad, for years. Could this be the same
man? Was it possible that the Merlin of legend was also the Merlin of history
and that this very man was now in Jason’s house, spilling out his tragic
life-story? The sound of Merlin’s quavering voice snapped Jason out of his
disquieting reverie.


“It must have
been ten years or more, before I heard that Arthur had surfaced to claim his
father’s throne. I didn’t believe it. My confused mind refused to accept that
anyone from Uther’s court could have survived. But finally, after what must
have been a decade-and-a-half of wandering aimlessly, I made my way back to
Cornwall. The kingdom was in tatters; decaying villages covered the landscape,
some burned out and some just abandoned. The old Roman villa that had been
Uther’s palace was nearly in ruins. But the stories were true. Arthur was there
and had claimed his father’s crown.


“I don’t know
how he recognized me. I would never have known him. He had only been six or
seven when I last saw him and now he was twenty. Tall, strong, blond, with
braided hair hanging half way down his back, he had a real soldier’s bearing
about him. He was a natural prince. Men who were three times his age followed
him without question. It was probably only charity that made him take me in. I
certainly had nothing to offer him: an old man in a tattered priest’s gown with
his mind in a jumble. By the time I could offer him any real advice he must
have been twenty-five – about your age.” For the first time in nearly
half an hour, Merlin glanced up at Jason.


“Actually,”
Merlin continued with a sigh, “he didn’t need my advice. He was doing fine on
his own. He had taken steps to rebuild his father’s army and political
allegiances. I think he knew the enemy would eventually come back. He also knew
that somewhere, out there in the forests, Morgana was still plotting to destroy
him and seize the throne.”


Merlin had been
pushing himself with a desperate urgency. It seemed as though his story had
been bottled-up for so long that if he didn’t get it out he would explode. When
he finally paused for breath, Jason began asking questions he hoped would fill
in some of the gaps in the story.


“Umm, Merlin...”
he began. With these few words, Jason unwittingly acknowledged to himself that
the strange intruder was, indeed, the incomparable magician of legend. “Arthur’s
court, what was it really like? I mean, so far a lot of the story, at least the
characters, follow the Arthurian legends. What about the rest of them? Guinevere,
Lancelot, Gawain, were they real? What was Camelot like?” Jason stopped himself
when he realized he sounded like an excited child demanding to know what he
would get for Christmas.


“First of all,
Jason, they were not characters. They were human beings and they were my
friends.”


“I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean...”


“I know you
didn’t. We just need to establish what is fact and what is fiction. Uther,
Morgana, Guinevere – although she was Welsh and her name was actually
Gwenhwyfar - and Arthur were all very real. The rest were creations of fiction.
All except my dear, sweet Vivian.” Merlin offered a small, sad smile.


“Vivian?”


“You probably
know her as the Lady of the Lake.”


Jason’s eyebrows
knitted together in an incredulous scowl. “I thought she was supposed to be a
fairy or something.”


“Let’s just
leave it at ‘or something’, and yes, before you ask, she really did give Arthur
his sword. It’s amazing, it seems like it was only a few days ago that I was
walking with Arthur along the Cornish coast. We spent a lot of time simply
staring at the sea.” His magnificent blue eyes were moist with pain.


Jason frowned
slightly as though he had been expecting some dramatic twist that would explain
the impossible presence of Merlin in the twenty-first century. As he pondered
the fact that his entire perception of reality and myth was being turned upside
down, Merlin returned to his story.


“For a time,
things went pretty well for Arthur. By the time he was thirty, which was much
nearer the end of a man’s life than it is today, Arthur was far more astute than
his father had ever been and he had established alliances with chieftains and
kings across southwest Britain. That may not seem like much by your standards,
but at the time it was a major accomplishment. The one issue he never addressed
was his half-sister, Morgana. If he had followed a lot of people’s advice,
including mine, he would have had her hunted down and killed.”


“Whoa,” Jason
interjected, his eyes wide and round. “I thought you were a priest. Don’t you
think that’s a little harsh?”


“Had I known
then what I learned later, I would have ordered her killed like the rabid
animal she was. Believe me, young man, when I tell you she would quite
literally have destroyed the world for the sake of revenge. Morgana le Fay had
relinquished the right to be classed among the children of God.”


“Ok, take it
easy.” Jason made braking movements with his hands. “Point taken. She was
crazy. So what happened then?”


“Initially,
nothing. She was so deranged that no one would ally themselves with her except
brigands and outlaws. And such men do not constitute an army. They could never
cooperate long enough to seize a town, let alone conquer a kingdom.”


“I know you’re
leading up to something here. Are you going to tell me, or do I have to guess?”


“So you can see
it coming? For a thousand and a half years I have wondered why none of us saw
it at the time. Now, it all seems so obvious.”


Feeling only
slightly queasy, Jason offered “She went to them, Uther’s old enemies, didn’t
she?”


For a second,
Merlin only nodded his head. Finally he squeezed out a faint “Oh, yes. She
became their agent, spying for them, telling them everything they wanted to
know.”


“And they came
back and destroyed Arthur’s kingdom didn’t they?”


A small, sad “Yes”
was all Merlin offered.


“And they’re the
ones you think are still after you.” Jason stated it as a fact, but he needed
Merlin to confirm it for him.


“I know they’re
still after me, Jason, and so is Morgana le Fay.”


“What? How in
the hell could she still be alive? She would have to be sixteen-hundred years
old.” Jason asked the question before realizing the answer was setting in the
chair opposite him.


“She stayed
alive all these centuries the same way I have. They - the enemy - told her
how.”


“Wait, wait. Are
you telling me you went over to their side, too?”


“Not at all. Along
with everything else they taught her in exchange for her services, they gave
her the secret of longevity. I stole it from her along with every other scrap
of information she ever got from them.”


“And that’s why
they’re looking for you?”


“Of course. That,
and the fact that one of the things I learned when I raided her library was how
to keep them from attacking.”


“And now you’re
out in the open where they can find you.” He paused before voicing the thought
that was now running wildly through his head. “We’re in big trouble, aren’t
we?”


“You cannot even
imagine.”


“You have to
tell me Merlin, who were they? I guess I mean, who are they?”


The old man
stared at Jason through his shaggy eyebrows for a long moment, trying to decide
if this young man was ready to absorb the truths he would have to know. Finally,
after a deep breath, Merlin answered with a single word. “Dragons.”


“Dragons.” Jason
repeated the word very slowly as if he had never encountered this particular
combination of sounds before. Inwardly, Jason had to fight to keep himself from
laughing; but whether he wanted to laugh because the situation was so absurd,
or because of some hysterical panic creeping up through his stomach, he
couldn’t quite tell. Finally he realized that if he could believe the rest of
Merlin’s wild tale, there was no earthly reason he shouldn’t believe in dragons
as well. “Jesus.” He said vaulting from the chair, rubbing his temple with a
shaking hand.


Jason wandered
aimlessly around the room, finally heading toward the dark window, watching as
big, juicy raindrops splattered against the glass. He could feel Merlin’s eyes
following him, waiting. Looking out at nothing in particular, Jason finally
spoke. “I think you were right. I just can’t accept this. Do you have any idea
how impossible it sounds?”


“If I hadn’t
seen them for myself, I don’t know if I would have believed it, and I come from
a time when the most impossible superstitions were routinely accepted as fact. All
I know is that it’s imperative that you believe me.”


Turning to lock
eyes with the old man, Jason said “Merlin, if nothing else, you can believe
that I really, really don’t want to see any dragons.”


“Then you must
help me find a way to rebuild my globe before Morgana finds me. Because if she
does, we will all see dragons, and I guarantee it will not be pleasant.”


“Ok, ok.” Jason
tried to find some way to make sense of a world suddenly gone utterly crazy. “Let’s
say - just for the sake of argument - that I believe you. How long do we have to
make another globe?”


“Months, weeks,
maybe only days; how can I tell? But, you see, it took me nearly five years to
make the first globe.”


All of a sudden
Jason felt as though he were going to throw up. His head swam and his field of
vision contracted until it was like looking through a tunnel. All he could say
was “Great.”


Exhausted,
confused and, if he was completely honest with himself, nearing a state of
panic, Jason wandered across the room toward the liquor cabinet, picking up the
empty glass next to Merlin’s chair on his way. “Maybe,” he muttered as he bent
down near Merlin’s chair, “you had better tell me everything you can about
Morgana le Fay and these dragons. If I don’t know what the hell is going on you
can’t expect me to be much help. Can you?”


“No, I don’t
suppose I can.” Merlin said quietly. “And, Jason, thank you for believing me.”


Jason said
nothing, but let out a long, deep sigh of resignation.
















Chapter Five



 

Morgana le Fay
looked at the delicate antique mirror as she tucked it back into the black
velvet pouch and placed it inside the top drawer of her desk. It was a lovely
little thing. The crystal face was backed not with the usual silver coating but
with crushed diamonds; the oval frame delicately worked in pure gold. It had
been a gift from Lucrezia Borgia, who Morgana had considered a close friend, if
a bit indiscrete in her relationships with men. The mirror’s value must be in
the hundreds of thousands of dollars but it’s true worth lay in its usefulness
as a scrying glass. For more than five hundred years Morgana had used it to spy
on friends and enemies alike and today it may have provided its most valuable
service. While making a routine check on her many enemies, as well as those
foolish enough to trust her, the mirror had picked up the vibrations of her
oldest and most reviled enemy.


Locking the
drawer, Morgana idly fingered the ancient bronze brooch holding the dark purple
scarf to her dress. The brooch had been a gift from Ygrane, her mother. Finally,
she would have revenge on that horrible old man who had helped her father
discard her mother, kept that nasty little creature, Arthur, on the throne and
thwarted her plans for so many, many centuries.


God, this is going to be wonderful. Morgana’s
hand trembled with excitement as she rubbed the brooch. But why had he come out
of hiding? Had he finally figured out how to close the gate permanently? No, probably not. If he had, he would have
done it immediately. Damn, if I could only hear what he and that boy were
talking about.


Scrying glasses
were wonderful things but watching people without knowing what they were saying
could be so frustrating. Approach this
logically. If he can’t close the gate then he probably never meant to expose
himself. An accident? Probably. Did that boy have something to do with it? Are
they working together? The boy didn’t look like much of a wizard and Merlin
obviously hasn’t learned any new tricks. He was still wearing the same seedy
gown and doing the same insipid disappearing tricks he did sixteen-hundred years
ago. No wizard worth his salt did crap like that anymore. He hasn’t been able
to keep up with the times, has he? Doddering old fool.


Since she did
not yet know where Merlin was, or what he was up to, the only thing Morgana
could do was watch, wait, learn as much as she could, counter every move he
made, destroy his allies and decide on the best way to eliminate him once and
for all. She hadn’t figured that part out yet but it needed to be something
delicious, something very special, something that would simultaneously
humiliate him and fill his last seconds with shrieking terror. But first, she
had to share the good news. Morgana pushed her chair back from the desk, rose
and walked across the room.


Two walls of the
library were covered with floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Most of the books were
the kind rich people buy by the yard to look good and impress their guests;
expensive volumes bound in fine leather but never read. This library, however,
never had guests to ogle at the books – it never had guests of any kind. Walking
to the center of one wall, Morgana touched the edge of a book, a yellow,
morocco-bound edition of Thomas Malory’s Le
Morte D’Arthur. Morte D’Arthur
– the Death of Arthur – the irony always made her smile. Pulling
the uppermost corner toward her, Morgana stepped back while the wall parted and
two sections of shelving swung silently outward. Pushing them to the sides, she
surveyed the contents of the hidden space nestled behind them. To either side
were shelves packed with ancient scrolls and books bound in leather so old it
was turning to dust. In the center was a polished, golden disk nearly a yard in
diameter. Beneath it sat a bank of crystal dials and levers engraved with
indecipherable symbols. To one side sat a computer keyboard. It was toward the
keyboard that Morgana’s excited hand strayed. Punching the ‘enter’ key she
listened to the reassuring hum as the computer powered up.


When the correct
codes were entered the surface of the big disk alternately clouded and cleared
until, after several minutes, a hideous face filled the disk, leering across
time and space, staring at her. Long, gray-green crocodile-like jaws filled
with crooked yellow teeth filled half of the screen. Above them a pair of
gigantic golden eyes with glowing red pupil-slits stared malignantly at
Morgana. The voice, when it came, was a hollow, rumbling hiss.


“I am Astaroth
the eternal. I am legion and my numbers are many. I have been patient with you,
Morcant le Fay. I have given you knowledge and power and eternal life –
all the things a small, petty creature like yourself could desire – and
yet you have failed to grant the one small thing I ask of you. When will I
regain control of the gate?”


The thought
running through Morgana’s mind was God,
why does he always have to be so bloody melodramatic, but her words were
far more temperate. “My great Lord Astaroth, I come as your humble servant
offering hopeful news. Our ancient enemy, Merlin Emrys ap Morfryn, has
inadvertently exposed himself to the world and in your name I will destroy him
and set you free.”


The creature’s
vertical red pupils expanded slightly. “And thus will you rectify your own
mistake, for it was your negligence which allowed this human to gain control
over our passageway into your world. But I am generous and forgiving. Correct
this gross error and the world shall lay at your feet.” The creatures tongue
flicked in and out of its nightmarish mouth. “When will the gate be opened?”


“I don’t know
where he is yet, or how many confederates he may have. I will destroy them all
to prevent another from taking his place when he is dead.”


The gigantic
eyes blinked again. “Cause him to suffer, Morcant le Fay. Make them all suffer.
Their pain must be great.”


It was the first
time since beginning the conversation that Morgana smiled. “I swear it, My
Lord.”


“Let it be soon
and report to me regularly on your progress. For I am Astaroth and my patience
is not without limits.”


“Soon, My Lord.”


As suddenly as
the face had appeared, it winked out of existence and the golden disk went
blank.


Good. A little time to play with the old
fart before I kill him.


Morgana gently
closed the bookcases before leaving the room. Walking with a small spring in
her step, she began to whistle. The tune was Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf. She
had always liked the insipid little ditty. She taught it to a close friend in
Germany during the late 1930s and it had become one of his favorites, too. Some
years later she heard he had whistled it incessantly during his final days in
the bunker beneath Berlin; just before he put a bullet through his head. Pity,
too. Adolf was such an interesting man, so dedicated to his work. Now there was a man who knew how to make his
enemies suffer. Kindred spirits are so hard to find in a world of dull-spirited
weaklings.

















Chapter Six



 

Jason plopped
back onto the couch with a sigh. With luck, Merlin might offer something that
made sense, but Jason doubted anything so reasonable would happen. He was
right.


“What I am about
to tell you now will challenge everything you thought you knew about the world.
But believe me when I tell you the survival of the human race depends on how
you deal with this information.”


Jason did not
like the sound of this but he was not about to swallow some apocalyptic
nightmare without question. He was a scholar, not some credulous kid who still
believed in comic book villains and superheroes. “Look, Merlin” he began, “for
some weird reason, I’m starting to believe you are who you say you are. And I
know you seriously believe there are some really evil bastards who have been
after you for a thousand years. But dragons? There’s not a single shred of
evidence that they have ever existed.”


“Ah, but there
is. It’s just that no one chooses to believe it. First of all, there were very
few survivors of dragon attacks; and those who did survive were driven half mad
by what they saw, so no one believed them. What reasoning person would believe
a story about gigantic flying reptiles? Even people who believed in the Holy
Grail and Unicorns scoffed at such things.”


“Ok, ok. So what
proof is there? Give me something solid to convince me.”


“Everyone knows
the story of Saint George slaying the dragon. Were you aware that the first
version of the account came from Greece? This was the first dragon story to
reach England during Uther’s time and about same time that dragons entered
Chinese art - around the year 450. They probably appeared in the east first,
but it was only a matter of time before they were attacking everywhere. And yet
news of the attacks were either disbelieved or suppressed.”


“Suppressed? By
who?”


“By the church. They
didn’t want to be accused of spreading panic, so they buried the entire story.”


“Why would they
do that? Why didn’t they warn people?” Jason asked.


“Because they
believed it was the end of the world. It was the Biblical prophesies coming
true; precisely the way it was foretold in the book of Revelations. Are you
familiar with Revelations?”


Jason shifted
uneasily. “I haven’t exactly read it. Our church never had much time for
Revelations: all that stuff about the seven seals and the beast from the pit
and all that crap.”


“The earliest
written account of dragons is found in chapter twelve of the book of
Revelations. It says: ‘And there appeared another wonder in heaven; and behold
a great red dragon, having seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on its
head.’ The ones I saw didn’t have seven heads or any crowns, but the warning is
clear enough.”


“Yeah, well,
there’s a lot of goofy stuff in Revelations and most of it just can’t be taken literally.
So, where were these dragons supposed to come from?”


“Revelations
says the dragons appeared in the heavens. That implies that they flew from
somewhere, and it goes on to say: ‘And there was war in heaven: Michael and his
angels fought against the dragon, and the dragon fought his angels.’ The
implication is obvious: the dragons were the legions of Satan - his fallen
angels.”


“Ok, so
apparently they were driven out of heaven and came to earth. But that still
doesn’t tell us how they got here, does it?”


“No. But in chapter
seventeen of Revelations it says: ‘The beast that thou saw shall ascend out of
the bottomless pit’.”


“Wait. Back up. I
thought they came out of heaven. How can they come out of a bottomless pit if
they came from the sky? That doesn’t make any sense.”


“No?” A small,
knowing smile played across Merlin’s lips. “Don’t think about Biblical
cosmology, Jason, think about your modern science. Why can’t there be a
bottomless pit in the heavens? Think of it as a vast hole in the universe.”


“You’re talking
about a black hole, a wormhole to some other dimension, or something like that.
Is that what you’re getting at?”


“It would
explain a lot, wouldn’t it?”


“Now, hang on a
minute. I think you’re getting your stories mixed up. Now we have King Arthur
versus the Klingons. This is getting about as far out as Revelations.” Jason
was tired, his mind was foggy from weeks of lost sleep and now his whole world
was being turned inside out. “Ok, ok, so just tell me what, exactly, you saw? How
many of them were there?”


“I only saw
three or four, but who knows. Dozens, hundreds, thousands, how could anyone
know?”


His mind reeling
under the weight of so many impossibilities, Jason was ready to grasp at any
fact that might dispel the thought of flying nightmares. “But even if they once
existed, how could an entire army of dragons go unnoticed for fifteen hundred
years? Maybe in the fourth century they could stay out of sight, but this is a
different world. There just isn’t anywhere left to hide.”


Merlin nodded in
sympathy with Jason’s obvious panic. “They went back through the…what did you
call it, a black hole? It’s where they live.” He gestured with one long finger,
scribing small circles toward the ceiling. “Somewhere out there.”


“That’s just so
fucking wrong.” Jason said, shaking his head.


“In God’s
creation there are an infinite number of universes. Even modern humans, for all
their technology and space travel and orbital telescopes, have no idea of the
vast strangeness of the cosmos.”


“But you still
haven’t told me why there isn’t any evidence of their having been here. No
bones, no remains, nothing. If they were, or are real, why didn’t they leave
anything behind?”


“That has to do
with the physical nature of dragons. They are essentially energy beings; they are
made of energy the way life on earth is made of matter. We - all animals on
earth - consume matter and transform it into energy inside our bodies. Dragons
consume energy and convert it into matter; it’s how they keep their corporeal
shape. They don’t eat the people and animals they attack; they burn them with
their breath and absorb the energy released by the fire. A dragon will descend
on a burning village the way a glutton bellies-up to a banquet table.”


“But there
aren’t any remains. I mean, you said that one of Uther’s soldiers killed one of
them. What happened to the body? If these things are as big as you say they
are, surely something would have been discovered by now.” Jason was grasping at
straws in an attempt to make all this go away: banished to the black hole where
the dragons lived.


“Because they
burn them too.”


“Eooo! You mean
they eat their own dead?”


“In a manner of
speaking. They burn them and consume the energy. Nothing is lost. One of your
physicists, I think his name was Einstein, proved that energy can neither be
created nor destroyed. So they simply recycle it. Indefinitely. And that’s what
makes them so dangerous to the modern world.” Merlin raised his eyebrows ever
so slightly, waiting for Jason’s inevitable question.


“How’s that?”


“Because” Merlin
replied, “all of your modern technology is based on the expenditure of massive
amounts of energy. As energy-based creatures, the dragons will absorb the
energy released by the very bombs sent to destroy them. There is no way of
knowing how much energy one of your hydrogen bombs might provide them with. In
the past, in my time, they had to rely on the energy released by the fires they
started. But now....” he let the sentence dangle in mid-air.


“Oh, God, make
this go away.” Jason buried his face in his hands. The entire world had turned
into a kaleidoscope, the pieces tumbling and falling on top of each other,
rearranging reality into strange and horrifying patterns. Finally he looked up,
peeking through his fingers. “So, what does all this have to do with you and
Morgana le Fay? Where do you two come into it?”


“As I told you
earlier, somehow, Morgana managed to make contact with the Dragon Lords - the
leaders of the dragons. How she managed it, I have no idea, but she did. She
struck some kind of deal with them. In exchange for her services they shared
some of their knowledge with her; including the prolongation of life through
the absorption of energy.”


“And when you
stole her library, it gave you the knowledge to stay alive all these years.”


“Yes, and thanks
to Morgana’s library, I also learned that the dragons are far more than a pack
of wild animals. They are intelligent, organized creatures with a long-term
strategy. What Morgana was too blinded by hate to realize was that once they
conquered the earth, there was no way they would let her survive - she knew too
much. Besides, they had no intention of leaving anything alive on the planet.”


“Why destroy
everything on the planet?”


“Food. Given
enough time they would reduce every living thing to ashes to consume its
energy. They are, quite literally, planet killers.”


“Not cool. Not
cool at all.” Jason started to feel distinctly queasy for the second time that
night. “But how did you get involved in this mess?”


“I approached
the Church and tried to make them understand it was their duty to help defeat
this terrible enemy.”


“And did they
listen to you?” Jason edged forward on his seat, elbows on his knees, as if
closer proximity to Merlin would help him understand.


Merlin let out a
self-deprecating chuckle. “In a way. They were well aware of the nature of the
threat. You see, not only was the Church aware that the dragons had come out of
the sky, but they were convinced that a human, a woman, in fact, would be in
league with them.”


“Morgana?”


“Morgana.”


“But how did
they know that?” Jason leaned closer, absorbing every detail of Merlin’s
dialogue.


“Revelations,
again. In the seventeenth chapter is says: ‘...And I saw a woman sat upon a
scarlet colored beast. And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet color,
and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a golden cup in her
hand full of the abominations and filthiness of her fornication. And upon her
forehead was a name written, Mystery, Babylon the Great, the Mother of Harlots
and Abominations of the Earth’.”


Excited now,
Jason remembered something from his perfunctory Bible studies. “That’s the
Whore of Babylon. Right?”


“Exactly. And
the leaders of the Church also believed it was describing Morgana.”


“So what did
they do about it?”


Again Merlin
chuckled. “Took the easy way out. It’s what they do, you know. They wouldn’t
get their hands dirty, so they needed someone to do their dirty work for them,
someone to bring them proof of Morgana’s involvement with the dragons.”


“So?”


Suddenly Merlin
leaned forward, trapping Jason with his electric blue eyes. “So they sent me to
deal with the whole mess. They said it was my duty as a priest and my destiny.”


“So you raided
her library looking for evidence?”


“Correct.”


“And you must
have found what you were looking for.”


“Oh, yes. More
information than you could possibly imagine or believe.”


At this point,
Jason thought he could probably believe anything. “And it gave you the
information to stop the dragon attacks. Right?”


“Correct. I
managed to close the hole in the sky. But it has taken all of my energy for all
these centuries to keep the portal shut while I tried to find a way to close it
permanently. And that’s why I am so afraid they might come back now.”


“At least, you
must have felt pretty good about it at the time. I mean, stopping an entire
army of dragons and all.”


“Maybe, for a
few days, but her thugs hunted me down like a wild animal. It took years of
running and hiding to decipher Morgana’s books. And all that time I was
simultaneously developing the sphere so I could hide long enough to figure out
how to defeat the dragons permanently.” He sighed with a weariness born of
centuries of isolation, worry and fear. “I had no idea it would take so
long...so very, very long.”


It seemed
redundant, but for his own peace of mind Jason felt compelled to ask the
question again. “And you’re sure she’s still out there? Morgana, I mean.”


“She is
definitely still out there. I don’t know where, but she is still alive and in
touch with the world around her. She was always good at manipulating people and
events to suit her own ends. After all these years she must have accumulated a
vast amount of power and wealth, and I am absolutely certain she is just as
ruthless and cruel as she was the last time I saw her.”


“How can you be
so sure?”


“I’ve followed
her in my scrying crystal and I watch her moving through time, shaping events
of cruelty designed to topple governments and hurt people in the most horrible
ways imaginable. Things like wars, genocide, the whole litany of man’s
inhumanity to man. But when she discovers I’m out in the open, she will
concentrate all her efforts in one direction - my destruction. Then she will
open the gate and it will start all over again; the fires, the killing, the
death. Only this time it will be a thousand times worse than before. I can’t
let that happen. We can’t let that happen.”


While Merlin
talked, Jason had wandered toward the window again. It was almost dawn. The
rain had stopped and the first feeble rays of the September sun crept weakly
across an ash gray sky. For almost everyone in the world beyond this room,
today would be just like every other day. But for Jason, today was going to be
very different and he was sickeningly unsure if any day in the future would
ever be the same again. Finally, he turned and looked at Merlin. “We have to
tell somebody; warn them. I’ll go with you.”


“Thank you, but
who would we tell? The police? The government? Who would believe us?”


“Probably
nobody.”


“Absolutely. And
even if they did, they would lock us up.”


“To keep us from
going public.”


“Historically,
people in positions power do not take well to troublemakers. Besides, if by
some miracle the governments of the world believed us, the military would use
their weapons against the dragons. In the end, those charged with stopping the
dragons would become their unwitting allies.”


“So what the
hell do we do?”


“I think we
should get some sleep.” Then, his smile broadening, he added “Even wizards have
to sleep, you know.”


“Right. You can
have the bed. I’ll take the couch. I guess my bones are a lot younger than
yours.”
















Chapter
Seven



 

Even though
Merlin was no longer invading his dreams, Jason’s sleep was far from restful. Images
of fire breathing dragons and bloody, ancient battles kept him tossing and
turning until sheer exhaustion finally pitched him into oblivion. By the time
he awoke, it was midafternoon. From the bedroom came the sound of tuneless
humming above the steady clicking of computer keys. Stumbling across the living
room, Jason peeked around the corner. “You up already?” he asked.


Turning the desk
chair a hundred and eighty degrees toward the door, Merlin’s smiling face
beamed back at him. “When you get to be as old as I am you don’t need much
sleep. How was your night?”


Jason only screwed
up his face and shrugged in response.


“That’s what I
thought. It didn’t sound very good from in here.”


“I’m sorry. I
didn’t mean to keep you up.”


“Don’t worry
about me, Jason.” Leaning back in the chair, Merlin folded his hands in his lap.
“Look,” he began, “if we’re going to get through this, you have to learn to
remain calm. I understand that won’t be easy, given what you now know, but it
is essential that we are both at our best.”


Jason nodded and
attempted a wan smile. “Ok.” Then he added, “I think I’m going to get a shower.
Then we can talk some more.”


“A what?”


“A shower. You
know, like, a shower.”


Merlin only
stared blankly.


“Oh, my God. You
don’t know what a shower is, do you? How can you know how to run a computer and
not know what a shower is?”


Merlin drew a
deep breath before responding. “As I explained, thanks to my scrying glass, I
have been able to keep up on general trends through the passing centuries. But
specific knowledge of your day-to-day world only came to me through your
thoughts; evidently you spend more time thinking about operating your computer
than this shower thing. So educate me. What, precisely, is a shower?”


Without saying a
word, Jason took Merlin’s hand in his and led him toward the bathroom and
pointed toward the ancient, claw-foot tub surrounded by plastic curtains.


“I assumed that
was where you bathed, was I wrong?”


“No, you were
right. But nobody bathes any more. Not modern people, anyway. Here I’ll show
you.”


After explaining
how the shower worked, Jason handed Merlin a fresh towel, adjusted the water to
a comfortable temperature and left the room. Minutes later, the sound of a rich
tenor voice singing in some ancient, unknown language came floating into the
little kitchen where Jason busied himself making coffee. He smiled thinly to
himself, shaking his head. Evidently some things didn’t change from millennia
to millennia.


When Merlin
stepped into the kitchen twenty minutes later his hair and beard were as fluffy
and milky white as Santa Claus’s and an ear-to-ear grin was the only thing the
old man was wearing.


“Wonderful. Absolutely
wonderful. I feel five hundred years younger.” He said, the smile never leaving
his face.


Jason almost
choked on a mouthful of hot coffee, in a vain attempt to hold back a laugh. “Would
you like some clean clothes to put on? You can’t go around like that all day.”


“I hadn’t
thought about it, actually. I probably do look a bit obvious.” he said. Peering
down at his skinny, pink body and spindly legs, he looked back up at Jason and
grinned again.


“You must feel
better.” Jason said, squeezing past Merlin, heading back toward the bedroom. “Here,
let’s find something for you to wear. You’re lucky; we’re almost the same size.
Tomorrow I’ll go out and get you some clothes.” Throwing open his closet, Jason
said “Here. Pick out anything you want. I’m going to get a shower; then we can
talk.”


When he came out
of the bathroom a few minutes later, Jason found Merlin curled up in a corner
of the couch staring intently at the television. He was wearing a blue-gray
tracksuit. The word “Adidas” on the left breast was nearly obscured by the
flowing beard and hair. For a moment, Jason could only stand and shake his
head. It was one of the most incongruous sights he had ever seen.


Twisting his
head around, Merlin greeted him by pointing toward the television and asking
“Does it amuse your culture to watch people humiliate themselves in public?”


Jason burst out
laughing. It seemed like the first time he had laughed in weeks and it was a
catharsis he desperately needed. When he finally stopped laughing, he said
“Let’s get some food. What would you like?”


“What is a Pizza
Hut? They were talking about it on the television. They looked interesting and
I think I’d like to try one.”


“Sure. I’ll call
out and have a pizza delivered.”


“They bring your
food?” Merlin asked, watching Jason cross the room, switch off the television,
and pick up the phone.


“Oh, yeah, great
thing, home delivery.”


While they
waited for the pizza, Jason sat opposite Merlin in the small room’s only comfortable
chair. “So what do we do now?” he asked.


“It’s too late
to do anything today, so I suggest we rest and marshal our energy.”


Keyed up as he
was, Jason knew Merlin was right. “So, I guess you’ll be staying here with me
then?”


“It would
certainly make things easier.” And then, almost as an afterthought, he added “I
don’t want to be in your way, but I really have nowhere else to go, you know.”


“No, it’s ok. I
guess if I have to play superhero I can handle a roommate for a while. You can
have the bedroom. The computer is already in there so you can use it as much as
you want. I’ll sleep here on the couch and I can borrow a laptop from the
department if I need one.”


“Thank you. That
way I can make the most efficient use of my time. Once I figure out how to
start rebuilding my sphere there will be a great deal of work to do. I already
know we need outside help. You don’t happen to know a scientist who might have
a laboratory I could use?”


“I don’t know
any scientists, period, and there are a lot of different kinds of
laboratories.” Then, almost as an afterthought, “What kind of ingredients do
you need for the sphere; eye of newt and tongue of frog?”


Ignoring Jason’s
joking reference to witch’s brew, Merlin thought for a moment before answering.


“I’m not sure. Science
is so vastly different now. There seem to be hundreds of specialized
disciplines.” Merlin tugged at his beard, leaning his head back in thought. “If
we can find someone with the right equipment we can cut the process to a
fraction of the time it took me. I can spend tomorrow on the computer while
you’re in class. Once I figure out exactly what kind of scientist we need, you’ll
have to help me find the right person.”


Jason couldn’t
remember having met any scientists and hadn’t even thought about going to
class. Only now did he realize he was living two very separate lives: one as a
student and the other helping a wizard save mankind from fire breathing
dragons. He didn’t know if he was up to this. Across the room, Merlin sensed
his turmoil.


“Try not to
think about it, Jason. We just have to do each day’s task as it comes up. No
one can expect any more of themselves than that.”


While Jason
thought this over, trying to keep down the panic, the doorbell rang. Merlin
looked up, his intense, blue eyes darting around the room searching for the
source of the buzzing noise.


“That must be
the pizza guy. I’ll be right back.” Jason was glad for the interruption. It
brought his mind back to the mundane world and kept him from dwelling on the
frightening turn his life had suddenly taken. To keep from thinking about too
much at once, Jason concentrated on explaining pizza and Coke to Merlin. “No
plate, just pick up a wedge and start eating from the point.”


“Well” Jason
finally said as Merlin was stuffing the last bit of crust from the first piece
into his mouth “What do you think?”


“Mmph. Odd. Interesting,
but odd.” he mumbled around a full mouth. “I believe I need to have another
serving before I pass final judgment.” After a few seconds he leaned forward to
pick another slice from the greasy cardboard box. Raising it toward his mouth,
he looked at Jason, winked, and said, “Just to make sure.”


The meal, which
should have revived him, only made Jason realize how exhausted he was. He had
only been up for four hours and already he wanted to go back to bed, but if he
sacked out now he would be awake in a few hours and another night’s sleep would
be ruined. As his mind idled, he thought of Beverley. How long had it been
since he saw her? Was it only last night?
Saturday, Sunday. Today is Sunday. God, it seems a lot longer than that. Jason
flipped open his phone, looking at it as though he wasn’t sure what to do next.
Dialing Beverley’s number he wondered what to say if she asked what he was
doing. The conversation was aimless and slightly strained: after he promised to
see her the next day he hung up the phone, went back to the living room and
fell asleep in the chair.


On Monday Jason
went to classes as usual, but while his body occupied a seat, his mind kept
wandering. It was not until he entered the refectory to buy lunch that he ran
into Beverley. She walked up behind him as he stood at the coat rack, taking
off his jacket.


“Hi, ya.” she
said quietly.


Jason turned so
quickly Beverley thought she had frightened him. Responding to her confusion he
tried to gloss over his jumpiness. “Oh. Hi.” He reached out and put a single
arm around her, giving her a lop-sided hug. “How ya doin’?”


“I’m fine. The
question is; how are you? You sounded really strange last night on the phone. Are
you coming down with something? You need to take better care of yourself.”


Yep. Take care of myself, take care of
Merlin the sorcerer, and about a million dragons. No problem, Jason thought
to himself. Out loud, he said “I’ve been really busy getting ready...” Think fast, Jason. “Umm...my grandfather
is coming for a visit in a few days and I’ve been trying to get my apartment
clean...and what with the reception and then the mess in the lab. I guess it’s
just getting to me a little.”


“Oh, how nice. Do
I get to meet him?”


“Who?”


“Your
grandfather. You just said he was coming for a visit.”


Only now did
Jason realize what he had said. Well, at least if everyone thought Merlin was
his grandfather it would explain why he was wandering around with the old man.


“Sure. No
problem. Once he’s settled in we can all get together. But I didn’t come to
talk family. I came to see you and have some lunch. Come on. Let’s eat. I’m
starved,” he said, realizing that he really was hungry.


On their way to
the cafeteria line, Beverley asked. “Is he very old?”


“Is who old?”


“I’m sorry. I
was still thinking about your grandfather. Is he really old?”


“No. He doesn’t
look a day over five hundred.” For some odd reason Beverley couldn’t quite
understand, Jason’s eyes grew just slightly larger when he said this. Then he
added, “But he’s in really great shape for his age.” She cocked her head to one
side, but when Jason broke out in a big grin, she laughed and snuggled her head
against his chest, rubbing a hand across the small of his back.


“I’ll have to
get him something.” She said, pulling back breaking the comfortable contact
with Jason’s chest.


“What do you
mean, ‘get him something’?”


“You know some
silly little thing to remember his trip to England. A souvenir. People always
like souvenirs better when they get them as gifts instead of picking them up in
a tourist shop.”


“Don’t worry
about it. I think he’s spent a whole lot of time in England over the years.”


“Was he here
during the war?”


“Right. Yep. The
War. Definitely.” All the wars. In fact,
just about every war there has ever been. He smiled and gave her a small,
reassuring squeeze but Beverley couldn’t help thinking there was more going on
here than she was being told. Finally she decided it was probably just some odd
family situation that was none of her business.


After his early
afternoon class with Carver Daniels, Jason walked out of King’s Manor to get
some air. He hoped the bustle on the street would help clear his head. The day
was clear and crisp with a light breeze rustling through the trees and bushes
behind him. Had it been nice all day? He hadn’t even noticed. Jumping when he
heard his name spoken almost at his shoulder, Jason turned around, to see
Merlin staring at him, his eyes shining. He was wearing his long gray robe and
goatskin vest.


“God, you scared
the life out of me.”


“I have it.”


“Have what?”


“I know who we
need to help rebuild the sphere.”


“Great! Who?”


“I don’t have a
name. But I know what kind of a scientist we need. Something called a
geochemist. And keep your voice down.”


“Why?”


“Because I’m not
here.”


“Huh?”


“I’m back in
your rooms. I’m just projecting my image into your mind.”


When Jason
reached one hand tentatively toward Merlin his fingers passed right through the
old man’s body. Only then did he notice that in spite of the steady autumn
breeze Merlin’s hair and beard remained unruffled.


“Jesus! Don’t do
that! It’s creepy.” Blinking slowly, he looked around. Everyone within hearing
distance was staring at him. Embarrassed, he hurried down the street, head
bent.


“I’m sorry if I
startled you, but I didn’t know where you were and this was a lot quicker than
wandering through the streets calling your name.”


Jason took a
deep breath before he answered. This time, his voice was a barely audible
whisper. “Ok. Just don’t do it again. Please. People will think I’m cracking
up.”


“Agreed. But the
important thing is that I know who we need. Do you know any geochemists?” Merlin’s
voice sounded perfectly normal. How could it be that nobody else heard him?


“No, I don’t think...”
He paused, remembering something. “Where have I heard that word before? Geochemist?
Give me some time to think” he whispered to the empty space where Merlin stood.
“I have heard that term before. I just can’t put my finger on it. I’ll meet you
back at my place in a couple of hours.” Still mumbling, Jason said “And don’t
creep up on people like that.” But the image had already vanished. As he
wandered toward his last class of the day, Jason decided he would have to get
Merlin some real clothes so he could go out in public without attracting too
much attention. Maybe he could convince Beverley to go shopping with him.


By the time
Jason returned home the late afternoon clouds were beginning to close in on the
city. Entering his apartment, he could hear Merlin rummaging around in his
bedroom muttering to himself. “If you talk to yourself, people will think you’re
going crazy. I learned that this afternoon...” He called out.


Rounding the
doorway into his bedroom, he stared blankly at a scene of incredible disorder. Piled
on the bed and scattered across the floor were literally hundreds of rolls of
parchment. Here and there, dumped among them, were massive books bound between
heavy boards covered with decaying leather. Kneeling on the floor, slowly
backing out from beneath the desk was Merlin. Waving his arms at the clutter,
he said “That’s the problem with scrolls. No way to tell what anything is
unless you store them on marked shelves.”


Jason followed
Merlin’s swirling hands, taking in the mountain of paper and parchment filling
the room. “What is all this?”


“My library, of
course.”


Thoroughly
confused, Jason said, “I thought it was destroyed when you broke out of the
globe.”


“Not at all. I
couldn’t save my laboratory, but I would never allow anything to happen to the
books. Absolutely essential reference material for dragon fighters.”


“Where were
they?”


As he stood up,
Jason could see that over the track suit Merlin had fastened his old belt
bearing the small leather pouch. With a conspiratorial grin, the old man patted
the pouch. “Safe and sound in here.”


Screwing up his
face in disbelief, Jason asked “You expect me to believe you had all this junk
in there?”


“Of course.” Merlin’s
face displayed a feigned innocence.


“Ok. How did you
manage that?”


Taking a step
toward Jason and laying a hand on the young man’s shoulder he said in a low
voice, “The same way I put myself and my laboratory inside the globe. Manipulation
of matter. Simple...once you know how it’s done.”


Jason shook his
head and walked back to the living room. By now he should probably know better
than to ask such silly questions.


“So. Did you
think of any geochemists we might talk to?”


“Snapping to
attention, Jason’s eyes lit up. “In fact”, he said, turning to Merlin with a
smile. “I did. Sheer dumb luck.”


“Saints be
praised. Good boy. Tell me all about it.”


Plopping on the
sofa and propping his feet on the coffee table in a self-satisfied pose, Jason
began. “His name is Jimmy Lo-Pan. Doctor Jimmy Lo-Pan. He is a lecturer in
chemistry out at the main campus. I knew when you said geochemist that I had
heard that term somewhere before. It just took me a while to place it.”


“Do you know
this Doctor Jimmy Lo-Pan well?”


“We met a few
times at parties here and there, so I think I know him well enough to give him
a call. He’s a really nice guy, but obviously I have no idea if he can help
us.”


“You must
convince him. This is absolutely essential, Jason. Have you spoken to him?”


“Not yet, but I
got his number from the campus directory. I can give him a call now.”


“Don’t dawdle,
for heaven’s sake. Call him.”


With Merlin
dogging his every step, Jason opened his phone and punched in Jimmy’s number. While
he waited for an answer, Merlin shuffled from one foot to the other like a
child who needed to pee.


“Hi. Is this
Jimmy Lo-Pan?... Jimmy, this is Jason Carpenter. We...Oh, you do...Great...I’m
fine…Umm, look, Jimmy, I need to get together with you. It’s sort of a
professional thing and I need your advice. Well, your help actually. Do you
think we could meet up one evening this week? Yeah, Wednesday would be
fine...About five?...You got it. See you then. Oh, and Jimmy, I really
appreciate it.”


Even before
Jason hung up, Merlin began talking. “Thank you, Jason, and may God bless you. You’re
well on your way to becoming - what did you call it - a superhero. Well done. When
do we meet with this Jimmy person? Wednesday?


“Yep, the day
after tomorrow. But, just so you know, Jimmy can be a little strange.”


“Strange?”


“Yeah, he’s a
real party boy type. Lots of wine, women and song, if you know what I mean.”


“I knew a lot of
people like that at Arthur’s court. I think I can manage.”


“Good, because
obviously you’re the only one who can explain what you need. I have no idea
what you scientist types talk about.”


“I can explain
it to him, but I need pieces of the globe. He will need to see the glass and
analyze it if he’s going to replicate it accurately. Can you do that?”


“I think I can
do that. I can even get copies of the photos Beverley made when it was still in
one piece.”


“That would help
immensely; get everything you can. With any luck, we may just be able to
reconstruct it before Morgana realizes I’m in the world again.”


“Ok, but if you’re
going to go traipsing around in public, you have to look more presentable.”


Merlin looked
down at the jogging suit, scowled, and looked back up at Jason. “Not good?”


Solemnly, Jason
wagged his head from side to side. “No. Not good. And it’s not just the
clothes. We have to do something with that beard and hair. You’ll just stand
out too much.”


Merlin sighed
and stroked his beard lovingly. “Over the centuries I have become rather, how
should I put it, attached to my beard. But if it has to be, it has to be.”


An hour later,
Jason straightened up from the kitchen chair. In the chair sat Merlin, his
milky white hair had been trimmed so that it just touched his shoulders and was
now pulled back into a pony tail. His beard had lost nearly a foot of its
length and was neatly trimmed to a dignified point three inches below his chin.
When he stood back and examined his handiwork, Jason was rather pleased with
himself. Merlin could effectively pass for a university professor, a jazz
musician or, at the very least, an aging hippy.


“Ready to see
the new Merlin?” Jason asked, picking up a small hand mirror.


The old man held
the mirror in front of his face, moving it slowly from one side to the other,
then upward so he could see the top of his head. “Will this be acceptable?”


“No problem.” As
Jason carried the sheet with its small mountain of hair to the wastebasket, the
doorbell rang. Balling up the sheet, he stepped toward the door, shouting over
his shoulder. “I’ll see who it is. You stay here.”


At the
downstairs door Beverley stood silhouetted against a background of evening
clouds, their fat bellies glowing orange in the soft evening light. She looked
lovely.


“I just came by
to see if you wanted to go out for that cup of coffee we’ve been promising each
other,” she began without even bothering to say hello.


“Oh, hi. Sure.”
Jason said, glancing back over his shoulder, having no idea what to do.


“Are you going
to invite me in or should I just wait here?”


“No, no. I’m
sorry. Sure, come on in.” He stood back a step, allowing her to enter the
narrow hall. Once she was inside, he led the way to his flat, chattering loudly
and clomping his feet in the hope that Merlin would hear them approaching. When
he reached his door, he opened it a crack before stepping aside for Beverley to
enter.


“It’s really
sort of a mess, so maybe you want to close your eyes.”


“That’s ok. I’ve
seen a messy room before.”


Shrugging
slightly, Jason opened the door and ducked through before Beverley. On the
couch sat Merlin, thoroughly enjoying the awkward moment, grinning like the
Cheshire cat, but indicating that Jason should bring his guest inside. Realizing
he was the only one who could see the man on the couch, he gestured Beverley
inside, but having an invisible audience made him feel queasy.


As Jason and
Beverley stepped back out into the hall a few minutes later, Jason poked his
head back inside. Merlin smiled a benign smile motioning him to go. Shutting
the door behind him, Jason leaned against the jamb and heaved a sigh of relief.


“You ok, Jason? You
look a little pale.”


Straightening
up, he forced a smile and said, “No problem, just had to be sure I left a light
on for when I come home. Come on, let’s go get that coffee.”


Leading her down
the stairs, Jason slipped his arm around Beverley’s waist as they passed into
the cool, clear September air. Walking across the square and through the old
city gate at Bootham, they strolled past the massive bulk of York Minster
Cathedral where the omnipresent sidewalk artist was just rolling up a giant
canvass. It was a copy of da Vinci’s Madonna of the Rocks, done in chalk. Stopping
to look at it as it slowly disappeared into itself, Jason could not help but
think it was really a very passable piece of work. He wondered out loud how
sidewalk artists made a living.


“I don’t know.” Beverley
answered. “It must be really hard. But, so is archaeology. I guess some of us
follow what we need to do, and risk starving, rather than just take a job
because it’s safe and secure.” As she talked, he pondered just how insecure his
own life had suddenly become. They wandered aimlessly toward the river, winding
up at Betty’s Tea Shop where they settled into a small table and ordered coffee
and toasted scones.


“I was
wondering.” Jason began “If you would mind going shopping with me tomorrow
after class?”


“I’d love to. What
are we looking for?”


“I need to pick
up some clothes for my granddad. Nothing fancy, just something he can kick
around in.”


“Do you know
what size he wears?”


“We’re about the
same height. I’m a little bit broader in the shoulders than he is, but if they
fit me I’m sure they’ll fit him.”


“Ok.” she
acknowledged. Leaning forward, she became more interested in their little
quest. “What sort of thing did you have in mind?”


Jason pondered
for a moment, rolling the question around in his head before answering. Then it
came to him. “Tweeds. Maybe a nice three-piece tweed suit.” It would certainly
help Merlin blend in, and it would serve him right if he looked like George
Bernard Shaw.


“Ok. Tweeds it
is. Where shall we go?”


“We’ll just poke
around the secondhand shops.”


Beverley scowled
faintly before answering. “Are you sure that’s going to be ok with him? Something
secondhand, I mean.”


“I’m sure. He
won’t mind. Believe me, his clothes are older than anything we’re likely to
find around here.”


The hours passed
far too fast to please either Beverley or Jason. When the cathedral bells rang
nine o’clock, they decided to call it an evening, but arranged to meet at four
the next afternoon for their shopping trip. Walking back to Beverley’s flat,
their conversation drifted to an end and they walked in a warm, comfortable silence.
Pushing open the iron gate in front of the house, Beverley hesitated and turned
to face Jason without looking up to his face. Only when Jason laid a hand on
her shoulder did she look into his eyes. Their kiss was long and warm and moist
and gentle; but they both knew a deep passion was building up beneath it. Pulling
away, she said in a barely audible voice, “Good night, Jason.”


“See you
tomorrow.” He called after her retreating figure.


“Four o’clock. I
won’t forget.” And the door slid shut behind her.


Two days later,
Jason and Merlin were retracing the path he and Beverley had taken on Monday
evening. Merlin, in his new tweed suit, could have easily passed for a
university professor, or an antique dealer. They halted just before reaching
the Lord Mayor’s house, turning into a small, unmarked alleyway. It was the
only entrance to The Vaults, a series of massive, eighteenth century tunnels
which had been converted into a pub specializing in ample quantities of beer
and hefty servings of cheap food. It was an ideal atmosphere for attracting a
perpetual stream of students and young townies looking for a good time.


As Jason and
Merlin descended the long flight of stairs leading to the underground hostelry,
they passed into a netherworld of semi-darkness and noise. The vaulted ceiling
magnified every sound so a dropped fork sounded like a manhole cover slamming
onto the pavement. A shattered beer glass echoed like a bomb explosion. Pausing
just long enough to adjust their eyes to the semi-darkness, Jason tried to
locate Jimmy Lo-Pan. Across the room he heard an hysterical, high-pitched
squeal.


Turning to
Merlin, who was squinting against the wall of noise, Jason shouted “That’s
Jimmy, over there. I’d recognize that laugh anywhere.” Taking Merlin by the
hand, Jason led him down the last few steps and through the crowded room. Their
quarry was seated at a group of tables pulled recklessly together at the far
end of the room. Four or five chairs stood empty but there were still nearly a
dozen people seated around the haphazard conference table, which was jammed
solid with glasses. Most of the glasses were empty, but there were still partly
filled ones in front of nearly everyone. As Jason and Merlin approached, a
voice called out from the bar, “Hey, thimble-guts, you want another pint?”


Jimmy Lo-Pan
threw up his hands in mock horror. “NO. Absolutely not. Make it a Coke.”


“Hey, Jimmy.”


Twisting in his
chair, the figure raised a round, smiling oriental face toward Jason. “Jason. My
man! How you doin’, dude?”


“I’m great
Jimmy. Nice to see you.” Motioning vaguely toward Merlin, he continued “this is
my grandfather...” then, after a slight pause “Umm, Merlin Carpenter.”


Jimmy Lo-Pan
twisted further around in his seat and thrust out a stubby, brown hand. “Nice
to meet you, Merlin Carpenter. I’m Jimmy Lo-Pan. Call me Jimmy, everybody else
does.” From his accent it was obvious that Jimmy Lo-Pan was as American as
Jason.


Tentatively,
Merlin reached out and shook the man’s hand.


Just as Jimmy
scooted back his chair so he could stand up, a pint glass brimming with beer
was thrust on the table in front of him. “Aww, damn it, Bob, I said Coke.” Jimmy
shook his head derisively, but picked up the glass and took a long, deep
swallow of beer.


As he paused to
drink, Merlin and Jason got a good look at their companion. Jimmy was in his
mid-thirties, nearly as tall as Jason, with a cheery face that seemed fixed
with a perpetual smile. His thick, black hair was cut like an inverted bowl,
making him look like Moe Howard of the Three Stooges. When he pulled the glass
away from his face a small white moustache of foam remained on his upper lip.


“What’s this
‘thimble guts’ thing?” Jason asked with a grin. “Can’t hold your liquor?”


“See.” Jimmy
began what was obviously going to be either a long explanation or a weak
excuse. “There’s an enzyme in the human stomach that helps neutralize alcohol. You
guys with round eyes have buckets full of the stuff, but us Chinamen, the Japs,
and the other Orientals, hardly have any at all. We get shit-faced in half the
time you guys do. Of course...” he continued, running his free hand through his
mop of straight, black hair. “...we hardly ever go bald and most of you guys
look like eggs by the time you’re fifty.” With that, he broke into another wild
fit of hysteria. “Come on. Let’s find a table where we can talk.” Casting a
disparaging glance at his table, he raised his voice so everyone there could
hear. “This place is full of drunken barbarians and philistines. It’s no place
for civilized people.” Again the laugh, as a flurry of crumpled napkins and
wadded up, empty snack bags rained down on his head to a chorus of boos and cat
calls.


Leading his
guests to a slightly quieter corner in the next room, Jimmy turned to Jason. “So
this is about real science, is it? I didn’t know you archaeology guys were
interested in the hard sciences.”


Pulling out a
chair, Jason answered “Oh, it’s not me, it’s my granddad. He’s the scientist in
the family.”


Settling into a
chair, Jimmy took a hard look at Merlin, suddenly serious. “Ok, Mr. Carpenter. Tell
Jimmy all about it.”


Returning
Lo-Pan’s gaze with an intensity that took the scientist aback, Merlin began
explaining his situation. “Do you know anything about growing crystals?”


“Piece of cake
if you have the equipment. And I just happen to have the equipment. What
exactly is it you want? I need some details here.”


Without
divulging too much information, Merlin explained that he was trying to
reproduce a hollow, crystalline sphere with a very specific chemical make-up. The
exact dimensions of the sphere could vary slightly from the original, but the
crystalline structure had to be absolutely precise.


“A hollow
crystal sphere, you say? I’ve never heard of anything quite like that.” He
leaned forward, obviously intrigued. “This isn’t something naturally occurring,
is it?”


Merlin admitted
the original had been a man-made object.


“Thought so. I’d
have heard of anything like that if it had been natural. Can I get a look at
the original? It would help a lot.”


Merlin explained
that the original had been accidentally broken and he needed a precise copy as
soon as possible.


“Before somebody
finds out you broke their toy. Right?” Jimmy hinted with a conspiratorial
smile.


“You might say
that. Can you possibly help me?”


“Sounds like it
would be a lot easier if you just wanted me to grow you a nice big chunk of
blue-white diamond, but anything is possible. Can you get me some samples of
the original? I need somewhere to start.”


“Jason and I
have fragments and photographs of the original to show what it looked before
the...accident.”


“Great. No
problem then.”


Leaning forward
until his face was only a foot from Lo-Pan’s, Merlin said quietly. “When can
you start?”


Leaning back,
Jimmy turned to Jason. “Your Grandpa is one seriously intense dude, isn’t he?” Then,
turning back to Merlin, “Come around to my lab about this time tomorrow. Bring
the samples and pictures and anything else you have. We’ll see what we can do.”
As if to break the seriousness of the last minutes, he threw his head back,
laughed and said “Now! How 'bout some beers before we all dry up and blow
away?” Without another word, he stood up and walked toward the bar.


“Is your friend
really a competent scientist?” Merlin asked with a look of unmasked doubt.


“Word around
campus is that he is the best.”


“I hope so. And
you were right, he is a little strange.”


“That’s Jimmy.”


* * * *


The following
day Jason did not have a class with Carver Daniels, so he went to his office to
ask permission to copy Beverley’s drawings and photographs of the sphere. He
would have liked to ask to borrow a few pieces, but that would probably raise
awkward questions. Walking down the narrow hallway on the top floor of King’s
Manor, Jason went to the third door on the right where a small sign read
‘Carver Daniels PhD’. Beneath the sign a typed notice gave Daniels' office
hours for the term. Jason waited a moment, took a deep breath and knocked
quietly on the thick door.


“Yes, yes. Come
in. Come in.” A reedy voice filtered through two inches of solid oak.


Jason turned the
knob and stuck his head around the edge of the door. “Professor Daniels? I hope
I’m not dis...”


“Ahh, Mr.
Carpenter. Come in. Come in.” he repeated, peering over the top of his reading
glasses. “I’m so glad you could come round. Wait, I haven’t rung you yet, have
I? Well, you must be clairvoyant then. I’ve been thinking about ringing you
since yesterday. Or was it Monday? No matter, you’re here now. Please, sit
down.”


“I assume you
wanted to see me, then.” Jason queried, suppressing a smile.


“Yes. The department
has organized a little touring exhibit of last summer’s dig finds. They will be
traveling to Birmingham, Liverpool...” As he spoke Daniels sorted furiously
through a heap of scrawled notes cluttering his desk. “...and, I can’t remember
where all, but four museums all-together. Newcastle, I think... Isn’t that
wonderful?”


“That’s great,
professor. Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?”


“Yes. I wonder
if you could help me crate everything up in preparation for shipping. Since you
led the team in archiving the objects you probably know more about the
collection than anyone else. Probably even more than I do.”


One more thing
to deal with. It was just what Jason needed right now. “Of course I’ll help. When
do they have to be ready?”


“Well, we don’t
really have much time, I’m afraid. The first showing is at the Liverpool Museum
and it opens on October sixteenth, so we need to have everything ready for
shipping by Monday.” Jason’s heart sank as Daniels prattled on. “The Liverpool
staff will be setting up the display themselves, of course, so we need to give
them all the time possible. But I am sure with your copious notes and catalog
details they will have no problem at all. I assume you can get started right
away?”


“Of course,
professor. Right away.” Jason wondered when, and how, he was going to deal with
everything he had to do over the next few days. The answer was obvious. A lot
of late nights.


“Good. Good. Well,
I think that’s all. And thank you for stopping by.” Jason knew he was being
dismissed, but hesitated before rising to leave. Fortunately, Daniels took the
hint. “Oh, you wanted to see me about something, didn’t you?”


“Actually, yes. I
did.”


“What can I do
for you?”


“I was wondering
if it would be all right if I made copies of the photographs and drawings of
the sphere. I just want to do some independent research to see if I can come up
with any additional theories on what it might have been.”


“Of course, my
boy. I admire your initiative. You can make copies for yourself while you’re
making copies for each museum on the tour.”


“Will the
remains of the sphere be going with the other artifacts?” Jason asked in a
tentative voice.


“I don’t see why
not. It was one of the finest finds of the summer and even if it has been
destroyed, the shards should make a compelling contribution to the exhibit,
don’t you think?”


“Absolutely.” This
was just the opening Jason had been hoping for. With the pieces of the broken
sphere on tour for months he could slip a few chips out while he was packing
everything up. No one would ever know they were gone.


“Good. Was there
anything else?”


Rising from his
chair, Jason took a step toward the door. “Nothing, professor, I’m glad I can
be of help. I have a few free hours between classes this afternoon, so I can
get started right away.”


“Excellent. I
knew I could count on you, Mr. Carpenter. If you need anything, just let me
know.”


Returning from
Daniels’ office, Jason felt like he was going to smother. Too much to do. Too much to do. Easy, Jason. Don’t have a panic attack.
If he skipped his next class, he could print out most of the catalogs before he
picked up Merlin for their meeting with Jimmy Lo-Pan. It would also give him an
excuse to be in the archaeology lab and a chance to pocket a few pieces of the
sphere. It had worked out better than he could have hoped.


Just after
four-thirty, Jason locked the lab door and sprinted around the corner of King’s
Manor and ran to St Mary’s Terrace. As he approached the house he could see
Merlin on the sidewalk, pacing up and down like he was trying to wear a hole in
the pavement. As he dashed across the street, Merlin met him half way.


“Did you get
everything?” the old magician asked anxiously.


“Got it. Chunks
of your sphere, copies of the photographs and drawings, measurements, everything.”
Then, taking the lead, he said “Come on, if we’re lucky we can catch a cab and
get to the main campus before rush hour.”


Stepping out of
the cab in front of Jimmy Lo-Pan’s building, Jason glanced down at his watch. Five-twenty-five.
Five minutes early. For the first time in hours, Jason took a breath without
feeling like he was going to choke on it.


The lab was in
the starkly modern Houghton Physical Sciences building in the middle of an
equally modern campus. Unlike the winding halls and cramped rooms at the manor,
the corridors here were wide and straight. They passed dozens of identical
metal doors before finding the one bearing the number Jimmy had given them. B134.
Jason knocked, his knuckles ringing hollowly on the cold metal.


From inside came
a muffled voice. “Enter if you dare.”


Once inside,
they were confronted with a large, low ceilinged room with all four walls
covered by ranks of filing cabinets, shelves filled with bottles and jars,
banks of computer monitors and electronic equipment the purpose of which Jason
could not even begin to guess. Merlin stood as still as a statue, his head
twisting slowly from one side to the other, taking it all in. “Laboratories
seem to have evolved a bit.” He whispered to Jason in a barely audible voice.


Before Jason
could say anything, Jimmy jumped up from his chair and crept toward them, his
hands raised to the sides of his face making goofy claw-like movements. In his
best Bela Lugosi accent he muttered “Velcome to da house of pain. I made you in
da house of pain.” Then, giggling like a demented child, he reached out and
tickled Jason’s stomach. “How do you like the place, dude? Pretty cool, huh?”


Jason could only
murmur his assent but Merlin was already wandering from table to shelf, peering
intently at one strange object after another. “One day, Mr. Jimmy Lo-Pan” he
said, “you’re going to have to explain all of this to me. I want to know how
every piece of it works and what it does.” His brilliant blue eyes glowed with
excitement.


“No problem. If
you got eight or nine years we can start right now.” Turning to Jason, he
shrugged, saying. “Hey, I work on a fat grant, what do I care, right?”


Then, turning
back to Merlin, “Seriously, Mr. Carpenter, I have a little time, so if you
brought the information on this crystal sphere you were talking about, we can
have a look at it right now.”


Jason handed the
photographs to Jimmy while he fished through his shirt pocket for the envelope
containing the shards of crystal. When he located it, he motioned Jimmy over to
the long, black-topped table in the center of the room and shook five chips of
glass, each slightly smaller than a thumbnail, onto the surface. Jimmy leaned
down and picked one up, raising it toward the florescent light in the ceiling.


“Mmm. Looks more
like plain glass than crystal.” Turning his gaze to Merlin, he added. “Are you
sure this is a crystal-based substance? If it’s just glass, any good glass
blower could make you a perfectly respectable copy.” Then with a sideways wink
to Jason “Who knows, it might even look better than the one I make.”


“Oh, I guarantee
you its crystal. Examine it further, please.”


“Jimmy...” Jason
interrupted, “look at it under black light.”


“Ok. No probs. Got
one right here,” he said, moving toward one of the cabinets lining the wall. “Let
me just plug this puppy in and...Voila.”


As the black
tube flickered to life, Jimmy asked Jason to switch off the overhead lights. In
the darkened room Jimmy lowered the light toward the small, rough-edged pieces
of glass. The tiny shards glowed an eerie blue, each one seamed with
crystalline veins, interconnecting and separating delicately. Jimmy let out a
long, low whistle.


“Damn, dude. That’s
the funkiest thing I’ve ever seen. Where did you say this came from?”


Obscurely,
Merlin answered, “These pieces are the remains of a crystalline sphere; if
that’s your question.”


“No. I mean,
where did the sphere come from?”


“I think my
grandson can answer that better than I can.”


“Jason? Where’d
you get this puppy?”


“I dug it up. At
the bottom of a sewage pit.”


“Sewage? No
shit, man!” After he quit giggling manically at his own joke, he shook his
head, grinned and continued. “Too cool. Turn the lights back on, will you
Jason?”


When the lights
flickered back to life, Jimmy was still staring intently at the glass chips. “I
know this probably isn’t any of my business, but did one of you dudes break
this thing?” Jimmy swung his head back and forth between Jason and Merlin.


Before Jason
could say anything, Merlin answered. “I broke it. Its loss was caused by a tragic,
unavoidable accident which I must put right at all costs.”


“Gotcha.” Straightening
up, Jimmy arched his back with a loud crack. “This is going to take some time. I’m
not completely sure how the inner structure of this thing hooks together...”


At this point,
Merlin broke in. “I think I can help you there.” Reaching into a pocket of his
suit coat, Merlin produced a thick sheaf of papers, handing them to Jimmy. “I
think this will tell you everything you will need to know. I’ve tried to
translate the information into a language you can understand.”


Jimmy shuffled
absently through a few of the pages, glancing curiously at Jason as he did so. After
a few seconds, he turned to Merlin. “You some kind of an archaeological
biochemist, or what?”


“Mostly ‘or
what’.” Merlin answered with an absolutely straight face.


“Ok, have it
your own way, man.” Jimmy shrugged “Look, it’s going to take me four or five
days to analyze the contents of the glass and look through these notes. By the
middle of next week I should have everything set up to go. Why don’t you call
me then? Say, Wednesday?”


“That would be
splendid, Jimmy. Jason, shall we leave Mr. Lo-Pan to his work?”


As he showed the
two men to the door, Jimmy leaned close to Jason’s ear and whispered “Your
granddad is quite a piece of work, isn’t he?”


“You have no
idea, Jimmy.”


Once in the
corridor, Merlin turned to Jason with a broad smile. “I feel much better. How
about another one of those pizza things? With lots of pep...pep...”


“Pepperoni.” Jason
clapped Merlin on the back with a laugh. “Anything you want, ‘grandpa’.”
















Chapter Eight



 

Having solved
the immediate problem of finding someone to rebuild Merlin’s sphere, Jason
should have been able to relax, but the added work of packaging more than a
thousand archaeological artifacts left him more manic than ever. Although he
would not have asked her to help, when Beverley volunteered her services, he
was happy to accept. Not only did the work go faster, it gave them more time
together.


For most of the
next two evenings they were buried in the lab, surrounded by boxes filled with
bits of pottery and metal, drawings, photographs and copies of the catalog. There
were piles of empty boxes waiting to be filled, rolls of bubble wrap, cartons
of tissue paper, plastic envelopes and rolls of packing tape. The lab looked
almost as disorganized now as it had on the evening of the explosion, but Jason
and Beverley doggedly worked their way through the mess.


Just after six
o’clock on Saturday evening, Beverley straightened up after placing yet another
sealed box on the ever-growing pile near the door. Turning to Jason, she pushed
aside a mass of hair and said “Were we supposed to go out last night?”


“Oh, shit, Bev”,
he replied from the filing cabinet where he was removing trays to be packed. “I’m
sorry. I completely forgot. You want to go now?”


“You mean right
now?”


“Sure. Why not? We
are making good headway. Everything can still be ready in plenty of time.” With
a wan smile he added, “I hope.”


“I’m all dirty. I
need a shower and a change of clothes. I can’t go out like this.”


Turning around,
Jason dropped to the floor, crossing his long legs Indian style. “What’s the
matter? Afraid to let your new boyfriend will see the real you?”


When she turned
to look at him, Beverley saw a big grin creeping across his tired face.


“You sure you
don’t mind?” she said walking over to where he sat.


Reaching out, he
grasped one of her hands, signaling for her to pull him up. Once on his feet,
he brushed the dust off the seat of his pants and leaned close to her. Placing
his mouth close to her ear, he whispered “I’m sure,” before gently kissing her
on the neck.


“Whatever you
say, guv'nor. Let’s get out of here and go explore the big, wide world.”


Grabbing their
coats, they switched off the lights and headed into the autumn twilight.


“Do you feel
like eating? I’m starved.” Beverley said, huddled close to his down filled
jacket for warmth. She had decided the silvery color of his coat made Jason
look like a medieval knight and found the thought both oddly comforting and
more than a little exciting.


“You know that
place down by the river that does American food?” Jason mused.


“The Old
Orleans, you mean?”


“That’s the one.
I think I need some barbequed chicken.”


Snuggling
closer, she mumbled “You can take the boy out of his country...”


“Yeah, yeah. I
know. But you have to admit, it’s really good eats.”


Inevitably much
of their dinner conversation revolved around the upcoming exhibition tour and
how they would set up the displays if they were in charge. Finally, Beverley changed
the subject between bites of steak salad.


“So, when does
your grandfather get here?”


“Oh, um, he
comes in tomorrow. I guess I forgot to mention it, what with all the
excitement.”


“Which
excitement was that?” It was obvious from her tone of voice that she was
mocking him. “So when do I get to meet him?”


“Whenever you
like, I suppose.”


“Will he need to
relax for a few days first?”


“No. He’s
already been in England for quite a while.” Longer
than you can possibly imagine.


Beverley nodded,
changing the subject again and letting it ramble from one topic to another
through the rest of the meal. As they walked along the river toward Lendal
Bridge, she took his hand gently pulling him to a stop.


“Since you’ll be
busy with family stuff for a few weeks, this is sort of your last night on your
own for a while, isn’t it?”


“I don’t think
he is going to chain me in the apartment, or anything, but, yeah, sort of. Why?”


Positioning
herself directly in front of him, she stared up into his eyes. Jason pulled her
so close he could feel the soft touch of her breath on his lips.


“I just
thought...” she said, breaking eye contact for a second before continuing.
“Maybe you would like to come over tonight.”


Jason raised one
hand and laid it gently on her cheek. The tips of his fingers reaching around
the back of her head and pulling her toward him until their lips met. No other
answer seemed appropriate or necessary.


Jason returned
to his apartment just after nine the next morning to find Merlin at the
computer. Jason explained that he had to go back to the lab for a few hours,
but that they would be meeting Beverley later for drinks.


“Ah,” Merlin
said, his eyes glowing with their strange, intense light. “I get to meet your
fair lady, then, do I?”


“I think you’ll
like her. She is very sweet, very bright and very down to earth.”


“I’m sure I will
like her, and it will be nice to meet someone socially. Other than our Doctor
Jimmy Lo-Pan, I haven’t met anyone from your century. I would like to broaden
my horizons a bit before I retreat into my sphere.”


It was the first
time Jason had ever considered how lonely the centuries of isolation must have
been.


* * * *


“So, Miss
McCullough, how long have you known my grandson?” Merlin asked as he filled
three glasses from the bottle of merlot they had ordered from the well-stocked
cellars of Plunket’s restaurant, where they had taken a table near one of the
fireplaces.


“Just call me
Beverley, or Bev.”


“Alright,
Beverley, how long have you known my grandson?” Merlin did not offer her the
use of his own first name. The less often it was used in public, the safer it
would be for everyone.


Beverley glanced
at Jason and then back at Merlin. “I guess about a year and a half, but we’ve
only gotten close in the last month or so.”


Merlin shot
Jason a reproving glance and made a small ‘tisking’ sound. “Shame on you,
Jason.” Turning back to Beverley he allowed himself a small, nasty chuckle. “In
my day, a young man would have been smart enough to recognize a good thing when
he saw it and moved with a bit more alacrity.”


Jason nearly
choked on his wine, but Beverley threw back her head and laughed. “Why thank
you, Mr. Carpenter. That’s very kind of you.”


“Not at all,
you’re a very charming and astute young lady.” Then adding in a more serious
tone, “I wish I could be here long enough to see you two young people’s
relationship grow, but I fear I will only be here for a short time. So...”
Picking up his glass and raising it across the table toward Beverley and Jason,
“Please accept my congratulations on having found each other.” Jason and
Beverley raised their glasses, clinked them against Merlin’s, and smiled before
taking a sip.


The three of
them eventually wound their way back through the darkened streets to Jason’s
flat. As Merlin let himself in, Jason stood outside the iron gate with
Beverley. “Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you home?” he said. His arms
tightened around her waist, pulling her toward him till their hips touched
through the thickness of their coats.


“No, you spend
some time with your grandfather and I’ll see you tomorrow in the lab. He’s
really an amazing old man, you know.”


Glancing toward
the door of the house, Jason looked back at Beverley and cuddled her even
closer. “I know.”


“I’ve never seen
anybody with eyes like that. It’s like he can see things nobody else can. Like
he knows things the rest of us can only guess at.”


Staring into
Beverley’s eyes, Jason didn’t reply but only nodded.


“I hope you’re
like that when you get to be his age.”


“Why do you say
that?” Jason asked, cocking his head to one side. “You plan on sticking around
to find out?”


Craning her head
up to kiss him gently on the lips, she replied quietly. “You never know. You
just never know.”


* * * *


On Monday,
Merlin called Jimmy Lo-Pan to ask about the globe. He had already been exposed
to the world for more than two weeks and although he had only made contact with
the geochemist five days previously, he was increasingly anxious that Morgana
le Fay would discover his whereabouts.


“Well, Mr. C,”
Jimmy’s voice sounded thin and tinny over the telephone. “Why don’t you come
around to the lab late Wednesday afternoon? I have the chamber set up and ready
to go. By then I should be able to judge the rate of crystal growth and
estimate how long it should take to complete the sphere.”


Merlin kneaded
the fingers of one hand in a tight, tense ball. “Thank you, Doctor Lo-Pan. I’ll
do that.”


“Hey, no
problem. And its Jimmy, remember.”


“Yes, yes. Jimmy.
I’ll see to you on Wednesday.”


“Catch you
later, Mr. C.”


For the next two
days, while Jason and Beverley continued to put in long hours at class and in
the archaeology lab, Merlin grew increasingly tense. He kept telling himself
that after more than fifteen centuries he should have learned patience, but it
didn’t do any good. Rebuilding the crystal without his own laboratory was
impossible and Jimmy Lo-Pan and his hi-tech equipment were his only option. He
wished he could explain to the manic Chinese chemist how impossibly,
unbelievably important the sphere was. But that was obviously out of the question.


* * * *


“Yeah, yeah. Don’t
just stand there and knock. Push it open.” Jimmy’s muffled voice filtered
through the hard metal door.


“Hey! Its Jason
and Mr. C,” he said rising from the stool at the end of the long worktable.
“Come on over. Let me show you how our little baby is coming along.”


Jason and Merlin
crossed to a small side table. On the table sat a large glass case connected by
plastic tubing to an array of jars containing liquids and gasses. Inside the
case, resting on a small stand, was a piece of vivid blue glass slightly larger
than a penny. An electronic probe led to a computer monitor displaying both a
graph and bar chart.


“Cool, huh?” Jimmy
asked, looking at his guests with a maniacal grin on his broad face.


Leaning close,
Merlin murmured “Very interesting.”


“Yeah. Great,
stuff, huh?” Jimmy nodded enthusiastic agreement. “You can see the growth
around the perimeter. See how the edges look sort of fuzzy? If you watch it
long enough, you can actually see it forming individual strands of the crystal
net.”


Straightening
up, Merlin turned his gaze to Jimmy. “I certainly don’t mean to seem impatient.
I know these things can’t be rushed,” he said as calmly as he could, “but how
long do you think it will take before the globe is complete?”


“Oh, wow. That’s
a tough one. Growing crystal is easy but a hollow sphere is pretty tricky, not
everybody could even attempt it. Considering how old you say it was, who ever
made the original was some kind of fucking genius. I guess how long it takes will
depend on whether I can keep it from cracking. The slower it grows, the less
likely the chance of that happening. If I rush it, it might break before the
sphere closes at the top and then we have to start all over. And I don’t think
any of us want to do that.”


“No. Certainly
not. I was just wondering if you had a time estimate.”


“Well, it’s not
like I have any past experience to judge by, but if everything goes ok, and
barring some unforeseen disaster, I think I can have this baby done for you in
two-and-a-half or three weeks. Does that work for you?”


Merlin submerged
his disappointment and anxiety under a smile. “I’m sure that will be just fine.
Believe me, I know exactly how difficult this is and I appreciate your effort.”


“Hey, no
problems, Mr. C. I wish I could goose it along for you, but nature just can’t
be rushed. Helped, yes. Rushed, no.”


“I understand
completely, Jimmy, and thank you for making time to deal with my little
problem.”


“Don’t worry
about it. If nothing else, it’s one of the most fascinating things I’ve ever
seen. That’s what us scientific types live for, you know, the thrill of the
unknown. Space, the final frontier.” He waved one hand over his head toward the
ceiling, or the sky, or something ‘out there’ somewhere.


On the way to
the door, Jimmy told Merlin to call him in about a week to check on the
sphere’s progress and then, almost as an afterthought, added. “Hey, since this
thing is off to such a flying start, how about let’s all go out and celebrate. There’s
a great little pub at the edge of campus. What da ya’ say?”


“Sorry, Jimmy,”
Jason said, clapping him on the shoulder, “but I’ve still got two or three more
hours of work tonight and another long day tomorrow.”


“Ok, guys. You
don’t know what you’re missing.” Jimmy shook his head sadly. “You’ll be sorry
when you don’t have Jimmy around to entertain you anymore.”


Not only did
Jason spend half of that night packing, labeling and stacking boxes, but he had
to skip two classes on Thursday and ask Beverley to come in Thursday night to help
him finish everything before the delivery company’s arrival Friday afternoon.


The next day,
after the FedEx men packed the last box of artifacts in the truck and handed
Jason two copies of the manifest, the adrenaline rush that had kept Jason going
for more than a week seemed to drain out through the soles of his feet. The
simple act of walking back to the lab to lock-up was almost more than he could
manage. He couldn’t think straight enough to decide what to do next. Should he
call Beverley and let her know he was done, go home and crash, or take a nap
right here on the floor? Leaning against the wall near the door he was only
prevented from sliding to the floor by the appearance of Beverley’s head
through the door.


“Are you finally
done here, Jason?” There was more than a hint of concern in her voice.


He managed a
lop-sided smile and a nod but words seemed to require more energy than he had.


“Ok, then you’re
coming home and going to bed.”


“Your bed?” He
managed to say with a grin, remembering the breathless warmth of their night
together.


“My bed. You. Alone.
Sleep.”


“Aww. No fair.” He
grunted as he pushed himself away from the cool plaster wall.


“Rest now, play
later. We don’t want that monster to get too tired to stand up, now do we?”


Putting his arm
gratefully around her shoulder, Jason followed Beverley toward the door. “It’ll
never get that tired.”


“Come on, lover
boy, you don’t even have to walk. I drove today.”


Within twenty
minutes Jason was fast asleep. Beverley let him sleep for more than three hours
before waking him, afraid that if he did not get up and move around for a few
hours he would wake up in the middle of the night and be unable to go back to
sleep. He said he felt better after the nap and, when she asked how much
better, he offered to demonstrate. Two hours later, just after eleven o’clock,
they got up, showered, had a cup of herbal tea in front of the TV and were
asleep again before midnight. Just after eight in the morning the jarring noise
of Beverley’s telephone startled them out of each other’s arms.


Rolling across
Jason’s slim, hard body to reach the phone, Beverley felt a momentary thrill
pass through her. Answering this call was the last thing she wanted to do.


“Hello. Mr.
Carpenter? Yes, Jason is here. Would you like to speak to him?... Who?...Miss
Littlemore?...You mean Dr Daniels’ secretary?...Ok. I’ll tell him to call
her...Yes, and thank you...No, no, you didn’t bother me at all. I’ll see you
soon...Goodbye.”


Jason had been
conscious just long enough to realize that Beverley had been talking to Merlin.
“What did he want?” He asked, as she hung up the phone. When she slid back
across him to her side of the bed, Jason could feel her soft breasts slide
tantalizingly across his chest and, simultaneously, his member starting to become
hard.


“You have to get
up.”


Lifting the
covers and pointing below his waist, Jason smiled. “I think I already am up.”


Following his
finger with her eyes, she said. “Mmm. That’s very nice, but I’m afraid it’s
going to have to wait. This sounds serious.”


“What’s wrong?” He
snapped to attention, sitting bolt upright.


“Your granddad
said Dr Daniels’ secretary is looking for you. She wants you to call her at the
office.”


“On Saturday?”


“Evidently.” Beverley
looked very serious. “I know she never comes in on Saturday so this must be
really important.”


The call to
Daniels’ office was as disturbing as it was brief. When he hung up the phone,
Jason explained what little he knew while pulling on his jeans and shirt.


“Dr Daniels had
a heart attack yesterday. It must have happened just about the time we were
leaving the lab.”


“Oh, no.” Her
hand flew to her mouth. “Is he going to be ok?”


“I guess. The
doctors say it was fairly mild. But the poor old guy is going to be laid up for
a while and Miss Littlemore says she needs to see me right away.”


“Why?”


“I have no idea,
but I think I’d better get over there right away.” Moving toward the door, he
grabbed his coat from the chair. “I’ll call you when I know what is going on.”


“Do you want me
to drive you to the Manor?”


Leaning down to
give her a gentle kiss, he said “No. That’s ok. You stay here and keep warm. See
you later.”


Toward his
retreating back she called. “Don’t forget to ring me and let me know what’s
going on.”


“Right.” And he
was out the door.


* * * *


“Oh, Mr. Carpenter.
Please come in. I’m so sorry to have disturbed you on Saturday.”


“No, no. I mean,
that’s ok. What happened to Dr Daniels?”


Miss Littlemore,
a plain, mousy woman in her early sixties with thick glasses and crooked teeth,
had clearly been crying. Her eyes were swollen and ringed with purple shadows. “The
poor, dear man. He went home early, yesterday. He said he was feeling poorly. Thank
God he managed to get to a phone. I do worry about him, living alone and all.”


“Calm down, Miss
Littlemore.” Jason said, laying his hand gently on hers. “Is he going to be
alright?”


Wiping her eyes
behind her thick glasses, Miss Littlemore nodded vigorously. “They say he
should pull through just fine.”


“Good. Now, what
do you need me for? Is there something I can do for Dr Daniels?”


“Oh, I’m so
sorry. I’m so confused, I almost forgot. He wants you to take his place at the
opening in Liverpool next week. He won’t be out of hospital by then, and even
if he was he wouldn’t be able to travel. Do you mind terribly?”


Jason sat down
hard on the wooden chair next to the secretary’s desk and scratched the back of
his head, feeling the snarls in his long pony tail. “I don’t mind, but I don’t
think it’s my place. I mean, shouldn’t one of the other professors go? Or the
head of the department?”


“Yes. That’s
what everyone told him but the doctors say he’s been extremely agitated about
it. He says he wants you to go because you are the only one who knows all the
items and the catalog. If you go, maybe he can calm down. I’m sorry to put you
on the spot like this, but I just want poor Dr Daniels to get some rest and get
well. Would you mind going?”


“No. Of course,
I’ll go. Look, you call him, or the doctors, or whoever and tell them it’s all
taken care of. I’ll go around to the hospital and see him as soon as he can
have visitors.”


“Oh, thank you
Mr. Carpenter.” She started to rise from her seat. “I’m personally very
grateful and I’m sure Dr Daniels is too.”


“Don’t worry. Just
let him know and then you go home and get some rest, too. You look like you
could use it.”


Jason spent the
rest of the morning explaining what had happened to Beverley and Merlin. He
hated to leave Merlin when the sphere was only half finished, but there was
nothing he could do to help Jimmy. Jason made Merlin promise to call him at the
hotel if there were any problems, but since he would only be gone overnight,
there seemed little chance of anything important happening.


On October
sixteenth, Beverley arrived at Jason’s apartment just after ten a.m. Since the
train didn’t leave until noon she had plenty of time for a cup of coffee. She
had developed an obvious affection for the old man who claimed to be Jason’s
grandfather. He was charming, clever and had some indefinable quality that
intrigued her. Before she and Jason left, she made Merlin promise to call her
if he needed anything while Jason was away.


On platform six
at the York Railway Station Beverley stood quietly beside Jason, watching the
people mill around on the cold, drafty, concrete platform. Slipping one hand
into his hip pocket, she said. “You’ll be careful, down there, won’t you?”


Leaning down to
look at her, he said. “Beverley, I’ll only be gone till tomorrow. Hell, I’d
have come back tonight if the department hadn’t already rented a hotel room.”
Then he grinned and added “Look, I’ll go to the opening and the reception
tonight and tomorrow morning I’ll come home. For God’s sake, there’s nothing to
worry about.”


She looked up at
him, wondering if she were being too possessive. “Oh, I know. I just don’t like
big cities.” She said with a shrug.


“Hey. I’m from
Canal Fulton, Ohio. I don’t like big cities either. But I’m a big boy and I
think I can handle twenty-four hours in Liverpool.”


“The
Twelve-O-Five for Bradford, Leeds, Liverpool and Birmingham now arriving at
platform six.” The voice over the loudspeaker was harsh, metallic and broken by
static. Far down the cavernous station the massive nose of the engine pulled
into the rotunda. As the train flashed past, slowing to a dead stop, Jason
pulled Beverley close.


“You take care
while I’m gone.”


“I will. And you
take care down there in the big, bad city.”


Stepping across
the narrow gap between the platform and the carriage, Jason turned back. “So
what could go wrong in one day?”


“I don’t know,”
she shouted, laughing above the noise of shuffling people. “Don’t get eaten by
a dragon, or something.”


Jason smiled
awkwardly, waved and stepped into the stale air of the train car. He had a
sinking feeling in his stomach. What made
her say that? He shook it off. It was just the kind of thing people said. It
didn’t mean anything.


Minutes later,
no one remained near enough to hear Beverley when she mumbled under her breath.
“Be careful Jason Carpenter. I care about you.”
















Chapter Nine



 

In The Vaults
there was no way to differentiate day from night. Eleven a.m. and eleven p.m.
looked exactly the same in the belly of the tunnel. People eating, laughing,
cajoling each other and mingling with the good natured camaraderie found among
college-aged men and women. Maybe that is why Jimmy Lo-Pan liked it so much.


At thirty-seven
years of age it had been a decade since he received his doctoral degree and
since then he had worked hard to earn the respect of the scientific community. But
for all that, he was never as comfortable as when he was rubbing elbows with
people in their twenties. They helped keep him young, on his toes and mentally
alert. And, he had to admit to himself, the timeless atmosphere of The Vaults
helped him ignore the passage of time since his own university days.


“Coke?”


“What?”


It was only
mid-afternoon but The Vaults was already so crowded the customers had to scream
if they were further apart than the width of a table. “I said,” the young man
near the bar drew a deep breath before shouting out the rest of the sentence.
“Do you want another Coke?”


Jimmy waved his
hands helplessly and shook his head from side to side indicating that the
answer was “no”. Once he swallowed the mouthful of burger, he waved his hand in
the air again and shouted. “Ketchup.”


Taking a step toward
Jimmy’s table, the chubby young man cupped a hand around one ear, indicating
that he could not hear. Standing up and leaning forward, Jimmy shouted
“Ketchup!” Then pointing toward the plate in front of him, added, “For my
fries!”


“You mean tomato
sauce for your chips, don’t you Jimmy?”


“Don’t fuck with
me, man,” Jimmy grinned, “where I come from its ketchup and they’re fries.”


“Bloody hell,
Jimmy, how long have you been over here, anyway? Learn the language, mate. You
want fries and ketchup go to Mickey D’s, it’s only two streets over.” This was
obviously a familiar game between the two.


“Jesus, don’t
ever say that word in front of me.”


“Which word was
that?”


“Mickey D’s. I’m
from California. I’m into healthy living and natural food and all that shit. No
Mickey D’s for this boy. Now just get me some ketchup, sit down and let me
finish my damn hamburg, will ya’?”


Tom Souter
plunked his fresh glass of cola down on the table, tossed two tiny plastic
packages of ketchup toward Jimmy and leaned across the table till their faces
were only inches apart. “Beef burger.” He said quietly.


“Oh, fuck you,
man. You just won’t quit, will you?” Jimmy could hardly keep from choking with
laughter.


“Seriously,
Jimmy, where did you Yanks come up with a name like hamburger anyway? There
isn’t any ham in the thing.”


“It’s not an
American word, its German. You know, like the city of Hamburg. It’s where they
were invented, or something.


Tom lowered his
head and shook it in mirth. “Ok, Jimmy, whatever you say.”


“I’m serious.”


“No you’re not. You’re
only serious inside the lab. Speaking of the lab, how is our little blue ball
coming along?”


“Great.” Jimmy
nodded furiously, now serious. “Most of it has already passed maximum diameter
and started to pull in.”


“You mean it’s
actually keeping its shape?” Tom looked pleasantly surprised.


“Seems to be.”


“Do you think
it’s really going to close at the top?”


“I can’t tell
yet. But it’s heading in that direction.” Then, after a shrug and a pause “Keep
your fingers crossed.”


“Right. I’m really
sorry I haven’t been around. Too much to do.” Tom Souter ran a hand over his
close-cropped yellow hair.


“No worries,
man. Everything’s cool. I’m happy to have you whenever you can get away.”


“Thanks, Jimmy.”
Tom started to rise from the table, taking a final, massive slug of Coke. “Speaking
of the lab, I think I’ll pop over there now. See you when you get there.”


Jimmy waved in
acknowledgement, stuffing the last bite of the burger into his mouth. “Catch
you later, dude.” He mumbled around the food.


Jimmy Lo-Pan
settled back to finish the last of his fries, deciding he would allow himself
one pint of beer before heading back to the lab. It was going to be a long
night and he needed all the energy he could get. After a few minutes he pushed
his chair away from the table, stood up and walked toward the bar. While he
waited for the bar tender he became vaguely aware of someone standing near his
side. Turning slightly, he saw an attractive woman about his own age examining
his face. He offered a little smile and said “Hello.”


“I’m sorry, I
didn’t mean to stare. Aren’t you Dr. James Lo-Pan?”


Jimmy raised his
eyebrows in surprise. Did he know this woman? She was incredibly attractive. Slim
and dark, she was neatly and expensively turned out in an oversized lilac sweater
and a long scarlet leather skirt. “I am. And I’m tickled to death you recognize
me. Do I know you? And if not, why not?” A huge, toothy smile spread across his
amber face.


“There’s no
reason you should. I attended a symposium on biochemistry that you spoke at in
Manchester. When was that, two years ago?”


“Three,
actually. You mean to tell me you remember me from one speech after three
years?”


The woman
glanced down, slightly embarrassed. “You’re very memorable, Doctor.”


“Jimmy, please. Everybody
calls me Jimmy.”


“Ok, Jimmy. I’m
Moyra le Fevré.” She stuck out her hand “Nice to meet you. May I buy you a
drink?”


“Nice to meet
you, Moyra le Fevré. And yes, you can. Thank you.”


On their way
back to Jimmy’s table, he picked up the thread of their conversation. “Moyra le
Fevré? Irish and French?”


“Welch and
French, actually.”


“Oh, that’s the
accent, isn’t it? Welch.”


“I don’t have an
accent. Everyone else does.” They both laughed and smiled at each other, their
eyes locking ever so briefly.


“So tell me,
Moyra, what on earth were you doing at a symposium on biochemistry? You don’t
look like a biochemist; they’re all grizzly old geeks with thick glasses.”


“Oh, I’m not. It’s
just one of my little hobbies.”


“Pretty deep
stuff for a hobby.”


Her eyes shone
in the soft lighting. “I’m lucky. I have a lot of time to devote to my
hobbies.”


“Good for you.” He
picked up his glass and tipped it toward her in the suggestion of a salute. “So
what other hobbies do you have?”


“Right now, I’m
mostly interested in geochemistry.”


Jimmy’s eyes
flew open wide. “And since you already know I’m a geochemist, and you just
happen to stumble into The Vaults and I just happen to be here...” He let the
sentence trail off and hang in the air.


“Something like
that.” She smiled a strange, mysterious little smile.


“Ok, so what can
I tell you about geochemistry?”


“Nothing in
particular…anything you want. What are you working on at the moment?”


Having been
given such an obvious platform, and by such an attractive audience, Jimmy
leaned back and launched into a long, rambling discourse on his work, his
teaching and his grant projects, occasionally studying the woman’s face to see
if she was getting bored. By all appearances, he had a rapt audience and he
loved it. “So a couple of weeks ago this old dude, he’s the grandfather of a
friend of mine, he comes to me with this weird project.” Jimmy could see Moyra
lean forward slightly, hanging on his every word. “I think he accidentally
broke this historical artifact, or something, and he wants me to recreate it so
he can put it back before anybody knows it’s gone.”


“So what was
it?”


“Who the fuck
knows?” He threw back his head and laughed. “But it’s really cool. It’s this
sort of glass ball, hollow, you know? And the glass is all seamed with a
crystalline web of some kind. Really strange. I’ve never seen anything even
remotely like it. So it’s a real challenge.”


“I can imagine. Are
you having any luck? How can you do that?”


“I’m growing it
in a vacuum. Feeding liquid crystal into the bell-jar and monitoring the
progress through a computer feed.” Jimmy smiled with obvious satisfaction.


“Like growing a
plant in a terrarium.” She muttered to half to herself.


“Yeah, sort of.”


“Could I see
it?”


“It’s not very
exciting. At least not to most people. Right now, it just looks like half of a
scooped out orange skin. Except, of course, its blue.”


“Maybe it
doesn’t sound exciting to most people but, I assure you, I’m not most people. I’d
love to see it. If it’s not too much trouble and I’m not breaking any rules.”


“I don’t see why
not. It’s not like its top secret or anything; at least if it’s something from
the Ministry of Defense, nobody told me. Look, I have to get back to work in a
few minutes but I’ll finish up about nine o’clock. Why don’t you stop around
then and you can have a peek? Maybe we can catch a drink afterward and chat
some more.”


“I’m afraid I
have to be out of town tonight. Are you free tomorrow evening?”


“I’m never free,
but I can be very reasonably priced.” The face-splitting grin disappeared as
Jimmy went over his mental schedule. “Tomorrow…Saturday, right?”


“It is.”


Then it’s a
date. Same time, same place, different night.”


“That would be
fabulous. Where is your lab?”


“Do you know the
main campus?”


“Fairly well.”


“Do you know the
Houghton Physical Sciences building?”


“As it happens,
I do. Is that where your lab is?”


“Yep. Lower
level. B134.”


“Then I’ll see
you there about eight-thirty, if that’s ok?”


“Great. Now,” he
said, pushing himself back from the table, “I hate to accept a lady’s drink and
run, but I really do have to get back to work.” Rising to leave, Jimmy gave a
little bow with his head and walked toward the door, whistling under his
breath.
















Chapter Ten



 

Grabbing his
overnight bag, Jason stepped off the train at Liverpool Station and searched for
the exit. Following the signs pointing to the main desk, busses and taxis, he
pondered whether to walk to the hotel or treat himself to a cab; finally
deciding his cramped muscles would appreciate the walk.


Elbowing through
the jostling crowd he stepped through the big doors and into the din of central
Liverpool. The air smelled like exhaust fumes and down the sidewalk bits of
newspaper and discarded fast food wrappers scurried past, carried along by the
wind. Pausing to look at his map, Jason located the quickest route to the
Marriott hotel. Half an hour later, after showering and changing into his suit,
Jason asked the desk clerk the way to the museum and was delighted to hear it
was only a five-minute walk.


The Liverpool
Museum was one of a long row of five, interconnected buildings, all built in
the mock Greco-Roman style of the late nineteenth century. Dozens of stone
colonnades fronted the row of buildings, proclaiming their importance and
grandeur. As he walked toward the massive, two story portico, the day’s last
visitors were being ushered out by a uniformed guard.


Smiling
ruefully, the guard muttered “Sorry, lad, museum’s closed for the day. Have to
come back tomorrow.”


“I’m here for
the exhibit opening. I’m from the University of York’s Archaeological
Department.”


“Oh, sorry, mate.
Come on in. You can check your coat over there...” the guard said, waving
vaguely to his left. “Then just follow the signs. Can’t miss it.”


The room where
the exhibit was set up was small, cramped and already filling with well-dressed
people who were obviously not the museum’s usual brand of visitors. Most of
them seemed to know each other and were clustered around chatting amiably in
small groups. Occasionally one of them would break away and move from one group
to another after offering an exaggerated wave to someone. The combined buzz of
their voices made the room seem even more crowded than it was.


Jason had no
idea where to go or what to do. Glancing at his watch, he saw it was just
five-thirty; he had to be here for an hour before he could move on to the
reception which was being held somewhere else. And he had no idea where that
was. He hoped someone here would recognize him. Had Miss Littlemore sent anyone
on the museum staff a description of him? In the rush and confusion following
Dr Daniels’ heart attack he had completely forgotten to get a contact name. All
he knew was that the director’s assistant was supposed to show him around and
introduce him to people. Until he found her, Jason could only wander around, staring
at the long glass cases containing the dig finds from Daniels’ summer projects.
At least it was exciting to see so many of the objects he had helped bring to
the surface after centuries in the ground. To his amusement, he even found the
remnants of Merlin’s sphere in one of the cases. Surrounding the tiny chips of
glass were copies of the photos and drawings that Beverley had made at the dig
site. If these people had any idea. He wished Beverley was here to share the
little thrill with.


After what seemed
like days, but was actually less than half an hour, Jason decided to pick
someone at random and ask if they could point out the director’s assistant. He
strained his ears, listening to snatches of conversation to see if there might
be one he could interrupt without feeling too embarrassed.


A few feet away
an immensely fat man in an old fashioned morning coat and striped trousers was
talking to a skinny man in a rumpled, double-breasted suit. The fat man leered
as he spoke. “Right to business. By Gad, sir, you’re the man for me! I’m a man
who likes to talk to a man who likes to talk.”


“Alright,” the
skinny man said in a clipped New York accent, “then let’s talk about the black
bird.”


“Better and
better. Let’s…”


“Excuse me. I’m
looking for Sir Robert Cunningham’s assistant. Do either of you happen to know
her?”


“Well I’m
damned, another Yank. Welcome to the club, kid.” The skinny, rumpled man
offered a crooked, toothy smile, sticking out his hand. “Name’s Sam. What’s
yours, junior?”


“Jason
Carpenter.” He stuck out his hand, allowing Sam to grab it and shake it like a
pump handle. Jason offered his hand to the fat man, who pointedly ignored it,
so he addressed himself to Sam. “Mr. Cunningham’s assistant is supposed to show
me around. Do you know where she is?”


Sam squinted and
peered around the room. “No, can’t say as I do. But right over there’s Bob
Cunningham. Go introduce yourself to him. He won’t bite.”


Jason looked in
the direction the man indicated with his head.


“Which one is
he?”


“Dark
three-piece suit. Silver hair. Clean-shaven. See him?”


“Oh, yes. Thank
you.”


“Not a problem.”


Jason eased his
way toward the director, careful not to bump into anyone. Their introduction
was brief and friendly. Robert Cunningham seemed almost as unhappy to be in the
crowded room as Jason. But their conversation had hardly gotten past an
exchange of names before Cunningham was hailed from the far end of the room. Waving
acknowledgement, he said to Jason. “I’m sorry, Mr. Carpenter. I have to go.”
Then, leaning close, he continued. “These people are all generous supporters of
the museum and I have to be very nice to every one of them. Without them, there
wouldn’t be a museum.”


“I understand. Maybe
I’ll see you later.”


“I do hope so. Really.”
He said, elbowing his way through the wall of people. Then, turning back, he
raised a hand and added. “Look, in about ten minutes everybody will be moving
to the reception. It’s in the Walker Art Gallery. That’s the next building but
one. Phillipa, that’s my assistant, will find you there.”


When the crowd
began filtering out of the gallery, Jason followed them outside, down the
steps, past the front of the adjoining library, and toward the Walker Art
Gallery. The Walker was impressive, to say the least. The lobby extended into
the distance, culminating in a grandiose marble staircase leading to an
impressive mezzanine that encircled the space below. Up these stairs the throng
of VIP guests flowed in a steady, slow moving wave. The reception was laid out
in a large, dark red gallery filled with grand Pre-Raphaelite paintings; in the
center of the room a table had been laid with hors d’oeuvres. Waiters in white
coats wandered through the crowd refilling wine glasses.


As he stood
there, looking for a new face that might belong to Sir Robert’s assistant,
Jason’s eye caught a figure that most definitely stood out from the black-tie
crowd. The minute he looked at the woman, she broke away from the group she was
chatting with and waved enthusiastically at him with one hand, while pointing
at him with the index finger of the other. “Hey, you!” she called playfully.


Jason pointed at
his own chest and raised his eyebrows questioningly. The answer was a vigorous
nod accompanied by a big smile. As the young woman excused her way through the
crowd, Jason studied the tiny figure. Barely over five feet in height she moved
with the determination of a charging locomotive. Her dress was black and
formal, but on her legs were a pair of red and black-striped leg warmers that
looked like they should be sticking out from under Dorothy’s house in The
Wizard of Oz. Her hair was died a shiny, surreal black and streaked with the
same blood red as her stockings. Oh, my
God, thought Jason, the woman’s a
Goth.


“Hi ya’.” She
grinned, sticking out her hand for Jason to shake. “You must be Jase from
York.”


“Yes, but I
prefer Jason.”


“Well, you’re
Jase to me. I’m Bob Cunningham’s assistant, Phillipa Heseltine-Smith but, hey,
you just call me Phil.”


“Nice to meet
you, Phil.” Jason was forced to smile in spite of himself. Already he liked
this strange, brash powerhouse of a woman. “I was feeling a little lost over at
the museum.”


Laying a
comforting hand on his sleeve, she nodded her head. “I’m really sorry about
that. I got caught up in a bunch of last minute work. Don’t you hate when that
happens? Anyway,” she punctuated the line by waving a hand through the air as
though she were wiping words off of a blackboard. “It doesn’t matter, now. This
is where you need to be to meet people. That was just the preliminaries, over
there. This is where they really do their schmoozing and networking.”


“How did you
know who I was?”


“I got your description
from poor Doc Daniels’ secretary. Hey, I even know where you live.” When
Jason’s eyes flew open, she laughed, adding “I mean your hotel. I made the
reservations. I’m sort of here to look after you. So, how ya’ doin' anyway?”


“I think I’m
lost. I have no idea who I should be talking to or what I should say to them.”


“No worries.”
She laid a reassuring hand on his arm and led him toward the big table in the
center of the room. “First thing you need is a drink. Come on over here and
we’ll fix you right up.” Threading Jason through the crowd, Phil rambled on. “Look,
I’m nobody important, but I know everybody who is. I’ll point out the people
you really need to talk to - Dukes and Earls and Duchesses - and introduce you
to the ones that are interested in the work you’re doing up at York. Then,
anytime you feel trapped, you just catch my eye and I’ll rescue you and lead
you to the next one on the list. How’s that?” Handing Jason a glass of red
wine, Phil smiled reassuringly.


“I really
appreciate it.”


“Not a problem. Now,
time for a quick tour of faces and names.” With that, she launched into a
discourse that amounted to a Who’s Who of the guests, explaining who they were,
what they did, how they were connected to the museum and whether they were
somebody Jason should meet.


“Who’s the fat
man in the tail coat?” Jason asked when she paused for breath.


“The one that
looks like a penguin? That’s Casper Gutman. A real pompous boor and I don’t
think I trust him. He donates a lot of expensive artifacts to the museum but I
really don’t want to know where he gets them. But you don’t have to worry about
him. He never funds anything. He just gives us stuff from his own collection.” Continuing
in the same vein, she pointed out one person after another. Occasionally, she
would drag Jason by the arm and introduce him to someone particularly important
who was momentarily between conversations. Half an hour later Jason’s head was
spinning. Wandering away from his most recent encounter with a middle-aged
matron dripping with pearls, he strode toward the table to get a new drink and
breathe easy for a few minutes. No sooner had he set his glass on the table
than Phil’s cheery voice assailed him. “How you holding up, honey?”


“I think I’m on
overload. Are we done yet?” He looked at her pleadingly, holding his head down
and peering through his eyebrows.


“Only a couple
more. Then you can split if you want too.”


“Oh, good. Who’s
next?”


“Ok. I guess I
was saving the worst till the last. You see that flashy woman over there?” She
nodded with her head in the general direction of a group standing beneath a
monumental Burne-Jones painting.


“You mean the
woman in the red dress?”


“Yep. Oh, God,
she has a purple scarf on, too. Where do these people learn their taste?” Jason
almost choked on a mouthful of wine. “Anyway, that’s Lu Morgan.”


“Lu?”


“Short for
Lucrezia, and believe me, she is just as much of a man-eater as Lucrezia Borgia
ever was. And she really likes pretty boys, so you be careful, honey.” Phil
chuckled between sips of wine.


“Do I have to
meet her?”


“Oh, God, yes! Old
money. And she has so much of it she makes the Queen look like a pauper. She
funds archaeological digs big-time. Especially late Roman and Dark Age digs in
Wales and the border counties. Very hot on Welsh culture and she has been on
the board of the museum for donkey’s years.”


“She can’t have
been on the board all that long; she can’t be more than thirty-five.”


“I don’t know
how old she is, but she has been around long enough to be a power to reckon
with. When that woman moves, you stand out of her way.”


As though
hearing their conversation from the opposite side of the room, the object of
their attention turned toward Phil and Jason with a smile and headed in their
direction. When she was only a single step away she spoke in a deep, richly
musical Welsh accent.


“Ooo, Phil,
honey. Have you been keeping this lovely young man hidden from me all night?” Her
wide-mouthed smile crept from ear to ear, giving her the appearance of a feral
cat.


“Hi, Lu. This is
Jason Carpenter. He’s representing the University of York tonight.”


“Oh? And where
is that dear old Carver Daniels? I’ve been thinking about him all evening.”


“Dr Daniels had
a heart attack...” Jason began, but was cut off in mid-sentence.


“Oh, that’s so
sad! Is he going to be alright?”


“He’ll be fine. He
just couldn’t make it here and asked me to come in his place.” Jason suddenly
felt more uneasy than ever - being stared at by this woman like he was a piece
of meat on a butcher’s counter.


“Phil, darling. You
don’t mind if I steal this nice young man for a few moments, do you?”


“I was just
about to bring him over and introduce him to you, Lu.”


As she steered
Jason away, the woman smiled, first at Phil and then directly into Jason’s
eyes.


God, she has the most amazing purple eyes.


“Now tell me,
Jason Carpenter, were you part of the team that dug up any of the wonderful
finds in the display? You know I’m very interested in archaeological work. It’s
a little hobby of mine. I just love dredging up the past.”


Glancing over
his shoulder, Jason caught Phil roll her eyes toward the ceiling and plaster a
big, artificial grin across her face.


For the next
forty-five minutes Jason tried, unsuccessfully, to find a polite way to break
away from the woman, but the more they talked, the more he admitted to himself
she was actually fascinating. Her Welsh accent was prettier than an Irish
brogue, which he had always found very erotic. Her hair was rich and dark and
her heart shaped face was as smooth and unlined as a teen-ager. He wondered how
old she really was. Revising his first impression, Jason now decided Lu was a
nice person. Maybe Phil was a little jealous of her looks and money.


On and on they
chatted, allowing the conversation to ramble from archaeological finds to the
digs Jason had worked on. All the while, Lu encouraged him to tell her about
the University of York, his friends and aspirations for the future. Between his
nervousness at being confronted by a crowd of rich, important strangers and the
claustrophobia of so many people in such a small space, Jason suddenly realized
he probably drank too many glasses of wine. He didn’t think he had had more
than three, but he couldn’t seem to remember clearly. By the time the crowd
began to thin out, he had to consciously blink his eyes to keep his vision
clear.


“You look
positively exhausted. Would you like me to drive you home?”


“That’s really
nice of you Ms Morgan...”


“Lu, please.”


“Right. Lu. But
my hotel is only a few blocks away and I think the walk might do me good. It
was nice of you to offer, though.”


“Whatever you
think. But at least you can walk with me to the front door.”


“Ok.” Jason
offered his arm in a drunkenly theatrical gesture of chivalry, but before he
could navigate to the bottom of the staircase, he realized his feet were
embarrassingly unsteady. Descending from the last step to the lobby floor, one
foot became tangled behind the other and he almost tripped. “Phew.” He said,
shaking his head, trying desperately to recover his balance and dignity.


“You look a
little pale, Jason. Are you sure you wouldn’t like me to drive you back to your
hotel?”


All of a sudden
it took a concentrated effort to make his words come out clear and in the right
order. “Sure. I mean, if it wouldn’t be any bother.”


“My pleasure”
she said, looping her arm through his and leading him out the door, past the
uniformed guard and toward the parking lot across the street.


As Lu guided him
solicitously from the elevator toward the door of his room Jason wondered to
himself why it had taken him so long to realize just how sexy this woman was. Her
silky, dark hair; those incredible violet eyes, and an ass to die for. Straighten up Jason. You’re drunk. She’s just
being nice.


Stepping through
the door, Jason tried to turn and thank Lu for giving him a ride, but somehow
she had managed to get around him and into the room first. It took him an
entire three hundred sixty degree turn to locate her and in so doing, he nearly
lost his balance, careening clumsily to one side. The only thing that kept him
from toppling to the floor was Lucrezia Morgan’s restraining arms.


“We’d better get
you to bed, young man.”


“Really. I’m
ok.” Then, after a pause, “I think.”


But by the time
the words were out of his mouth, the woman already had Jason’s topcoat off and
was unbuttoning his suit coat. A thick fog of sweaty, clammy desire crept over
Jason as he watched Lou’s hands pull his jacket over his shoulders and let it
drop to the floor. Now his peripheral vision was gone and he seemed to have
lost the ability to move his feet. All he could do was stare, with rising
excitement, as Lu Morgan loosened his tie and began unbuttoning his shirt. He
tried to brush her hands away, mumbling to himself; all the while her purple
eyes held his in a riveting, red-hot stare. Ignoring his feeble efforts to free
himself, Lu pulled his shirt out of his pants. The only thing he could do was
throw his head back and gasp. He could feel beads of perspiration gathering on
his chest.


Lu placed her
hands against his stomach and slowly began running them up his tightly muscled
chest. She let out a tiny moan of greedy pleasure as she stared at the smooth,
young body, as hard and flat as an ironing board. Reaching up with one hand, Lu
Morgan pulled Jason’s head down to meet her own, pressing her lips against his.
Working her mouth, she muttered between hot breaths. “Oh, my God, Jason. Mmmm.”


Overwhelmed,
Jason lost all sense of time, his entire being focused on the incredible
sensation and scent of the woman. Somewhere, in the back of his mind, he
wondered if this was what an out-of-body experience was like. Curiously, as his
excitement built, so did a strange, vague sense of panic. Jason had never been
promiscuous, but he had hardly led the life of a monk. Yet somehow, this was
different, and not in a good way. He had the distinct, absurd feeling that his
entire existence, maybe his soul, was slowly being sucked out through his
mouth. But he felt trapped, unable to move, like a rabbit caught in the
headlights of an oncoming car. Now, he could only remain immobile, sweating
with intense sexual excitement. As he stood there, shaking and confused, a
rushing noise assailed his ears, increasing rapidly until he was completely
disoriented. When his knees began to stiffen with excitement, the noise in his
head built to an unbearable crescendo.


“Hey, Jase, you
ok in there, honey?” The banging on the door nearly split Jason’s head in two
and made the woman in front of him whirl toward the door.


“Damn it” she
hissed under her breath while trying to keep Jason from collapsing.


“Jase, it’s me,
Phil. You didn’t look too good when you left and maybe it’s none of my
business, but I still don’t like your chaperone. You alright?”


Eyes flashing
with anger, Morgana le Fay released her nearly unconscious prey, ran across the
room and climbed out the window onto the fire escape before disappearing into
the night.


An instant later
Jason pitched forward, his eyes rolling back in his head as his knees crashed
to the carpet. A second later he collapsed in a lifeless heap on the floor.


Panicked at the
sound, Phillipa pounded on the door. “Jason. Jason Carpenter, if you don’t
answer the door this bloody instant I’m calling the manager.”
















Chapter
Eleven



 

Even before
Jason regained full consciousness there was pain. Every muscle, every tendon,
every sinew ached and burned. His head throbbed like it was encircled by an
iron band being tightened until his skull was ready to burst. When he tried to
open his eyes the exertion caused beads of cold, oily sweat to break out on his
forehead. Where? Liverpool. Museum
opening. That woman, what was her name?


“Honey, are you
alright?” Phil’s soft voice eased him back to reality.


“Hi, Phil.” Even
to himself, Jason sounded blurry and far off. “What happened? How’d you get
here?”


“Long story. Was
Lu Morgan in here? What did she do to you?”


“I don’t know. Where
is she?”


Nodding toward
the open window, Phil said “I think she left.”


“What time is
it?”


“It’s morning. You’ve
been out for hours.”


“I gotta get out
of here.”


“You need rest. I
can get you the room for another day if you want.”


“No. Just want
to go home.”


When he tried to
stand he tripped and fell, stumbling across the hotel carpet. Finally, he
lurched toward the bathroom, supporting himself on Phil’s arm. There was not
enough energy to make it through a shower, so he washed his face and hands in
the sink; taking four aspirins, hoping they would clear his head. Half an hour
later he had managed to dress while Phil stuffed his clothes into his suitcase.
He was still shivering and sweating uncontrollably, but he forced his body to
keep moving. There was only an hour to get to his train or he would have to
wait for a later one, and a train station was no place to be sick. When he was
ready, he thanked Phil effusively and asked her to call him a cab.


“There’s a taxi
rank right across the street. I’ll help you down.”


Together they
took the elevator down and while Phil checked him out, Jason made his way
through the hotel doors. The cold air gave him the energy to get to the far
side of the street and into a cab, but the fifteen-minute wait at Liverpool
station seemed like an eternity of misery. Once on board, Jason stumbled
erratically through one aisle after another until he found a relatively quiet
compartment. Within minutes, he had drifted into the clammy, fitful sleep of
the ill.


“York station,
next stop. York. Please collect all of your belongings for York.” The conductor
gently tapped Jason on the shoulder. “I believe this is your stop.”


“Hum?” Startled,
Jason woke with a jerk, wincing as pain shot through his body with renewed
vigor.


“Sorry if I
startled you, but your ticket says you get off at York. This is your stop.”


“Oh, thank you.”


Jason pulled
himself from the seat, taking two steps toward the end of the car before
realizing he had forgotten his bag. It felt like it weighed a ton and the
single step from the carriage to the platform made him grit his teeth.


“Oh, my God,
Jason, you look awful. What happened?” Beverley cried, running up to him with
wide, worried eyes.


“Oh, Bev.” Jason
threw his arms around her, nearly knocking her over with the combined weight of
his limp body and suitcase. “I think I must have caught something down there. I
feel like crap.”


“You look like
crap. Come on, let me take your bag and we’ll get you home and put you to bed.”


“I can carry
it.”


“Don’t be
stupid,” she said, taking the suitcase from his shaking hand. “Chivalry is
great, macho is bad. Now come on.” Putting an arm around his waist for support,
Beverley led him to her car.


“Do you want to
come to my place?”


“Thanks, Bev,
but I just want to go home. Besides, I don’t want you to catch whatever it is I
have.”


“Ok. I just
don’t want your granddad to catch it either.”


“It’ll be ok. I
just need to be in my own bed for a while.”


“I understand.” They
drove the rest of the way in silence, Jason leaning his aching head against the
cool glass of the window. Pulling into St Mary’s Terrace, Beverley eased the
car to the curb.


“You stay here. I’m
going to get your granddad to help get you up the stairs.”


“I can walk,
really.”


“No, you can’t. Really.
And I don’t want you falling down stairs and breaking something and you are way
too big for me to catch.” Too exhausted to argue, Jason sat, breathing heavily,
till Beverley came back with Merlin.


Shaking his head
as he pulled Jason out of his sweat-soaked clothes, Merlin had him tucked into
bed within ten minutes. When Jason tried to protest, the old wizard mumbled,
“Just lay down, we can talk about it when you wake up. I’ll make something that
should help you feel a little better.” Jason did as he was told and fell asleep
almost instantly fell.


“Thank you for
bringing him home, Beverley.”


“Of course. You
will let me know when he is up and around, won’t you Mr. Carpenter?”


“When he wakes
up I’ll have him call you or I’ll call you myself.”


“Thank you.” Giving
the old man a gentle peck on the cheek, Beverley left Merlin alone with his
patient. It was almost six o’clock the next morning, more than eighteen hours
after returning home, that Jason finally stirred.


“How do you
feel?”


“What time is
it?”


“Five
forty-seven.”


“p.m.?”


“a.m.”


“Oh, God.” Jason
said, pulling himself carefully off the pillow. “Have you been sitting there
all night?”


“I was worried about
you. Do you feel up to telling me what happened?”


“I think I just
caught a flu bug, or something.”


“I don’t think
so.”


“Why not?”


“I have my
reasons. I’ll explain everything in due time, but first I want to know what
happened. I need to know everything. Every detail.”


Jason collected
his thoughts and pulled himself closer to an upright position, asking Merlin if
he would mind getting him some juice. Walking silently from the room, Merlin
returned with a steaming cup.


“Here, drink
this.”


“What’s this?” Jason
asked, taking a whiff of the cup’s contents, screwing up his nose.


“An old family
remedy.”


“Oh, terrific,”
Jason rolled his eyes, “Dark Age medicine.”


“You must be
feeling better. Now drink it and let’s talk.”


Nearly gagging
on the bitter brew, Jason forced it down and eased back on the pillows. Slowly,
carefully, so as not to leave out any detail, he began recounting his day in
Liverpool. His mind was still foggy and more than once he had to stop and back
up to fill in missing details. He had just gotten to the point where Lu Morgan
took him back to his hotel when Merlin interrupted.


“And she seduced
you.”


Jason lowered
his eyes. “Oh, yes.” Then, after a pause “I really feel bad, too. I mean, I
didn’t mean to cheat on Beverley and being drunk is no excuse.”


“I don’t think
it was your fault and don’t assume you were drunk.”


“Of course it
was my fault. I must have drunk too much, and then I let that woman into my
room, and what happened was my fault.”


“Listen to me.” Jason
met Merlin’s gaze. The old man’s eyes were shining with that eerie light. “I
need to know what she was wearing.”


“Lu Morgan?”


“If that’s what
she called herself.”


“Um...a red
evening dress. Why?”


“What else?”


“A purple scarf
over one shoulder. What does it matter?” Jason still felt awful and this third
degree made his head hurt.


“It matters. What
else was she wearing?”


“The scarf had
red Celtic designs on it and it was fastened to her dress with a gold Celtic
pin. The pin looked really old. Oh, and she was wearing pearls. Why? Is it important?”


“‘And the woman
was arrayed in purple and scarlet color, and decked with gold and precious
stones and pearls.’ The book of Revelations, remember? Your Lu Morgan is
Morgana le Fay. God but she is a brazen bitch, flaunting herself like the whore
of Babylon, knowing that no one would ever make the connection.” Merlin’s
glowing eyes blazed with anger.


“Whoa, easy,
isn’t that kind of reaching for it? I mean, even if Morgana is still alive,
what on earth would she be doing at a cocktail party in Liverpool?”


“Looking for
you, young man. What else?”


Jason’s mouth
opened and his jaw worked but nothing came out.


“Don’t you see,
she knows I’m out and has made all the connections; you, what we have been
doing, everything. I need to show you something, but I warn you, it won’t be
pleasant.” Merlin got up from the chair and left the room, rummaging around for
a second before reappearing.


“Here, read
this.” Merlin said; handing Jason a newspaper folded to reveal the headlines
and lead story. As he read, Jason’s eyes grew wide with disbelief.


University Explosion Claims Three. The
headlines screamed up at him. An
explosion of unknown origin at the Hougton Physical Sciences building on the
main campus of the University of York earlier today claimed the lives of three university
employees. Among the deceased are Dr James Lo-Pan, 37, lecturer in geochemistry
at the university, Mr. Thomas William Souter, 22, a graduate assistant and Mrs.
Emily Thompson, 54, a member of the university cleaning staff. Investigators
from the North Yorkshire Constabulary and the York Fire Brigade are
investigating possible causes of the explosion but say...


Jason dropped
the paper into his lap and looked up at Merlin, his face even whiter than
before and his eyes wide with fear. “You think this is all connected, don’t
you?”


“Naturally. Look,
Jason, everything fits. Dr Daniels’ sudden heart attack, you’re having to take
his place at the opening and then this terrible explosion. Jimmy is dead, the
sphere is ruined and I’m completely vulnerable. We are all vulnerable and that
woman is closing in, but she’s playing with us like a cat with a mouse. She
must really be enjoying this. She probably realizes I have figured it all out
and she’s just waiting to see what I do next.”


Jason closed his
eyes and shook his head slowly. “Why didn’t I see it? Why didn’t I realize who
she was?”


“How could you
have possibly known? If she had walked in looking like some medieval harpy, of
course you would have recognized her, but how were you supposed to suspect some
well-dressed woman at a museum reception?”


“If she knows
you’re out, why didn’t she just come after you? I’m sorry, that didn’t come out
right, but you know what I mean.”


“Jason, that
woman has been waiting for a millennia and a half to find me. Now she thinks
she has me at her mercy so she is going to enjoy this for a while before
finishing the game. I just wish I knew whether she told the Dragon Lords about
all this.”


“But why Dr
Daniels’ heart attack? Why the thing with me in Liverpool? What did she want with
me?”


“Lunch.”


Jason’s brow
puckered in confusion. “What?”


“She fed from you,
Jason. That is how she stayed alive all these years; by drawing energy from
male victims through the act of sex. Daniels wouldn’t have done her any good. He’s
old and has neither the sex drive nor the physical energy she needs.”


“You mean she’s
some kind of fucking sex vampire?” Jason felt his chest constrict and his
stomach heave. He thought he was going to be sick.


“More like a
succubus. Do you know what a succubus is?”


“Isn’t it like
some kind of evil spirit that attacks people when they are asleep?”


“The succubus
were mythical Roman demons. They came in the form of beautiful women that
attacked men while they were sleeping, having sex with them and drawing their
energy at the point of orgasm.”


“And that’s what
she is? A succubus?”


“The original
succubus were phantoms, spirits. But Morgana uses the same method to maintain
her youth. That’s one of the things the dragons taught her; achieving
immortality by draining energy from humans in much the same way they absorb
energy from fire. She quite literally sucks the life out of her lovers. Honestly,
I don’t know how you survived.”


Jason clamped
one hand across his mouth, holding his breath to keep the contents of his
stomach in place. “The lady from the museum followed me back to the hotel. I
think she interrupted us…her.” After a pause he added, “How did you know what
happened? Is that something you learned from her books?”


“How to stay
alive indefinitely? Yes.”


“Do you...” Jason
couldn’t continue.


“Do I drain the
life out of people?” Merlin smiled. “No. That would have been a little hard
locked inside a glass ball for fifteen hundred years, wouldn’t it? I drew
energy from the same ley lines that powered the crystal web in the globe. Now,”
Merlin leaned back and patted his skinny stomach, “I stay alive the same way as
you do. I eat food.”


“Wait a minute.”
Jason desperately tried to process this new information. “Does that mean that
you aren’t immortal anymore?”


“I told you
before, I am not now, nor was I ever, immortal. But if your question is have I
started to age again, the answer is yes. I am getting older day by day just
like everyone else. And considering my age, that makes it all the more
imperative for us to stop Morgana before she comes after us.”


Jason pushed
himself toward the edge of the bed, swinging his legs slowly onto the floor. “I
think I better get up.”


“Are you sure
you feel up to it?” Merlin reached out a steadying hand.


“Yeah, I’ll be
fine.” Jason forced a wan smile. “I think I have to be.”


“It doesn’t have
to be this minute. It isn’t likely anything is going to happen today.”


“’S ok. Just let
me get a shower and get dressed.” He stood up, testing his legs, and putting a
hand on Merlin’s shoulder, patting him gently. “As soon as I clean up and have
something to eat, you can tell me what we need to do.”


Merlin craned
his head, following Jason across the room. “What makes you think I know what to
do?” Jason stopped dead in his tracks and stared over his shoulder. “Don’t
worry. I haven’t thought about anything else since the newspaper arrived. In
fact, while you pull yourself together, I have a few errands to run. I should
be back in a few hours.”


An hour and a
half later, Jason had showered, shaved and eaten for the first time in nearly
thirty hours. He was still weak and shaky, but with food in his system the
strength lost to Morgana’s attack began returning. While waiting for Merlin to
come back, he busied himself reading the article covering the explosion that
had taken the life of their friend and ended their chances of recreating
Merlin’s sphere. Just before nine o’clock he rang Beverley to let her know he
was feeling better, silently wondering if she was in as much danger as he and
Merlin obviously were. For once he was glad they only had a few minutes to chat
before Beverley left for class; he could not decide how much, if anything, he
should tell her. In the end, he promised to call her back that evening. When he
hung up, Jason sat down in the big, over-stuffed chair and chewed his lip in
nervous frustration. For nearly two hours he alternated between staring at the
walls, rereading the same article and pacing the floor with rising panic.


The clock tower
of York Minster Cathedral was tolling eleven when he heard the downstairs door
open. Rushing into the hall, Jason peered over the banister as Merlin’s head
came into view. “Thank God you’re back.”


Tilting his head
upward, Merlin smiled and raised an index finger as a sign for Jason to be
patient. Under his arm was a large, flat package wrapped in brown paper.


“I was worried
sick. I thought you might have been killed or kidnapped or something.” Then,
waving a hand toward the package, he snapped, “The world is about to collapse
and you went shopping?”


“We, young man,”
Merlin said, laying a hand on Jason’s shoulder reassuringly, “are going on the
offensive. What is it you Americans say? ‘The best defense is a good offense.’ Well,
we’ve been on the defensive for too long, and obviously it has cost us precious
time and poor Dr Lo-Pan’s life.” Laying his coat aside, Merlin bent down and
began tearing open the package. “Now, we go on the offensive. Here,” he said,
waving a hand across the package “is the first step in our campaign.”


Removing the
paper and opening a heavy cardboard box, Merlin brushed away a layer of
Styrofoam peanuts to expose an oval mirror about a foot wide and eighteen
inches high. The glass was old, pitted and wavy and the silver backing had seen
far better days. Surrounding the mirror were the remains of a once elaborately
carved frame covered in decomposing gold leaf. Jason looked at the object for a
minute before shifting his gaze to Merlin as though the old man had gone
completely crazy.


“We’re all going
to die and you decide to redecorate?”


“This mirror was
made in Venice centuries ago. It was very, very expensive. Do you know why it
cost so much?”


“I’ll bite. Why?”


“It’s not glass.
It’s Venetian crystal.”


Jason knew this
was leading somewhere important and ventured a guess. “Crystal like your
sphere?”


“Yes, that too,
but more specifically crystal like the scrying glass I lost when my sphere was
destroyed. It will take me a few hours to prepare it properly, but by tonight I
should be able to track Morgana’s whereabouts. And then we will know nearly as
much about her as she knows about us.”


Jason lifted the
fragile old mirror, holding it at arm’s length, looking at his distorted
reflection in the flawed glass. “Mirror, mirror on the wall, where’s the
meanest bitch of all?” Then he handed it to Merlin. “So, once you locate her,
what do we do then?”


“I’m still
working on that. Eventually we have to confront her. She must be stopped. Destroyed.
And hopefully, we can get to her before she contacts the Dragon Lords. Possibly
she hasn’t done so yet, hoping to have me safely out of the picture before
going to her masters with the good news. But at this point, all I am sure of is
that I still need your help. You may have to take some time off school.”


“I think I
already figured that part out.” Jason wondered how Merlin could be so
matter-of-fact about all this. “I’ll go to the head office and cancel the rest
of the term.”


“Good. Now, one
other thing. I’m becoming a bit concerned for your young lady.”


“I figured that
out too. What do we tell her?”


“Considering the
gravity of the situation, the only thing we can tell her is the truth.”


“All of it?” Jason
knew Beverley would be at least as skeptical as he was when he first met
Merlin. What if he couldn’t convince her of the danger they were all in? Worse
yet, how would he protect her?


“All of it. The
whole truth. Invite her over tonight and we will explain everything to her as
calmly as possible.”


“What if she
doesn’t believe me?”


“She will
believe me. I can make her believe.”


“Don’t frighten
her, Merlin.”


“I’ll do my best,
Jason. Beverley is a bright, level-headed young lady. She will understand.”
Then, after a long pause, “Eventually."


“But how do we
protect her from Morgana?”


“You have to
trust me.”


“I do trust
you.”


“Good. Now, we
really must get to work.”


While Jason got
ready to cancel the rest of the term, Merlin took the mirror into the bedroom,
propped it against the computer monitor and began rooting through the piles of
scrolls and books littering the floor.


Before leaving,
Jason stuck his head through the door to see the old man on his hands and
knees, muttering to himself as he cast aside one scroll after another in
frustration. “I’m off. I’ll be back later. I think I’ll check on Professor
Daniels while I’m out and then maybe try to catch Beverley after she leaves her
four o’clock class.”


“Yes, yes. Take
your time. I’ll be right here.”


“See you later.”


“Jason.” Merlin
raised himself to his knees and turned toward the door.


“Yeah?”


“Be careful,
won’t you?”


Jason smiled and
nodded. “I will. You too.”


* * * *


“Yoo-hoo, Mr.
Carpenter. It’s me, Beverley McCullough. Jason brought me to see you.”


She and Jason
were just coming through the door and Beverley was all smiles. As Beverley set
a bottle of wine on the table, Merlin stepped into the living room wearing his
long gray robe and goatskin vest. His hair tumbled around his shoulders and his
beard again hung nearly to his belt.


“Oh. Umm.”
Beverley mumbled with a perplexed look on her round face. “Fancy dress costume
party, Mr. Carpenter?”


Jason didn’t
know how to react to this unexpected development, so he just led Beverley to
the sofa, installed himself next to her and took her hand in his. Obviously
Merlin was jumping in without any preamble. While Merlin walked across the
room, his robes swirling behind him, Jason laid the back of his free hand on
Beverley’s face to get her attention.


“I think...I
mean, Merlin... that is, my Grandpa and I…have something to tell you and you
need to keep an open mind and pay really close attention. It’s important.”


Beverley’s eyes
darted back and forth between Jason’s concerned face and Merlin’s weird outfit.
“Is something wrong? There is, isn’t there?”


Jason was
relieved when Merlin picked up the lead in what was obviously going to be an
awkward conversation. “The first thing you need to know, Beverley, my dear, is
that I am not really Jason’s grandfather.”


For the next
three hours Jason and Merlin unwound their strange story, beginning with the
discovery of the sphere. At least this early part of the story was familiar to
Beverley and it allowed her a point of reference for the mind-boggling details
that followed: Jason’s dreams, Merlin’s manifestation at the departmental
reception and his appearance in Jason’s apartment seemed impossible enough but
when the he began explaining the threat of Morgana le Fay - particularly the
details of the seduction in Liverpool - it proved, predictably, more than
Beverley could accept.


“I don’t know
what this is all about, but you’re scaring me, Jason.” Then turning toward
Merlin, her eyes brimming, “You, too, Mr. Carpenter...or whoever you are. This
isn’t funny. Stop it.”


“Please,
Beverley,” Merlin leaned forward, clasping his hands in front of him. “Neither
Jason nor I want to frighten you. I am very fond of you and I know Jason cares
for you very much. I wish there was time to explain this in some other way, but
there just isn’t. This is very real and we are all in a potentially very
dangerous situation.”


“I just can’t
believe this. Any of it.” Looking directly into Jason’s eyes as though she
could discover the truth there, she continued. “How can you expect me to
believe anything so crazy? Things like this don’t happen in real life, they
happen in books.” Laying a hand on Jason’s cheek, she whispered, “Are you ok? I
mean, you’ve been all stressed out for weeks now. You’re not having a breakdown
or something, are you?” Then almost pleading, “Please don’t be crazy, Jason.”


Jason reached
his arm around her and pulled her close. “I think I wish I was crazy. At least
that would make some kind of sense. But the fact is that neither Merlin nor I
are crazy and this is all too real.” Then, turning to Merlin, he continued. “I
think you need to prove to Beverley who you are.”


At first she
didn’t see anything unusual. But then, after a moment, Merlin’s legs, just
above the top edge of the coffee table, began to shimmer and fade until they
disappeared altogether. The process continued upward till all that was left of
the old man was one disembodied hand holding a glass of wine. Slowly, the glass
raised itself toward unseen lips, spilling its contents down an invisible
gullet.


“Oh, my God! That’s
so amazing. How did you do that?” Eyes shining, she stared at the vacant space
where the wizard should be. “Do it again. Do it again.”


Instantly Merlin
reappeared, sound and whole. “I’m glad I didn’t frighten you, Beverley, but the
important thing is that you understand that I really am who I say I am and that
everything we have told you is quite real.”


Laying her hand
on her chest to catch her breath, Beverley suddenly sat up; her eyes sparkling.
“How did you do that?” Then, glancing toward Jason, “That was amazing. Did you
see that? How did he do that?”


Jason reached
out and hugged her close, knowing it would be ok. He wasn’t going to lose
Beverley, and she would be able to accept everything he and Merlin might do in
the coming weeks.


“Mr. Carpenter. I
mean, Merlin. Would you do another one? Please?”


Theatrically,
Merlin thrust his right hand forward, throwing the sleeve back to the elbow. Twisting
his hand as though turning a doorknob, his fingers began to close. As they
clenched inward, the illumination from the floor lamp halfway across the room
left the bulb and floated through the air, coming to rest in his palm. The room
was as brightly lit as ever, but the bulb in the lamp was completely dark. Merlin
massaged the ball of light in his hand, causing it to pulse and shift like a
ball of putty. Suddenly he snapped his hand shut into a tight fist, sending
tiny shards of light spiraling through the room like a thousand miniature spiral
nebula. One by one, the sparkles spun homeward toward the light bulb as Merlin
brushed his hands together as though clapping off dust, sending the last few
sparks into the air.


It was a long
minute before Jason finally broke the silence. “How the fuck did you do that? I’ve
never seen you do anything like that before?” His face was a mask of pure
amazement while Beverley’s shone with delight.


“My boy that is
nothing to what you may witness over the upcoming weeks. I have used very
little of my power over the centuries, but I think it’s time I got back into
practice.”


“You really are
a wizard, aren’t you old man?”


“I told you
before, there are no such things as wizards. But the things I do, I do very
well. Now, are you ready to help me take on that le Fay creature?”


Jason kept his
voice calm and even when he repeated the question “You’re a wizard, aren’t
you?”


“Oh, alright, I
lied. I am Merlin Emrys ap Morfryn, the greatest wizard in the history of the
world. My power transcends science, nature and time itself, and I need your
help. Are you up to the challenge?”
















Chapter
Twelve



 

The next morning
Jason left the flat early, tying up loose ends at the University. He had not
seen Merlin before he left and wasn’t sure if he might have slipped out on some
private errand; but when he returned just before noon, he heard Merlin’s voice
coming through the bedroom door. As Jason crept toward the door and peered
through the inch-wide crack, aromatic smoke drifted out to meet him.


Propped against
the computer stood the Venetian mirror and in front of it, his back toward the
door, sat Merlin. He was surrounded by piles of scrolls and books and his hands
were scribing strange shapes in the air, each pass leaving a pale blue streamer
in its wake. On one side of the computer table, a small brass brazier sent
sweet-smelling smoke floating toward the ceiling.


“Come in, boy,”
Merlin said without turning his head. His hands kept up their steady motion,
passing this way and that through the air. “You aren’t disturbing me and you
know by now I don’t bite.” Then, he added with a small, wicked chuckle. “At
least I won’t bite you.”


“I didn’t want
to interrupt you. You know, break your concentration or anything.”


“Very
thoughtful. But I’m almost finished, at least for the time being. Take your
coat off, fix me a drink and I’ll be out in a moment. We need to have a little
chat. Plans to lay.”


Jason puttered
around in the kitchen waiting for Merlin to appear. Five minutes, ten, twenty. Finally,
from the bedroom came a deep laugh and the single, emphatic word “YES.” A
moment later, Merlin stood in the kitchen door, his hand out for Jack Daniels.


“You look
pleased.”


Merlin smiled. “It
seems that I haven’t lost the touch.”


“What were you
doing in there?”


Merlin wandered
toward the tiny living room, talking as he moved. “Just because the mirror was
made of crystal doesn’t automatically make it a scrying glass; it requires
preparation. The right powers must be imparted to the glass to make it work.”


“Is it ready
now?”


“Not quite. But
by this evening I can begin tracking our quarry.”


“You make it
sound as though we were going on a big game hunt.” Jason smirked and wrinkled
his brow as though he were slightly confused.


“We are. Don’t
you see? Morgana has been hunting us; me for a thousand-and-a-half years, and you
for at least a month. She’s a predator by nature. It’s what she does. Now, we’re
going to turn the tables on her. The hunted are about to become the hunters.”


“So you think we
should actually go after her?”


“We have no
choice. If she gets to me before we get to her, she’ll have an entire army of
fire-breathing monsters at her side and there will be no way to stop her.”


“I assume you
have some kind of plan, here?”


“It is not very
sophisticated but, yes. Not only must we find out how she contacts the Dragon
Lords, we need to know how big her power base is. We need to know what she
knows, who she knows and how much political and economic power she wields.”


“That’s the
question. What’s the plan?”


“Once I’ve
located her headquarters, we break in to them and steal her records - at least
as many of them as we can cart off.”


Jason stared
blankly. “That’s it?”


“I said it
wasn’t very sophisticated, but it worked before so it should work again…if we
don’t get caught.”


“Umm.” Jason
pinched the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger, shaking his head
from side to side. “You’re right; it isn’t very sophisticated. A lot of things
have changed.” After a pause to collect his thoughts, “Assuming she has as much
money as she seems to have, she undoubtedly has the most sophisticated security
system on the market. Motion sensors, sound sensors, infrared, video
surveillance, that sort of thing. Not to mention the fact that she probably has
a small army of armed security guards.”


“I can arrange
it so neither the guards nor the cameras can see us.”


“I have no doubt
you can. But even if you make us invisible the infrared heat sensors will pick
us up. The guards will seal off the building and we’ll be trapped.”


“Hmm.” Merlin
nodded, realizing his methods might be a little out of date. “So what do you
suggest?”


“I know this
doesn’t sound as romantic as what you have in mind, but no one keeps their
records on scrolls any more.” Merlin knitted his brow and stared at Jason. “Everything
is stored on CDs and computer files.”


“Everything?”


“Everything. Billions
of documents, worldwide. Millions more being added every day. It’s almost
foolproof. Everything is protected by passwords and embedded in encoded systems
that require an expert to break into.”


“Then that makes
it even easier. We just steal her computer.” Merlin seemed genuinely delighted
with this revelation.


Jason smiled and
waved a cautioning hand, halting Merlin’s train of thought. “No. If she has any
kind of an organization at all, everything is backed up in a half dozen places.
We might get a copy of the information, but she would still have it, too. Besides,
even if we destroyed everything, she would know it was us.”


“I see.” Merlin
nodded his shaggy head, his long beard bouncing on his stomach. “So what do you
recommend?”


As though
someone turned on a light in Jason’s head, he snapped his fingers. “A hacker.”


“A hacker?”


“Yep”, Jason
nodded his head slowly, pleased with himself.


Merlin imitated
him, his head bobbing up and down blankly. “What on earth is a hacker?”


“It is a sort of
computer age sneak thief. Very sophisticated. A good hacker is a technological
genius. They can extract information from any computer, anywhere without anyone
ever knowing they were there.”


“So we break
into Morgana’s offices and take one of these hacker people with us. He gets the
information and all we have to do is get out without being caught. Right?”


“Wrong. We don’t
have to break in at all. That’s the beauty of it. A hacker can tap into
Morgana’s system from anywhere and extract or delete the information without
anybody ever knowing he was there.”


“You’re serious,
aren’t you?”


“Very.”


“Now that’s what
I call wizardry of the highest order.” Merlin relaxed into his chair, pondering
this new electronic world. “So where do we find one of these hackers?”


“I have
absolutely no idea.”


Leaning forward,
Merlin patted Jason lightly on the knee. “Then you, my boy, have your first
challenge in our quest. You locate one of these hackers while I finish the
scrying glass and concentrate on finding the Lady le Fay.”


“Right. No
problem”, Jason lied. He pushed himself out of the chair, wondering how to find
a world class hacker. Half to himself, he muttered “Maybe Beverley knows
somebody who knows a hacker. I don’t know...”


Merlin
interrupted his rambling train of thought. “Speaking of your friend Beverley, I
have something for her.” Merlin rose and walked toward the bedroom, motioning
Jason to follow.


Rummaging
through pile of scrolls and papers littering the floor, Merlin finally located
what he was looking for. Stepping toward Jason he held out his hand. It was
balled up in a tight fist.


“Here. Give this
to Beverley and tell her to wear it at all times. She must never take it off. It
will prevent Morgana from locating her only so long as she has it on.”


Merlin opened
his hand exposing a tiny crucifix on a delicate silver chain. Studying it for a
second, Jason saw that the cross was made from some kind of reddish stone. The
four arms terminated in finely filigreed caps of the same silver as the chain and
the little figure of Christ. Jason looked at Merlin for a moment before he
spoke. “That’s very thoughtful, but I don’t think Beverley is a Catholic.”


“I don’t think
God cares which church she goes to. Besides, in this instance, the religious
connotation is only symbolic. The power lies in the cross itself. I have imbued
the stone with the ability to prevent Morgana from tracking its wearer. So long
as this is around Beverley’s neck she will be invisible to Morgana’s scrying.”


“Wow. Why don’t
we each have one of these?”


“If I had any
idea Morgana knew where I was, I would have made us each a similar charm weeks
ago. But now, we want her to know where we are. If she loses track of us now,
she will know we’re fighting back. We don’t want that. We need her to believe
she still has the upper hand.”


“Right. Got
ya’.” Jason closed his hand around the crucifix for a second before dropping it
into his shirt pocket. “Thank you, Merlin. I know Beverley will appreciate this
and so do I.”


“It’s the least
I could do. I seem to have put her in harm’s way and I must do all I can to
protect her. She’s a very nice young lady.”


* * * *


“You need to
talk to my brother.”


Jason and
Beverley were staring out through the big windows of Betty’s tearoom. Outside,
in the cobblestone square, a mime dressed like a gigantic a Punch and Judy
character, made himself grow taller and shorter to the delight of a crowd of
children huddled against the biting wind. Jason had already given her the
crucifix, explained the importance of never taking it off, and brought the
conversation around to his search for a hacker. After staring silently into her
coffee for some minutes, Beverley’s voice made Jason shift his gaze away from
the mime.


“I didn’t know
you had a brother.”


“Jonathan. He’s
only eighteen and still lives at home with Mum and Dad, but he knows all about
computers. I think it’s what he does.”


Jason knitted
his brow. “You don’t know?”


“All I know is
that he spends his whole life in his room with his computer and he seems to be
making money. Somehow.”


“You think he
might be a hacker?”


“I don’t know. But
all his friends, such as they are, seem to be people he knows on-line. Even if
he’s not a hacker he might know somebody who knows somebody.”


“Hey. It’s worth
a shot.”


“I’ll ring home
tonight to see if my parents would mind us paying a visit.”


“Great. I guess
we should start back, I’m dying to see Merlin’s mirror...I mean, his scrying
glass.” They shared a small laugh at the strangeness of their new reality as
they struggled into their coats and headed toward the door.
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Two days later,
Merlin had completed work on the mirror and was beginning the laborious work of
tuning in to Morgana le Fay’s vibrations, insisting he would be fine on his own
while Jason and Beverley visited Jonathan. They left early, taking Beverley’s
Mini southwest out of York toward Leeds. From there, they drove through
Manchester and on to Chester where Beverley’s parents lived. They were met at
the door by a small, comfortable looking woman in her middle years.


“Come in out of
the cold. You two must be half frozen.” Jean McCullough smiled and bustled,
keeping up a stream of welcoming chatter as she tossed their coats onto a
chair.


“You must be
Jason.” She said, looking him over approvingly. “And I’ve heard very nice
things about you from Beverley. I understand your grandfather is visiting you. How
nice. You should have brought him along.”


“That’s very
kind of you, Mrs. McCullough...”


“Jean, please.”
She was headed toward the kitchen, motioning them to follow.


“Well then,
that’s very kind of you, Jean. But he is busy with his...ahh...studies at the
moment. I left him with my computer so he is perfectly happy.”


“Computer skills
at his age, bless him. If I were twenty years younger I might take up computing
myself.” Jason smiled politely as she continued talking while putting on the
tea kettle. “As it is, I’m the only one in the family who isn’t an absolute
computer whiz. Honestly, sometimes they all sit around talking about interfacing
and downloading and I’m completely lost. Oh, well, not to worry. Here, now. A
nice cup of tea. Just the thing to take the chill off your bones. You two just
relax while I go tell Jonathan you are here.”


“Your Mom seems
like a nice lady.” Jason said, after Jean scurried out of the room.


“She is. Really.
She just gets a little flustered when her routine is interrupted.”


“I know. Mine’s
the same way.” They both smiled and nodded.


Jean McCullough
bustled back into the room like a tiny tornado. “Whenever you’re settled in,
Jonathan says you can come up. I tried to get him to come down, but you know
how teenagers are.”


Rising from her
chair, Beverley walked over to her mother and gave her a hug and a kiss. “Thanks
Mum. It was really nice of you to let me and Jason drop in on such short notice.”


Jean gave her
daughter an affectionate squeeze. “Don’t be silly, dear. This is still your
home. You don’t have to make an appointment to see us. Now you two go up and
see your brother.”


Following
Beverley’s shapely form down the hall and up the stairs, Jason wondered what
this Jonathan person was like. He had never had much luck communicating with
computer geeks, all zit-faced, glasses and babbling techno-speak. His vague
musings were interrupted when Beverley knocked on one of the bedroom doors.


“Jonathan? Open
up. It’s your sister.”


“C’mon in. It
ain’t locked or anything.”


The room was a
warren of shelves filled with disassembled computers and boxes filled with CDs.
In one corner was an unmade bed. Jonathan McCullough stopped staring at a
computer screen long enough to turn around and greet his sister.


“Hey, Sis.”


“Hey, yourself. This
is my friend Jason. Jason, my brother, Jonathan.”


Beverley’s
brother stuck his hand out toward Jason who returned the gesture. Jonathan
McCullough was not at all what Jason had expected. He was a nice looking young
man with a broad, pleasant smile and a firm handshake. He even had shoulders. Nothing
at all like the geek image Jason had conjured up.


“So Mum tells me
you’re a Yank. You follow the Denver Broncos?


“Uhh, no, not
really. I’m not into sports much.”


“Shame. The
Broncs are on a roll this season.” He gestured toward the one side chair and
the rumpled bed. “Make yourself comfortable if you can find a place.” Beverley
indicated Jason should take the chair while she perched on the edge of the bed
with a look suggesting something might crawl out from under the covers and make
a grab for her.


“So, Bev says
you need some computer help. What can I do?”


Jason had been
wondering how to explain what they needed without going into detail. Drawing
himself up in the chair, he unfolded a complicated lie cobbled together on the
drive down. “What we need is a serious hacker. My grandfather’s company is
having a lot of its software pirated by one of his competitors. They’re tapping
into his system and he needs help tracing the hack to its source. And I think
he wants to do the same thing to them. Sort of a payback thing. And it all has
to be done so they can’t trace it back to my granddad.” Jonathan had been
listening intently, nodding his head in understanding. “So, can you do this,
Jonathan?”


“Who, me?” Jonathan
smirked, letting out a laugh that sounded like escaping steam. “No way. All I
do is pirate music and movies, dub them off and sell copies. You need a real
surgeon.”


Jason sighed;
his first attempt to help Merlin was a dead end. “So you can’t help us?” He
started to rise. “Well, thanks for...”


“I didn’t say I
couldn’t help you. I said I couldn’t do it myself.”


Jason lowered
himself back onto the chair. “So, like, what? You know someone who can?”


Jonathan bobbed
his head noncommittally adding, “I think so.”


“Is he good? Do
you know him well enough to trust him? How do I get in touch with him?” The
questions tumbled out on top of each other.


“Hey.” Jonathan
held up his hands. “I don’t know him at all, at least not personally. I’ve
dealt with him online a little. I think he just takes pity on me. Mostly I know
him by reputation.”


“Is he good?” This
time, Jason’s voice was calmer.


“He’s a god. He
won’t say it, but the word is he’s hacked the Pentagon, the FBI, NSA, MI5, MI6
and, some say, even the CIA. Believe me, this guy is the best there is.”


“Who is he?”


“I don’t know
his real name, nobody does, but he goes by Nemo.”


“You mean like
the captain in 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea?


“Yep. You know,
Nemo had a submarine and went to the bottom of the ocean. Well, this Nemo gets
to the bottom of things, too. It’s an allusion, you know?”


“Right. An
allusion. So how do we get to him?”


“That’s the hard
part. Nobody knows where he lives. In his business he can’t afford to be found.
It is massively illegal, after all.”


“So how do we
get in touch with him?”


“I can handle
that. Then, if he agrees to help, I can tell him what you want. Believe me,
he’s untraceable.”


“That would
never work. Merlin...I mean my granddad, will insist on meeting this Nemo guy.”


“Merlin?”


“Ahh, yeah. You
know, like umm, Merlin Olson, the American football player.”


“Oh, right. Cool.
Well, I’ll see what I can do, but I can’t promise anything. Like most hackers,
Nemo is seriously into privacy.”


Beverley got off
the bed, moved two steps toward her brother and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks,
Jonathan. I know you’ll do your best. This is really important.”


“Yeah, sure. No
problem, Sis.”


Beverley’s
mother insisted they stay for dinner and spend the night, but by mid-afternoon
the following day they were back in York. Beverley dropped Jason off with the
promise that as soon as she heard from her brother she would ring him, no
matter whether the news was good or bad. She knew how tense he was; during the
drive back she could see the little muscle in his jaw twitching.


Climbing the
stairs to his flat Jason wished he had something definite to tell Merlin. ‘We
just have to wait’ didn’t seem like much to offer.


“So that’s about
it. I wish I had more to tell you, but Jonathan says it might take a few days
to get in touch with this Nemo character and then he has to convince him to
meet with us. Sorry.”


“I understand. If
nothing else, the centuries have taught me patience. We can’t let our anxieties
play on us; it only makes us more vulnerable.” Merlin seemed very philosophical
and Jason asked if there were some particular reason for his apparent calm.


“All things do
not happen at once”, was the cryptic reply. “You set things in motion on your
end and I have done so on mine.”


“Have you have
had any luck with the mirror?”


Merlin nodded
demurely. “Indeed I have. Our friend is still in Wales. Her headquarters are in
Cardiff.”


“You’ve seen her
then?” Jason’s sounded simultaneously relieved and excited.


“Seeing her was
the easy part. The hard part was discovering her location. The glass gives me
an image of her and her immediate environment, but until she moves to a place I
can identify she could be anywhere. A room is a room. Finding out where that
room is, is the hard part.”


“How did you do
it?”


“I watched her
until she left the building and I got a glimpse of the name above the entry
door. Then I tracked the company through the internet. I have to say, a search
engine is a marvelous tool.”


“So she does
have a real business. Do you think it’s just a front?”


“She certainly
does and it hardly looks like a dummy corporation. By all appearances she’s
doing frighteningly well, though I couldn’t find out just what it is she does. Her
headquarters seem to occupy an entire building.”


“How can you be
sure?”


Merlin’s answer
was accompanied by a small smirk. “That woman is so arrogant. In the same way
she still dresses like the Whore of Babylon, she flaunts her true identity in
the name of her company.” Merlin was deliberately building tension, dragging it
out, knowing it was driving Jason crazy.


“Well, tell me
for heaven’s sake.”


“Would you
believe, the Excalibur Holding Corporation?”


Jason’s mouth
fell open in amazement, a look that slowly dissolved into a puzzled frown. “Excalibur?
I’ve never heard of it.”


“Hardly
surprising. Morgana always did prefer to remain behind the scenes; it was never
her way to expose herself. She likes power but hates being in danger. But the
name is outrageously appropriate, don’t you think?”


“If she’s all
you say she is, she’s had a very long time to build a power base. Fighting her
might not be so easy.”


“True, but then
again, fighting her through her company computer system is the last thing she’ll
expect. Morgana may be immensely powerful, but as far as my ability to fight
her, I’m willing to wager she’s grown lax over the centuries. That gives us the
edge.” With a little shrug he added, “At least as long as we get to her before
she calls in her flying friends. If we move before she does, we stand a good
chance of defeating her once and for all.”


“And if the
wicked witch calls in her flying monkeys before we get to her?”


“I think the
term you would use is ‘We’re fucked’.”


“Right. That’s
what I was afraid of.”


“Don’t be afraid
yet. We just keep moving forward as though there was no opposition. Slow and
steady. Right now remaining calm is our greatest ally.”
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The four of them
were cramped and uncomfortable in the confines of the Mini. Jason drove and
Beverley navigated, while they argued over the best routes through County
Durham and Northumberland. Merlin sat in the back next to Jonathan, watching
the scenery in total amazement. Cattle, sheep, green fields dotted with gnarled
oak trees and scribed by hedgerows and stone fences in need of repair - these
were familiar things, but four and six lane highways, trucks and cars screaming
past, towns and cities in the distance with their multi-story buildings
reaching up to touch the iron-gray clouds, these were strange and alien things.
The old and the new, melded together, fighting for dominance over the English
countryside. Merlin sympathized; it was a feeling he was becoming familiar
with. Even his physical appearance betrayed his disconnectedness. He was
wearing the tweed suit Jason and Beverley had bought him, but his long white
hair and beard made him look like a skinny Santa Claus dressed for a country
outing.


“Jonathan, are
you sure this is the way to Nemo’s?” Beverley had been shifting her gaze from
the written directions to the landscape for fifteen minutes and was convinced
they were thoroughly lost. Just north of Newcastle-upon-Tyne they left the main
road and since then they had traveled back roads, heading deeper and deeper
into the Northumbrian National Park. For half an hour they had traveled on one
unnamed road after another, passing the occasional tiny hamlet set amid a vast,
rocky wilderness dotted with clumps of gorse and heather.


“Hey, I just
wrote down what the man said.” Jonathan was tired, cramped and getting testy. He
leaned forward, peering over his sister’s shoulder to stare at the directions. “We
just passed the sign for the Farmhouse B&B and we should be coming up to
the blue gate any minute. It ought to be on the left side of the road.”


“I saw it. We
just passed it back there.” Jason cut in on Jonathan. “Let me find somewhere to
turn around.”


Minutes later
they pulled to a stop in front of a rusted blue metal gate. Jonathan jumped
out, stretched his legs, opened the gate and made a low, sweeping bow,
motioning Jason to pull through. Once Jonathan was back in the car, Jason shook
his head at the cow-path confronting them and asked “Ok, where to now?”


“The directions
say follow this lane for two-point-three miles to a ruined barn; pull up to the
hay-stack next to the barn and wait.”


“That’s all? Just
park and wait?”


Beverley waved
the paper helplessly. “That’s it.”


The Mini
wallowed across the rutted tractor path, lurching from one rut to the next
until they saw the tumbledown ruins of a stone barn in the middle of a field. Next
to the barn was a stack of hay bales nearly two stories in height. There was
absolutely nothing else in visual range except sheep wandering aimlessly across
the landscape. When Jason pulled to a stop, they clambered out of the tiny car,
walking in circles to pull the knots out of their muscles. Only Merlin seemed
to be thoroughly enjoying himself.


Jason leaned
against the front of the car, cupping is hands over his ears protecting them
from the hard northern wind. “So what are we supposed to do now, Jonathan?”


“Wait.”


Jason was about
to say something when a figure appeared from behind the haystack. “One of you
better be Jonathan.” The large man asking the question appeared to be in his
mid-forties; he was balding, unshaven and wearing dark blue coveralls. On his
head a battered yachtsman’s cap sat at a rakish angle.


“I’m Jonathan. And
you are?”


“Nemo. Who the
fuck else would be out here in this God-forsaken place?” Nemo’s toothy,
lopsided smile belied the harsh edge to his voice. Jonathan strode purposefully
toward the man and shook his hand.


“I’m really glad
to meet you. You’re a legend.” Turning back to the others he added “This is so
cool. I met Nemo. God, this is so cool.”


“Don’t bust a
gut, kid. I’m just another hacker like all the rest.” Turning his gaze to the
group milling around the car he motioned with his hand. “Well, come on in. Don’t
stand out here in the cold.” Scanning the sky he added under his breath “Don’t
want those goddamned black choppers seeing us hanging around out here.”


As the others
walked toward Nemo and Jonathan, Beverley whispered to Jason “Come in where?”


“I have no idea,
but I think we’re about to find out.”


Ahead of them,
Nemo disappeared around the haystack, Jonathan hard on his heels like a puppy. By
the time the others rounded the corner the pair had vanished. Beverley opened
her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Just as Jason reached up to
scratch his head one of the hay bales moved out of line. A second later
Jonathan’s head appeared around its edge.


“Hey, you guys,
you got to see this. God, this is great.”


Jason and
Beverley cast sideways glances at each other and moved forward.


Inside the
haystack two ancient mobile homes stood facing each other, each one at least
fifty feet long. Bales of hay were stacked tight around three sides, leaving
only a six-foot walkway between the trailers. At one end of the passage, two
bales of hay were arranged on a concealed pivot so they swung outward like a
door. At the opposite end, Nemo stood by the door of one of the trailers.


“Welcome to the
belly of the Nautilus. Enter.” With that, he stepped through the door, waiting
for his guests to follow. Inside, the trailer was stripped to the walls and
filled with bank upon bank of monitors, hard drives and boxes of software, CDs
and other paraphernalia. On one wall a gigantic anarchist’s ‘A’ was painted in
blood red spray paint. Nemo was already ensconced in a massive office chair
upholstered in worn-out black leather. Jason immediately thought of the scene
in Walt Disney’s 20,000 Leagues Under the
Sea where James Mason, as the mad Captain Nemo, sat at the keyboard of a
gigantic pipe organ, pounding out a dirge as the Nautilus sank to her doom. Nemo
swiveled to face his guests. His eyes fell first on Beverley. “You must be
Jonathan’s sister.”


Beverley nodded
and offered her name.


“And you two?”


“I’m Jason
Carpenter. I’m the one who asked Jonathan to contact you.”


Nemo nodded
obliquely and moved to eye Merlin suspiciously.


“You may call me
Merlin.” The old man offered a bow that made his beard swing like a fluffy
pendulum.


“Anything you
want.” Nemo chuckled. “If I can be Nemo, you can sure as fuck be Merlin. So
what brings you aboard the Nautilus this fine day?”


After wondering
whether Nemo was as crazy as the character in Verne’s novel or had just been
alone in the wilderness too long, Jason launched into an involved explanation
of how the CEO of the Excalibur Corporation had been hacking his grandfather’s
company computers, stealing software they had developed for their own use and,
in the process, stealing sensitive records in an attempt to ruin the company. Somewhere,
at the center of the tale was a grain of truth, but no more than was needed to
make the whole scenario sound plausible. When he reached the end, Nemo sank
back in his chair and steepled his fingers together and closed his eyes.


“Merlin. Excalibur
Holding Company. Hmm.” When he opened his eyes, they were smiling. “I’ll bet at
least some of that load of shite is the truth. Am I right?”


Jason nodded meekly,
with an almost imperceptible shrug. “Some of it.”


“What the hell. Good
enough for me. So you want me to tap into this bitch’s system and pull out
everything I can. Right?”


“That would do
nicely, young man.” Merlin could sense a kindred, playful spirit here and that
appealed to him. “So long as it does not expose you or your operation in any
way.”


“Hey, don’t
worry your whiskers about me, Mr. Merlin. I can cover my ass better than any
hacker in the world. By the time I’m done, even I wouldn’t be able to track the
hack back to its source. Then...,” after a pause for dramatic effect, “Just to
be safe I’ll reroute it through just as many systems before I download it onto
your hard drive. That’s as much for my own security as for yours. Even if
somebody gets to your computer, they’ll never be able to trace it back to me.
Everybody happy with that?”


Everyone in the
room nodded, more or less in unison, only Merlin spoke.


“If possible, I
would like to have all the information on how she contacts others with whom she
works.”


“You want her
address book. Ok. Anything else? No? Good. So how much information do we have
on this Excalibur Holding Corporation, anyhow? I need somewhere to start.”


Merlin explained
everything he knew, which was pretty much limited to their building name and
street address in Cardiff. He had gotten the company telephone number from its
scant website.


“Not much to go
on, but we thrive on challenge.” Nemo interlaced his fingers, turned his hands
inside out and flexed his knuckles until they sounded like twigs breaking.
“This may take a while, so why don’t you good people go across the way and make
yourselves at home. Coffee, tea and cola are all there, just root around till
you find what you want. When I have something, I’ll call you.” Without another
word, he turned his back on his guests, focusing his attention on the keyboard.


Jonathan lagged
behind, motioning the others on. Standing silently near the door, he watched
Nemo’s back, transfixed. The legendary hacker’s fingers flew across the keys
like a pianist executing a Chopin sonata; except there was no music, only the
hollow sound of the plastic keys. Clack, clack. Clack, clack, clack. After
nearly five minutes, Nemo broke the silence. Without turning around, he said,
“You really want to see this, don’t you Jonathan?”


“That would be
great. I mean, if you don’t mind. If I wouldn’t be disturbing you.”


“Actually, I do
mind. But you can stay on the condition that you really don’t disturb me.”


“Ok.”


“Just don’t
hover over my shoulder. Pull up a chair.” Jonathan jumped into position without
a sound.


One. Two. Three.
Four hours passed and the only sound in the room was the soft clatter of keys. In
the other trailer, Merlin and Beverley sat while Jason paced like an expectant
father awaiting the arrival of his firstborn.


* * * *


“Holy, fuck. Who
the hell is this bitch?” Nemo’s voice shattered the long, sleepy silence.


“Did you find
something?” They were the first words Jonathan had spoken since perching next
to Nemo.


“Yeah. Go get
that Merlin guy, your sister and what’s-his-name. They need to see this.”


Jonathan raced
to the other trailer, thrusting his head through the door. “Hey you guys. Nemo
wants you. Says it’s important.” Everyone bolted for the narrow door at once,
but Jason and Beverley stood aside allowing Merlin to pass. When they entered
Nemo’s inner-sanctum, he swung around to meet them.


“I can see why
you think this Excalibur chick is a threat.” He motioned them closer. “Come
here, look at this.”


“What are we
seeing?” Merlin leaned in over Nemo’s shoulder.


“It’s an
accounts list. Not the actual books or anything, just a list of who she does
business with and where she has financial interests. You won’t believe this. Hell,
I don’t believe it. Look here. See. These letters are abbreviations for company
names, like the ones they use on the stock market. All you have to do is know
the stock market abbreviations and you can read them off like listings in a
telephone book. Here you got BP and Shell Oil. Here is Boeing, Bell and
Haliburton. This is AmeriTec. There are listings here for gold mines, silver
mines, copper mines, banks in the Cayman Islands, South American timber
companies, even public relations firms that specialize in political
spin-doctoring. Here are the names of at least four major, international
armament companies and here is Blackwater – you know, the mercenary
killers-for-hire. You name it and Excalibur owns huge blocks of it. And from
what I can tell, they buy most all of it through dummy corporations, so the big
companies themselves don’t even know Excalibur is taking a bite out of their
asses.” Nemo turned his head to look at Merlin. “Who did you say this woman
was?”


“She uses the
name Lucrezia Morgan.”


“Well, your Miss
Morgan has been a very bad girl.”


“Do you mean
there’s more?”


“Oh, yeah. I’m
not sure, but judging from some of the corporate tie-ins – that is, with
companies that I know are bad, or have bad connections – it looks like
she is hooked up with the Russian Mafia, Afghani warlords, Mexican drug lords,
Chinese Triads and the Japanese Yakuza.”


“Jesus.” cried
Jason, “gangsters.”


“Not just
gangsters, lad, world class mobsters. This is one seriously dangerous lady you
people are dealing with, so watch your step.”


Jason pulled
Merlin aside and whispered into his ear. “Gold, copper, oil, timber; she’s
trying to corner the world’s resources.”


Merlin pulled
Jason so close his lips almost touched his ear. “Considering her insane desire
to rule the world once her fire-breathing friends are finished with it, it
makes perfect sense, doesn’t it?”


Letting the
thought to sink in, Merlin turned to Nemo. “I believe we now know all we need
to know. Except, perhaps, did you find any very curious, possibly even
indecipherable, contact codes in her email files?”


“I didn’t look
at them all that closely. Why? Looking for something special?”


“I just
wondered.”


“I’ve already
transferred her email list to your computer, so you can go through it when you
get home. Maybe you’ll find what you’re looking for.”


“Possibly. Thank
you.”


“My pleasure. Now,
is there anything else I can do for you before I throw you all out into the
cold?”


“One small
thing, if you don’t mind.”


“Name it.”


“Could you
disrupt Mrs. Morgan’s entire computer system? Hopefully to such an extent that
the damage may be irreparable?”


Nemo chuckled
into his hand. “I do like your style, old man. Consider it done.”


“Thank you. Now,
what do I owe you, Mr. Nemo?”


“A day’s work. For
you, because you’re friends of Jonathan, three thousand pounds.”


Merlin reached
into his coat pocket and pulled out a wallet from which he extracted thirty,
one hundred pound notes and silently laid them on the keyboard. As Jason’s eyes
flew open in surprise, Nemo picked them and stuffed them into a pocket of his
coveralls.


“Nice doing
business with you, Mr. Merlin.”


“And with you,
Mr. Nemo.”


As he saw them
to the door of the haystack, Nemo coughed to get their attention. “Ah, one
other thing, lads.”


Merlin and Jason
both turned their heads to look at him.


“If you need me
again, just have Jonathan get in touch. Don’t come back here ‘cause I’m never
in the same place twice. And, nothing personal, but don’t recommend me to your
friends, or to anybody else, for that matter. This was a lot of fun, but I like
my privacy.”


Walking toward
the car, Merlin answered over his shoulder. “Even as we speak, I can barely
remember who you are.” 
















Chapter
Fifteen



 

Morgana le Fay
stepped out of the private elevator and into her office on the eleventh floor
of Excalibur Holding Corporation, pausing to adjust her lavender silk suit
coat. Had she entered through the public area of the building, she would have
witnessed an unusual amount of activity. If she had passed through the lobby or
halls of her building, she would have seen technicians in white lab coats,
private security guards, electricians and men from British Telecom running
madly from one place to another, shouting to each other, crawling under desks
and computer terminals and others simply staring into space on almost every
floor, scratching their heads in confusion. But she saw none of this because
she considered it beneath her to mingle with the men and women who worked for
her unless it was absolutely necessary. This morning it would prove to be
necessary.


“Jerry. Get in
here NOW.”


Seconds later
Jerry McGuire scuttled through her office door like a dog running with its tail
between its legs after being kicked in the ribs.


“Yes, Mrs.
Morgan.”


Except for the
fact that his small, dark brown eyes were set too close together – and
this morning they were wide with a look bordering on terror - there was nothing
really wrong with Jerry McGuire except his attitude. He was a groveler, one of
those people so naturally frightened of everything and everyone they never
quite manage to make eye contact. Jerry was one of only two types of people that
Morgana le Fay kept on her staff. He was one of the toadies. Toadies were
personal assistants and worker bees; the minions that filled the hundreds of
minor positions in her company - under paid and over worked. She liked them
because they were too scared of losing their jobs to make suggestions or ask
questions the boss might not want to answer. The other type she hired were the
sharks, expensive lawyers, bully-boy enforcers and other bottom feeders that
came and went as she needed them.


“My goddamn computer
is down.”


“Yes, Mrs.
Morgan.” Jerry answered, addressing the radiator behind her big mahogany desk. “All
the computers in the building are down.”


She drew a deep
breath in order to keep calm enough not to bite his head off. “And why are all
the computers in the building down?”


“The technicians
say it might be a communications software problem.”


“And?”


“The telecom
people say it’s an interface breakdown in the main frame and it’s not their
problem.” His voice was beginning to quaver ever so slightly. Finally, he added
cautiously, “Some of the guys in the lab think it might be a problem with the
new web design.”


“Then where the
hell is the web designer?”


“Snowboarding in
San Moritz.”


“Jesus Christ,
Jerry. What the hell do I pay you people for anyway?”


“I don’t know,
Mrs. Morgan.”


“Maybe that’s
the problem. None of you know what the hell you are supposed to be doing.” Her
voice shook with as much anger as his did with fear. Her violet eyes were as
hard and cold as the blade of a surgeon’s scalpel. “Get out; get this thing
fixed and I don’t want to see your ugly face again until everything is working
like it’s supposed to.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Jerry
lurched toward the door like a frightened rabbit.


“And Jerry.”


He stopped dead
in his tracks, head down, but did not dare turn around.


“If it isn’t
fixed by lunch, consider yourself fired.”


“Yes, ma’am.” Jerry
closed the door behind him in silence.


“Son-of-a-bitch.
I’m surrounded by cretins.” She muttered to herself, drumming her fingers on
the glistening desk. “Here I am, just about to crush that meddling old fart
like the cockroach he is and everything goes to shit. Damn.” Breathless with
anger, there was a pause in her train of thought so intense she could almost
hear the gears grinding inside her own head. “That old man.” She shook her
head, her mouth pursed until her crimson lips nearly disappeared. “No. No, it
couldn’t be. He was never that clever and he is WAY out of touch.”


For a moment she
sat like stone then, pushing her chair back with a shove, she stood up shouting
the single word “SHIT”, and dashed to her private elevator.


The entire
twelfth floor of the Excalibur building was Morgana le Fay’s apartment. Every
room was decorated in perfect taste: expensive, professionally flawless and
executed in a minimalist modern style. Nothing that anyone could ever want was
lacking except the merest hint of the owners personal taste. Three million
British pounds in construction and decorating costs had left the space
absolutely devoid of personality. She stepped out of the elevator, took three
steps down the tiny hall and walked into the massive living room. It was so
large that even with a ten foot ceiling the room looked low. On the walls hung
paintings by Matisse, Renoir, Picasso and Warhol. In front of the Carrera marble
fireplace were sofas in crushed gray leather encircling a white Berber carpet. The
only sign of life in the room was an arrangement of pale orange Bird of
Paradise flowers, an exact duplicate of which was delivered fresh daily. As she
stormed across the room, jerking off her suit coat, a figure appeared in the
door leading to the dining room. The old man was dressed in black trousers, a
matching waistcoat, black tie and a spotless white shirt. On his hands were a
pair of yellow rubber gloves, one of which held a rag covered with silver
polish.


“Madam is back
rather early.”


“Very observant,
George. You always were quick.” She snapped, walking in his general direction.


“May I do
something for you, Madame?”


Holding out her
jacket, she replied testily “Hang this up.”


George started
to look down at the gloves smeared with silver polish when the lavender coat
landed on his head, covering his face as though he were a hat rack. He did not
move a muscle, but murmured “Yes, Madame.”


“I’m going to my
library, George. I don’t want to be disturbed.”


“Of course,
Madame. I never enter your library. It is one of the conditions of my
employment.”


“It’s also one
of the conditions of your remaining alive.”


George heard the
heavy door at the far end of the living room slam with a crack like a gunshot.


Under his
breath, George muttered. “I fear it is too late to worry about being disturbed.
Madame is already a very disturbed woman.” Without touching the coat, he turned
back toward the dining room, stripping the gloves from his hands.


Inside the
library Morgana approached the bookcase. Fingering the gilt lettering on the
spine of Le Morte D’Arthur, she could
feel the hatred and frustration throbbing in her temples. Finally, the need to
know how far into her system the damage went overcame the anger, and she jerked
the edge of the book. She stared at the gold disk, the ancient crystal control
panel and the keyboard that superseded it. It was toward the keyboard that
Morgana’s trembling hand strayed. Punching the ‘enter’ key, she waited to hear
the reassuring whir of her computer powering up. Nothing happened. She tried
again with similar results. Twice more she pounded the enter key.


“Damn it.” She
stomped her foot against the hardwood floor. “Damn it to hell. Five years to
get this fucking thing to work and now it crashes with the rest of the system.”
She paced the floor of the library trying to calm herself. “No help from the
Dragon Lords now. No lovely fire. No destruction. No death. At least not until
the system is back up and running.” It was a one-sided conversation, but
Morgana le Fay had long since realized that she was the only person in the
world who she could trust, and therefore her own best council.


“All I wanted
was a few more days to play with that arrogant old man and then I would have
done away with him permanently and everything would have been back to normal. Back
to the way it should have been after that miserable little turd Arthur was
dead. Damn you, Merlin. Damn you and that pretty little boy who dug you up.” She
paused, a small light of realization entering her eyes. “It was that boy. Name,
name...Jason. You did this, didn’t you, Jason? I should have sucked you as dry
as a squeezed orange when I had the chance. I should have killed that woman at
the door and finished you off then and there.”


For a thousand
and a half years Morgana had been nurturing her hatred of Merlin. She tended it
like a fine vintage wine, keeping it out of the light, turning it over in her
mind so it never went stale. Now, when she was ready to pull the cork and savor
every drop, someone had stolen her corkscrew; and she knew exactly who that
someone was.


“Ok, old girl. Be
calm. You’ve been on your own for a very long time. No need to panic now” she
muttered, striding toward the liquor cabinet on the far side of the room. “If
that’s the way the old man wants to play it, fine. You just have to fight him
the old fashioned way. Hand to hand. Up close and personal.” Splashing three
fingers of brandy into the snifter, she smiled to herself. “Who knows, this
might even be fun. But if we’re going to play, we don’t want the game to end
too quickly, do we? What to do. What to do. These things must be handled
delicately.” She swirled the brandy around, watching it cling to the sides of
the glass. Finally she raised her head and smiled. “Yes. Oh, yes. Oh, how
perfect. How absolutely delicious. I’ll bet you don’t even know you trapped one
of my poor friends on this side when you closed the gate, do you old man? I
think it’s time the two of you get reacquainted.” Nodding her head with
satisfaction, she added with a smirk, “Reunions are so sentimental.”


Wandering in a
small circle, she started developing the plan, embellishing it as she went. “I
can’t risk bringing him here. I need to lure you to him. Something to entice
you. Something you can’t resist. I need to leave a good trail. I don’t want to
lose you along the way. But we wouldn’t want this to be too quick or too easy. I
want to watch you hurt… to savor your pain.”


She sat the
snifter down untested, moving calmly to the phone. The area code she dialed was
976. Mongolia. But the number that followed was across the Mongolian border,
just inside China. The voice at the other end of the line answered in a rich,
musical, Mandarin dialect.


“Damn it, speak
English.”


“I very sorry,
Missus.” He pronounced the word so that it sounded like Me-sis.


“I’m coming for
a little visit, Chen. I’ll be there in a week. Get my rooms ready.”


There was a
long, expectant pause on the line before the voice answered. “Is there a problem,
Missus? Has Chen been remiss? I always do as you say, Missus.”


Placating now,
she replied “Yes, Chen, you always do as I say and, no, I’m not upset with you.
The money always arrives and the goods always arrive. Everything on your end is
in order.” Christ, she thought, you have to speak to these damned Chinks
like retarded children. Then she continued. “I just have some business to
take care of and I’ll be a lot more comfortable doing it up there.”


There was
obvious relief in Chen’s voice. “Good. Very good. Chen will have everything
ready for you. It will be very nice to see you.”


“Cut the crap,
Chen. It’s never nice to see me.”


“No, Missus…I
mean, yes, Missus...”


“Stop babbling.”


“Yes, Missus. Shall
I go now, Missus?”


“One more thing,
Chen; I want you to find Fu Ling Chu. Have him at the compound when I get
there.”


She could almost
hear Chen swallow. “Doctor Fu a very bad man, Missus.”


“Of course he’s
a bad man. Why the hell do you think I want to see him?”


“Missus, please.
I not know where Doctor Fu is.”


“He’s in China,
you ignoramus. Find him.” She slammed down the receiver, a carnivorous grin
spreading across her bright red lips. Then she picked up the phone again.


“Barbara, my
dear, this is Lu Morgan. I’m just fine. How are things in the travel business?...Good...Now,
listen, Barbara, I want you to book me a flight...No, the company plane is down
for servicing,” She lied. “Outer Mongolia. Borhyn Tal. That’s right, Borhyn Tal
is the name of the town...No, perfectly serious...Yes, another of my little archaeological
digs and you know how fond of them I am. Changing planes won’t be a
problem...Heathrow is fine. I think the nearest airport of any size is at Ulan
Bator and the last four or five hundred miles will have to be by train. Borhyn
Tal is just the railhead nearest my destination. Oh, and could you arrange to
have a car waiting for me at the rail station in Borhyn Tal?...No, no, I can
drive to the site myself...Of course, I understand. And you’ll ring me back
just as soon as you have it all sorted out?...Good. And Barbara, thank you so
much. I don’t know what I would do without you.”


Morgana settled
back in her chair, brushing her silky hair back with one hand. “This is going
to be so damn much fun, old man. It’s just going to kill you…and your little
friend, too.”


Walking with a
spring in her step, back to the abandoned drink on the bar, Morgana le Fay
paused half way across the room to execute a delicate little pirouette. Then
she threw her head back and laughed maniacally. “That’s right, children. Just
follow the trail of breadcrumbs.”
















Chapter
Sixteen



 

“Six, seven,
eight...”


“What are you
making?”


“Shh...” Merlin
was balanced on the edge of the chair by the computer table. In one hand he
held a funnel-shaped glass and in the other a slender glass wand, the end of
which he held suspended over the glass. From the tip of the wand a clear liquid
dripped into the half full glass.


“Ten, eleven,
twelve. There.” Merlin placed the glass on the table and stirred its contents
gently.


“Ok? Now can I
ask what you’re doing?” Jason stood in the bedroom door with a bag of groceries
in each hand.


“I’m not
certain, it’s an experiment.” Merlin mumbled, raising the glass slowly to his
lips.


“Wait.” Jason
stepped forward. “Do you always taste your experiments without knowing what
they might do?”


Merlin peered
over the edge of the glass without removing it from his lips. “In this case,
yes.” Seeing Jason’s concern, he lowered the glass an inch before continuing. “I
know the general effect; I’m simply unsure of how it might taste.”


Jason squinted
at him with one eye. “So what is it?”


“Something
called a perfect, dry martini.” Merlin offered with a grin. “Want some?”


“Oh, no. I had
one once and that was quite enough, thank you.”


Merlin shrugged,
tilted the glass toward his lips and instantly stifled a gag. Placing one hand
over his mouth, he made a dash toward the bathroom where Jason heard him empty
his mouth into the sink. “Ptuth. Ptuth.” Then came the sound of a glass being
emptied into the toilet. A moment later, Merlin stepped out of the bathroom
wiping his mouth on the corner of a towel. “That is the most wretched thing. How
can people drink such a concoction? More to the point, why?”


“I’ve often
wondered the same thing myself.” Jason turned from the room with a chuckle, shaking
his head. “Do you want something to wash the taste from your mouth?”


“Please. Some of
that lovely Jack Daniels, if there is any left and you don’t mind.”


Jason scowled
slightly, walking toward his tiny stash of liquor. “A little early to be
hitting the sauce, isn’t it?”


“It’s a day to
celebrate, my boy.”


Pausing in mid
stride, Jason turned with a quizzical stare. Merlin smiled and nodded.


“I’ve been
spying on our mutual friend and it seems Mr Nemo did his job to perfection.”


“Her computers
are down, then?”


“It would seem
that her entire system is - what’s the word - fried?” An immense,
self-satisfied grin crept across Merlin’s craggy face, the corners of his
moustache reaching toward his eyes.


“No reason she
should be the only one having fun, but what about the dragons?”


“Of course, I
can’t hear what is being said through my scrying glass, but judging by her
reaction, the communicating device is also useless.”


“Now that is
worth celebrating. Mind if I join you?”


“I would be
delighted. But you still haven’t heard everything.”


“There’s more?” Jason
was both amazed and excited.


“It would seem
that either we have her on the run or, more likely, she is leading us on some
merry chase so she can marshal her forces against us. In either case, she is on
the move and we have no choice but to follow her.”


“How do you
know? Where’s she going?”


“One question at
a time, please. Since I can’t hear what people say through the scrying glass, I
can only assume much of this, but it would seem that her first stop is a place
called Ulan Bator.”


“Where?”


“Ulan Bator. I
understand it is the capital of a place called Mongolia and probably has the
only airport in the entire country.”


“Mongolia. My
God, that’s the other side of the world.”


“Ah, but a
perfect place to hide, wouldn’t you say?” It was a rhetorical question and
Merlin did not wait for Jason’s answer before continuing. “I also assume it’s
one of several headquarters for her criminal activities. Based on a look at
your world atlas, probably those connected with the Russian Mafia or the
Chinese Triads. It is also possible that she has some alternative device for
contacting the dragons hidden there.”


“How can you be
so certain she is going to Mongolia?”


“I watched her
for more than three hours. Finally, a letter came by messenger and inside was
an airline ticket to Ulan Bator.”


“You could see
it?”


“I watched over
her shoulder while she read the ticket. There were also what appeared to be
railway tickets, so we can assume that Ulan Bator is not her final destination.
Unfortunately I could not see the writing on the rail ticket.”


“So what do we
do now?”


“We follow her,
obviously.”


“How are we
supposed to get to Mongolia?”


“Take the train
to London, then the rail shuttle to Heathrow, and from there Air Cathay seems
to have the best rates and the earliest flight I could get. The entire journey
will take just over fifteen hours.” Jason nodded his head, taking in all this
information, when Merlin added “We leave in two days.”


“We’re going to
Mongolia in two days?” Jason spluttered into his drink, his voice rising so
high he almost choked.


“Of course. We
have to follow her.” Merlin made it sound so matter-of-fact. “Where she goes,
we go. It’s imperative if she plans on contacting the Dragon Lords from there.
Incapacitating her here is useless if she has some means of contacting them
from Mongolia. Unfortunately, I couldn’t read the date on the plane ticket so I
don’t know if we are going to be ahead of her or behind her.”


“How are we
supposed to afford tickets to Mongolia?”


“Oh, I already
took care of that. Now, young man, I suggest you start packing for Christmas in
Mongolia and say your good-byes to Beverley. And pack light. We’re going to be
on the move.”


“When are our
return flights?”


“I have no idea
how long we’re going to be gone, so I only bought one-way tickets.”


The possible
implications of this mad scheme left Jason uneasy, but it was too late to argue
and nothing would change even if he did. The only thing that mattered was
catching up with Morgana le Fay and putting her out of business permanently.


Rising from his
chair, Merlin said “I’ve already done my travel shopping. Like the shoes?” Lifting
his robe, he revealed the suede toes of a new pair of hiking boots. “Now you go
talk to Beverley and ask her if she would mind driving us to the rail station
Friday morning. Meanwhile, I have preparations to make.”


“Anything I can
help you with?”


“No, no. I just
need to break a corner off the scrying glass.”


“Why?”


“A small piece
will give me the same image as the entire glass. This way I can take it with me
and track Morgana’s movements.”


* * * *


“Nice coat.” Beverley
leaned out of the Mini’s window, talking to Merlin as he and Jason threw their
small hold-alls through the rear hatch.


“Thank you.”
Merlin ran an appreciative hand over the coarse, red-brown fur of his floor
length coat. In the relatively mild English weather he had left it unbuttoned,
his hair and beard streaming in the gentle breeze. “It’s bear skin.”


“Oh.” Beverley
sounded disappointed and disapproving.


“I’m sorry, my
dear. I know people no longer approve of killing animals for their pelts but I
assure you, this poor creature has been dead a very, very long time and there
is nothing even Merlin can do to bring it back. Besides, I may well need his
help staying warm in Mongolia.”


“I guess. Well,
if you are both ready?”


Jason was
already seated next to Beverley, and as Merlin slammed the rear door, he said. “All
ready.”


The Mini rolled
away from the curb and fell into the late morning traffic, inching its way
through the ancient center of York.
















Chapter
Seventeen



 

“Cathay Air
flight 146 now ready for general boarding at gate 37. Would all passengers
please have their boarding passes ready for inspection prior to boarding.” Heathrow
Airport’s public address system made the stewardess sound like there were rags
stuffed in her mouth.


Jason was
carrying both small pieces of luggage as he and Merlin hurried down the sloping
floor leading to the gate. “Damn airports. Damn security.” Jason swore under
his breath.


“Be calm,
Jason.”


“I just really
hate airports. Everybody’s always wandering around lost and in a rush at the
same time. It makes me crazy.”


Approaching the
boarding gate, Jason turned from Merlin to smile and nod absently at the woman
taking tickets from passengers at the end of the catwalk. She flashed a thin,
automatic smile, barely acknowledging Jason’s existence, but when her gaze fell
on the old man with the long hair and beard, decked out in a floor length gown
and massive fur coat, her eyes went wide and her mouth fell open. Handing her
his ticket, Merlin offered a small bow and a nod.


“I told you; you
should have worn your suit. People are staring.”


“Unless I am
grossly mistaken,” Merlin offered slowly, “once we are in Mongolia I shall look
far less out of place than you. I hardly imagine a silver parka is standard
dress in Ulan Bator.” With that, Merlin flashed a smug grin, stepped ahead of
him and headed for the door of the 727.


Pushing their
way down an aisle crowded with passengers jockeying for seats and stowing carry-on
luggage in the overhead compartments, Merlin and Jason found their seats near
the rear of the plane. Almost apologetically, Merlin spoke, hardly above a
whisper. “Would you mind terribly if I took the seat by the window?”


“Knock yourself
out.” Jason stepped aside, still trying to get their hold-alls crammed into the
overhead storage area.


“I just want to
see what the world looks like from the sky. I once transformed myself into a
hawk, but that hardly compares to this.”


Quivering with
excitement, Merlin glued his face to the window. Throughout take-off he kept up
a steady stream of chatter, describing with unabashed amazement the apparent
size of objects, the complexity of roads and the immensity of London. At first,
it seemed to Jason an oddly child-like reaction, but on reflection, he realized
it was not only Merlin’s first plane flight but also his first over-view of the
modern world. For fifteen centuries he had spied on every major player in the
world from Charlemagne to Hitler, but never, until this moment, had he been
able to see just how much the world had changed. When the plane broke through
the heavy clouds and floated above an endless blanket of white, Merlin turned
from the window, eased himself into his seat with a sigh of satisfaction, and
closed his eyes.


“Merlin.”


“Hum?”


“Do you mind if
I ask you a question?”


Merlin opened
his eyes, turning to look at Jason who squirmed in his seat as though unable to
get comfortable. “Certainly not. What is it?”


“Where are you
getting all this money?”


“What money?”


“The money you
spent on the antique mirror, thousands of pounds for Nemo, tickets to Mongolia.
That money. Where is it coming from?”


“It is real
money, if that’s what concerns you.”


“I guess that’s
part of it...” Jason scratched his nose in confusion. “But where did you get
it?”


“The first
thousand pounds I got with a ticket.”


“What do you
mean “a ticket”?”


“A lottery
ticket.”


“How did you
manage that? A person is statistically more likely to be hit by a meteor than
to win the lottery.”


“The numbers are
written on it, so I bought one that was a winner.”


“But the numbers
are covered with lead paint.”


Merlin shrugged
and rolled his intense, blue eyes innocently.


Jason shook his
head and continued. “And the rest?”


Merlin sighed as
though explaining life to a child. “I bet on a horse.”


“Where?”


“At a horse
race, where else?”


Jason’s eyes
narrowed to a squint. “You didn’t drug a horse or something?”


“Certainly not,”
Merlin sounded genuinely hurt at the suggestion. “I simply talked to the three
favorite horses and asked them if they would mind terribly coming in behind the
horse listed as the fourth most likely to win. He was rated at what they call
thirteen-to-one odds.”


Jason stared
blankly at Merlin.


“On my oath,”
Merlin raised his hands in a gesture of mock surrender, chuckling quietly. Then,
after a pause during which he stared silently back at Jason, he added. “We
needed the money. It’s not as though we’re using it for some selfish purpose. What
we’re doing is essential to the survival of the world. We don’t have time to
worry about where our money comes from.”


“Ok. I guess so.”
Jason nodded, realizing that petty fraud was the least of their worries.


Merlin settled
back again and closed his eyes. “Now, I need to sleep. Wake me when we get to
St. Petersburg.”


“Don’t you want
dinner?”


Merlin’s eyes
flew open. “They feed us?”


“Probably twice
on a flight this long. And there should be a movie and drinks and...”


As though in
counterpoint to Jason’s commentary, a steward pulled a drinks and snack cart
next to their seat.


“Anything for
you gentlemen?”


Merlin leaned
across Jason and peered at the selection of soft drinks and liquor on the cart.
“Do you have any Jack Daniels?”


“I’m sorry, no,
but we do have Crown Royal. Would that be alright?”


Merlin looked at
Jason who turned to the steward and nodded. Producing a tiny bottle and a
plastic glass holding a few ice cubes, he repeated the question for Jason, who
declined. When the steward passed to the next row, Jason saw Merlin staring at
the miniature bottle after emptying its meager contents into his glass.


“Do they allow
you to have more than one of these?”


“Yes.”


“Good.” Apparently
satisfied, Merlin tossed back the drink in a single gulp, eased his seat back,
closed his eyes and drifted off.


Despite eleven
hours in the air, when the plane landed in central Mongolia, due to the time
change, it was only late afternoon. Jason’s explanation of time zones occupied
the walk from the plane to the terminal before he made it clear enough to
satisfy Merlin’s curiosity.


Ulan Bator
boasted Mongolia’s sole international airport, but it hardly ranked as a
world-class facility. The only terminal was an ugly, squat, brick building
apparently lacking any amenities. Jason wondered if Mongolia’s capital city was
as uninviting as its airport, but since no hint of civilization was visible
from where he stood, it was likely the question would remain unanswered. Most
of the people in the terminal were oriental and the rest westerners.


“We need to rent
a car.” Merlin said, looking around the dark, tired looking terminal. “Let me
ask someone.”


Taken aback,
Jason spluttered out “Who are you going to ask?”


“Anyone. Ah. That
policeman, over there.”


“Why don’t you
just suck the information out of his head like you did to me?” It was intended
as sarcasm, but it seemed like a valid question.


“Because he
might not be thinking about what I want to know at the moment. Besides, it can
be very dangerous to access someone’s mind while they’re awake,” he said,
tapping an index finger against his temple. “I’ll be right back.”


“But, what if he
doesn’t speak...” Jason let the sentence trail off unfinished and trudged along
behind Merlin. To his amazement, Merlin addressed the police officer in what
Jason took to be fluent Mongolian. Merlin had no problem being understood or,
evidently, in understanding the man’s reply.


“How did you do
that?”


“Do what?”


“Learn to speak
Mongolian, or whatever it was.”


“Yes. It was
Mongolian.” He said, leading Jason to a table near a large picture window that
looked across the runway and onto the wintry, Mongolian plains. “While we were
on the plane, coming out of St. Petersburg, I learned Mongolian the same way I
learned modern English.”


“You crept into
somebody’s head again?”


“The technique
was the same but the purpose was entirely different. In your case, I was
establishing direct contact to learn about your world. That’s why it was so
disturbing for you. Here I was only gathering linguistic generalities so they
had no idea I was there.”


“I’m sure that
would make them feel better.” Jason said wryly.


“I know it was
difficult for you and I already apologized. This time I simply listened to
various conversations until I overheard a language that I assumed was Mongolian
and absorbed it.”


“There’s just
something not quite right about that, you know?”


“Nonsense.” Merlin
chuckled. “Now, there is an automobile rental office at the end of this
building. I suggest we hire a car.”


“But, didn’t you
say Morgana took a train from Ulan Bator to somewhere?”


“Yes, and we can
find out where she headed when I have time to check my scrying glass. First, we
need to make sure we have a car and then find somewhere private. It may take
some time to locate her. With luck, she might stop to read a map or a road
sign, but I don’t want to stand in the middle of the airport and stare into a
broken mirror for hours on end.”


The cars offered
by the rental agency tended toward Land Rovers and Jeeps, nearly all of which
had seen better days. There were also a few American luxury cars and a
smattering of sub-compacts, but having no idea where Morgana was heading, Jason
and Merlin agreed that a four-wheel drive was the safest bet. After climbing
into the passenger seat Merlin asked Jason to go find them something to eat,
while he searched for their quarry. When Jason returned with a small bag of
food and two paper cups of green tea, Merlin was already looking pleased with
himself.


“Any luck?”
Jason asked, fighting a howling, frigid wind to climb into the driver’s seat
and set the bag and cups next to the gearshift.


“South.”


“How did you
find that out already?”


“Simple. From
the angle the sun was coming through her railway carriage window.”


From his hip
pocket Jason pulled a road map of Mongolia and ran his finger across the
surface until he found Ulan Bator and the airport. Immediately east of their
position was a north-south highway; east of this was another road leading in
the same direction.


“We seem to have
two roads leading south out of the capitol. Any suggestions as to which one we
should try?”


“Does one of them
go to someplace called Saynshand?”


Jason ran his
finger up and down the length of the highways for a minute before answering. “Bingo.
Saynshand. How did you know that?”


“Just before you
came back I watched her train pull away from a station where I saw a sign
stating that Saynshand was twenty kilometers.”


“Wow.” Jason said,
staring at the map. “She’s way ahead of us. It must be two hundred miles to Saynshand.
And it looks like it’s in the middle of the Gobi Desert.”


“Don’t worry. We
have to let her get to where she’s going before confronting her, so just take
your time while I keep track of her movements. If you can make it to Saynshand
tonight, we will try to find a room there. Once we find her, there is no
telling when we will get any more sleep.”


Jason put the
Land Rover into gear and pulled out of the parking lot, heading east. Half an
hour later he picked up the road to Saynshand. The landscape around Ulan Bator
was the flat, open grassland known as steppe, but within a hundred miles the
dead, snow-flecked winter grass disappeared leaving nothing but withered
undergrowth and stones. It was bleak and brown, unbroken by towns, villages or
any sign of human habitation. If asked, Jason would have said the only living
thing for miles in any direction was the screaming, bitter cold wind. As they
neared Saynshand, the last few strands of coarse grass gave up the will to
live, surrendering to the vast, inhospitable Gobi desert. The further they
traveled, the more the road deteriorated. Within a hundred miles the road
degenerated from well kept, two lane pavement to nothing more than hard-packed
dirt.


Saynshand
obviously lacked any sophisticated public service like electricity. No ambient
light cast its rosy glow into the night the sky to signal approaching civilization
and no outskirts stood along the highway leading into the only town on the
northeast perimeter of the Gobi. Composed almost entirely of one story
buildings built from concrete block, Saynshand was hardly a hub of commerce.
The few cars littering the main street were ancient, decrepit things and horse
carts and mules outnumbered the cars at least three to one, but even they had a
neglected and forlorn look about them. To Jason’s amazement, Merlin did not
seem to be in the least depressed by their surroundings.


“I suppose this
looks rather primitive to you, doesn’t it?” The old man offered, craning his
head from one side to the other. “It rather looks like home to me.”


“It reminds you
of York?”


“No, the fifth
century. Even London was not much bigger, and certainly no more sophisticated,
than this place when I served in the courts of Uther and Arthur.”


Jason was
mulling over the implications of an entire civilization reduced to this level
when Merlin interrupted his thoughts. “Pull in there. That’s an inn.”


Jason peered
through the gloom at the tiny building Merlin indicated with his finger. “How
can you tell?”


“Lights in every
window and people going in and out of the door.”


Pulling the car
toward the edge of the dusty road, Jason’s only comment was “Whatever you say.”


When they walked
through the low, wooden door, the buzz of conversation died like someone
flipped a switch and a half dozen heads turned to stare blankly at the
strangers. Merlin smiled and nodded at the tiny crowd, walking straight to the bar
where a middle aged man with a long, drooping moustache stood staring at them
with cautious curiosity. The instant Merlin addressed him in his own language,
the man broke into a broad, gap-toothed grin and came around the bar ushering
the strangers to a small table in a corner near the fire. Jabbering back and
forth amiably, Merlin and the man seemed to come to some sort of agreement and,
his head bobbing in assent, the barkeep hurried off.


Pleased with the
results of the conversation, Merlin told Jason “We have a room and in a few
minutes we will have dinner.”


Before
answering, Jason swung his head to take in the dark, low room. “Do we know what
we’re eating?”


“I have no idea,
but these people all look healthy enough, so it probably won’t hurt us.”


“Oh, good. Thank
you. That’s very reassuring.”


A few minutes
later, the landlord returned with two bowls of steaming goat stew, a lump of
goat cheese and a loaf of coarse, dark bread. There were also two glasses of
heavy ale. Jason was amazed to find the food not only edible, but actually
rich, spicy and tasty. While he attacked the food, Merlin chatted with their
host.


“When we’re done
here, the landlord will show us to our room. And he has been kind enough to
offer us breakfast in the morning.”


“But we still don’t
know where we’re going.”


“No. But
hopefully, by morning, I will have found out where Morgana is headed and we can
at least ask for directions.”


An hour later,
exhausted and jet lagged, Jason had fallen asleep in one of the two, tiny
narrow beds. On the edge of the other bed, Merlin sat gazing into the broken
slab of mirror. For more than two hours he stared at the tiny figure, watching
for any clue as to where she might be. Shortly after one a.m., he wrapped the
glass in a piece of soft cloth, tucked it into his travel bag and lay back with
a long, satisfied sigh.
















Chapter
Eighteen



 

Jason awoke to
the sound of wind rattling the tiny room’s single window. Rousing himself, he
saw that Merlin’s bed was already empty and his travel bag was packed and on the
bed, waiting to be loaded into the Land Rover. Jason brushed his teeth and
washed in the basin of ice-cold water on the nightstand, dressed and hurried
down stairs where Merlin was leaning across the bar counter, chatting with the
landlord. When they heard his footfall on the stairs, both men strolled over to
meet him. Merlin had a faint smile on his face and the landlord bowed deeply
toward Jason, wiping his hands on his apron. “I hope the gentleman slept well
and that my poor inn did not offend him in any way.”


“It was
wonderful. Thank you,” Jason, said, extending his elbows to the side and
rearing backward to pull the kinks out of his back.


Waving his hands
in the air their host motioned toward the far end of the room. “I have already
laid out bread, cheese and butter. In a moment, I will bring you tea.” After a
brief pause, he looked at Jason, adding “Would you also like some yak eggs for
your breakfast?”


“Sure. That
would be gr... Wait a minute. Yaks are like cows, they don’t lay eggs.”


Breaking into uproarious
laughter, the innkeeper replied “It is a little joke we make with foreigners;
most outsiders have no idea what a yak is. But you are obviously too quick for
Subadie. Please...” Again he motioned towards the table. “...I will bring your
tea.”


As Subadie
wandered toward the kitchen, shaking his head, chuckling at his own joke, Jason
and Merlin moved to the table where Merlin cut a thick slice of coarse bread
before taking a seat. After Jason took a chair, Merlin did the same and began
spreading butter over the bread.


“You never
mentioned that, what’s-his-name, Subadie, could speak English.”


“He can’t. Only
Mongolian and a smattering of Chinese.” Catching Jason’s confused glance, he
continued “Listen to him when he comes back.”


By the time
Subadie returned with a large tray containing a pot of tea and two cups without
handles, Jason had already eaten several chunks of goat cheese and was spreading
butter on a slice of bread. “Please be aware that this is yak butter and it may
be stronger than what you are familiar with.”


Biting into the
bread, Jason made a wry face and turned his eyes up toward the landlord. “Wow. Are
you sure this stuff hasn’t gone rancid?”


“No, no.”
Subadie laughed and shook his head. “It is quite fresh; it just has a most
pungent flavor. Should you need me, I will be in the kitchen. Now, please
enjoy.”


Chewing the
bread with his lips peeled back from his teeth to avoid contact with the greasy
butter; Jason nodded toward the retreating figure and cast a resigned glance at
Merlin. “Ok, you were right. He wasn’t speaking English. So what language was
that and how could I understand him?”


“It was
Mongolian and you could understand it because I taught it to you while you were
asleep.”


“You got into my
head again? Damn it, you know I hate it when you do that.” Jason frowned around
the bread.


“But you see, I
explained that the inter-locking of minds is not invasive if carried out
properly. I gave you knowledge of an entire language and you never even knew
it. You can’t read nor write Mongolian, of course, but you can understand and
speak it with near fluency.” Unconvinced, and slightly insulted at Merlin’s
repeated invasion of his mental privacy, Jason continued to frown. “Besides,”
Merlin rambled on, pretending not to notice Jason’s displeasure, “in our
current situation it may well save our lives.”


“Alright,
alright,” Jason shrugged, “Agreed. I just wish you would tell me when you’re
going to start rummaging around in my head.”


“I was just
making a point.”


Realizing that
there was no way he was going to get the last word in this conversation, Jason
dropped the subject, cut himself another slice of bread and took several more
chunks of cheese, but avoided the heady butter. Finally, he decided to change
the subject. “So, did you find out where she went?”


Merlin took a
sip of tea and leaned forward, speaking in a conspiratorial whisper, “Indeed I
did. I don’t know the geographic location but I got a good look at the place
from her car window. It looks like an old fortress but most of it has long since
crumbled to ruins. The entire complex is surrounded by high stone and mud-brick
walls. It must have been imposing in its day and looks like it could still put
up a pretty good defense.”


“Could you tell
if she keeps it defended? I mean, did you see any thugs running around with
guns?”


“It was late
when she got there and I only saw a few guards come out to open the gate. But
there were several trucks and vans parked outside, so we can assume she has
confederates and hirelings on site.”


“That doesn’t
help us any, you know.”


Merlin only
shrugged and continued to eat, apparently unconcerned with the size of
Morgana’s mercenary army. When breakfast was over, Merlin explained to their
host that they needed directions.


“I have lived in
Saynshand all of my life and know the area very well. What is the name of the
place you wish to find?”


Merlin confessed
that he didn’t know the name or location of the place, but he offered to
describe it. Subadie nodded, explaining that with so few places of note on the
Chinese-Mongolian border a description should be enough for him to guide them. As
Merlin launched into a description of Morgana’s fortress compound, each
additional detail made Subadie’s eyes grow larger.


“You must not go
there.” He finally cut-in. “It is a very bad place. Very bad indeed.”


“Do you mean
there are bad people there? Thieves or robbers or...” Here, Jason glanced at
Merlin before continuing “gangsters?”


“Gangsters. Yes.
Triads. They are very dangerous men. They kill for pleasure. But that is not
what Subadie means. At least, not only that.” The innkeeper was so convulsed
with fear that he was almost unable to continue.


Merlin picked up
the line of questioning that Jason had begun. “If you did not mean the Triads,
what did you mean?”


“You will laugh
at Subadie. You will say Mongols are backward. That we are superstitious
fools.”


Merlin laid a
gentle hand on the man’s shaking arm. “Subadie, I promise I won’t laugh at you.
Please, tell me what you meant when you said it was a bad place.”


Diverting his
gaze from Merlin’s intense blue eyes, the innkeeper said in a whisper “It is a
place of evil. Ancient evil. Everyone avoids it, even the nomadic tribesmen and
they are fearless warriors.” With a pleading glance into Merlin’s face, he
added “Please gentlemen, if you insist, I will give you directions, but I beg
you, do not go there if you value your safety.”


“We’ll be all
right, Subadie. But we do need to know how to get to the fortress.”


Shaking his head
like he was passing a death sentence, Subadie told them to follow the main road
eastward out of town, toward the Chinese border. Only a few yards before the
border sign they would see an unmarked dirt road leading left, toward the
north. They were to take this road and in about one hundred and fifty miles
they would reach their destination. With that, he scurried off to the safety of
his kitchen, leaving Jason and Merlin to stare knowingly at each other.


“It would seem,
my boy, that we have located Morgana’s lair. Evidently she has been using it
long enough to have gained something of a reputation in these parts.”


“It certainly
seems like everybody knows the place.”


“Come, come. Faint
heart ne’er won fair maid, you know.”


“I seriously
doubt there are any fair maids waiting for us in that place, Merlin.”


“True, but there
is one waiting for you back in York and as long as Morgana is out there she,
too, is in danger. Now you get our bags while I pay the tremulous Mr. Subadie.”


Climbing into
the Land Rover next to Jason, Merlin said with a grunt, “Just to make sure of
our facts, let’s stop at the local railway station and see if the station
master noticed a European woman get off the train yesterday. Who knows, maybe
he can even provide us with additional information.”


“Good thinking. The
more information we have the more chance we have of keeping our heads fastened
to our shoulders.”


The station
master, an ex-army officer who prided himself on both his efficiency and powers
of observation, told them that a dark haired woman in her mid-to-late thirties
had gotten off the three-fifteen train the day before. Pulling himself into his
best soldierly stance, he proudly offered them a more than fair description of
her purple suit and red coat, confirming what Merlin and Jason already knew;
Morgana le Fay had passed through Saynshand only hours prior to their arrival. The
station master also told them there had been a car waiting for the woman at the
station, but confessed he had no idea how a rental car found its way to
Saynshand.


Back in the Land
Rover, Jason and Merlin headed toward the Chinese border forty-five miles away.
Jason had assumed that even in four-wheel drive they would make the border in
less than an hour, but within twenty miles the road deteriorated to little more
than a vague track across a desolate landscape. With only the deserts of
Arizona and New Mexico for comparison, Jason realized that what passed as
desert in the US could not hold a candle to the Gobi. Unlike the Sonoran desert
of the US, the Gobi was not a desert of sand but of rocks. Everywhere there
were rocks. Rocks of every size lay scattered all the way to the horizon making
it look as though the land was covered with hard blisters. The land appeared as
though the very life had been sucked out of it, and the December sky was as
cold, hard and yellow as the earth. Except for the mind-numbing cold it would
have been impossible to tell what season it was. The only counterpoint to the
bleakness of the land was the constant wind; wind that for eons had been
turning big rocks into little rocks, wearing the little rocks into sand. It
swirled and buffeted the car constantly, playing with it, worrying it, shaking
it like a dog worrying a rag.


By the time they
located the turnoff and the sign warning them they were about to enter the
People’s Republic of China, the wind was stirring up dust devils all along the
road. Like dolphins playing near a passing ship, the whirlwinds seemed
attracted to the Land Rover, buffeting it spitefully, whipping the car and
obscuring their vision, only to pass aside and scurry into the distance just
before they lost sight of the road. Fifteen minutes later the wind was still
picking up speed and intensity. Sand, pebbles and small stones tore at the
sides and windows of the car, pushing it first one way and then the other. Vision
was reduced to only a few yards and even at ten miles an hour Jason was in a
constant battle to control the car. For more than an hour, the swirling,
shifting wind showed no sign of letting up as Jason strained to keep the car
from slipping into the soft shoulder.


As the wind
whipped with renewed fury, an image appeared in the swirling sand, only a few
feet in front of the car. Dressed in white trousers and tunic, cinched at the
waist with a black belt, the figure’s face was nearly obscured by a gigantic
hat woven of rush or wicker, making it look like the man was wearing a huge
lampshade on his head. Peeking out from beneath the hat Jason caught a fleeting
glimpse of the bottom half of a withered, skeletally thin face, its mouth drawn
back in either a death’s head grin, or a grimace of pure terror.


“Jesus Christ.” Terrified
of plowing into the idiot in front of him, Jason twisted the steering wheel
violently to the left - waiting for the inevitable thud of impact. Struggling
against the wind, the Land Rover responded like a wallowing sow, lurching
awkwardly before sinking gently into the sandy berm. As the wind howled and
tore at the desert floor and car alike, the Land Rover sank deeper and deeper
into the shifting sand until only one side of the vehicle remained exposed to
the sky. With a grinding gurgle the engine died, leaving Merlin and Jason
suspended in their seat belts shaking and sweating.


“Damn. Damn,
damn, damn.” Jason pounded on the steering wheel in frustration, trembling from
the adrenalin rush.


“Are you
alright?”


Jason shook his
head to clear away the confusion and fear. “I think I’m ok. We have to get out
of here. You loosen your seat belt first. I’ll catch you and then you can crawl
in the back.”


Obeying
silently, Merlin braced himself as best he could and unsnapped the clasp,
landing with a heavy thud against Jason’s right side. Then, clumsily, he
climbed between the seats into the large compartment in the rear and eased
himself onto the side window of the listing car – which was now where the
floor should be. A minute later, Jason had freed himself and was sitting by his
side. Above them, the wind continued to rage and tear at the nearly buried car,
its passenger-side windows acting as skylights onto the raging storm.


“What the hell
do we do now?” Jason knew it was a rhetorical question but he needed to say
something; as though the sound of his voice would offer some reassurance that
they had survived the ordeal.


“There is not
much we can do but wait.”


“Where in the
hell did that old man come from?”


“Very strange,
that. One second nothing, and then he was just there, staring through the
windshield.” Merlin seemed genuinely puzzled and Jason stared at him for a
second before answering.


“Something on
your mind that you’re not telling me?”


“No, no. It was just
a very odd experience.”


“Odd. ODD? We’re
almost killed and all you can say is ‘it was odd’?”


After waiting
several minutes for the response that never came, Jason began chatting, half to
himself, to keep from breaking into a cold sweat or going into shock. “Look,
Merlin, you stay here. It sounds like the storm might be calming down a little.
I’m going to try to go out and have a look around. I have to see if that old
man is out there. I’m afraid I might have hit him.”


Looking toward
the window above his head, Merlin muttered “Yes, you do that. But be careful. We
don’t want the entire Gobi desert pouring in on us.”


Jason smiled a
grim little smile and struggled over the seats to the front of the car. Placing
his head near the window of the passenger door, he listened. The only thing he
could hear was a soft sloughing of the wind. Gently, slowly, he gave the door
handle a twist and pushed upward. A shovel-full of sand poured down on his head
and then...nothing. One heave and the door swung upward, coming to rest at a
forty-five degree angle. Jason waited for a moment and then pushed his head
into the open air. No wind. The storm had disappeared.


“How does it
look?” Merlin’s voice came from behind and below him.


“You won’t
believe this, but the storm has completely passed. I’m going out. I’ll be back
in a few minutes.”


Hoisting himself
to a sitting position on the side of the beached vehicle, he slid down into the
soft gravel. After checking to make sure his movement would not disturb the
car, Jason trudged across the desert, searching for any sign of the old man. Finally,
freezing cold and shaking, he made his way back to the car and climbed inside.


“No sign of the
old man. Maybe he got buried in the sand.”


“Possibly you
never hit him.”


“Maybe, but I
don’t know how I could have missed him. I didn’t feel anything, but with all
the stones and wind slamming against the car I’m not sure I would have felt it.
I don’t know. Maybe we should try to get out of here.”


“We can’t risk
going out now. We should remain here till morning. It’s already late afternoon
and the sun is going down. If we try to go out now, we will only get lost in
the dark and probably freeze to death.”


“Yeah, you’re
right. I’m just not thinking very clear right now.”


Merlin patted
him gently on the arm. “What we need to do is concentrate on staying warm. It
is going to get very, very cold.”


“I can’t start
the engine, it’s full of sand. Even if it started, the tail pipe is blocked.” Jason
banged his fist against the floor of the car in frustration. “Fuck. What now?” He
tried to remember what little he knew of survival techniques. “Ok, listen. The
fact that the car is buried will help us a lot. The sand should act like
insulation. The first thing we can do is put on all the extra clothes we have. Every
layer will help preserve body heat.”


“Yes. A very
good thought.”


Sunset in the
desert, especially in winter, is not the quiet fading of the day it is in other
places. When the sun dies, it looks like a dirty smudge on the horizon reaching
out to obliterate the land. Only minutes after the light disappears, the heat
follows it, swallowed up in the great vacuum of the cloudless sky; the stars
and moon as cold and hard as polished silver. The horizon offers no comforting,
pink glow to reassure you that somewhere, out there, there are human beings and
civilization. As the night drained the last heat from the air, Jason and Merlin
huddled back-to-back in the cramped space of the Land Rover.


“God, I’m
hungry.”


“Ah. Subadie
packed us some bread, cheese and cold meat. Would you like some?”


Jason twisted
around as far as he could, staring at Merlin out of the corner of one eye. “Seriously?”


“Yes. I had
forgotten about it until you mentioned it. He gave it to me while you were
packing. He said there would be no place to eat on the road and thought we
might get hungry. It seems he was right and it would probably do us good to eat
something.”


“Oh, God, yes. Where
is it?”


“In a cloth bag
behind the front seat. Can you reach it?”


“Don’t worry. I’ll
find it.”


As they sat shivering
in the cold and dark, eating the last of their food, Merlin began to reminisce.
“When I was a young man, studying for the priesthood, I was often sent out to
visit anchorite monks - hermits who lived in caves and stone huts. Some of them
lived in the same hut for forty or fifty years. Most of the huts were so
crudely built there wasn’t even any mud chinking between the rocks to keep out
the elements. In the summer the wind drove the rain through the cracks and in
the winter the snow blew in, drifting across the floor.”


“It’s amazing
they could survive for weeks, let alone decades. How did they manage?”


“Some of them
didn’t. But back then, Christians had an unshakable, almost childlike belief
that God would protect them for as long as they continued to be of service to
Him. I suppose it was their faith that kept them alive; that and sheer
hard-headedness.”


“It doesn’t
sound like you were very tempted to join them.”


“I never
believed mortification of the flesh was the most enlightened road to salvation.
Physical discomfort can be endured when necessary, and faith helps a person
endure it, but personally, I would rather avoid discomfort whenever possible.”


“You survived
fifteen hundred years in a glass ball.”


“True, but it
was necessary. Now, being here is necessary. We can certainly survive one
night.”


“You sound
pretty sure we’ll get out of this.”


Merlin brushed
the crumbs of bread off his thick fur coat and snuggled down against the back
of the seat. “I’m sure because I have faith that we still have work to do.”


Within minutes,
Jason could hear the old man’s breathing take on the easy rhythm of sleep. But
for him, there was no sleep. Cold and shivering, he watched the minutes and
hours crawl by on the luminous dial of his watch. With each passing hour the
temperature in their metal chamber dropped a few degrees. Shortly after three
o’clock, with teeth chattering and fingers numb, he too, drifted into sleep,
muttering a silent prayer that it would not be his last.
















Chapter
Nineteen



 

Morning in the
desert is announced by a cold, hard light creeping across the landscape,
melting from rusty brown to pink, finally taking on the hard edged yellow of
the sun. On occasion, things other than light creep through the early morning. This
was one of those mornings.


Had either Jason
or Merlin been awake and outside the Land Rover they would have seen four tiny
shapes moving towards them from the far-off horizon. As the shapes drew nearer,
their outlines solidified. Four Mongolian nomads mounted on short, shaggy
steppe ponies were on some early morning mission when one of them caught the
reflection of the low, morning sun glinting off the windows of the nearly
obscured Land Rover. Standing in his saddle for a better look, he called to his
companions while urging his horse from a slow trot to a full gallop. As they
neared the exposed side of the car, the riders dismounted and ran toward the
wreck. Walking cautiously toward the car, the first rider stepped gingerly;
checking the loose soil to be sure it would hold his weight. When he was
satisfied, he leaned across the side panel, peering into the depths of the
vehicle through a sand-etched window.


“Hey.” The man
banged on the window with an open palm. “Hey. You in there, are you alive?”


The banging and
shouting roused Jason almost instantly, but he was confused. There was a window
under his feet and the floor of a car at his side. Where was he?


“Hey, hey.” More
urgently now. “You people hurt?”


Fully awake now,
Jason looked up, let out a sigh and waved his arms above his head. “Open the
door.”


Two of the
Mongols heaved the door open sideways and one of them stuck a broad, smiling
face down into the car.


“What happened? Are
you alright?”


Roused by the
commotion, Merlin waved a hand, attempting to hoist himself to a sitting position
while Jason spoke to their rescuer.


“We went off the
road in a sand storm, but I think we’re ok.”


“Can you get out
of there on your own?” The face in the door asked with a look of concern.


“I’m ok, but my
friend is very old. Help me get him out.”


“Can he stand?” But
by the time the question was out of the man’s mouth, Merlin was already
hoisting himself to his feet. Fortunately, Merlin was tall and the old Land
Rover was narrow, allowing his head and shoulders to protrude above the
doorframe. With Jason lifting him from the waist and two of the men grabbing
him by the armpits, Merlin was soon helped down the slippery side of the car
and onto solid ground. Almost before he took his first steps, Jason heaved
himself through the door and stood next to him.


Nervous and
solicitous, their rescuers patted them and stroked them reassuringly, all
asking questions at the same time. While Merlin held gratefully to the arm of
one of the men, Jason dealt with the questions. Raising a hand for quiet, he
spoke to the man who seemed to be in charge.


“Thank you for
helping us. I think we’re ok now, but I am concerned about my friend. As you
can see, he is old and a night in this cold can’t have been good for him.”


“Of course. Come
with us to our camp. It is only a few miles from here. Over there.” The man
pointed toward a faceless horizon.


“Thank you. That’s
very kind of you.”


“In the desert,
one learns to depend not only on oneself but on others as well.”


Jason laid a
hand on the man’s shoulder as he and Merlin followed the four to their horses. While
two of the men mounted, the other two helped first Merlin and then Jason, climb
into place behind the riders. Minutes later, they were trotting into the
desert, the morning sun warming their backs. Exhausted, stiff with cold, and
thirsty, the only thing Jason could think about was the heady smell wafting
back from the man seated in front of him. He must not have bathed in a month.


An hour later,
the Mongols and their guests approached a cluster of yurts situated on a
withered plain near the fringe of the Gobi. Near the camp a mixed herd of yak,
goats, sheep and horses grazed on coarse, brown winter grass. As the riders
headed toward their camp, first one raised voice was heard, then another, and
soon a group of men, women and children were running out to meet them. One of
the riders shouted orders to those on the ground. While some of the crowd
helped Merlin and Jason dismount, others ran toward a large, heavily decorated
yurt at the center of the camp.


Merlin and Jason
thanked everyone profusely as they were led to a roaring campfire in front of
the largest yurt. One of the women poured cups of tea, motioning them to sit
near the fire and warm themselves. The unwarranted excitement of strangers in
camp seemed to draw the entire tribe to the fire pit. Looking around, Jason was
struck by the brilliance of their clothes. Heavily padded against the biting
winter wind, the tunics of both men and women were dyed in brilliant primary
colors; dark blue, rich ochre and bright red-orange, each trimmed in fanciful
embroidery. While the women’s skirts were of the same material as their
jackets, the men almost universally wore heavy leather trousers as protection
against the rigors of long hours spent in the saddle. As he sat shivering,
trying to warm himself and taking in his strange surroundings, Jason’s
attention was drawn toward the big yurt. Like a wave, the crowd of people
parted to admit the figure emerging from the door flap.


Striding toward
the fire, the man stopped directly across from Jason and Merlin, crossing his
arms across a massive barrel chest. In his early middle years, he wore his
graying hair long and greased into plaits. Like most Mongols, he sported a
moustache, but rather than hanging down in the mandarin style, his was neatly
trimmed and his golden-brown skin had taken on the texture of old leather
common to everyone who spends their life exposed to the elements. Jason could
not help but notice that although he was going soft around the middle, the
man’s arms, left exposed to the winter wind, were hard and bulging with muscle.


“I am Gumolin.
These are my people.”


Jason cast a
nervous glance toward Merlin, assuming that as the elder of the two he would be
expected to do the talking for both of them. Merlin obviously had the same
thought. “I am Merlin and this is my friend Jason. We are most grateful to your
men for rescuing us.”


Evidently
satisfied that the demands of courtesy had been met, Gumolin unfolded his arms
and smiled at the newcomers. “You must be exhausted from your ordeal. Do you
know how lucky you are to be alive? The desert is an unforgiving and perilous
place even for those who spend their lives in it, and you are obviously
strangers to the Gobi.” He paused and drew a deep breath before continuing. “Now
you must be hungry, so you will be fed and then we will find a place for you to
rest. As long as you are here you are my guests and will remain under my
protection. When you are rested we will meet again. Then you must tell me your
story.”


Without waiting
for their reply, Gumolin turned and returned to his tent, leaving his weary
guests to the ministrations of his people.


* * * *


The smell was
horrendous. Heady, cloying and greasy, it was strong enough to bring Jason up
from sleep, coughing and gasping for air. Rubbing his eyes to clear his vision,
he tried to focus on his surroundings. The first thing he saw was a shaft of
light filtering through a circular hole in the center of the ceiling. Now he
remembered. He was in a yurt.


Built like a
round tent supported by stout poles and a latticework frame, the yurt’s walls
and ceiling were insulated against the fury of the Mongolian winter with a
thick layer of yak-hair felt. Turning toward the wall, Jason inhaled. Wet yak
hair; that was the smell, and it permeated the entire world of the nomadic
Mongolian. Rising to take in his surroundings, Jason thought if you could just get rid of the stench, a
yurt wouldn’t be such a bad place. Fifteen or more feet in diameter and
nearly as high at the peak, the tent was spacious and, although the only
interior light drifted down through the smoke-hole, the support poles were
brightly painted in red with yellow designs. Along the walls bright fabric
panels added splashes of color. It was all very snug and homey.


“Merlin. Merlin,
wake up.” Jason nudged the old man’s shoulder until he snorted, turned on his
side, and opened his eyes.


“I told you we’d
survive the desert. How do you feel?”


“I’m fine.”


“Are you
certain?”


“Now, yes. But I
admit I was pretty scared in that Land Rover.”


“Be brave,
Jason. There may be far worse things to face before this is done.”


“I know. This is
just all so new to me; chasing after bad guys, and all. How do you feel?”


“Much better,
thank you.”


“I was worried
about you this morning. You didn’t say much when Gumolin’s men pulled us out of
the wreck.”


“I appreciate
your concern, but like the early monks, I will survive so long as I have work
to do.” Merlin sat up, wiping the sleep from his eyes with a thumb and
forefinger. “But we’re still a long way from solving our little problem and
we’re losing time. I think we should be out and about.”


“I’m almost
dressed. I’ll see you outside.”


“Find Gumolin so
we can thank him properly before we ask him to pull our car out of the sand.”


“Good idea. I’ll
meet you outside.”


The sun was now
slightly past perihelion, so Jason assumed they had been asleep for three or
four hours. It wasn’t long, but the rest had done him wonders. Walking toward
the central campfire he saw the old woman who had given them blankets and tea. At
the moment, she and a young girl were turning a spit on which two goats
rotated.


“Excuse me.”


The woman looked
up, a wide, nearly toothless grin spreading across her broad, flat face. “You
feel better now?”


“Yes. Much. Thank
you.”


“Then Gumolin
will wish to see you.”


“I was going to
ask where I could find him.”


The woman
pointed toward a small chorale in which several men were examining a hairy
steppe pony. “You can find him over there. You will know him?”


“Oh, yes. Thank
you.”


“Here. Wait.” She
called as Jason started to walk away. “Two cups of tea. One for you and the
other for Gumolin. It will help warm you.”


Jason accepted
the tea with a smile and a nod and strolled across the encampment toward the
corral.


“Ah.” Gumolin
looked up from the fence where he watched three men saddle-break a young pony. “The
young western gentleman has recovered from his adventure then? It is Jason is
it not?” He pronounced the name so it sounded like “Jai-soon.”


Jason offered a
tiny bow and handed the chieftain a steaming mug of tea.


“All recovered. And
thank you for remembering my name.”


“To be a good
leader, you must remember many things.” He said, accepting the tea with a nod. “Names
are among the most important tools of the diplomat. They allow us to identify
both our friends and our enemies; both of which are equally important.” He
raised his gaze over Jason’s shoulder and stared toward the camp. “And where is
your friend...Merlin is it? Is he well?” Extra emphasis on Merlin’s name
demonstrated that neither of their names had been forgotten.


“He’s better
now. He’ll be along in a minute.”


“He is very
lucky. The desert can kill an old person in minutes.”


“I know, I was
worried about him, but I think he’ll be fine.”


“Good. Then the
two of you must come to my yurt and tell me your story before the feast.”


“Feast?”


“Of course.” Gumolin
smiled and rubbed a hand across his thick stomach. “We have so few visitors
here; we cannot let the occasion pass without offering our hospitality by
sharing good food, airag and kumis.”


Jason wanted to
get on the road as soon as possible but it would hardly do to insult their
hosts, particularly when they still needed their help. To that end he smiled,
nodded and said “You’re very kind. Umm. I don’t know the words you used - what
were they - airag and kumis. What are they?”


Gumolin grinned
an evil, secret smile but only muttered “they are a central part of the Mongol
way of life and tradition. You will learn. You will learn.”


Soon Jason and
Merlin were explaining how they ended up stuck in a sand trap, carefully
editing out any references as to why they were on the Chinese border. Gumolin
nodded and scratched his head. “Sandstorms are very strange things. Sometimes
they sweep across hundreds of miles of desert, sparing nothing in their path
and at other times they are quite localized. It is odd that for the intensity
of the storm you describe, we experienced nothing here. Still...” He looked up,
shrugged and smiled. “There is no explaining the ways of nature.”


Rising to his
feet, Gumolin placed his hands in the small of his back and arched his stomach
forward. “Now,” he said with the air of a man not used to having his orders
questioned, “you must watch my men display their skills before we go to the
feast.” Stepping through the door of the yurt, he turned back, adding, “My
people were once mighty warriors, you know. We may not be as feared as we were
in the glorious days of the mighty Khans, but I think we can still impress
you.”


In a field
beyond the furthest edge of camp a light, three-sided tent had been erected as
a windbreak. Inside were piles of cushions. Gumolin sat in the center and
indicated that Jason and Merlin were to sit on either side of him. Nearly a
hundred yards across the barren field a series of poles had been driven into
the ground; on top of each pole was a small, round bull’s-eye no larger than a
dinner plate. As the three men settled into the cushions, twelve of Gumolin’s
followers appeared at the far end of the field, brilliantly dressed in native
costume and wearing a conical helmet with cheek flaps. Each man was mounted on
a fat, shaggy pony and held a short, recurved bow in his left hand. On one side
of their saddle was a quiver of arrows and on the other a rifle was tucked into
a saddle holster. Waving an arm in an expansive gesture toward the field,
Gumolin proceeded to explain what they were about to witness.


“Long before the
time of the Great Khan, even before your Greeks held their first Olympic games,
we had the Naadam. Once each year our warriors still come together from all
across Mongolia to show off their fighting skills and compete for honor and
prizes. The Chinese tried to stop us, the Russians tried to stop us, first
under the Czars and then under the Communists, but none of them could. Now we
hold the Naadam so all the world will know we remain a free people. Today, you
will be honored to see them practice. But first, you must share a drink with
me.”


Gumolin reached
behind his cushion and dragged out a wineskin so large it must have been made
from an entire goat, followed by three small, crude pottery cups. He squeezed a
full measure of watery white liquid into each one. The first was handed to
Merlin, the second to Jason and, laying the wineskin against his knees with a
reassuring pat, Gumolin picked up the third and raised it slightly. “Gumolin
welcomes his friends to his camp. Drink.” And he upended the contents of the
cup down his throat.


Merlin lifted
the cup to his lips, sipped gently, nodded and took a large gulp with a
satisfied sigh. Having watched the other two Jason lifted the cup gingerly to
his lips. First he gagged. Then he choked. The slimy, bitter drink came back up
his throat nearly as fast as it had gone down. His cheeks swelled as his palate
and stomach rejected the offering. Only with the greatest effort did he manage
to keep from spitting it onto the ground. When he finally forced it down and
wiped the tears from his eyes, he realized Merlin and Gumolin were on the edge
of hysteria.


“You asked
Gumolin what were the meaning of the words airag and kumis. That,” he said,
pointing at Jason’s cup, “is kumis.”


“What is it?” Jason
wheezed out, still hardly able to talk.


“Fermented
mare’s milk. It is what makes the Mongol warrior so fierce.”


Wiping his mouth
with the back of his hand and setting the cup between his feet, Jason took a
deep breath before he was able to reply. “It’s a wonder it didn’t make the
Mongol warriors dead.”


Gumolin laughed
and winked at Merlin. “Later you can try airag.” Before Jason could protest, he
added, “But now you will watch my warriors.” With that, the chieftain raised a
hand toward the mounted horsemen at the edge of the field. The instant his arm
fell, the men kicked their ponies in the ribs and charged across the field.


Riding in single
file, at full gallop and standing in their stirrups, one after another the
horsemen came within range of their target. Each one nocked an arrow into his
bow as he dashed across the rough plain. Immediately after the first arrow
spun, singing into its target, the rider drew a second arrow, ready for the next
target. Close on the heels of each rider came the next, each one shooting as
their horses galloped at full speed across the rough, frozen earth. Twelve men,
eight targets; each of which, within minutes, held a perfect count of twelve
arrows. Not a single rider had missed the mark. On reaching the far end of the
field, the Mongols reined their mounts a hundred-and-eighty degrees in
preparation for the return run. As the warriors readied themselves, Gumolin
explained that having warmed up, each rider would now display the trick shot at
which they excelled.


Approaching the
line of targets, the first man stood erect in his saddle, knees locked,
bouncing furiously with the plummeting gate of the horse and executed another
perfect round of bull’s eyes. As he neared the last target, Gumolin turned to
Merlin.


“Now, watch this
next man. He is Similak, one of the best riders in all Mongolia.”


Similak plunged
across the plain, pulled his right foot free of the stirrup, hooked it across
the back of his saddle and leaned so far forward that the front half of his
body dangled below the bottom of his horse’s neck. Hanging parallel to the
ground, his bow slung beneath the horse’s head, he scored eight perfect hits. In
the tent, Merlin and Jason watched in slack-jawed amazement while their host
roared approval. One after another the riders executed a string of seemingly
impossible shots. One whirled around in the saddle and shot while facing the
rear of the horse; another held the bow behind his head and fired across his
back, managing to score seven out of eight bull’s-eyes. After having completed
three such incredible passes, the riders reigned in at the end of the field
while a runner pulled all but a dozen arrows from each of the targets.


“You will have
to watch closely to see what they do now, but it will be worth it.” Gumolin was
already on his fourth cup of kumis and had refilled Merlin’s cup for the third
time. Raising the cup to his lips, Gumolin twirled his free hand in the air. The
first rider leaned forward as his horse lunged pell-mell toward the row of
targets. Pulling his rifle from the saddle holster, he fired eight times in
rapid succession. One after another the remaining contestants did the same. Although
Jason could see tiny plumes of debris fly into the air from each target, he
could not see how close to scoring a bull’s-eye anyone had actually come. “Gumolin?
From here, I can’t see how close to the center of the targets they got. How do
you know who scores the most hits?”


Gumolin roared
with laughter, slapped his knee and rocked back and forth with mirth. “They are
not shooting at the targets. Any child could do that. Each man makes his own
arrows and they are all slightly different. When the runner pulled out the
extra arrows, he left one arrow from each man in each target.” The look on
Jason’s face told the chieftain he had no idea what this meant. “They were
shooting the feathers off their own arrows. Each man only shot once so we will
now know how good his shot was. If every man made a perfect score, each of his
arrows will be missing a single feather. Good, no?”


“My, God, that’s
amazing.”


“Not amazing. Mongol
skill. Come now, we will eat and drink.”


At the campsite,
nearly the entire tribe had already gathered in anticipation of the evening’s
feast and the returning riders were dismounting. When they took off their
gleaming metal helmets, Jason was amazed to see that of the twelve, three were
women.


“Excuse me,
Gumolin, do your women compete in these events, too?”


“Of course. Archery,
guns, everything but wrestling. You will see our young men wrestle later. You
will enjoy it. Now, take a seat and my daughter will bring us airag.”


It was obviously
more of a command than a request, so Jason complied, placing himself near
Merlin. On the fire the two goats were still turning on the spit, scenting the
air with their rich drippings enhanced by liberal coatings of wild mint and
garlic. As Jason looked at the rich dress and laughing faces of his new
friends, a young Mongolian girl with plaited, waist length hair came toward
them with mugs and an earthenware jug. Handing the first mug to Gumolin, she
filled it with a frothy liquid and repeated the procedure for Merlin and Jason.
When it came Jason’s turn, she gave him a quick glance, giggled, blushed and
hurried away at a sharp word from Gumolin. “That is my daughter.” He said to
Merlin. “She and all the young women are particularly taken with your young
friend. They have never seen a man with yellow hair. This far east, even the
Russians have brown skin and black hair.”


Overhearing this
exchange, Jason tried to will himself into invisibility, pulling his knees
tightly together and staring into his drink. Hoping to hide his face, he took a
long pull from the cup. “Hey. This isn’t bad.” He said, holding the cup toward
Gumolin. “What did you say it was?”


“Airag. It is
not unlike your beer and is brewed from wild grain. Drink all you like. Among
the Mongols, there is no shame in drunkenness. It is a sign that we are having
a good time and it helps us forget the hardships of life on the steppe.”


To himself,
Jason thought: Evidently. I read that
Genghis Khan drank himself to death. But it didn’t seem like the sort of
thing he should say out loud, so he asked. “How many people are there in your
group?”


“Including the
children, thirty-eight. We are not large, but we are well respected. Everyone
knows Gumolin’s people even when we travel to the Naadam in Ulan Bator. Now,
you must tell me where you are traveling to.”


Not knowing how
much information to divulge Jason fell into a dead silence and cast a
surreptitious glance toward Merlin who nodded and spoke. “We are trying to find
an ancient fortress that stands on the Chinese border...” Before he could
continue, Gumolin’s small, slanted eyes narrowed to the point of disappearing
into the wrinkles of his weather beaten face, but he said nothing. “We were
hoping you could show us the way. Possibly some of your warriors could lead
us.”


Gumolin sat back
in silence for a moment before answering. “Why do you want to go to this
place?”


“Our enemy is
hiding from us there and we must find her and confront her. It is a matter of
honor.”


Gumolin nodded. Honor
was something he understood and respected. “It is a very dangerous place. In
the long past, the Chinese used it as a place from which to raid our lands. It
is said that they had powerful sorcerers in their employ and that they placed
terrible curses on our people. Some of the stories say they even sent dragons
to devour our people.” Then, with a dismissive wave of his hand, “But of
course, I don’t believe such tales. Still, it is now a base for the Triads. They
are criminals and drug smugglers. Far too dangerous to fight. Are you certain
you are ready to confront them?”


“We have no
choice. We hope to find our enemy - a western woman who works with them - and
be gone before the Triads know we were there.”


“I think you are
very foolish.” Gumolin shook his head sadly. “You seem like good people and I
would hate to see you fall into their hands. Do you insist on following this
course?”


“Yes. We have no
choice.”


“Very well,” he
sighed. “Tomorrow, my men will pull your automobile out of the sand. They will
get you close enough to find the place you seek but they will not accompany
you. Even I, Gumolin, cannot make them go there.”


“We understand,
and we appreciate your help. You’re a good friend.”


“If you truly
considered me a friend, you would heed my advice and avoid that place. But it
is your lives and you must follow your own destiny.”


Picking up the
empty airag pitcher, Gumolin waved it at his daughter. “Mary. More airag.”


Merlin shot a
curious glance at his host. “Mary? Your daughter is named Mary?”


“Yes. Her
mother, my wife, who died in her second pregnancy sixteen years ago, was not of
the Mongol people. She was Chinese. Her mother, my mother-in-law, had been
raised by Christian missionaries before the communists drove out the church. So
my wife became a Christian and insisted we name our daughter Mary, after your
Lord’s mother.”


“I assume you
are not a Christian.”


“No, but I have
a great respect for your beliefs. It is a good religion, but it is not
Gumolin’s.”


“May I ask what
your religion is?”


“I am a Taoist. Are
you familiar with the beliefs of Tao?”


“A little. It
too is a good religion, but it is not mine.”


At this, Gumolin
smiled and nodded. Then, pausing as though searching for the right words, he
continued. “From my wife, I learned something of your faith. Among the things I
learned is that some of your monks dress in long gray gowns. You wear a long
gray gown. Is it possible that you are one of these holy men?”


Merlin sighed
and straightened up, looking Gumolin straight in the eye before answering. “I
was a priest in a monastic house, many, many years ago. But I am no longer in
the order.”


“Do you still
retain your faith?”


“Yes, I like to
think so.” Merlin nodded.


“Good. You will
need all the help your God can give you if you go to that place.
















Chapter
Twenty



 

The next
morning, after a light breakfast of gruel and tea, Jason and Merlin were given
a small supply of food, a wineskin of water and directed to a pair of ponies
that would carry them to their car. Before they left, Gumolin came to wish them
farewell and ask them once again to reconsider their decision. When they
declined, Gumolin and a dozen of his people watched as they set out in the
company of four of Gumolin’s men.


By ten a.m. the
lead rider sighted the half-buried vehicle and drove his horse toward it,
signaling the rest to follow him. With shovels and bare hands, Jason and the
Mongols began uncovering the front end of the car, tying stout ropes to the tow
ring. With six horses pulling and tugging, the vehicle wallowed and sloughed
along the edge of the road for fifty feet before the front wheels reached solid
ground. Another fifty feet and the car was back on the road.


Jason opened the
hood and dusted the sand off of the engine. Knowing he was no mechanic, when he
had done all he could do, Jason got into the car. The engine ground, spluttered
and ground again, but refused to catch hold. On the fourth try, with the
battery nearing its limit, the engine roared to life. Leaving it to idle, Jason
got out of the car and walked over to the others, who were cheering and
applauding, and thanked them profusely for their help. While he was talking to
them, Merlin climbed down from his pony and carried the wineskin and food to
the car.


“Tell Gumolin
how grateful we are to him, and to all of you, for your help. Without you we
might have died out here.”


“Gumolin wishes
us to tell you that you are welcome among our people any time, but now that you
can travel on your own, we must return to our camp.”


Jason scowled,
wondering if he had misunderstood Gumolin’s promise of a guide. “I understood
you were going to lead us to the fortress.”


The men looked
at each other and shook their heads. Finally, one of them spoke. “We are happy
to provide you with directions. We will even ride along with you for a little
while, so long as the road is straight, but we will not go near that evil
place.”


Frustrated,
Jason replied. “Well, if you can only go as far as the road is straight, then I
guess we can do that by ourselves. Could you at least tell me where to go when
the road stops being straight?”


“Twice the road
will divide before you reach the place you want. At each dividing point you
must stay to the right. You will see the place in the direction of the rising
sun,” he said, indicating the eastern horizon. “It lies a few hundred feet
across the border into China, but there will be no guards to interfere with
you.”


“How long will
it take me to get there?”


“Four, maybe
five hours by horse.”


“How long in the
car?”


The men looked
at each other, muttering and shaking their heads. “None of us have ever been in
a motor vehicle, but on these roads you will not go much faster than on a pony.
Maybe one hour less. We don’t know.”


“Ok. Well,
thanks again.” Jason was not happy with their refusal to accompany him, but
before returning to the car he took the time to shake each one of them by the
hand and wish them well.


As the men
turned their stocky horses back toward the desert, one of them turned back and
called to Jason. “Be very careful on your journey and come back safely into the
world.”


“What an odd
thing to say, ‘back into the world’. What the hell does that mean?” Jason
mumbled to himself as he trudged through the sand toward Merlin and the Land
Rover.


“They’re not
coming, are they?”


Jason clambered
into the driver’s seat with a grunt. “Seems not. Even Gumolin’s orders weren’t
enough to make them go near Morgana’s little castle.”


“Subadie was
right. Even the bravest Mongol warrior won’t go there.”


“Are you sure
this is such a good idea?”


“I never said it
was a good idea. I said we didn’t have any choice.”


“Oh, yeah” Jason
said ruefully, engaging the clutch and pulling the Land Rover toward the center
of the narrow road. “That is what you said, isn’t it?”


Three hours
later they were hopelessly lost. They had looked for the turn-offs Gumolin’s
men described, but the road was so indistinct that somewhere along the way they
missed a turn and were again headed north-west. Having reduced their speed to a
ten mile an hour crawl they argued whether to go on or turn back. As they
discussed the merits of one course of action over the other, Merlin said, “I
think we should ask him.”


“Who?”


“The man up
there, leading the donkey.”


“Well, I’ll be
damned.”


Jason eased the
Land Rover into gear, heading toward the distant figure. As they approached,
they could see he was tiny and bent with age; a strange looking figure even for
the primitive world of the Mongolian border. Down his back hung a braided queue
of the sort Chinese men wore in the nineteenth century. His baggy trousers and
long jacket were made from magnificent black silk but their cut was as dated as
his hairstyle. Around the neck of his coat stood a high, mandarin collar and
the hem reached well below his knees. On his head was a low, round cap with a
single pheasant feather fastened across the top. When they rolled down the car
window, the man turned to look at them. He could have been seventy or ninety or
one hundred - it was impossible to tell.


After a low bow,
the old man stared through the open window at Merlin. Unlike the Mongols, his
face had not suffered the effects of weather; his wrinkles were the result of
extreme age. His eyes were small and as intensely black as Merlin’s were blue. They
also had the appearance of being as hard and cold as polished obsidian. His
Manchu moustache hung well below his chin and when he smiled in answer to
Merlin’s greeting, they could see his teeth - small, sharp and too widely
spaced, making his smile look disconcertingly like a rat trap. All in all, the
man looked positively feral.


“How may the
pathetic Ling Chu be of assistance to the honored western gentlemen?” His dry,
croaking voice managed to be at once aggressive and obsequious.


“We seem to have
lost our way and hoped you would be kind enough to give us directions.”


“I will do my
humble best.” The rattrap grin widened. “Where does your journey carry your
most esteemed selves?”


Merlin did not
like talking to this man, but since there seemed no alternative, he continued. “We’re
looking for a ruined fortress on the Chinese border. I believe we have missed
one, or both, of our turns.”


The man bowed in
acknowledgement. “Indeed you are correct. As I have some limited knowledge of
your fine western system of measuring distance, I believe I can tell you where
you must go. Please to turn around and go back for four-tenths of a mile. There
you will come upon a small pyramid of rocks. That is the turnoff you seek. There
you must go to the left. As this is the only turnoff prior to your destination,
I must assume you took the other one without knowing it.”


“You’re very
kind. Thank you.”


The old man
bowed again, this time so low that his withered body nearly bent at a
ninety-degree angle. “And in what other way may this wretched creature be of
service to you?”


“None, thank
you. You have given us all the information we need.”


“Then Ling Chu
bids you a prosperous day, and with your kind permission I shall continue on my
way.”


As the old man
tugged his burrow and shuffled off down the road, Jason turned the Land Rover
around and headed back toward the turnoff, watching the odometer as the
tenths-of-miles ticked away. In the rear view mirror, he could see the old man
stop his donkey and grin hideously toward their car.
















Chapter
Twenty-One



 

Three days
before Jason and Merlin encountered Ling Chu, the guards on the fortress
parapets watched the lights of a car approach across the dark landscape and
waited to see which direction it was heading. When it angled away from the main
road and headed toward the compound, the still night air was broken by the
sharp, metallic clatter of a dozen Kalashnikov bolts being cocked
simultaneously. The guards raised their weapons to chest height and waited in
silence. Three minutes passed, then two more, and finally the lights blinked
once, paused and blinked twice more. The guards lowered their weapons, one of
them calling to a man on the ground, ordering him to open the gate. When the
Land Rover pulled to a halt in the open space between the outer wall and the
cluster of buildings, one of the men rushed to open the driver’s door. Morgana
le Fay stormed toward the main building where guards stood on either side of
the door.


“Where’s Chen?”


“On his way,
Madame. Your arrival has just been announced to him.”


Glancing at her
watch she pushed past them and walked through the bleak, sparsely furnished
guardroom toward a door in the far wall. “Tell him I want to see him
immediately.” Taking hold of the doorknob, she added, “And tell him to bring
Ling Chu with him.”


The guard was
about to acknowledge her order, but his words were cut off when the door
slammed, isolating Morgana from the sound of his voice. She moved quickly down
a corridor, passing through three more doors, up a short flight of steps and
down another corridor before reaching the section of the fortress set aside for
her private, if infrequent, use.


If the penthouse
above the Excalibur Holding Company was lavish in the most modern and
impersonal style, her quarters in this crumbling, nameless fort were no less
elaborate, but their style was entirely different. The walls were covered with
exquisitely painted 17th and 18th century Chinese silk hangings. On low,
oriental tables stood vases from the Ming and Tsung dynasties and in an alcove
stood a life-sized terra cotta soldier from the tomb of China’s first emperor,
one of thousands of similar figures, but the only one in private hands. Morgana
took it all in appreciatively, thinking it had been too long since she had been
here and that there was something about oriental splendor which appealed to her
sensibilities. Removing her heavy coat, she entered the room that served as
both bedroom and office. To some this may have seemed an odd combination of
uses for one room, but to Morgana le Fay it imparted the feeling of renaissance
kings who often conducted business from their beds. The bed was nearly a room
in itself, entirely enclosed by heavily carved screens decorated with dragons,
celestial bodies and allegorical figures.


Morgana took a
seat at her desk. A moment later the telephone buzzed softly. Without offering
a greeting she picked up the receiver and snapped, “Come in Chen.”


The man who
opened the door had the movements and appearance of a predator; a large, brutal
looking body surmounted by a head constantly in motion as though searching for
some invisible enemy. An angry scar running from his hairline to the corner of
his nose made his left eye look like it was closed in a knowing wink designed
to share some awful secret. He was unarmed and approached Morgana with a
cautious gate betraying both respect and fear. “Yes, Missus?” As he entered the
room he glanced back at the figure waiting in the hall.


“You’re as
attractive as ever, Chen. How long has it been? Four years? Five?”


“Nearly six
years now, Missus.”


“I’m going to be
here for a while, I don’t know how long, but I want your men to be on their
toes. We may have some uninvited guests and I don’t want them to feel neglected
when they show up. Do you understand?”


Chen straightened
almost imperceptibly. “Yes, Missus. No one ever comes in without your express
permission.”


“Good. See that
it remains that way. Now...” She glanced at the clock on her desk before
continuing. “...it’s nearly three a.m. and I will be going to bed shortly. Tomorrow
I want you to take me on a tour of the new facilities, so be here when I call
you.”


“Yes, Missus.”
Chen nodded.


“You can go now
and show Ling Chu in on your way out.”


Silently, Chen
turned toward the door, motioning the figure in the hallway to enter. The man
who took Chen’s place before Morgana’s desk was old and wizened and dressed in
clothes centuries out of fashion. His eyes were small, dark and hard as stones;
when he bowed and smiled his grin looked like a rattrap ready to snap.


“The insidious
Dr Fu Ling Chu, my, my, my. Still as nasty looking a piece of work as ever, I
see.”


“One but tries,
Mistress le Fay.”


“Don’t let the
rest of the men hear you address me by that name. Remember, I’m Mrs. Morgan.”


“Ling Chu humbly
apologizes and will not repeat the error.”


“I have a small
mission that requires your very special touch.”


The rattrap grin
widened and the tiny, evil eyes glinted in the subdued light. “I am always glad
to be of service to an old and honored friend such as yourself.”


“Of course you
are. The people I have in mind are an old man and his young companion;
westerners. The man has a long white beard and his friend has long yellow hair.
They are probably already on their way. I left a trail even a blind man could
follow, so unless they’re even stupider than I think, they should be along in a
day or so. I want you to meet them before they get here and deal with them
appropriately.”


Ling Chu bowed
deeply. “You wish them driven away in great pain and fear?”


“No, I wish them
in great pain and fear but I want them brought here. I have my own plans for
their unfortunate demise.”


“How long may I
allow them to suffer before you enfold them in the arms of eternal sleep?” Morgana
could hear the old sorcerer’s excited breathing.


“My God, you are
a bloody minded creature, Fu.” She settled back in her chair with a smirk. “I
knew there was a reason I’ve put up with you all these centuries. Play with
them all you like, I just want them delivered here in one piece. Do you
understand me?”


“Ling Chu understands
excellently.”


“Good. I knew I
could count on you. Now, have one of the guards show you to your quarters. I
want you fresh as a daisy tomorrow and you’re not getting any younger.” Ling
Chu nodded and bowed, wondering just how many centuries older than himself the
woman in front of him might be. As he turned to leave, Morgana called him back.


“I want you to
be on your way early in the morning to meet our friends...just in case they
arrive earlier than expected.”


“I hear and
obey.” Fu Ling Chu offered his feral grin, bowed and backed silently out of the
room.


Alone in the
room, Morgana sat drumming her fingers on the desk. So close. After all these
centuries she was so close. Once Merlin was dead, she would be able to claim
mastery over as much of the earth as the dragons were willing to leave intact. It
might be a devastated, scorched place; but that was always the way of war and
this war was far too large for her to fight on her own. She rubbed her hands
together as though washing away the built-up grime left by centuries of
wallowing in the dirt of humanity. So close. So close.


* * * *


Morgana followed
Chen across the courtyard between the main building and a large barn-like
structure some distance to the east. The windows were bricked up and the only
two doors were surrounded by heavily armed men in paramilitary uniforms. As
they approached the entry, one of the Triads hauled back a massive bolt and
swung open the heavy steel door. Once inside, the door was pushed shut and the
bolt reengaged with a heavy chunk. The room was large, the walls and floor
lined with metal shelves, each set of shelves stacked head high with packages
the size of a loaf of bread.


“Is this all
from Afghanistan?”


“Yes, Missus. Nearly
all of our supply now comes from there. That is how you have instructed us, is
it not?”


“You know it
is.”


“Are you not
pleased? Are my reports inadequate?”


Turning to Chen,
Morgana stared at him narrow-eyed for a moment before answering. “Chen, your
reports are fine...as is the money. I am not displeased, that’s why you’re
still alive. I just want to hear a report in your own words. You know, the
personal touch. Now take your tail out from between your legs and talk to me
like a man. Fair enough?”


Chen’s relief
would have been obvious even to the most casual observer. “Yes. More than fair,
Missus.”


“Good. Carry
on.”


“As you ordered,
we have purchased almost nothing from either Turkey or China since the
American’s invaded Afghanistan in 2001. As a result of American policies,
Afghani opium production has increased by more than four hundred percent and
due to this foolish over production, the wholesale price has dropped nearly
forty percent.”


“And the market
price?”


“Over the past
three years the street price of heroin has increased by approximately ten
percent, but of course that varies from place to place and time to time.”


“Then, by and
large, over the past four years we have nearly doubled our profit margin?”


“On average,
yes.”


“Wonderful. This
is such a good war.” Waving an arm around the room she added a sentimental
afterthought. “I like the Pentagon, so malleable, so pliable, so greedy, so
downright bloody stupid. Everyone needs friends, Chen, and whether or not they
realize it, America is a good friend. Now, open one of these up and let me look
at the raw material.”


Chen grabbed a
package at random and cut into it with a small folding knife. It contained a
sticky, yellow-brown powder, a miniscule amount of which he picked up on the
end of the knife and held out toward his mistress. She lightly wiped it from
the knife between her thumb and forefinger, rolling it around and tasting it.


“Not bad. How
does it refine?”


“It is among the
best quality opium I have ever encountered. If you would like to follow me, we
will go to the new processing room.”


At the far end
of the materials room, Chen and Morgana donned white paper suits over their
clothes, put paper boots over their shoes and matching caps on their heads. Before
they went through the small door at the far end of the changing room, Chen
handed her a respirator. “You must wear this to keep from inhaling any of the
processed drug that might be floating in the air.”


Inside the long,
sterile room dozens of men and women sat at tables carrying out the refinement
process that would change the opium poppy sap into deadly, high-grade heroine. Each
of the workers were dressed in white coveralls identical to those worn by
Morgana and Chen, making them seem like ghosts, white and pale under the harsh
florescent lights.


“How do you stop
the workers from stealing any of the raw material?”


“Unlike us,
Missus, they do not wear any clothing beneath their clean-suits. They must
undress upon arrival and are subjected to a body search before being allowed to
put their clothing back on.”


“So there has
never been any problem, then?” She sounded skeptical.


“In the
beginning, but no longer.”


“Because?”


Because, Missus,
the first few to steal your property were shot in front of the others. It was a
way of setting an example. Do you think this was too harsh?”


“Not at all.”


“I am pleased
you approve of our worker-management policy.” No one could see it behind his
respirator, but for the first time Chen nearly allowed himself a minute,
self-satisfied grin.


“If they want
collective bargaining, they can go to Europe. How many of them are addicted?”


“No more than
half. The temptation seems to be great, and the danger of working around the
material and inhaling it in tiny amounts is very real, but compared to other
such facilities world-wide, our addiction rate is quite low.”


“Good. I don’t
like the thought of their personal problems eating into my profit.”


“Oh, no, Missus.
We take measures to guarantee that can never happen. When they become addicted,
we do, of course sell them adequate quantities to meet their needs, and they
pay less than the street price, but it is still far more than the wholesale
price.”


Having reached
the far end of the processing room, Morgana and Chen were met by two more armed
guards who unlocked the door, allowing them to pass into another storeroom
piled high with processed heroin. From there, they made their way toward a
small changing room which, in turn, led past yet another guard post and into
the fresh, cold air of the compound. Here, a guard carrying Morgana’s coat
greeted them silently.


“I see a few new
faces among your men since the last time I was here.”


“Yes. Sadly
things happen. Trouble on the road, trouble with suppliers, trouble with the
border guards...”


“The border
guards never come here, do they?” She snapped, whirling around in a challenge.


Chen’s hands
flew up, waving wildly. “Oh, no. Never. Both the Chinese and Mongolian soldiers
know they are never to come here. Their orders in that regard come from the
highest offices.”


Morgana relaxed.
“Good. Very good. I feel rather pleased, all in all. You must join me for
dinner this evening, Chen.”


“I am greatly
honored, Missus. You are too generous.”


“Yes, you’re
right, I probably am. Make it lunch.”


Chen tipped his
head forward in a minute bow, pretending not to have noticed the pointed insult
to his hard work, years of loyalty and personal dignity. Had such a slight been
offered to a captain of the Triads by anyone else, he would have killed them
instantly, but his employer frightened him very, very deeply.


It was early
evening on the second day after Morgana’s arrival that Ling Chu returned to the
gate. The guard telephoned Chen, who relayed the message to Morgana. She told
him to escort the old man to her office personally. Obediently, Chen escorted
the old conjurer before retiring to his tiny office. In truth, he was more than
glad not to be in the same room with Fu Ling Chu.


Morgana smiled
expectantly as she walked across the room toward the stooped figure of Ling
Chu. “Are they here?”


“I fear not yet,
but it is only a matter of time.”


“What the hell
is that supposed to mean?”


Gesturing toward
an elaborately carved chair, Ling Chu stared questioningly at his employer.


“Yes, yes, sit
down and tell me everything.”


“I found them
traveling along the border road just as you assured me they would be...”


“Well, at least
you got that right. Then what?”


“It was late in
the afternoon when I saw them. I sent one of my familiar demons, one of the
Four Storms, to deal with them. You are acquainted with my Storms?”


“Yes, yes. The
elemental creatures, Earth, Air, Water and Fire. Which one did you send?”


“As they were in
the desert, I selected the Storm of Air, thinking he could cause the most
damage with the material at hand. I caused him to create a great windstorm to
raise up walls of sand.” He looked up, shooting a quick, surreptitious glance
toward Morgana and raising the palms of his hands toward the ceiling with a
shrug. “Their car went off the road and was engulfed in the sand. I feared they
might suffocate or freeze to death but…”


Morgana cocked
her head on one side, trying to control a rising anger. “By God, Fu, you didn’t
kill them did you?”


“Have no fear
madam,” the wizard fluttered a skeletal hand in the air. “They were rescued by
the barbaric Mongols.”


“All right. So
what happened then? Did they break any bones? How much pain were they in? I
hope you haven’t ruined that pretty boy’s face…yet.”


Passing a hand
across his throat as though checking to make sure his head was still attached,
Ling Chu continued his story. “I knew you did not desire their escape, so when
they left the Mongol camp late this morning, I met them along the road and
offered my humble assistance by providing them with directions.”


“Directions? Directions
to where?”


The rattrap
mouth broke into a hesitant smile. “To here. Where else would you wish them to
go?”


Morgana le Fay
suddenly threw back her head and laughed at the irony of the situation. Ling
Chu had been an ally for nearly five centuries and never had she been more
pleased with him.


“Was this not
appropriate, considering the circumstances?”


“Yes. Yes it
was. We may both have some fun over the next few days, so I don’t want you
leaving here.”


“It is my humble
honor to serve so great a lady.”
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Twenty-Two



 

“There, over
there.” Jason’s eyes followed Merlin’s finger toward the eastern skyline. It
was just after three in the afternoon and the sun was already starting its
descent toward the western horizon.


“Yep, you’re
right. What do I do now?”


“Keep driving. Don’t
slow down, she undoubtedly has guards watching the road.”


“How about if I
go down the road a mile or so, park the car and we hike back to take a better
look?”


“Very good,
Jason. That’s exactly what Arthur would have done; remain out of sight and
reconnoiter the enemy camp.”


Parking the Land
Rover behind a large rise, they trudged over the rocky desert to a position
offering an unobstructed view of the fortress. Behind them, the red orb
teetered on the horizon, its pink after-glow casting elongated shadows over the
landscape. Nearing the fortress, they crept behind a low, grass-covered rise
from which they had a clear view of Morgana’s headquarters. The compound was
massive. Covering eight or ten acres, it was surrounded by crenellated walls
twelve or more feet in height.


In the pale,
ruddy light the fortress sat implacably against the distant horizon, its
looming shape darkening from dirty orange to a muddy taupe. It looked brooding
and evil like some massive, predatory creature waiting for its prey. As the sun
died, the bitter wind picked up and below his down-filled jacket, the frigid
air bit into Jason’s rump and calves like tiny, metallic teeth. He rubbed the
inside of his legs together trying to keep warm, but it was no use.


From their
vantage point, Jason and Merlin caught an occasional glimpse of movement in the
gaps along the top of the fortress walls as the guards made their rounds. Occasionally,
a glint of dying sunlight reflected off the barrel of a gun.


“What do we do
now?” Jason did not know why he was whispering; at this distance it was
impossible for anyone to hear them. What he did know was that the cold was
robbing his legs and hands of feeling.


Merlin held up
one finger asking for more time. Reaching into his belt pouch, he pulled out a
small bundle of cloth, laid it on the sand and unwrapped it. Inside was the
piece of Venetian mirror. “Let’s see if Madame le Fay is in residence, shall
we?”


Jason had never
been allowed to watch Merlin consult his scrying glass before and didn’t know
whether he should watch or look away. Since Merlin said nothing and did not turn
his back, Jason decided it was all right and scooted closer. Merlin began
muttering; as his voice droned on it took on the monotonous sing-song of a
monastic chant. His free hand moved back and forth, scribing shapes and signs
in the air only inches above the reflective surface. After repeating the same
unintelligible words and motions for two minutes or more, the mirror began to
cloud. Another minute and the fog in the mirror turned black. Merlin knitted
his brows in concentration and continued his litany of sound and movement, but
the mirror remained stubbornly dark. Finally, Merlin rewrapped the glass in the
cloth shaking his head in puzzlement.


“Odd. Very odd.”


“What’s odd?”


“The scrying
glass functions like radio. I tune it to the vibrations of the person whose
image I want to call up. But as you saw, it showed me no image of Morgana.”


“Could it be
broken?”


Merlin made a
snorting sound like he was choking on a laugh. “No. Not broken, it has no
moving parts so there is nothing to break. It means that where ever she is,
Morgana is in total darkness.”


“Maybe she’s
taking a nap and has the lights off.”


“No. Darker than
that. This was total darkness. A room with no windows; a tunnel, a vault,
something like that. Even if the subject is asleep I can see their image on the
pillow even in the darkest room. Here I got no impression of anything.”


“Why would she
be awake and in a totally dark place?”


“A very good
question.” Merlin nodded his head thoughtfully before rising from the
scrub-covered ground just far enough to tuck his whiskers inside the heavy fur
coat and roll onto his back. He lay there staring wordlessly at the first stars
to appear in the darkening sky. Jason turned on his side to look at him.


“So now we don’t
even know where she is?”


Merlin pinched
the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger in concentration. “I know
she is in there, I just don’t know where.”


“How do you
know?”


“I just know. I
also know she’s expecting us.”


“WHAT?” Jason
sat bolt upright and stared into Merlin’s weathered face.


“She’s known all
along that we would follow her here.”


“You knew and
didn’t tell me? How the hell could you do that?” Jason’s voice was taking on an
edge of either anger, fear, or both, he was not sure which.


“I did say she
might be leading us here, but I wasn’t certain until the last few days.”


Jason rolled
face down onto the cold ground and banged his head against the dirt. “Christ,
Merlin. You could have warned me.”


“I couldn’t be
sure you would come if you knew she was waiting for us.”


“But why me? I’m
no spy, I’m no commando, and I’m certainly no wizard.”


“You’re the only
other person who understands the nature of the threat and you have a knowledge
and awareness of the modern world. I am out of place, out of time and
ultimately constrained by the past, which is the only reality I understand. You
may be no wizard, Jason, but you are clever and intelligent. And...” Here, he
hesitated as though he was having trouble shaping the words. “You are the only
person I can trust.”


“Son-of-a-bitch,
Merlin, if you trust me, then you have to learn to be honest with me.”


“I’m sorry if I
lied to you.”


“Again.”


“Again. I should
have told you.”


“So tell me now.
Why in the hell are we in this God-forsaken place, anyway?”


“That much I did
tell you. It’s imperative that we find out whether Morgana has some means of
contacting the Dragon Lords here in Mongolia. If she does, then we must destroy
it.”


“And if she
doesn’t?”


“Then this
entire trip was nothing more than an attempt to lure us here so she can kill me
before her computers are repaired.”


“Damn.” Jason
lay silent for a long minute, shaking with cold and trying to control his
anger. Eventually, he came to the conclusion that he was here and there was
nothing he could do about it. And, Morgana le Fay had to be stopped. “Ok. So
what now?” His voice was little more than an angry hiss.


Again Merlin
rubbed his eyes. “We wait until it’s completely dark, sneak around to the back
of the fortress and find the sally port.”


“What?” Jason’s
voice was too sharp, and he took a deep breath to control himself. “What do you
mean?”


“A sally port is
a hidden door near a castle wall and...”


“I know what a
sally port is; I’m an archaeologist. But what makes you think there’s one
here?”


“I can sense it,
or rather, I can sense that when I couldn’t see Morgana in the glass it was
because she was in a tunnel leading from the fort to the sally port.”


Jason rolled
over and thumped the back of his head onto the ground. “And you think you can
find this door in the dark.”


“Yes.”


* * * *


Jason’s chin,
neck and hands were covered with frozen sand and dirt. He could taste it
gritting between his teeth; the same teeth that now chattered from cold. Or was
it fear? In the darkness, the silence of the desert had grown to ominous
proportions, as though the entire world were holding its breath in
anticipation. It felt like they had been crawling around in plain sight for
hours. Any minute one of the guards was bound to spot them and open fire. All
this time Merlin had been grubbing and scrabbling through the dirt with his
fingers, looking for something like a dog searching for a lost bone. Having no
idea what the old man was looking for, or how to help him find it, Jason held
back, lingering in the dark a few yards away, shaking, cold and frightened. More
than once he wondered if the guards could hear his teeth chattering.


“Pssst.” Jason’s
head snapped toward the sound. He could just make out Merlin’s hand, a few
inches above ground level, motioning to him. As silently as he could, Jason
crawled on his belly, commando style.


“What?” His
voice was nearly inaudible.


“I found it.”


“The sally
port?”


Merlin nodded
and motioned Jason closer. With heads almost touching, Merlin dug his hand into
the gritty soil. Jason could just see him hook his finger around something buried
in the dirt. When he lifted his hand, Jason could see that two fingers were
looped through an iron ring.


“The door
handle.” Merlin whispered. “Help me clear away the dirt so we can lift it.”


Jason grabbed
Merlin’s wrist. “What if they hear us?”


“We wait until
the next time the guard passes and turns the corner. That should give us four
or five minutes before he comes back. By then we should be inside.”


“Even so,
they’ll see the door once the dirt is cleared away.”


“If we close it,
they won’t be able to see it till morning and it can’t be later than
seven-thirty now. That gives us twelve hours. More than enough time.”


Jason scraped
frantically at the three inches of turf obliterating the door, working his way
outward from the iron ring till he found the edge of the doorframe. His fingers
were so numb he could hardly feel the surface of the wood. A foot to his left,
Merlin was doing the same thing, but working his way in the opposite direction.


“You’re crazy,
old man.” Jason muttered half under his breath.


“Of course. Why
do you think they still talk about me after all these centuries, my piety?”


The ground was
hard from the winter’s cold and the work took longer than Merlin had estimated.
Once, the guard had come around the corner of the wall and Merlin only spotted
him seconds before he would have been within earshot of their scratching. Merlin
lunged forward, throwing his arms across Jason’s hands, pinning him to the
ground to silence him. The two remained motionless, barely breathing, for
nearly two and a half minutes, while the guard stopped to relieve his bladder
over the wall before continuing his circuit and disappearing around the corner.


With the surface
of the door finally exposed, and no guard in sight, Merlin and Jason stood up,
tugging on the circular handle. As the ancient door pulled free from the
ground, the half-rotten timbers sagged and twisted, threatening to collapse. Finally,
they raised it to an upright position. Carefully, slowly, Merlin lowered
himself onto a barely visible set of stone steps. He descended one step after
another until only the top of his head was visible. Finally, when he was almost
swallowed by the inky blackness, he motioned silently. One step at a time,
Jason followed, letting the rotting door slip back into place behind him. If
the night had been dark, here even the faint starlight ceased to exist. It was
as though closing the door had tied blindfolds over their eyes. The only
difference was that even blindfolded, the eyes continues to perceive tiny dots
of red and white as an indication that they are working. Here there was
nothing. Their eyes were wide open but there was only absolute blackness. Jason
reached out a hand searching for Merlin, a wall, anything to give him some
point of reference. After a few seconds of fumbling, he felt Merlin’s hand
reach into his own.


“I think we know
where Morgana was when I picked her up in the glass.”


“How the hell
are we going to find our way out of this pit?”


“Shh. Wait.”


Floating in the
intense darkness, at some indefinable point in the blackness, Jason glimpsed a
tiny spot of shimmering phosphorescence like a pale blue light. As he tried to
focus on it to get a sense of its distance and size, it grew and expanded. In a
moment, the light was lying in what at first appeared to be a disembodied hand.
Its luminescence increased enough to expose the sleeve of Merlin’s coat,
finally spreading to cast a soft glow on the walls, floor and ceiling of a
stone tunnel. When the light spread to a distance of nearly ten feet, Merlin
shook it free of his hand, allowing the orb to precede them into the tunnel.


“Wow.” It was no
more than a harsh, reedy whisper, but Jason was duly impressed.


Merlin motioned
him forward. Together they moved through a silence so total that even their
footfalls made no perceptible sound. The experience was so disorienting it was
otherworldly. The tunnel wound first left then right, occasionally dividing or
ending in a “T” junction, but after no more than a moment’s hesitation Merlin
seemed to sense the direction they should take and led them deeper and deeper
into the maze under the old fort. Every few feet they paused to clear away
layers of cobwebs so thick they looked like rotting theater curtains. Falling
back into place behind Jason, they clung to his hands, face and hair. The pair
had been making slow but steady progress for what Jason assumed must have been
nearly fifteen minutes when he became aware of the noise. At first it was very
soft, distant, like a child scratching on a tabletop. Then it picked up, coming
closer and getting louder. Ahead of him, he saw dozens of tiny red eyes dart to
and fro just above floor level, peering at them from inches beyond the halo of
Merlin’s light.


“Jesus. Rats.” He
instinctively grabbed Merlin’s sleeve to halt their forward movement.


“Visions. Not
rats, mental images of rats. She probably uses them to scare off trespassers.”


“How do you know
they’re not real?”


Soundlessly,
Merlin made a few deft motions with his hands and the eyes blinked out, merging
into the blackness. Jason was about to say something when he had to shake his
head to clear his eyes. For a second, it seemed like the walls had moved ever
so slightly. Then it came again. Ahead of him, the floor rippled and heaved. It
rose and tilted, first left then right, like something out of a carnival fun
house. And even worse than the movement, he had the distinct feeling that
‘things’ were trying to worm their way into the tunnel through every crack in
every block in the pulsating floor and walls. Jason could feel his heart
quicken and his throat constrict. He tried to step forward, lifting his foot to
meet the rising motion of the floor. “What the hell is going on?”


“Shh. I told
you. None of this is real. Just ignore it. She’s trying to scare us.”


“Well, it’s
working.” Jason’s voice was hoarse with anxiety. The flesh between his shoulder
blades prickled and tightened. He was certain that up ahead, in the darkness,
beyond the range of Merlin’s fairy light, something large, dark and deadly
waited for them. “Does she know we’re here?”


“Not
necessarily. She set a spell to make this happen anytime something moves in the
tunnels. It just means we’re getting close.”


“Close to what?”


“To whatever it
is she doesn’t want us to find. A door into the compound. A way into her
office. Whatever. Now be quiet, I’m trying to locate her.”


As Merlin moved
forward, Jason kept one hand on his sleeve, trying to keep his balance in the
shifting, churning maw of the tunnel. It may have been an illusion, but it was
real enough to make Jason’s stomach heave. For long minutes they pressed
forward, one step at a time. Finally, Merlin stopped, turned to Jason, and put
a finger to his lips. When he spoke, his whisper was almost inaudible even with
his face touching Jason’s ear.


“We’re there.”


“Where?”


“Morgana is
almost directly above us.”


“So what do we
do now?


“Take my hand.”


“No, I’m ok.”


“Take my hand. We
are about to pay her a little visit.”


“What?” Jason’s
panicked whisper was filled with disbelief.


Calmly, Merlin
explained his plan. “You know how I appeared to you at the cocktail party and
on the street?” He waited for Jason’s nod before continuing. “That’s what we’re
going to do to her. As long as you hold on to my hand I can project your image
along with my own.”


Jason did not
like this idea. “Will I be able to see where we are?”


“Yes. Everything
will appear to both of us, and to her, as though we were really there. With any
luck she won’t know that we’re not in the room with her. I’m not sure she’s
even aware that I can project my image.”


“Not sure? This
is no fucking time to be ‘not sure’.”


“It doesn’t matter.
Even if she knows, she’s hardly expecting us at this particular moment. Now
come on, take hold of my hand, and whatever you do don’t let go.”


The experience
was very much like a virtual reality game that Jason had once tried at a
science museum. But VR had the same slight feeling of unreality as watching a
movie; dimension, distance and color were slightly distorted. This seemed
absolutely real. It was as though he and Merlin had simply stepped through a
door and appeared in a large room decorated with oriental antiques. In front of
him and slightly to his left, the woman he knew as Lu Morgan was seated at an
ornately carved desk. She was staring intently at a pile of papers in front of
her and seemed completely oblivious to their presence; at least until she
looked up. When she did, her eyes grew large - not with fear but with shock and
anger. Rising from her chair, she never allowed her steely gaze to leave
Merlin’s face for a second. Jason was not even sure if she knew he was there.


“How in the hell
did you get in here you miserable old wretch?” For the first time she shifted
her gaze from her ancient enemy, shooting a glance toward the closed door. When
her eyes snapped back to Merlin, she could see he was smiling and it made her
even angrier. A tiny vein began to pulsate along the side of her neck.


“It’s been a
long time Morgana. A very long time, indeed.”


“Not long enough
you meddling old fool. I should have killed you centuries ago when I had the
chance.”


“Don’t flatter
yourself. You never had the chance to kill me. I never gave you the chance.”


“So have you
come to return my books? They are long overdue, you know, and there will be an
unpleasantly heavy fine to pay.” Her eyes blazed with centuries of pent-up
rage. Jason could see her hands tremble from the adrenaline-powered rush.


“I’ve come to
send you to hell, where you should have been long ago.”


“You think you
can handle me alone; you and pretty-boy?” Jason could tell she was stalling for
time, trying to decide what to do. “Go on, old man, try me if you’ve got the
nerve.”


Quicker than
Jason could move his eyes a swirling, white-hot ball of fire flew from Merlin’s
hand and exploded on the desk, only inches from Morgana’s crotch. By the time Jason’s
eyes readjusted from the flash another missile shot across the room, barely
missing her head, exploding on the edge of a massively carved Chinese box-bed. Pirouetting
in what Jason took to be confusion and fear, Morgana dropped to the floor
behind the desk. A second later, the entire front of her desk exploded with a
deafening roar as a wall of flame reached toward him and Merlin. Instinct made
Jason try to jerk away but Merlin gripped his hand so tight he thought his
fingers were going to break. Before the smoke cleared, or his ears stopped
ringing, Morgana reappeared from beneath the desk. In momentary confusion she
blinked at the two figures still standing in the center of her room, but she
only took a second to regain her composure.


“If four twelve-bore
shotguns didn’t cut you to ribbons old man, that means you’re not really here. You’re
not, are you? The coward’s way of confronting their enemy; stay at a safe
distance.” She surveyed the top of her desk. Not a single paper had been pushed
out of place by Merlin’s fireballs. “Well then, if you’re not really here that
means you can’t hurt me, doesn’t it?” A smile played across the woman’s mouth
and Jason had the uneasy feeling it was Merlin’s turn to decide on the next
move.


Standing there,
morbidly transfixed by these two implacable enemies locked in a Mexican
stand-off, Jason imagined he could almost hear the sound of footsteps; but they
seemed far, far off in the distance and muffled as though the feet were wrapped
in layers of soft cloth. That was when he felt his hand wrenched from Merlin’s
grip. Disoriented by pain, he tried to understand what was happening. The room,
Merlin and Morgana le Fay were all gone and he pitched head first toward a
stone floor. The instant before his face came into contact with the wall he
could see a leering Chinese face standing above him, as a rifle butt delivered
him up to an impenetrable blackness.


“Where did your
little friend get to, Merlin; run away to hide from the bad old witch?” Morgana
rattled on, gloating with the assurance that in an instant Merlin’s image, too,
would disappear. Any second now the guards would seize him, knock him
unconscious and haul him away to be held in chains until she decided on the
most decorative means of reintroducing this troublesome man to the one dragon
he had inadvertently trapped in this world.


Merlin did not
hear Morgana’s last words; it demanded all his concentration to continue
projecting his image into her office while looking around the tunnel trying to
locate Jason. As his field of vision returned to his physical location, he
could see a shape retreating down the corridor along which he and Jason had
come only minutes earlier. Across the figure’s shoulder a long, limp body
dangled awkwardly. From ahead and behind came the sounds of running feet, the
gleam of flashlights and the sound of shouting voices.


When a pair of
guards came charging around the corner formed by the junction of two tunnels,
they failed to notice a slight blurring in the pattern of the stone wall ahead
of them. In the wavering light it would have been nearly impossible to notice
the spot where the surface of the stone seemed twisted, the mortar joints
between the blocks slightly out of alignment. Had their ears been any sharper
than their eyes, they might even have heard a small, deep chuckle emanating
from the wall seconds after they rushed past.


Down an
adjoining passageway, a Triad soldier headed toward a bend in the tunnel. In
his left hand he carried a battery powered flood light and in the other a wicked
looking knife. As he rounded the bend, only feet ahead of him he could see the
back of a figure with long, white hair flowing across a heavy fur coat. The old
man seemed to be peering intently around the corner where two tunnels
intersected, oblivious to everything behind him. Without hesitation, the guard
charged forward, wrapping the arm carrying the torch around the figure’s waist,
diving toward the ground. As guard and victim tumbled forward, he plunged the
knife deep into the back of the fur coat just below his victim’s bottom rib. It
wasn’t until he hit the ground that the guard realized he had tackled an armful
of empty air and the blade of his knife had sliced neatly into his left forearm
between the radius and the ulna. Blood from the severed artery poured out in
pulsating fountains, covering the guard’s face and chest. Pulling out the blade
only made the blood come faster and long before his companions reached the spot
where he lay, he was dead.


At a distant
point in the warren of passageways, three heavily armed men spotted one of
their comrades in the distance, motioning them forward, cautioning them to be
silent. The point man motioned toward his Kalashnikov, indicating they should
be ready to fire as soon as they joined him. Turning away from them, he slipped
his head cautiously around a corner. The three guards had no way of knowing
that not far along the adjoining tunnel, four of their compatriots were
receiving exactly the same signals from another man looking around the opposite
side of the same corner. Once the shooting began, it no longer mattered who
fired first; the tunnel was ablaze with muzzle flash and flying lead. Blinded
by the brilliant, strobe effect of seven automatic weapons all firing
simultaneously, the men unhesitatingly emptied their ammunition clips at their
unseen adversaries. In seconds, five Triads lay dead and two more were writhing
on the ground.


Scenes of
confusion, false leads, phantom figures, and death inflicted on men who should
have been fighting on the same side were repeated all through the tunnels for
more than half an hour. Above, in the main building, Chen continued to send
more and more soldiers into the killing ground of the tunnels with orders to
capture the old man at all costs. Guards and soldiers were pulled from nearly
every post in the compound. The main building, the opium processing plant, the
main gate and the wall walks were reduced to skeleton crews as the tunnels
filled with armed men. There would be no excuses and no forgiveness for anyone
who failed to carry out the Missus’ orders. In her office, Morgana paced back
and forth, working herself into a fury. What neither Chen nor Morgana thought
to do was send a squad to search outside the compound walls. If they had, one
of the men might have been quick enough to see movement at ground level some
forty feet beyond the eastern wall. There, in the darkness, a solitary figure
in a fur coat crawled on its belly out of a trap door half obliterated by the
sand.


Merlin crawled
behind a low rise and rested against the rough ground. Exhausted and frustrated
he leaned forward, elbows on knees, cradling his forehead in his hands. He had
no idea what time it was, but it was obviously late and there were still many
hours of cold night before the morning brought either light or warmth to the
frozen land. Turning around so he could take one last look over the hill behind
him, Merlin decided it was finally safe to relax for the night.


From the
hillside he pulled bracken and grass so he could bury his back into the side of
the hill and absorb whatever warmth lingered in the dry, sandy soil. Gathering
the largest stones he could find, he stacked them into a crude pyramid. He
extended his arms, pointing long, thin fingers toward the pile of rocks. A
blue-white stream of energy danced from the ends of his fingers, reaching
toward the small pyramid. It took nearly five minutes of intense concentration
to get the stones hot enough to remain warm until morning.


Settling back to
review what had gone wrong; Merlin knew it was his fault that Jason had been
captured. He should have been more careful, planned the attack better. It had
been far too many years since he had devised any complex plans. He had allowed
his talents to become dull and his pride, and the urgency of preventing Morgana
from contacting the Dragon Lords, had blinded him to that very obvious fact. As
much as he hated to admit it, the great Merlin had lost his edge. At this
point, all he knew for certain was that he had to free Jason and that Morgana
did not have a means of contacting the dragons in Mongolia. If she had, she
would have contacted them before he arrived and she would have been far less
intent on capturing, or killing, even as bothersome an enemy as Merlin. Now
that he knew he still presented a threat to her monstrous plans, he also
realized that it was highly unlikely she would harm Jason. He was too valuable
as a piece of bait to destroy him - at least not yet.


Reflecting on
all these things, Merlin stared into the cloudless, star-filled night, trying
to clear his mind and devise a plan to rescue Jason. This time there could be
no slip-ups. He pushed his back deeper into the soft mound of soil behind him,
tucked his chin deep into the collar of his bearskin coat and closed his eyes.
















Chapter
Twenty-Three



 

A beam of sickly
light fell through a small window set high in the stone wall. It crept along
the floor, chasing a shiny black cockroach ahead of it. Jason normally hated
cockroaches, but he envied this one as it scurried ahead of the pursuing
rectangle of light. At least the nasty little thing could run away and that was
more than he could do.


Several times he
tried to raise his head, but any effort greater than moving his eyes brought
waves of nausea and a searing pain in his right temple. Most of the time he
spent curled up in a fetal position shivering against the cold and shock. Even
breathing hurt. Once he managed to touch the side of his throbbing head and his
fingers came away caked with dried blood. As near as he could figure, he must
have slammed his forehead against the wall when he tried to avoid the guard. Not
that it had done much good. His left shoulder, where the butt of the soldier’s gun
had connected with his body; it hurt nearly as much as his head. Several times
he spit on the floor to clear the bitter, coppery taste from his mouth but only
succeeded in coughing out blood clots. He had no idea how he cut his mouth.


Nearly unable to
move, Jason started his day by taking a bleary survey of his surroundings. He
guessed the cell must be about eight by ten feet. There was a wooden door
studded with heavy nails on the wall near his feet. At about head height in the
door was a small shuttered opening, but the shutter was closed. Along one wall
stood the hard bunk on which he lay and high on the adjoining wall was the tiny
window. On the floor stood two buckets. The handle of a ladle protruded above
the rim of one pail, an ill-fitting lid covered the other. The first was
apparently drinking water and the other was probably his toilet. Dejectedly, he
hoped the guards had not gotten the two confused when they cleaned the cell
after the last prisoner. Had they even bothered to clean the cell? Had the last
prisoner left or just been taken out and shot? After the cockroach vanished
there was nothing to occupy his mind so Jason closed his eyes, trying to blot
out the pain and the fear.


He had no idea
how long he slept, but when he awoke he felt strong enough to sit up. After
resting in an upright position with his eyes closed and breathing deeply, the
nausea passed sufficiently for him to step to the bucket of frigid water, rinse
his mouth and wash the caked blood from the side of his head. The welt on his
temple throbbed and he could feel a cut running nearly from his hairline to
just beneath the end of his eyebrow. Wryly, he decided he wouldn’t bother going
to the doctor to see if it needed stitches. The effort of cleaning himself was
exhausting and stepping back to the bunk left his knees rubbery. Jason had
never been beaten before and tried to think how he had gotten himself into this
mess. Four months ago his biggest worries were paying his rent and wondering
how the sphere got smashed. That damn sphere. He sighed and leaned back against
the hard wall.


Jason’s thoughts
moved like a river of mud, sluggish, occasionally oozing forward without
warning, tumbling and collapsing. He felt insubstantial and disconnected - like
he was made of some squishy substance that was being torn apart and randomly
rearranged. As he drifted deeper into a numbing reverie, the only point his
mind could focus on was Beverley. He missed her terribly and wondered if he
would ever see her again. He seriously doubted it. Maybe it was all just some
terrible dream and sooner or later he would wake up. No. You couldn’t feel pain
in a dream and right now Jason felt more pain than he ever had in his life. Eventually,
he drifted into a fitful sleep. Later, he was awakened by the sound of the tiny
port in the door being unlatched and caught a fleeting glimpse of narrow eyes
scanning the cell. Apparently satisfied with what he saw, the guard closed the
shutter and rattled a key in the lock. When the door swung open, Jason managed
to sit up as Morgana le Fay stepped through the door.


Calm and almost
ethereally beautiful, le Fay stared at him wordlessly for a minute with
startling violet eyes as cold and hard as some metal alloy. It was a long
moment before she finally spoke. “Well, well, well, what have we here? A
surprise visitor” she said answering her own question, “...and if it isn’t
pretty little Jason Carpenter. Did you come all the way to Mongolia to visit me
in my loneliness, Jason?


“What do you
want with me?” The words sounded stupid even before they left his mouth.


“Jason, I didn’t
want you at all - even if you did manage to sabotage my entire computer system.
That was your idea, wasn’t it? It certainly wasn’t Merlin’s.” Jason refused to
answer or look at her, but his avoidance spoke volumes. “That’s what I thought.
Not to worry, it was a minor setback and you are a very small player in a very
large game. But what I really want is that meddling friend of yours. Still, it
only seems right that you dropped in for a little visit, doesn’t it? I visited
you in your hotel and now you come to see me.”


“So you didn’t
get him yet, did you?” Jason’s mind began to race, but he tried desperately to
keep his feelings hidden.


Morgana snapped
her head around to stare at him. “What? Oh, Merlin. Not yet, but I will. He
hasn’t gone far. And he won’t as long as I keep you here as my guest.”


“Are you going to
kill me?”


“You have my
guarantee that I won’t let anything happen to you...at least not until I’ve
taken care of that wretched old man. Then, who knows?” Morgana sat down on the
edge of the bunk next to Jason and stared at him, her eyes hot and piercing. When
she continued, her voice had taken on the condescending tone an angry teacher
might use on a particularly dull child. “If this were a fairy tale this is the
place where the wicked queen would offer the handsome young prince the choice
between being her consort and dying some horrible death. But sadly, Jason, this
is no fantasy. This is reality and once Merlin is out of my hair I think I’ll
just consider you like a delectable bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken...a finger
licking good snack. And when I’m finished there won’t be anything left to throw
away but the skin and bones.”


Jason thought
her smile looked altogether too much like a piranha that had just seen a cow
fall into the water. “If you just came in here to frighten me, you could have
saved yourself the effort. I was scared before you got here.”


“Good.” Her tone
was now completely flat, the cruel playfulness gone. “Maybe once I have Merlin
I’ll let one of you watch while I kill the other one. Which one of you do you
think should have that honor? Who would most acutely feel the pain of watching
their friend die?” Jason stared at her in silent contempt. “No thoughts? Well,
I think I’ll let him watch. What I have in mind for you will embarrass him
terribly. He’s such an old prude. Later I’ll make him suffer in ways you could
never even begin to conceive of. I’ve had a long time to think about it, you
know. But that’s for later, for now I have to be satisfied with the fact that
he really does care about you. He does, you know. He must have seen you as his
last, best hope. Pity.”


“Yeah, a real
shame.” Jason tried to keep his tone level but he was furious. He knew Morgana
could see the anger his eyes, but he no longer cared. “What did he do to make
you hate him so much? Drop a house on your sister and steal the ruby slippers?”


“Don’t you dare
get pissy with me, little boy. You have no idea how much trouble that old
bastard has caused me over the centuries. I was the rightful heir to my
father’s throne, not that insipid Arthur. I have more balls than Arthur ever
dreamed of having. He couldn’t even satisfy his stupid wife, let alone rule a
kingdom. I was the warrior. I was the one the Dragon Lords chose, not him. The
dragons will cleanse this traitorous planet with fire and I’ll be the one to
create a new and better world from the ashes. I’ve waited for more years than
you can even imagine exist and now, by God, I will not have a boy and some
moldy, second-rate court magician snatch it all away from me. Do you UNDERSTAND?”
Her voice had risen to an hysterical pitch and Jason had no doubt that she was
every bit as insane and venomous as Merlin had warned.


Eventually, with
an obvious effort, Morgana composed herself and smiled beatifically at Jason. Rising
from the bed, she began walking leisurely around the tiny cell. “Of course, if
you should decide to be of service to me, maybe I will eventually let you go.”


“Why would you
want to do that?”


“Don’t be so
quick to snub my generosity. Like I said, it isn’t you I want. I want Merlin.”


“A minute ago
you didn’t seem to have any doubt you would get him.”


“I don’t. But I’m
bored with this stupid game. Now...if you help me catch him, maybe I’ll let you
go back to that pretty little red-head of yours and leave you both in peace.”


“You leave
Beverley out of this, damn you.” His pain momentarily forgotten, Jason rose
from the cot and took an angry step toward his captor.


“Temper, temper.
You are in absolutely no position to threaten. Now sit down and be a good boy.”
Jason backed off a step but remained on his feet. “Let me rephrase that. If you
don’t cooperate, I will add your girlfriend’s name to the same list as yours
and Merlin’s.” She turned toward the door and rapped gently for the guard to
open up but before she stepped out of the cell, she offered a parting shot. “You
can think it over till morning. Of course, if I take him by then, all bets are
off.” A self-satisfied smile played across her shapely lips as she stepped into
the space beyond the cell, leaving Jason alone with his pain and misery.


Later, a guard
brought Jason a tray of vile looking slop but he could not even force himself
to look at it. He was so anxious and confused he felt like his skin was
crawling. What he needed was a plan. Something. Anything. Obviously betraying
Merlin was out of the question; even if he did, there was no way Morgana would
let him go.


The only hard
information his confused mind could sort out from the conversation with Morgana
was that Merlin was still on the loose and that really had her worried. And if
Morgana was still worried about Merlin that must mean she was still unable to
open the portal for the Dragon Lords. Jason had no idea what to do, but the one
thing he did know was that his only hope of escape lay in the fact that Merlin
had not yet been taken prisoner. 
















Chapter Twenty-Four



 

Merlin awoke to
find a thick crust of frost on his beard and hair. Even buried deep inside his
heavy fur coat he was shivering uncomfortably. Flexing his arms, the elbow and
shoulder joints cracked like dry twigs, making him wince as much from the sound
as the pain. I’m too old for this. Entirely
too old. Pacing up and down to get his blood circulating, he extended his
hands to reheat the stone pyramid while finalizing his plans for rescuing
Jason. By concentrating on Jason’s unique physical vibrations Merlin determined
he was being held somewhere in the rear of the main building. The scrying glass
allowed him to see enough of Jason’s cell to know it had only one small window
set high in the wall. Even these bits of information should make it relatively
easy to locate Jason when the time came.


To determine how
the stronghold was laid out and how many vehicles Morgana’s thugs had at their
disposal, Merlin began a cautious circuit of the compound. Staying low and far
enough away to make sure no one on the wall walk could see him, he worked his
way around the enclosure, eventually coming to the low hill where he and Jason
began their reconnaissance the previous evening. Somewhere behind him was the
Land Rover and he considered the odds against their making it to the car on
foot. The distance was simply too great; a vehicle would have to be
requisitioned from the fort.


The hill gave
him a clear view of the enclosure except for a dozen or so yards immediately
inside the front wall. The main building stood on the right side of a large
open space, with its southern-most wall built directly into the exterior
fortification wall. Near the northeast corner stood another building, longer
and lower than the main structure. Here, soldiers and people dressed in white were
entering and leaving; some carrying packages and bundles as they left. Outside
of this building, a row of eight vans and trucks were parked along the wall. There
were a few more vehicles scattered at random in front of the main building. Elsewhere,
the only sign of life were the guards on the wall and one other guard who kept
wandering in and out of the main gate to retrieve small boxes from one of the
vehicles parked along the road.


Momentarily,
Merlin considered taking one of the vehicles outside the fort and using it to
crash through the gate, but the massive wooden doors appeared solid enough to
withstand a considerable impact. Even if the main gate could be breached, the
noise of the crash would eliminate any element of surprise he and Jason might have
on their side. Another, closer survey of the assortment of cars and trucks told
him that while most of the vehicles were old and dilapidated, one of those
parked outside the front entrance appeared to be a nearly new Jeep; sleek,
black and rugged looking. If it was still there when they came out it would
certainly offer the best chance for a speedy retreat without alerting anyone
except the wall guards. The most pressing need was to ensure that as few of the
vehicles as possible would be able to follow them.


Merlin tried to
remember how an automobile worked, attempting to recall odd bits of information
he had picked up. He understood that cars were powered by internal combustion
engines. This was information he could work with; combustible liquids could be
advantageous even in Arthur’s time. All he had to do now was get back inside
the stronghold.


Looking up at
the sky, Merlin judged it was already past noon. There were no more than three
or four hours of light left. Pulling himself off the frozen ground, the old man
dusted himself off and walked the half-mile to the Land Rover. There, he
retrieved a length of stout rope from the behind the front seat, slung it over
his arm and began walking casually toward the fortress. It took nearly half an
hour to get to the front gate and for at least a third of that time he was in
full view of the guards, but he was in no danger of being seen. Stepping past
the vehicles parked outside the wall, he took time to peer appreciatively
through the window of the big, black Jeep before wandering to the massive gate.
There he waited until the guard came out to make yet another trip to the truck.
As soon as the man stepped through the portal, Merlin slipped unseen into the
open space beyond.


Once inside he
began a careful inventory of cars and trucks, noting with satisfaction that no
additional vehicles were parked inside the front wall - the only area invisible
from the hill. He counted four cars in front of the main building and near the
low building were another seven. It was imperative that he put as many as
possible out of commission.


The trucks and
vans near the low building were aligned in a neat row, their front ends nearly
touching the wall behind them. Merlin crawled on his back beneath the nearest
vehicle to examine its underside. It was filthy, covered with oil and packed
with metal bars, rods, tubes and lengths of wire that meant nothing to him. But
near the rear end was what appeared to be the bottom of a large holding tank. From
the tank a small tube ran toward the front of the van. Tentatively, he touched
the small tube; the metal was soft and flexible. Gripping the tube with both
hands, he bent it first one way and then the other; back and forth, until
cracks began to appear in the pink metal. Two more twists and the tube cracked,
allowing a small stream of vile smelling fluid to flow onto the ground. Feeling
extraordinarily pleased with himself, he crab-crawled to the next vehicle and
repeated the process, doing the same with each one until he reached the end of
the row. Dragging himself off the ground, he headed back to the main building,
making a careful survey of its exterior. He was looking for a small window
mounted high on the wall. Where the corner of the main building and the
exterior fortification wall joined, he discovered an offset, as though an
addition had been constructed at some time in the past. This tiny corner
offered a perfect hiding place from which to launch their escape.


“Wake up.” Merlin’s
voice was no more than a gritty whisper in Jason’s ear.


“Mmmm?”


“Wake up Jason.”


“What?” Jason’s
startled voice sounded loud and hollow in the confines of the cell.


“Shh. Be quiet.”


Jason opened his
eyes to stare into an aged face only inches from the edge of his bunk. There
was grass and bits of dirt caught in Merlin’s beard and the index finger of one
hand was raised to his lips in a gesture demanding silence.


“How did you get
in here?”


“I’m not here. I
just came to talk to you.”


Pulling himself
up on one elbow, Jason realized Merlin’s head and hand were the only parts
visible, hovering near the bed, eighteen inches above the floor. Jason should
have been used to such weird manifestations by now, but the sight of a floating
head trailing a long beard and white hair made him cringe.


“Where are you?”


“I’m just on the
other side of this wall.”


“How did you get
inside the fort? The guards are looking everywhere for you.”


“They can’t see
me.”


“Oh, right. Got
‘cha.” Jason pondered this for a second before adding “Why didn’t you make us
both invisible in the tunnel?”


“I can only do
one thing at a time. I can project an image or prevent people from seeing me. I
can’t do both at once.”


“You mean you’re
visible right now?”


“Yes, but I am
well hidden. Now we’re going to get you out of this place.”


“Oh, God, yes. As
soon as you can. Morgana was here a little while ago and she is really out for
your blood. Mine too.”


“Not surprising.
I’m almost ready. I just have to prepare a few surprises for Morgana and her
goons before I open a door for you.”


“A door?”


“You’ll know it
when you see it. Just be ready. This shouldn’t take more than fifteen minutes,
half an hour at the most. I just want to be sure the sun has gone down so we
have some cover.”


“I’ll be ready. I
am ready.” Jason could feel relief and anticipation flood him with adrenaline.


“Now listen
closely. When you come out, follow the outside wall to your right until you
come to a blind spot near the corner of the building. We’re going to have to
scale the outer wall and then lower ourselves down the outside. Can you manage
that?”


“I’ll be fine. What
about you? That wall is pretty high.”


“Don’t worry
about me. Once we get outside follow the wall to the front of the compound
where there are three vehicles. We’re going to take the black one named Jeep.”


“We’ll need a
key to start the Jeep. I don’t know how to hot-wire a car.”


“Leave that to
me. I have to go now, but you stay ready.”


“Don’t worry.”


Back outside,
Merlin again obscured the vision of the guards and walked to a pile of tools
stacked along the outside wall. He picked his way through tools, materials and
debris. Finally, he found what he was looking for; a piece of heavy pipe nearly
four feet in length. Taking the pipe back to the alcove he tied one end of the
rope around the pipe. Satisfied, he crouched down in the corner where the two
walls joined and concentrated until beads of sweat formed on his brow.


Inside the cell
Jason sat nervously on the edge of his cot, terrified that at any moment the
guard might come back to check on him. After what seemed like hours he heard a
small sighing sound, like water washing against a beach. He looked for the
source of the noise, but could see nothing. Then it came again, this time
louder and longer. He followed the noise to the outside wall. Near the floor
the stone blocks had begun to glow with a faint incandescence. In amazement he
watched the light grow and expanded, reaching out to scribe a perfect circle
nearly two feet in diameter. A moment more and the inner surface of the stone
began to slough away and fall to the floor.


His anxieties
forgotten, Jason dropped to his knees and started scooping the sand away from
the opening. It was so hot it nearly burnt his hands but he continued to scoop
and dig as the stone dissolved before his eyes. The wall was more than three
feet thick and it took fully fifteen minutes to deteriorate sufficiently for
the first glimmer of twilight to filter through the hole. Scrabbling like a terrier
digging a rat out of its burrow, another minute saw Jason poke his head into
the wintry air. Seconds later he dragged himself into the night. “Merlin. Merlin?”
Jason’s voice was no more than a rasping whisper in the darkening compound.


“Over here. To
your right. Keep your head down and come toward the outside wall.”


“Right. On my
way.”


Jason scrambled
through the dirt commando style, making sure to keep his bottom as near to the
ground as possible. On reaching the hidden corner he found Merlin squatting on
his haunches, staring across the open space toward a long, narrow building
across the compound. Without averting his eyes, he motioned toward a coil of
rope and an iron bar lying behind him. “Do you think you can throw that rod
over the wall so it catches between the battlements like a grappling hook?”


Jason craned his
head back, sizing up the twelve foot wall. Across the width of the wall walk
only the top few inches of the battlements were visible against the silvery
pink evening sky. “Yeah, I can do that. But aren’t you afraid someone will hear
us?”


“I have a little
entertainment arranged to keep them occupied. When I tell you, throw the rope,
climb up to the wall walk and wait for me. Now come here and I’ll show you
something.”


Jason crouched
next to Merlin as the wizard reached out his hands and laid them flat on the
ground. An electric blue incandescence appeared on the tips of his fingers,
shedding tiny lightning bolts of energy that danced off into the sandy soil. As
they leapt from his fingers the tiny glowing forms gave off a crackling sound
like crumpling cellophane. Like frantic worms, the light hopped across the
courtyard, first a few dozen, then hundreds, then thousands of them. Like an
army of ants caught in some insane dancing mania, the sparks crawled, row upon
row, toward the building in the distance.


“What are you
doing?”


“You see that
line of vehicles over there? I drained their gas tanks onto the ground and,
with luck, this energy will be enough to ignite it.”


Jason’s eyes
grew huge. “Jesus, Merlin, the tanks are still full of fumes. When they ignite
the whole place will go up like the Fourth of July!”


“Go where like
what?”


“They’ll
explode!”


“Really?” A slow
smile played across his lips. “I hadn’t expected such large scale success.”


Seconds later
the cavorting specks reached their destination. First, a quick blue-orange
flame rose with a gigantic whumping sound before engulfing the entire row of
trucks. An instant later, the first van, rear end uppermost, soared half its
own length into the air before crashing nose-down, against its nearest
neighbor. The third in line, a military truck with a canvass top, lurched
skyward, crashed against the building, tore a hole in the roof and wall,
spilling flames and metal into the opium processing plant. The rest of the
vehicles all exploded at once, and even before the last one crashed into a pile
of twisted wreckage, men were streaming into the area from all over the
compound. Some raced out of the main building, while others ran in confused
terror from the low building, one entire wall of which was now burning
furiously, flames crackling and jumping into the night sky. Some of those
trying to escape the inferno were already wreathed in fire, their white, paper
overalls a sheet of flame.


“Now. Up the
wall.”


Jumping up,
Jason grabbed the metal bar, stood back as far as the tiny alcove would allow,
and swung once before letting the rod fly. Sailing into the air, it clattered
against the top of a battlement before dropping on the outside of the wall. It
had not, however, landed between two of the raised blocks of stone, but
squarely on top of one of them. Jerking the rope to the left, Jason was
sweating with excitement, his ears filled with the roar of the fire and the
shouts and screams behind him. Finally, the rope dropped between two
battlements and lodged there. Hand over hand, using his legs to give him as much
leverage as possible, Jason pulled himself painfully up the wall. It was the
longest twelve feet in history. Finally, after what seemed like hours of pain
so intense it threatened to pull his wounded arm out of its socket, one hand
reached beyond the rope to the top of the wall and he hauled himself, panting,
onto the wall walk. Behind him, Merlin was still squatting in the dirt, his
gaze riveted on the havoc two hundred feet away.


“Come on. Your
turn. Let’s get out of here.”


Rising from the
ground with maddening composure, Merlin dusted off his hands before raising his
face toward Jason.


“Pull the rope
tight so the bar doesn’t fall down the wall.”


“Your weight
will pull it tight. Now come on.” Jason was motioning furiously.


“Please, just
pull the rope tight.”


In exasperation,
Jason did as he was told, applying sufficient pressure on the rope to hold the
iron bar against the outside of the battlements. Apparently satisfied, Merlin
picked up the loose end of the rope and, to Jason’s utter amazement, floated
upward as though the law of gravity had suddenly been repealed. Like a feather
riding weightlessly on a breeze, he rose higher and higher, hauling the rope
after him like a limp tail. When he reached the point where his hips were level
with the wall walk, he halted his assent, rolling onto the platform to lie
facing Jason - their heads only inches apart.


“Where the hell
did you learn to do that?” Jason nearly had to shout to be heard over the
shouting and roar of the fire in the near distance. Somewhere among the frantic
cacophony of voices he could hear Morgana le Fay screaming orders.


“I’ve been
practicing. I think it must be a bit like riding a bicycle; once you know how,
you never really forget.”


“You can ride a
bicycle?” Keeping low to the floor of the parapet, Jason craned his head and
cocked one eyebrow in wonder.


Ignoring the
question, Merlin smiled and said, “Come on, we have to get down before anyone
sees us. Once you’re on the ground, head toward the front corner of the wall
and check to see no one has come out through the front gate. Then...”


An ear
shattering roar, a sucking sound and a blast of searing hot wind interrupted
Merlin’s instructions. In the opium processing plant, thousands of gallons of
chemicals used to transform opium resin into heroin had exploded. The blast
ripped the building, the shattered remains of the vehicles, and dozens of
frantic bystanders to shreds, sending a burgeoning mushroom shaped cloud
hundreds of feet into the night sky. Even before the cloud reached its full height,
the compound was plunged into inky darkness. Above the roar, Jason called out
to Merlin.


“I think the
generator must have been in that building.”


“What’s a
generator?”


“Never mind. Who
goes first, me or you?”


“You. I’ll
follow.”


Having learned
not to argue, Jason pulled the bar over the parapet, lodged it against the
inner face of the wall, and stepped onto the battlement before slinging the
rope beneath his rump and rappelling down the wall. He only paused long enough
to be certain the thickness of his parka was tucked beneath the rope to keep it
from burning through the seat of his jeans. When he reached the ground, he
called up to the top of the wall. A moment later, Merlin casually stepped into
thin air. Floating down as easily as if he were riding an escalator, the long
skirts of his coat and robe fluttered gently in the cold evening breeze. When
he was within a few inches of the earth, the descent halted and he took a
single step onto the ground. “What are you waiting for? Get to the front. And
be careful.”


Recovering from
Merlin’s latest exhibition of the paranormal, Jason dashed forward, slipping
and sliding in the sandy soil, to peek cautiously around the corner where three
vehicles stood not more than a hundred-and-fifty feet away. The big Jeep Cherokee
was at the near end of the line. As far as he could see, the main gate remained
closed and there was no sign of anyone moving around in the darkness. When he
looked back, Merlin was already standing at his shoulder.


“Safe?”


“Safe.”


“Go.”


Jason shot out
from the safety of the wall in a mad dash toward the cars, staying as low as he
could while keeping the line of vehicles between himself and the gate. Reaching
the Jeep, Jason jerked open the driver’s door and lurched inside. Seconds
later, Merlin pulled open the passenger door and threw himself across the seat,
nearly landing in Jason’s lap.


“Good work,
Merlin. How did you know it wasn’t locked?”


“Locked?” The
old man craned his neck up from the seat cushions.


“Oh, God.” Jason
banged his forehead against the steering wheel. “Never mind. Look, I need a key
to start the engine.” His voice was shaking with anxiety.


“Where does the
key go?”


Jason pointed to
a spot on the steering column. “Here.”


“Guide my hand
to the slot.”


Depressing the
clutch and brake, he disengaged the hand brake and threw the gearshift into
neutral while Merlin rolled onto his side and planted his elbow between Jason’s
thighs. Without a word passing between them, Merlin held up his index finger,
Jason seized the proffered hand and lifted the extended finger toward the
switch. When flesh came into contact with metal a spark arched across the
switch and the engine roared to life. Jason fluttered the throttle as Merlin
pulled himself to an upright position.


“Nice work” said
Jason, easing the Jeep into gear. A quick survey of the dashboard told him the
gas tank was nearly full. He considered turning on the lights, but decided
against it until they were well beyond sight of anyone who might have remained
on the wall.


“When you get
about a hundred yards down the road, stop the car.”


“Stop? Why would
I want to stop?” Feeling Merlin’s eyes burning a hole through him, Jason
sighed, and pulled to a halt.


“Does this
window in the roof open?”


“Yeah, it’s a
sun roof.”


“Will it work at
night...without any sun, I mean?”


“Yes, of course.
Why?” Just when Jason thought he had Merlin figured out, he found he was
thoroughly confused again.


“Open it.”


Wordlessly,
Jason reached up to the small instrument console above the windshield. When the
sunroof stopped moving, Merlin pulled himself to a standing position, his head
and upper torso vanishing into the darkness. Silently, he turned to face the
ancient fortress where the glare from the fire outlined the fortification walls
against a stark, shimmering blood-red backdrop. Judging the distance from where
they were parked to the main gate, Merlin drew back his right arm like a
pitcher winding up to deliver a line drive. The massive fireball soared through
the air like a rocket to strike the heavy wooden gate with a thundering crash,
hurling sparks and splinters of wood high over the wall.


“That was just
for distance. Now let’s see if I can put those vehicles out of commission.”


Still wincing
from the shuddering impact of the first fireball, Jason craned his head around
in time to see a second fiery mass land a matter of feet in front of a van. The
third and fourth ones left the remaining vehicles in flaming ruins.


“Great work, but
can we please go now?”


“Not yet, there
are still four cars parked next to the main building, but I can’t see them from
here.”


“Do you want me
to pull up farther toward the hill by the main road?”


“No, no. I’m
nearly at the limit of my range. We shall just have to trust our luck.”


In less than a
minute Merlin lobbed ten more fireballs over the distant wall. As near as he
could judge they had all landed somewhere near the front of the main building. Finally
satisfied that he had done all he could, he returned to his seat and smiled at
Jason. “I believe it’s time to take us out of here.”


Allowing a big
grin to spread across his lean face, Jason shifted into gear, turned on the
headlamps and pulled back onto the lane heading toward the main road. Once
there, he turned right, toward the Land Rover. They had gone no more than a
quarter mile when Jason turned to his companion. “So where, exactly, are we
going?”


“I thought that
the...” Merlin’s answer was cut short by a broken, chattering noise coming from
somewhere behind them. It was loud enough that both he and Jason turned their
heads, staring at each other.


“What the hell
was that?”


Merlin turned
around in his seat. In the distance, just turning onto the main road from the
lane, he could see two sets of headlights and the broken flare of automatic
weapons fire. “It seems I was not as successful as I might have been in
delaying our friends’ pursuit.”


“Oh, shit.”
Jason instinctively killed the headlights to make them invisible.


“How far do you
think those weapons can shoot?”


“They looked
like Kalashnikovs to me, and they have an effective range of almost a mile. Of
course, they have to see us to hit us and in the dark their aim is bound to be
crap.” The words were hardly out of his mouth before another staccato burst of
gunfire erupted, followed by a dull ‘thunk’ coming from the rear end of the
Jeep. “Fuck. I hope that was just a lucky shot. Hang on, I’m going to take some
evasive action, here.”


The Jeep lurched
back and forth as Jason ran from one shoulder to the other, trying to avoid
even the most random shot. “Hold this thing steady for a moment, Jason. Maybe I
can give them back a little of their own.”


Jason hauled the
careening juggernaut back toward the center of the road, straining to see the
lightless road and avoid the deepest ruts. “Ok, it’s all yours.”


Merlin climbed
back through the sunroof, relying on the cloak of darkness alone to ensure his
invisibility. “I may only have one chance at this. Once they see where the
light is coming from they’ll be able to train their sights on us.”


“Alright, I am
going to give you three shots and then start evasive maneuvers again so don’t
try to come back inside, just hang on for dear life. Got it?”


“Agreed. I just
need to wait till they fire again so I can find a target.”


“Right.”


The wait seemed
interminable. Seconds ticked past as the Jeep roared down the darkened highway,
the sound and headlights of the pursuing vehicles tightening Jason’s nerves
like guitar strings. Then came a quick series of short, sharp reports that
sounded like pistol shots. The three tiny sparks of muzzle flash was all the
guidance Merlin needed.


From the
driver’s seat of the lead pursuit car, the only thing visible along the road
were the beams of their headlamps falling on the rutted road. Somewhere up
there, ahead of them, was their quarry, but its distance and location were impossible
to judge. Then, out of the darkness, what appeared to be a low flying comet
soared silently into the sky, before heading back to earth directly in front of
them. The driver veered frantically to the left, throwing the car into a
tailspin. As the flaming object struck the center of the road the driver pulled
to the right in a vain effort to stop the spin. In the soft, sandy shoulder,
the heavy car spun out of control, turned one hundred-eighty degrees and ground
to a halt, the passenger’s door sunk deep in the sand.


The car behind
was not so lucky. Unable to decide which way the lead car was going to turn in
its flight from the oncoming missile, the driver ploughed straight ahead,
hoping for the best. The fireball sailed over the top of the car, landing near
the swamped lead vehicle. Seconds later Merlin’s next missile found its mark. Ripping
through the hood of the car, it tore the engine free from its mounts, pushing
the engine and drive train into the dirt and flinging the rear end of the car
high into the air before coming to rest on its top.


“No need to run
the car all over the road, Jason.”


“You get 'em?”


As Jason eased
off on the accelerator and switched the headlamps back on, Merlin re-emerged
into the cab of the big Jeep.


“Get 'em? My
good man, they are, as you say, permanently out of business.”


For the first
time in weeks, Jason threw back his head and laughed. It was a long, cathartic
release of pent-up stress that was long overdue. “So, before we were so rudely
interrupted, you were about to tell me where we are going.”


“Ah, yes. Well,
all things considered, it would probably be foolish to tempt fate and return
the way we came. We cannot go east, or stay on this road indefinitely because
either of those will take us into China where the authorities may not welcome
the presence of strangers. That leaves only a course of north-north-west.”


“Where will that
take us?”


“Eventually, we
should be in Russia; before that, your guess is undoubtedly as good as mine.”


“Then Russia it
is. At least we can get home from there.” Jason eased back into his seat,
preparing for the long drive ahead.


“Yes, and with
any luck, we can even beat Morgana back to England. I have a feeling that
without power, transportation and, hopefully, without any form of
communication, she and her surviving friends may be delayed in Mongolia for
some indefinite time, and time is what I need to defeat her.”
















Chapter
Twenty-Five



 

Relieved and
excited, Jason and Merlin were already near exhaustion before beginning their
long trek across the Mongolian wastes. Every muscle in Jason’s body hurt and
the wound on his temple throbbed unbearably. For all his seemingly
inexhaustible energy, even Merlin was tired, cold and grumpy. Adding to their
problems was the fact that everything except the clothes on their back and
Merlin’s scrying glass was still in the Land Rover.


And the
Mongolian roads did nothing to improve their mood. The ruts and potholes were
unavoidable and every foot of the journey was a bone-jarring agony of thumps
and bumps. Simply keeping the big Jeep between the ditches forced Jason to
reduce their speed to a fifteen-mile-an-hour crawl. Conversation, although a
constant effort in the jostling car, was a necessary catharsis to relieve the
stress of the last day and a half.


“You were right.
Morgana is not only certifiably insane, she is the most hate-filled human being
I’ve ever met.”


“True. I fear
that she allied herself with Satan long, long ago.


“Ahhh, well,
assuming that the devil is real – and I’m not saying I believe that…


“I’m sure Satan
could not care less whether or not you believe in him.”


“Whatever. So
let’s just say he’s real and that Morgana is actually working for him. Since we
already know she is working with the dragons and - assuming the dragons are the
same dragons they talk about in Revelations - does it follow that the dragons
are the Devil?”


“The dragons
cannot be Satan, because there are hundreds, possibly thousands, of them. Satan
is singular but possibly - and I have never considered this point before
– the dragons just might be his minions.”


“You think so?”


“I have no way
of knowing, but it certainly is a possibility. In the Gospel of Saint Luke it
says "I saw Satan like lightning falling out of heaven" and in the
book of Ephesians there is a reference to the Devil as the "prince of the
power of air" and both of those would correspond with the dragons
appearance from their hole in the sky. What did you call it, a worm hole?”


“Yeah. A worm
hole or a black hole.”


“That’s a very
unsettling thought. Very unsettling indeed.”


“I have another
one just as bad. Is it possible that the place the dragons come from is
actually hell?”


“That is a
question I cannot possibly answer.”


“But you do
believe in hell?”


“Oh, yes,
certainly. Don’t you?”


This was not a
subject Jason had ever given much thought to and decided he was in no condition
to start pondering the concept of the afterlife and damnation. Instead, he let
the conversation die and concentrated on keeping the Jeep out of the potholes.


By the time
morning spread across the world, the odometer on the dash board indicated they
had traveled all of one-hundred-and-sixty miles in the eleven hours since their
escape. Twenty minutes later they entered the outskirts of a town which,
according to the weather beaten sign, was named Hongor. It took no more than an
exchange of glances for them to agree it was time to stop and get some much
needed food and rest. The tiny village’s only accommodation was a single inn
with rooms to let and at the moment, rest was the most important thing in their
world.


They took the
room for the day and the following night on the assumption they could not
travel across Mongolia and into Russia in the dark and neither could they
manage to remain awake until nightfall. A nap now, some shopping to replace the
contents of their lost luggage later and then a good night’s sleep seemed the
only logical course of action. The beds were dirty and lumpy, the food was
greasy and there was only one bathtub to serve the entire inn or, if the amount
of traffic in and out of the bathroom was any indication, possibly it was the
only tub in Hongor. By scouring through Hongor’s few shops Jason was able to
replace most of their lost clothes and toiletries and even managed to put
together a makeshift first aid kit. After a bath, he dressed the still oozing
wound on his head and decided none of his other cuts, bruises and abrasions
were either life threatening or likely to cause permanent damage. His shoulder
still ached terribly.


Later, over a
bowl of lukewarm goat stew accompanied by stale bread and, to Jason’s delight,
a Coca Cola, they were informed by the landlady that Hongor was only eighty
miles south of Ondorhaan, the last outpost before entering the mountains
separating Mongolia from Russia. Even given the atrocious condition of the
roads, by the end of the next day they should be well inside Russia and could
begin making plans for their return to England. After dinner, Jason took the
Jeep out to get gas and fill the spare jerry can, while Merlin bartered with
the landlady for enough food and drink to see them through the following day’s
travel. Shortly after eight o’clock they were back in bed and sound asleep. Sometime
during the night it began to rain. When they awoke the ominous sky and lowering
slate-colored clouds declared this was not just a passing shower.


Despite the
rain, by noon they had slogged their way past Ondorhaan and out of the endless,
flat grasslands of the Mongolian steppe. The rolling terrain had given way to
hills and in the distance they could see the road climbing steadily toward a
range of mountains that disappeared into the lowering clouds and rain. Thanks
to the weather, the absence of passing vehicles came as no surprise, but the
appearance of a line of robed men walking calmly along the side of the road
seemed immensely out of place.


Slowing for a
closer look at the strange parade, Jason counted four of them, all dressed in
identical dark red, ankle length gowns. Over their right shoulders were orange
cloaks, flapping in the wet wind, slopping water in every direction. The men’s
heads were shaved and they were lean to the point of emaciation. With the
exception of one man who wore a pair of black-rimmed glasses, the four were
virtually indistinguishable from one another. As Jason slowed and swerved to
avoid splashing them, the men each looked up in turn, smiling and nodding. One
of them even waved a friendly greeting. While Merlin stared uncomprehendingly
at the drenched men, Jason thought to himself... Monks. They’re Buddhist monks. “Merlin, we have to give them a
lift. They’re Buddhist monks.”


“Are you
certain?”


“Yeah. I’ve seen
pictures of them. We can’t just leave them out here, they’ll drown in this
slop.”


“Then by all
means, a simple act of charity.”


Jason eased
ahead, pulling the car to a halt a few yards beyond the lead figure. Rolling
down the window, he stuck his head into what was now a torrential downpour, and
shouted against the wind. “You want a ride?”


The first man in
line stared at Jason for a moment and then turned to his companions. All the
while, they stood in the downpour chatting amiably, alternately nodding and
shaking their heads. Jason wished they would make up their minds. His hair was
already soaked and the water was running down his back, dripping onto the seat.
Finally, the monk wearing the glasses approached the car, bowed slightly and
smiled, water pouring off of his ears and chin.


“You have made a
very kind and generous offer. One does not expect so much rain so close to the
Gobi desert and I fear we were unprepared. Will it not be an inconvenience to
have four such wet passengers in your fine car?”


“Of course not.”
To himself he thought, It’s not ours
anyway, we stole it. “Just get in before you float away.”


The man smiled
and chuckled, turning back to his companions. One wave of his arm and the
others made a mad dash for the Jeep. Two, including the spokesman, trundled
into the back seat while the other two climbed through the tail gate into the
rear compartment where they sat cross legged in a rapidly spreading pool of
water. After wringing the water out of his ponytail, Jason rolled up the window
and turned to greet their companions. “You’re Buddhist monks, aren’t you?”


The man in the
glasses bowed his head in acknowledgement. “Yes. I am Lu Shi and these are my
brothers Ton Lo, Son Chu and Lin Piao. We are returning to our monastery which
is less than one hundred miles north of here.”


“Less than a
hundred miles? How far have you guys come?”


“We are
returning to our home from a holy pilgrimage to Tibet.”


“You don’t mean
to tell me you walked all that way?”


“Of course,” Lu
Shi grinned, “The rigors of the journey are a part of the spiritual nature of a
pilgrimage.”


“But you did
accept the ride.”


The monk looked
simultaneously abashed and amused when he answered. “The trials of the road are
a part of the journey; drowning is not, however, a necessary stepping stone
along the path to enlightenment.”


“How long have
you guys been gone?”


The dripping
monk counted his fingers before answering. “I believe it has been fifteen
months.”


Turning to
Merlin, Jason muttered “And I thought we’d been on the road a long time.” With
that, he shook his head and pulled the car back toward the center of the road.


“It is very kind
of you to offer us this courtesy. May I enquire where it is that your own
journey is taking you?” It seemed obvious that Lu Shi did the talking for his
group; whether that was by choice, mutual assent or a condition of his rank,
Jason could not guess.


“We’re heading
toward the Russian border.” Merlin spoke, having decided this was his best, and
possibly only, opportunity to learn about a belief system with which he was
only vaguely familiar. The only other oriental he had ever mentioned religion
to had been Gumolin and that had hardly qualified as a theological discourse.


“Ahh. If you are
going to Russia on this road it will take you less than twenty miles from our
monastery.”


Merlin looked at
Jason who nodded his assent. “It seems we’re going your way. We will gladly
take you home.”


“You are most
generous. May we be so bold as to enquire the identities of our rescuers?”


“My name is
Merlin and this is my friend, Jason Carpenter.”


“And what brings
westerners to Mongolia? It is hardly a spot for tourists to make a holiday.”


“Like you, we’re
on a sort of pilgrimage - a journey to confront a great evil that has tested
our faith.”


Lu Shi leaned
forward discretely, staring over the back of the seat at Merlin’s hair, beard
and robes before speaking. “Are you a Christian monk or, perhaps, a priest?”


“I was once a
priest, but that was a very long time ago.” Here Merlin paused before abruptly
changing the subject. “But please, tell my friend Jason and I about your
travels.”


“Our order,
known as the Gelugpa, is one of many forms of Buddhism with its spiritual home
in Tibet. It is our duty to make an occasional pilgrimage to one of the holy
places of our faith and nearly two years ago we elected to make a pilgrimage to
Lasa, the capital of Tibet, and the home of our order. Our own ancestral home
was built in your year 637. Since then there have been times of ease and times
of distress. When the Chinese over-ran Tibet in 1951 they destroyed many
monasteries, and those monks whom they did not murder they drove into exile. Many
escaped to India, some to Nepal, but our house moved to Mongolia. Of course, I
do not remember this, but some of the older members of our community do.”


“Are any of your
monasteries in Tibet still in operation?” Merlin was obviously fascinated with
the narrative and would not rest until he had heard the monk’s tale in its entirety.


“Oh, yes. During
the 1980s some of the abandoned houses were allowed to reopen. Our own was one
of them.”


Throughout this
dissertation Merlin sat in rapt attention, fascinated at his first view of this
strange belief system whose original home had been built no more than a century
after he entered his own exile in the tiny crystal sphere. “Tell me something
about your beliefs; the tenets of Buddhism.”


Lu Shi smiled
and shook his head slowly from side to side. “I am hardly qualified to instruct
you in the complexities of Tibetan Buddhism. Perhaps you would like to speak
with our Panchen Lama, the leader of our house. He is a man of great wisdom and
I am sure he would welcome the opportunity to talk with you. We get so few
western visitors.” Lu Shi looked at his fellow monks all of whom now spoke at
once, muttering together in low tones, shrugging their shoulders and shaking
their heads. “It would seem that none of us can remember having a western
visitor at our humble house. In all likelihood, you would be the first.”


Merlin cast a
quick glance toward Jason. “Perhaps...” he said slowly before rejecting the
thought. “No, I’m truly sorry, but we must continue our journey and time is of
the essence.”


“I have never
known a westerner who is not in a hurry to be somewhere or to do something. You
live in a strange world.”


You have absolutely no fucking idea how
strange this world really is, my friend, Jason thought to himself. And unless we get our asses out of here and
back to England pronto it's likely to get a whole lot stranger. All he said
aloud, however, was “So, where is your monastery at?”


“The Temple of
the Clouds - for that is what we call our house - is located on a mountainside
along the banks of the Oron Gal River. It is not far from the Russian border,
but can only be reached by a lengthy footpath. Perhaps that has helped keep us
in relative safety all of these years.


Safety is good. I’d like to find some of
that about now. Again, Jason’s brain was thinking something entirely
different from what was coming out of his mouth. “If this rain doesn’t stop
soon none of us are going to make it to the Temple of the Clouds. We’re going
to be washed away. I can hardly see the road.”


No sooner were
the words out of Jason’s mouth than the interior of the car was flooded with
blinding blue-white light as a massive bolt of lightning rent the sky,
illuminating the slashing wall of rain and filling the air with the scent of
ozone. Seconds later it was followed by an ear shattering peal of thunder. Stunned,
Jason inadvertently swerved the big Jeep, barely managing to get it under
control before it plunged into the flooded ditch at the side of the road. Wave
after wave of water washed over the car. While the monks huddled together
chanting, even the normally imperturbable Merlin clutched his knees so hard his
knuckles turned a waxy white.


“Merlin. I hate
to disturb you, but I don’t know whether to stop here in the middle of the road
and wait for this to pass or to keep moving and hope I don’t run into a ditch.”


Merlin’s answer
was cut short by the appearance of two figures standing only a few feet ahead
of the car. Through the downpour Jason and Merlin could just make out that they
were both male. One was dressed in a blue tunic and trousers and the other in a
nearly identical red outfit. On their heads were matching wicker hats that
looked like immense, inverted flower pots. Only the lower half of their faces
were visible beneath the brims, but in the eerie illumination of a lightning
flash their menacing leers were terrifyingly clear. There was no way for Jason
to avoid hitting at least one of the figures but even before he could react,
they seemed to separate, gliding effortlessly to opposite sides of the car. As
the Jeep pulled ahead, fishtailing down the road, the figures glared
malignantly through the side windows. Staring in disbelief at the nightmare
visions, the monks began to shriek and clutch each other in terror. Over and
over they repeated the single word tulpa, tulpa, tulpa


“Jason.” Merlin
shouted above the pounding storm. “They look just like the figure we saw in the
sandstorm.”


“You’re right. Except
for the clothes they’re identical. What the hell are they?”


Lu Shi leaned
forward, grasping the back of the driver’s seat. “They are tulpas. Evil spirits
called up by a sorcerer to bring destruction upon the unwary. Why are they
after us? Have you made an enemy of a sorcerer?”


Jason and Merlin
exchanged hurried glances before Merlin turned his magnetic eyes to Lu Shi’s
ashen face. “Precisely what kind of evil spirits are these beings?”


“They are
elementals. The spirits of earth, fire, air and water. These would appear to
have been air and fire. Together they are called the Four Storms and are
undoubtedly controlling the rain and lightning.”


“This is
Morgana’s work, Jason. I don’t know how, but it is.”


“What do we do
now, boss?”


Merlin only
paused an instant before ordering “Open the sunroof.”


“We’ll drown. I
won’t be able to see a thing.”


“If they’re
elementals I may be able to control them. Their power is limited and whoever is
guiding them can’t be very far away. Now do it.”


Shaking his
head, Jason depressed the button on the overhead panel. As the tinted glass
slid back, a curtain of water washed over Jason’s head and flooded the front
seat. When it opened far enough, Merlin crawled onto the seat and stood up,
exposing the upper half of his body to the blast of wind and water like a
ship’s figurehead of Poseidon, plowing through an ancient ocean. With arms
upraised, his sodden hair and beard streaming behind him in slapping, wet
ropes, Merlin stared defiantly into the storm with arms raised, shouting
incantations in Latin. “In nominos Patre,
et Fili, et Spiritu Sancti...” Over and over Merlin called on the Holy
Trinity to come to their aid and dispel the evil powers besetting them.


Jason wondered
if Merlin had finally slipped a cog and thought he could part the waters like
Moses. Would Christian magic even work against Chinese demons? To his
amazement, in no more than two minutes the rain began to slack off. With
visibility improving Jason realized the road clung to a narrow ledge poised
between a steep hill on the left and a deep ravine on the right. If he had
swerved more than a foot he would either have overturned against the hill or
toppled over the cliff.


The rain had
slowed but it had by no means stopped. Torrents of water still cascaded down
the hillside so fast and deep that, if he stopped the car, he was in danger of
bogging down or being washed over the edge of the precipice by the sheer force
of the flood. Hunching over the steering wheel, fighting to control the car,
Jason’s concentration was interrupted by Merlin’s excited voice filtering down
through the sunroof.


“Jason. Over
there. On the cliff.”


Wiping the rain
from his eyes and leaning forward, Jason could make out four faint figures. Clustered
just below the rain-soaked crest of the hill were three of the elementals, the
one in blue, the one in red and another in brown. What the hell is that third
one? The one in brown?”


“That is the
tulpa of the earth.” Jason could feel Lu Shi leaning forward against the front
seat, staring through the windshield.


“What does he
do?”


“I do not know
but like the others he is very bad.”


“Merlin...”


“I heard. But
look above them, on top of the hill.”


Jason and the
two monks in the back seat leaned as far forward as they could. At the crest of
the hill stood a man dressed in antiquated Mandarin robes; across his mouth
spread a grin that looked uncomfortably like a rattrap. Almost mirroring
Merlin’s stance, the man’s arms were raised in the air and although his voice
was inaudible, it was obvious that he was shouting angrily into the storm.


Lu Shi grabbed
Jason’s shoulder so hard the pain made him wince. “Ling Chu. That is Dr Fu Ling
Chu. He is a very evil sorcerer. Some say he is centuries old and has never
been defeated. We are in great danger. We must pray for our deliverance.”


Jason heard
every word but his attention was divided between this frightening information,
the water-washed road, and concern for Merlin.


“Merlin. That man...”


“I heard. That’s
the same man we met on the road. He must be working with Morgana.”


“Oh, shit. What
now?”


Jason’s words
were nearly drown out by a mighty clap of thunder as a lightning bolt slammed
into the hillside in front of the Jeep, sending torrents of mud and stone
cascading onto the road. An instant later, another bolt landed in nearly the
same spot. Its impact sent tremors shuddering through the road, shaking the car
and its occupants. The waterlogged dirt on the hillside flew away from the point
of impact and for yards in every direction the hill began trembling and
creeping downward.


“This is not
good, Merlin.”


“When I tell
you, you get everyone out of the car.”


“What?” Jason
understood Merlin’s orders perfectly, but simply could not believe his ears.


“You heard me. Just
wait till I tell you, then get out QUICK.”


“But what
about...”


Either because
he did not hear, or because he was simply ignoring Jason, Merlin did not wait
for the end of the question. Lifting free of the seat, his feet levitated past
the wide, terrified eyes of the monks, sailing effortlessly through the
sunroof. Clutching at each other, shouting, waving and gesticulating wildly,
the monks were nearing the point of hysteria by the time Jason could bring the
Jeep to a halt, without spinning-out in the torrent of water cascading across
the road and over the precipice. By the time the car stopped the monks were
jumbled together against the driver’s side of the car, their faces pressed
tight against the windows, staring wide-eyed at the figure soaring through the
rain and wind toward the ominous shape of Fu Ling Chu. Over the din of the
storm a single word reached Jason’s ears as clearly as though Merlin had been
seated next to him. The word was “NOW!”


“Out. Out. Everybody
out,” Jason shouted, sliding across the water-drenched seat, jerking open the
passenger door and dropping into a knee-deep torrent of rushing water. Transfixed
by the strange apparition, the monks completely ignored the order. When the
next peal of thunder rent the air, even Jason abandoned his rescue mission long
enough to jerk his head around to where Merlin hung suspended in the air thirty
feet above the road.


High overhead,
Merlin’s figure shimmered through curtains of rain as he stood with arms
outstretched, bolts of twitching, jumping energy cascading from his fingertips.
Some twenty feet in front of him the beams joined to form a single, dancing
charge that rivaled the power and intensity of the lightning. The beam headed
directly toward Ling Chu, but if the old sorcerer felt any fear, it did not
show on his face. Still screaming into the wind and rain, the Chinese sorcerer
swung his arms in front of him, palms outward, as though fending off Merlin’s
attack. Waves of power pulsed from his hands with such intensity that the very
air undulated, shimmering like ripples on a pond.


When the two
energy waves met, sparks from Merlin’s beam exploded in every direction, nearly
blotting out the sky with glowing balls of fire, like a thousand Roman candles.
Ling Chu’s force-field bent and twisted beneath the strength of Merlin’s
assault. Energy impulses ran from above the audible range to so low that it
made the ground quiver like it was made of jelly. Jason and the monks clapped
their hands over their ears and it was all Jason could do to keep from
collapsing. Marshaling every ounce of strength he possessed, Jason pulled
himself along the side of the car, grabbed the rear door handle and jerked it
open. “Get out. Get out.” He screamed, “Everybody out of the car.”


Terrified, first
one monk, then the rest, came to their senses and piled out. The two in the
rear compartment tumbled over the back of the rear seat, falling into the river
of mud flowing beneath the car. Above them, Merlin was pushing back Ling Chu’s
protective shield, the sorcerer’s efforts weakened by the dual demands of
fighting his attacker and controlling the demon spirits. As Jason and the monks
pulled themselves through the slimy torrent, the tulpa spirits of fire and
earth began moving down the hill toward them. Leering and grinning, the fire
demon gnashed his teeth as a blinding lightning bolt smashed into the hillside
where the figure of earth stood waiting. At the point of impact the sodden turf
gave way, slipping downward in a heaving brown wall.


Now only feet
away from his opponent, Merlin surged ahead with a Herculean effort to break
the Chainman’s shield. Seizing Morgana’s ally by the throat, Merlin drove
forward, pushing Ling Chow and himself into the shelf of loose, shifting mud
along the edge of the cliff. As Merlin’s knees drove into Ling Chu’s belly, the
hillside gave way, collapsing downward, ton upon ton of oozing muck, grass and
stone, heading directly toward Jason and the monks.


“Move, move,
move,” Jason screamed at the top of his lungs. Running, tripping and picking
themselves up again, the five men stumbled toward the rear of the car,
desperately trying to escape the avalanche. When the front edge of the mudslide
hit the road it was pushing a four-foot high wall of water ahead of it, ripping
the footing out from under Jason, Lu Shi and their companions. Swimming,
gasping for breath, falling and rising again, the five fought their way to the
surface, gulping air and spitting mud in a desperate attempt to keep from being
sucked beneath the magma and swept into the gully.


After endless,
terror-filled minutes Jason and a bedraggled clutch of monks hauled themselves
out of the slime onto what remained of the bank. Dragging in one ragged breath
after another, Jason felt like his lungs were going to burst. It took a moment
to clear his head enough to think straight, but when he did his first thought
was of Merlin.


“MERLIN.” He
screamed, rolling over, scrambling to his feet. “MERLIN.”


Jason looked
around blankly, his eyes wide with disbelief. The rain had stopped completely
and the last of the angry black clouds were already dissipating. The river of rainwater,
which only moments before had threatened to wash out the road, was nearly gone.
So was the Jeep. Plodding heedlessly through the remaining water and muck,
Jason pushed his way toward the far edge of the road. There, lying on its side
fifteen feet below, he could see the undercarriage of the car - its wheels
thrust skyward like some huge, dead animal. Still trying to make sense of
things, Jason turned toward the collapsed hillside. Except for a vast crater
scooped out by the mudslide there was no sign of the titanic struggle that had
taken place there. The elementals had vanished as had Ling Chu and Merlin.
Somewhere behind him, Jason was vaguely aware of a voice. As he turned toward
the sound, Lu Shi’s hand rested softly on his shoulder.


“Your friend?”


Jason shook his
head numbly. He couldn’t think, he couldn’t focus his eyes, he couldn’t even
breathe. He hurt like someone had kicked him in the stomach - hard. Finally he
spoke. “The monks?”


“I fear we have
lost Son Chu.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Not yet. First
we must search. Then we decide if it is the time for sorrow.”


Jason nodded but
all he could do was sink to the wet ground and stare blankly at a rivulet of water
making tiny eddies around one of his shoes.
















Chapter
Twenty-Six



 

Silently,
morosely, Jason and the three surviving monks picked their way through the mud
and slime, anxious for any sign of Merlin or Son Chu. Caked from head to toe
with muck, their movements were slow and deliberate, like men in a nightmare
who cannot move fast enough to escape some dark, pursuing terror. But the
terror had already caught up with them and all that was left was a numb sense
of emptiness and confusion.


Plodding
heavily, so as not to trip over a submerged branch or stone, Jason’s legs ached
from the effort of fighting the knee-deep sludge. In the last forty-eight hours
he had been beaten, jailed, threatened with a horrible death, shot at, nearly
drown and now he had lost Merlin and was left to face the wrath of Morgana le
Fay. Nothing but habit and unfocused frustration kept him going. After an hour
of looking for any sign of life or, worse, the bodies of Merlin or the monk, he
uncovered a skinny brown arm. The hand attached to it was missing three finger
nails, but the two remaining were at least three inches long and filed to sharp
points. He knew instantly he had found the body of Dr Fu Ling Chu and allowed
the hand to flop back down into the mud. Elevating his knee as high as he
could, he positioned his boot over the motionless hand.


“Son-of-a-bitch.
You filthy son-of-a-bitch.” Again and again he drove his foot onto the hand. Even
with two feet of slime to cushion the blow the sound of Ling Chu’s cracking
bones rent the air like a pistol shot. Finally, his fury and remaining energy
spent, Jason took two stumbling steps backward and sank to the ground weeping. He
wept for Merlin, he wept for himself and he wept for a world that now had no
one to defend it from the dragons; but mostly, he just wept.


“It is Jason, is
it not?” Lu Shi’s voice was so soft and gentle it was hardly audible. Jason
never looked up but acknowledged with a nod. “You must not do this to yourself,
Jason. There will be all necessary time to grieve, but this is neither the time
nor the place.”


“Did you find
your friend?” Jason mumbled into his hand.


“No, like your
friend Merlin, Son Chu seems to have been washed away. It would be good if we
could locate them to bring closure to this phase of their existence, but their
bodies are not the important thing. Their spirits are now free of the web of
illusion which makes up this plane of existence.”


Jason didn’t
understand what Lu Shi was saying, or what it meant, but the human contact was
at least some small comfort. “I just can’t believe it. It wasn’t supposed to
happen this way. He’d waited so long. I don’t know what I can do to stop her
without him. I just... It’s just... He should be here...”


“I understand
how you feel. Separation is difficult to comprehend.”


“No, you don’t
understand. We have...had...work that had to be done. I can’t do it alone.”


Jason.


Jason snapped
his head around, eyes wide. “God. I think I’m cracking up. I can almost hear
his voice.”


“It is not
unusual for us to experience very real...”


Jason. said the voice inside his head.


“Oh, no, that’s
just way too real.” Jason pulled himself out of the sludge. “Merlin? MERLIN. Are
you there? Can you hear me?” his voice rose to a shout.


“Please Jason. You
will make yourself ill.” Lu Shi said, laying a gentle, restraining hand on the
young man’s arm.


On the hill, Jason. I’m on the crest of the
hill. The voice was weak but there was no doubt it was Merlin and he needed
help.


“He’s alive.” Jason
grabbed Lu Shi’s arms and shook him. “Merlin is alive. He’s on top of the
hill.” Releasing Lu Shi, Jason began plunging toward the road and the hill
beyond.


Lu Shi shot out
a hand to take him in a restraining grip. “Jason. Listen to me. Your friend is
gone.”


“No. No. Really.
Now please, get the others and come help me find him.”


Lu Shi threw his
arms into the air in resignation and decided it was easier to humor the
distraught young man than to fight with him. Calling down the hill to where Ton
Lo and Lin Piao were hauling their meager belongings out of the wrecked Jeep,
he motioned for them to follow him. By the time the monks reached the road,
Jason had nearly clawed his way to the top of the slimy arroyo, scooped from
the landscape by the cascade.


“He’s here. I
can see him.” Jason called back over his shoulder. “I think he’s hurt. I need
some help. Hurry.” Motioning wildly, as though it would speed the monk’s climb,
he continued scratching his way up the rise. From where he stood he could
already see Merlin’s hiking boots and the bottom of his heavy fur coat; both caked
in a thick layer of mud. Pulling himself over the crest of the hill, he
crawled, panting to where his friend lay.


“Do not move him
– do not even touch him. If he is hurt you could do him more injury.” Lu
Shi shouted from half way down the cliff. His voice had the tone of someone not
to be argued with.


Jason crept
closer toward Merlin’s filthy face, plastered over with matted hair and beard. Gently,
he pulled a few strands of mud-encrusted hair away from the old man’s eyes. “Can
you hear me?”


The brilliant
blue eyes fluttered open and the hint of a smile screwed at the corners of his
cheeks. “I’m here.” The voice was weak, but Jason was elated to hear it. As he
sat stroking the muddy shoulder of Merlin’s coat, Lu Shi crept up beside him,
gently nudging him aside.


“Please move. I
need to check him for injuries.”


Gently, Lu Shi
eased Merlin onto his back, shielding his eyes from the sunlight while peering
intently into his pupils. After a moment he removed his hand, allowing the sun
to fall across Merlin’s line of vision. The pupils dilated in synchronization
and at a reasonable rate.


“Can you hear my
voice?”


Merlin nodded
and mumbled as Lu Shi moved a hand in front of his face and raised his index
finger. “How many fingers am I holding up.?”


The word “one” was
followed by a small, phlegmy cough.


“No apparent
concussion. Now let’s see what the patient has to say for himself. Are you in
any pain?”


“I think my leg
is broken.” It was a small voice, but clear and steady.


“Which leg and
where?”


“Left leg. The
ankle.”


“You seem to
know more about medicine than just first-aid.” Jason had been watching the
monk’s moves like a hawk.


“Johns-Hopkins,
class of ninety-eight.” Lu Shi gave Jason only a cursory glance.


“You’re a doctor
and you speak perfect English - why didn’t you say so before?”


“You didn’t ask
me.” Lu Shi pulled his hands away from his patient, sat back on his haunches
and looked at Jason. “Besides, your Mongolian is very nearly flawless. Congratulations.
It is a very complicated language and few foreigners ever master it. Where did
you learn it?”


“Merlin taught
it to me.”


“I’m doubly
impressed.”


“Yeah. It took
him almost five hours to get it all inside my head.”


Lu Shi cocked a
skeptical eyebrow before turning back to Merlin. “I must take off your boot so
I can look at your ankle.” Then, shifting his attention, “Jason, you come here
and keep your friend awake and alert. He must not pass out. If he does he may
go into shock.”


“Right.” Jason
changed places with the monk who moved toward Merlin’s mud-caked shoes.”


“Now I have to
remove your boot so I can have a closer look at that foot. I will try to do
this slowly but you may experience some discomfort.”


Jason leaned
close to Merlin’s ear and whispered. “When a doctor says discomfort he means
it’s going to hurt like hell. Here, grab my hand and squeeze it hard if it
hurts.” Tenderly he took hold of the old man’s hand and held it firmly as Lu
Shi began unlacing the shoe.


“Mmmm.” Merlin
gritted his teeth and clutched at Jason’s hand as the shoe slipped from his foot.
Jason could see beads of perspiration form on the old man’s forehead as the
doctor-monk eased the foot forward, backward and left to right with one hand,
while cradling it tenderly in the other.


“You are very
lucky to have been wearing good quality hiking boots. The ankle is not broken.”
Lu Shi laid the foot down and rose to his knees. “It is just a very bad sprain.
I can bind it and we will make a litter to carry you to the monastery. Jason,
do you have a pair of scissors?”


“There’s one in
the first aid kit in the Jeep.”


“Please go and
get them for me...and bring the entire first aid kit back with you.”


Jason jumped to
his feet and scurried down the hillside toward the ravine. Left alone with
Merlin, Lu Shi moved back toward his patient’s head and leaned forward.


“Are you
alright?”


“Yes.” Merlin
nodded, his voice weak but alert.


“I do not know
what this is all about, so forgive me for mentioning it, but I have the feeling
that you and your young friend are involved in something much deeper than a
pilgrimage to confirm your faith. Fu Ling Chu was certainly not after four poor
monks, and instances of a sorcerer randomly attacking travelers are very rare. To
assume that he did so, and by sheer chance encountered another sorcerer
powerful enough to defeat him, is beyond comprehension.”


“I did defeat
him then?”


“Oh, yes. He is
quite dead. Jason found his body.” Merlin inhaled deeply, letting out a long,
ragged sigh of relief as Lu Shi continued. “I have no interest in whatever
unseemly thing you are involved in, however, I strongly advise you to speak
with Sun Wang To; he is our Panchen Lama, our leader, and he is very wise in
the ways of mysterious and unseen forces. All I know about the supernatural is
that one should be in awe of it at all times but never foolish enough to make
contact with it. This is a wisdom which you seem to have ignored.”


“I appreciate
the offer...” Merlin’s speech was still forced but he seemed to be more alert
now. “...but Jason and I will have to be on our way. We must get back to England
as soon as possible.”


“You will not be
going anywhere for at least two, possibly three weeks. If you attempt to put
any weight on that foot before the muscles and tendons have strengthened you
could do irreparable damage. At your age you are very lucky not be looking at
four months in a cast.”


“At my age I’m
very lucky to be looking at anything at all.” The attempted levity brought on
another bout of hacking cough.


Lu Shi did not
know if this might be an attempt at humor, similar to Jason’s comment that it
had taken the old man five hours to teach him Mongolian. He shook his head
gently, abandoning any hope of ever understanding westerners.


Jason came
puffing up the hill with the first aid kit. Accepting it with a nod, Lu Shi
removed his filthy, saffron colored sash and cut it into four-inch wide strips.
“This sash is silk and is both light and strong. It will have to serve as a
wrapping until we reach the monastery where I will replace it with something
more appropriate.”


“Isn’t your sash
sacred, or something?”


Lu Shi paused
and raised his soft, brown eyes toward Jason. “Life is sacred. This is a piece
of cloth.” Then, inclining his head toward Merlin. “I apologize for the fact
that your dressing is soiled. I will replace it with a clean one as soon as possible.”
Returning to his place at Merlin’s foot and instructing Jason to keep his
friend from moving while he applied the wrapping, Lu Shi went about his work
binding the swollen ankle. “I shall have Lin Piao and Ton Lo gather branches
and construct a litter. We must try to find shelter and build a fire before
nightfall. We are all soaked and I am afraid someone may become seriously ill
if we do not dry out.”


“We’re going to
have to walk to your monastery, aren’t we?”


“Yes.”


“How far do you
think it is from here?”


Lu Shi glanced
up, making a quick survey of the northern horizon. “Possibly sixty miles,
possibly less.”


More to himself
than anyone in particular, Jason muttered, “God, how are we going to walk that
far across the mountains, carrying a stretcher, in the dead of winter?”


“Young man, my
brothers and I have spent fifteen months walking across Mongolia, China, Tibet
and back. I believe we can persevere for another three or four days.”


“Sorry.”


“I understand
your feelings, but one does what one must when the need arises. Now, is there
anything you have in the car that may be of use to us on our travels?”


“There is a
little food and some clothes. I think I saw a little ball of twine and some
other stuff in the back, too.”


“Please collect
anything that might be of value. Give the string to Ton Lo to tie the litter
together. We will add the food to what we were carrying in our own packs.”


“I wish I could
get the Jeep out of the mud. The last time this happened we had horses to pull
us out, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.”


Tying the last
knot in the bandage Lu Shi rested Merlin’s foot on the ground and patted him on
the leg before looking up at Jason with a mystified expression. “The last time
this happened? Do you mean such things happen to you on a regular basis?”


“Yeah. The demon
with the basket on his head, a sandstorm, the evil sorcerer, the car swamped
along the road, the whole thing.”


“And when, might
I ask, did all this happen?”


“Last week.”


“You have a very
adventurous life. I do not envy you.”


“In all honesty,
I don’t envy us either.”


By the following
morning everyone was dry and marginally rested, thanks to the meager comforts
offered by a shallow cave and a roaring fire. Although dry, all five were still
filthy dirty, exhausted and sore enough to leave little energy for idle
conversation. Jason and the monks took turns carrying Merlin’s litter,
switching off every hour or so to prevent anyone from becoming too tired or
sore. The following evening they camped in the shelter of a rocky cleft in the
foothills of the mountains.


“Your friend has
an extraordinary capacity to bear pain, particularly for a man his age. Such a
severe sprain would have reduced many younger men to tears.” Lu Shi and Jason
had stepped beyond the ring of light and warmth of the campfire and were
staring into the night sky.


“He’s an amazing
man.”


“Considering
what I have seen him do, I can only agree. Would it be improper to ask who he
really is?”


“I think you
should ask him that.”


“Yes. Of course.
You are quite right. I am sorry.”


“No, it’s ok. I
probably would have asked the same question in your place. It isn’t every day
you see an old man fly through the roof of a car and take on a sorcerer and
three demons.” After allowing a brief silence to pass, Jason continued. “I want
to thank you for helping Merlin and taking us to your monastery.”


“I find it hard
to believe that there are people who would do any less, but I suppose there
are.”


“Most people.”


“Yes. How sad. But
it is late, come, let us get some rest. Tomorrow will be another long day.”


“How’s the food
holding out?”


“There is very
little left, but by the end of the day after tomorrow we will be at, or very
near, the monastery, so there is no danger of falling down from hunger.”


“That was a
joke, right?”


“It was. But it
was also the truth. We are in no danger of not making it to safety.” Then, with
a cryptic smile, he added, “at least not as a result of hunger or thirst.”


“Thanks Lu Shi.”


At this point
Jason heard Merlin call his name from where he lay near the fire. Excusing
himself, Jason hurried back and knelt beside the litter.


“You need
something?”


“No, I’m fine. But
I just realized I don’t have my purse. You didn’t happen to pick it up did
you?”


Jason glanced
around as though the missing pouch might be within arm’s reach. “No. I didn’t
see it when we found you, but I wasn’t really looking for it.”


“That means the
scrying glass is gone and we have no way of tracking Morgana.”


“Great. And I’ll
bet all your money was in there too.”


Merlin nodded. “How
much do you still have?”


“I don’t know. Some,
not a lot. I do have a credit card that probably has enough left on it to buy
plane tickets home and stuff, but we sure aren’t going anywhere first class.”


“We’ll be all
right. I just wish I knew what Morgana was doing. She must have been conniving
with that sorcerer since the minute she got to Mongolia. That’s the only way I
can account for the fact that we saw him both before we reached the fortress,
and again after we escaped.”


“And he was the
one who gave us directions.”


“Yes, he led us
right to her. Obviously they were working together. I just wish I knew what she
was doing now and whether or not she knows what happened between us and her pet
necromancer?”


“I don’t know
what to say.”


“Neither do I. Get
some sleep, Jason.”


The weather
turned colder overnight and the morning brought with it a biting wind that made
progress even more ponderous than before. Hunched forward against the cutting
air, they trudged northward, heads down, too miserable to look at anything
except the ground immediately in front of them. Had it not been for the
rattling and clanging of the old Soviet army truck grinding toward them, they
might not have seen it until it had passed. The monk known as Ton Lo was the
first to hear the noise. Unhesitatingly, he stepped into the center of the road
and began waving his arms.


Like some
psychedelic remnant of the sixties, the once green military truck had been
painted florid pink, its canvass top mended, repaired and patched with a
crazy-quilt of mismatched fabric. At the sight of the frantic monk blocking his
way, the driver screeched to a halt, leaned out and shouted something in a
language Jason could not understand.


“He is Russian.”
Lu Shi observed to Jason. “I can speak some Russian. Possibly I can convince him
to give us a ride.”


Passing his end
of the stretcher to Ton Lo, Lu Shi walked to the truck and addressed the irate
man behind the wheel. Jason had no idea what passed between them, but the
conversation involved a lot of head nodding, arm waving and gesticulating -
pointing first one way and then the other. More than once the driver eyed the
dirty, bedraggled collection of men before offering a shrug of resignation and
waving an arm toward the rear of his vehicle. Finally, Lu Shi returned to his
companions.


“He says he is
going home to Russia, and he will give us a ride as far as the bridge where the
highway crosses the Oron Gal river. That will put us only four miles from The
Temple of the Clouds.”


Jason waved his
thanks to the grizzled, obese driver and everyone hustled toward the rear of
the vehicle where they slid Merlin’s litter inside and clambered in. Once
settled on the wooden seats running along each side of the truck bed, Lu Shi
rapped on the rear window of the cab. The driver smiled a gap-toothed grin and
slammed the transmission into gear, urging the old transport forward with a
lurch. By midafternoon they reached the southern approach to the Oron Gal river
bridge. Jason, Lu Shi, Ton Lo and Lin Piao all offered their thanks to the
driver before the truck roared onto the bridge and toward the Russian border in
a cloud of greasy smoke.


Following a
footpath toward the banks of the Oron Gal, the party made its way along the
river walk and into the depths of a heavily forested valley. Covered primarily with
fir and pine, even in the depths of winter the valley was green and, except for
the gentle rush of the river, peacefully silent. An hour later, as the late
afternoon shadows lengthened across the valley, Jason caught his first sight of
the Buddhist monastery.


High on the
steep, southern bank of the river valley, the walls of the Temple of the Clouds
rose nearly two hundred feet toward the mountaintop. The lower three-quarters
of the box-like structure was plain and unadorned, tapering slowly inward like
some fantastic marriage between an Aztec pyramid and a medieval castle. The
upper three floors displayed elaborate rows of colonnaded porches, one stacked
on top of another like a brilliantly colored wedding cake; the support columns,
balustrades and ornaments were picked out in yellow, the cloister walls behind
them were painted a soft, deep red. Each of the upper levels was slightly
smaller than the one beneath, providing space for a roof of ochre hued tiles to
project out over the veranda below. The front edge of each roof curved outward
and upward like the toe of a gigantic Persian slipper. The side facing the
river must have been nearly four hundred feet in length and the sides built
into the mountain were nearly two thirds as large. By counting the rows of tiny
windows in the base and adding the three upper stories, Jason calculated the
building to be no less than twelve stories tall.


From a quarter
mile distant, the path began a slow, winding assent up the mountainside. Before
they reached the halfway point, the silence of the valley was shattered by a
series of thunderous base notes. The returning pilgrims had been spotted and
the ceremonial horns were sounding to welcome them back from their long
journey. The deep, rolling tones echoed up and down the valley, bouncing back
and forth from ridge to ridge.


“Oh, dear, I
fear we have been recognized.” Lu Shi seemed honestly embarrassed by the
impressive welcome.


“I guess they’re
glad you’re back.”


“So it would
seem, but it is hardly cause for such a fuss. There will, of course, be a
formal ceremony of welcome once we are inside. That will give both of you an
opportunity to meet Sun Wang To, our Panchen Lama.”


“I look forward
to meeting your spiritual leader, but I don’t want to impose on the community.”
Merlin struggled onto one elbow to get a better view of the monastery.


“Nonsense.” Lu
Shi patted the filthy arm of Merlin’s fur coat. “He will be overjoyed to meet a
man of your special talents.”


“I’ve been
called many things but never a ‘man of special talents’.”


Lu Shi chuckled
and patted Merlin’s sleeve again as the tiny, bedraggled parade rounded the
last bend before approaching a huge, red gate. Jason’s jaw dropped in amazement
when they passed through the ponderous doors. Just inside the gate was a small,
pagoda-like structure under which they passed. The interior of the complex was
dominated by a huge courtyard whose surface was cobbled in intricate designs. Extending
more than three hundred feet from left to right and two hundred from front to
back, the open space was surrounded by galleried cloisters identical to those
adorning the outside of the building. Clustered around the courtyard were
dozens upon dozens of monks, all dressed in identical red robes and saffron
shawls. Directly ahead was a long, low set of stone steps leading to the
building’s main entrance. Stationed on each side of the stairs were three
immense horns, each of which must have been fifteen feet in length. On a dais
at the top of the stairs were three monks. Although dressed in the same red and
saffron robes as the rest of the company, their exalted status was proclaimed
by heavy, floor-length red capes and huge yellow hats surmounted by a feathered
crest, which made them look like Napoleonic cavalry officers or Inca kings.


Following the
lead of Lu Shi and the monks bearing Merlin’s litter, Jason approached the
stairs and bowed low. The man in the center of the dais began speaking. “We
welcome our brothers back from their long pilgrimage to our spiritual home. From
across the valley we saw that there were five in your party and assumed you had
brought a guest. Sadly, one of the brothers seems to be missing and his place
taken by another; but undoubtedly we shall hear about this in due course. Please
introduce us to your new friends.”


Lu Shi stepped
forward and bowed before speaking to his superior. “Revered Holy One, I have
the honor to present Mr. Merlin and Mr. Jason, they have been of great aid in
ensuring our safe arrival home. As is apparent by our sad appearance, the
journey has not been an easy one. I beg you to accept these men as honored
guests into our house.”


The Panchen Lama
walked down the stairs with an ease of movement that belied his obvious age. Stepping
toward the stretcher where Merlin lay he smiled, deep creases scoring the amber
skin around his eyes. After laying his hand gently on Merlin’s forehead, he
smiled at Jason. “I am Sun Wang To and you are now our guests and under the
protection of this house and all that is good. Be welcome and be safe. Remain
as long as you wish and until the wounds of your body and spirit are healed.” Then,
in slow succession, he embraced Ton Lo, Lin Piao and Lu Shi. When he came to Lu
Shi, he paused long enough to request a full report of their travels and how
they wound up in such a state. Before turning to remount the stairs, he looked
back toward Merlin and Jason. “When you feel up to it, I would be pleased if
you would join me for a meal so that I may come to know you properly. Some of
our brothers will now show you to your rooms and see to your needs.” With an
almost imperceptible wink, he added “I think possibly a bath would not be
inappropriate.”


A group of monks
appeared to escort Jason and Merlin to the second floor of the compound. Shown
to adjoining rooms, Jason asked directions to the nearest bathroom where he
immediately started scrubbing away encrusted layers of mud and grime. Despite
aches, pains and bone-deep exhaustion, he felt more comfortable and relaxed
than he had in weeks. The serenity of this place was definitely infectious. Once
the great horns in the courtyard fell silent the loudest noise was the slapping
of the monks’ sandals against the paving stones.


A few doors
away, Merlin was helped from his litter and into a tub of hot water scented
with healing herbs and spices. Once carried back to his room, Lu Shi appeared
to rewrap the foot in clean bandages, bringing with him an old fashioned,
high-backed wheelchair fitted with soft cushions. As desperately as Merlin
wanted to explore his fascinating new surroundings and meet his host, within an
hour of their arrival both he and Jason were sound asleep.
















Chapter
Twenty-Seven



 

During lunch the
next day Sun Wang To proved himself to be a charming and personable host. Completely
unlike the austere cleric Jason expected to find in charge of a monastery, the
Panchen Lama was a man of broad sympathies and gentle, playful humor, sometimes
giggling at his own jokes.


Jason and Merlin
were both full of questions but their concerns were entirely different. While
Merlin was desperate for theological discussion, Jason’s interest lay in his
surroundings; the engineering necessary to construct the fantastic Temple of
the Clouds, the brightly painted murals on the walls and the hundreds of
strange objects decorating every porch and room. Shifting his attention back
and forth between his guests, Sun Wang To did his best to address each query,
ensuring that neither of them felt left out.


“I know this is
a difficult question, but could you explain the basic tenants of the Buddhist
religion. I know nothing about it and think understanding other faiths can help
a person understand their own.” Merlin shifted uneasily in the massive
wheelchair, trying to find a position comfortable for his throbbing ankle.


“A wise man
knows there is no such thing as too much knowledge. Learning is the way to all
enlightenment, and it is enlightenment itself which is at the core of Buddhist
striving. Enlightenment comes only when one’s intellect and spirit transcends
desire, which is the root of all suffering. We suffer because we desire not
only that which we cannot have, but also that which is inherently bad for us.”


Merlin hunched
forward, fascinated by this strange concept. “But if you desire nothing, how
can there be any striving of the mind and spirit? Without desire, there is no
progress.”


“The idea of
progress, like all physical reality, is no more than an illusion which must be
transcended.”


The conversation
bounced back and forth between Merlin and the Lama like a Ping-Pong ball until
Jason’s eyes started to glaze over. “I really hate to be a wet blanket here”,
Jason interrupted, “but I am afraid this is all a little bit beyond me. If no
one minds, I think I’ll wander outside and look around.”


The Lama
inclined his head gently. “Please feel free to explore, only remembering not to
interrupt the brothers while they are at prayer. This old men’s discussion of
the unknowable must bore a young man such as yourself.”


“Oh, no. It
doesn’t bore me, it just confuses me, and I’m afraid I don’t know enough about
it to contribute anything.”


“Please return
any time you wish Mr. Jason, my door is always open to you.”


“Thank you.” Jason
bowed awkwardly, not knowing the proper form for excusing himself from the
presence of a Buddhist holy man. “I’ll see you later, Merlin.”


“Enjoy your day,
Jason.” Merlin said with a slight smile before turning back to the
conversation. “So at least we can agree that in both Buddhism and Christianity
the spirit is of primary importance.”


The old monk
stared into the distance, nodding his head slowly before answering. “Yes. We
can agree on that.”


Sun Wang To
winked slyly, leaned forward slightly, locking his limpid, brown eyes with
Merlin’s shockingly blue ones. “But I think you did not come here only to
discuss theological niceties.”


“You’ve been talking
to Lu Shi.”


The Lama nodded
almost imperceptibly. “It is my understanding that you are considerably more
than the humble former priest you claim to be and that you have made many
powerful enemies.”


“So it would
seem.”


“There are many
roads to enlightenment Mr. Merlin, but none of them can bear fruit if we are
killed by our enemies. Possibly, we should continue exchanging thoughts at a
level more specific to the web which seems to have entrapped you and your young
friend.”


Merlin drummed
his fingers on the table deciding how much he could safely reveal. Finally he
nodded. “Very well. I’ll tell you a story. You may find it unbelievable, beyond
comprehension even, but I assure you it is entirely the truth.”


“If all Lu Shi
tells me is true, I doubt that you can add much which will amaze me.”


“Wait until I’m
finished and then decide.”


Outside the
Lama’s quarters the high walls of the monastery kept out most of the cold
mountain wind, leaving the pale sun to wash over the golden roof tiles and into
the courtyard like a shimmering blanket of light. Perched on a length of
railing, Jason stared across the open space at a row of large brass canisters
on the far side of the cloister. Mounted vertically on some kind of axle, they
were occasionally spun by a passing monk who would pause and raise a hand to
the top of the drum before spinning it gently and moving off.


“You find the
prayer wheels fascinating?”


Jason jumped
reflexively, startled by the unexpected sound of Lu Shi’s voice at his
shoulder. “Is that what they are? What do they do?”


“They are filled
with prayers. When you see one of the brothers insert a slip of paper into the
top of the wheel, he has written a prayer on it. Then he spins the wheel,
sending out his prayer and all of the others that have been placed inside. The
use of the wheels, along with traditional prayer and meditation, is part of our
daily observance.”


“Huh.” Jason
nodded his head in acknowledgement. “Maybe I’ll have to try that sometime.”


Lu Shi crinkled
his eyes in pleasure. “Are you then becoming a Buddhist?”


Jason turned to
face his friend, shaking his head slowly. “No, but it never hurts to keep all
the bases covered.”


“Ah, yes. Covering
the bases. A baseball term. I understand. You see, I did more than study
medicine while I was in your country.”


“Honestly, Lu
Shi, what do you think about western culture?”


Lu Shi sighed,
collecting his thoughts. “Quite amazing. Everyone rushes toward some unknown
end, which they seldom even pause to contemplate. While it is undeniable that
the west has produced many wonderful technological advances, they are...I
think…a bit...”


“Shallow. Is
that the word you are looking for?”


“Possibly. But I
would not wish to comment so harshly on a society I do not comprehend.”


“I understand. But
you’re right.”


“You do not
think the average American would appreciate the situation in which you and your
friend have become involved, then?”


“No. I don’t. I’m
not even sure I understand it and I’m in the middle of it.” With an ironic
snort he added. “No. I am sure. I don’t understand it. I guess I haven’t gotten
to that stage of enlightenment yet.”


Not wanting to
probe too deeply, or add to Jason’s distress, Lu Shi shifted the conversation. “And
your friend, Mr. Merlin, is his ankle giving him much discomfort today?”


“He’s ok. He’s
with your Lama; they’re having a great time discussing the finer points of
Buddhist versus Christian theology.”


“Then I am
certain they are having a wonderful time. Our venerable Lama loves nothing so
much as a good debate. He finds it one of the more enjoyable paths toward his
personal enlightenment.” Lu Shi did his best to suppress a smile.


“I got lost on
the enlightenment part of their talk. That’s why I came out here. But, yes, I
think Merlin’s ankle will be ok.”


“As I said
before, he is very lucky. At his age the damage could have been much worse. May
I ask...” Lu Shi coughed gently. “...is Mr. Merlin much older than he at first
appears?”


Jason stared
long and hard at the monk’s impassive face before answering. “Yes. Much older.”


“I assumed this might
be the case. For reasons which escape me, one seldom meets a young wizard.”


“Do you meet
many wizards in your line of work?”


“Not many. But I
think we are more open to such possibilities than many westerners.”


“Yeah. Well, if
we don’t get back to England soon, the westerners may become open to a lot of
possibilities they don’t want to think about.”


“It was more
than just Ling Chu, then?”


“Oh, yeah. I
don’t even know how long we’ve been gone. Do you happen to know the date?”


“I believe that
by your reckoning it is now January the fourth.”


“Already? God, I
missed Christmas and didn’t even know it.”


Changing the
subject to keep Jason from brooding, Lu Shi said “Come, if you like I will give
you what you American’s call the fifty cent tour of the monastery.”


“Oh, that would
be great.” Jason tried to pull himself out of his funk. “Can we go down into
the foundations?


“If you like. It
is mostly storerooms and workshops, but you may see them if you wish.”


* * * *


“I believe you
will find the library of particular interest. Our collection is very old and
quite extensive. Tragically, there are so many volumes in languages which no
one here can read that we do not even know what we have.” Merlin hardly heard
the Lama, his attention completely absorbed by the thousands of books, scrolls
and manuscripts stacked nearly to the room’s cavernous ceiling. “Possibly here
we will find the answers you seek.” The Panchen Lama waved a bare arm
expansively around the room, adding “Of course, to help you, I must know the
exact nature of your problem. You have explained your ancient battle with this
woman le Fay, but not the precise nature of the threat she poses.”


Merlin pulled
his attention away from the sea of books and looked at his host. “My most
immediate problem is that I seem to have lost my scrying glass and can’t keep
track of Morgana’s actions. Do you know what a scrying glass is?” The Lama
shook his head and scowled. “Some call it a crystal ball. It’s a means of
viewing another person and their actions without them knowing it, generally
through the use of a crystal, although some people use a bowl of water for the
same purpose.”


Sun Wang To’s
eyes flew open. “Ahh, you mean the portal of divination. Yes, yes. I
understand. Sadly, we do not have any means of helping you create one.” He
paused in thought, gazing into space until, suddenly, he held up an index
finger. “If it is of any use to you, however, I do have a recipe for an unguent
which renders the wearer invisible to another person’s...what did you call
it...scrying glass.”


“Really?” Merlin’s
eyes lit up.


“Yes. If you
like I shall have the apothecary make you up some and give you the recipe to
take with you. It is a trifle, but if it is of any use to you...” the meaning
clear, the Lama let his words trail off.


“If it could
keep her from locating us, that would be far more than a trifle.”


“You shall have
it in a few days but, again, this is a minor thing. What else can we do to help
you?”


“She, or at
least some of her friends, like Ling Chu, seem able to control elemental
demons. What did your monks called them, tulpas?”


“Yes, tulpas. We
have some books on them. How to create them, how to control them. They are
essentially concentrated thought, beings of the mind. Like children, they are
only evil if they are taught to be evil; their reputation for malignancy lies
in the fact that they are so often summoned by evil men like Dr Fu Ling Chu. Their
ability is limited, but if they are not tightly controlled, they can exercise
some small individual existence. That is when they are most dangerous, when
they are uncontrolled.”


“I’ve dealt with
demons before, but it’s always good to know alternative ways to dispel them.”


“In our volumes
of esoteric knowledge there are reputed to be spells on controlling more than
sixty-thousand different kinds of demons; but who can possibly remember the
right spell at the right time. I will show you the books and you may read them
at your leisure. But still, you know as well as I, that these creatures, while
dangerous in their small way, are not a threat on the scale you seem to feel
this woman poses.”


“What do you
know about serpents?”


“Do you mean
venomous snakes?”


“No. Far more
dangerous serpents. Legendary serpents.”


“Ahh. You must
be referring to the Mongolian death worm. As you say, they are largely
legendary, but are supposed to appear like gigantic eels, swimming through the
sands of the Gobi, inflicting horrendous damage with an electrical charge. I
have never personally seen one, but neither have I seen London, yet I have no
reason to doubt its existence.”


“This death worm
must be a fascinating creature, but I had something more impressive in mind.” Merlin
drew in a long breath before taking a leap of faith. “What do you know about
dragons?”


Sun Wang To
shrugged. “Like everyone, I know stories and legends. Their images have
appeared in Chinese artwork since the beginning of time. Supposedly, there are
many kinds of dragons, some good ones, which bring such things as the rain, and
some bad, which can bring great destruction. But these are tales for children
and primitive minds.” Pausing in his discourse, the old Lama turned toward
Merlin. “Surely, you do not mean to imply that such things really exist?”


“I’ve seen them.
I have been there when they attacked my countrymen and slaughtered them by the
hundreds.”


The Lama’s eyes
grew wide with wonder. “And you believe this woman controls them?”


“I don’t know that
she controls them, but she’s been working with them for more than a
thousand-and-a-half years. Unless I can find a way of stopping her, she is
about to turn an army of them loose on the world.”


The Lama eased
himself heavily into a chair. “Oh, dear, this could be a very bad thing.” After
collecting his thoughts he stood up, brushed off the seat of his robes, and
stepped toward Merlin. “Undoubtedly we will need all the help we can get, but
we must not alarm the brothers. I shall call in Doloman, the librarian. He has
an extensive knowledge of languages and is most discrete. As Doloman is quite
advanced in years, you may want to bring in Mr. Jason to help him sort through
the stacks.”


For the next
four days Merlin, Jason, Sun Wang To and Doloman ploughed through thousands of
books, scrolls, pamphlets, folios and manuscripts. While most were in Hindi,
Tibetan or one of the various Chinese dialects, literally hundreds were in more
languages than the four men could begin to name. There were books in Farsi,
Burmese, Japanese, Arabic and Latin. There were others in Hebrew, Aramaic,
Egyptian Demotic, Greek, Cuneiform, Sanskrit, Sumerian and dozens more. Some
were so ancient it would have taken a laboratory to determine their age.


Hour after hour
Doloman, thin as a stick and as dry and yellow as the parchments he guarded,
pulled his ancient body up one ladder after another, sorting through shelves
and piles, muttering to himself softly and scratching his shaven head in
confusion. Occasionally he would call down to Jason, asking him to remove a
particular volume, or stack of papers and carry them to the row of tables which
had been pulled together in the center of the room.


No matter how
hard he tried to remain true to his task, Merlin kept being sidetracked by the
mountain of curious manuscripts piling up around him. “Jason, do you know what
this is?” Merlin and Sun Wang To were worrying over an accordion folded
manuscript made of a heavy, paper-like material. Surrounding a central area of
indecipherable text were delicately executed borders showing aquatic birds and
rows of dancing men in short, white skirts.


“My God, Merlin.
This is Egyptian hieroglyphics.”


“How old?”


Jason shrugged. “Three
thousand, maybe four thousand years old. I don’t know.”


“Can you read
it?”


“No. It can be
read, but I certainly can’t read it. I’m not an Egyptologist.”


“How sad. All
this knowledge and we can’t get at it. The secrets of the kings of Egypt could
be right here in front of us.”


Sun Wang To
leaned forward and patted Merlin consolingly on the shoulder. “It could also be
someone’s shopping list.”


Straightening up
to relieve the kinks in his back and rub his tired eyes, Merlin said “You’re
right, of course. In either case, it is unarguably not what we’re looking for. Take
this back to Doloman and bring the next batch.”


Slowly, from the
ocean of irrelevant information, they sorted out a small pile of documents
dealing specifically with dragons. There were spells for summoning a vast array
of dragons; dragons to bring luck, dragons for rain and dragons for wind, all
of which, Merlin insisted, were superstitious nonsense and had nothing to do
with real dragons. They occasionally discovered a seemingly legitimate account
of a dragon attack. The most impressive came from the diary of a Buddhist monk
named Fa-Hsien who traveled from India to China between the years 391 and 414
AD. According to Fa-Hsein’s account, "In the Bolor-Tagh mountain range
there are also venomous dragons which, if provoked, spit forth poisonous winds,
rain, fire, sand and stones. Of those who encounter these dragons not one in
ten thousand escapes." On being told that Bolor-Tagh was the early Indian
name for the Himalayas, Merlin felt certain the date and place fell within the
time frame of the first reliable accounts of dragon attacks.


Like Fa-Hsein’s
account, most of the early dragon sightings dated from the fifth century; the
earliest ones coming from the furthest points east, in China and Japan, later
ones working their way inexorably westward across India, the Middle East and
into Europe. Scenes of unimaginable carnage described by horrified
eye-witnesses all corresponded to Merlin’s own recollections and seemed, for
the most part, to be reliable accounts. Tragically, none of them offered any
insight as to where the dragons came from, or how they could be defeated.


Late in the
afternoon of the fourth day, as Jason was trundling back to the shelves with
yet another armload of dusty manuscripts, Doloman called down to him from the
stacks.


“Please be so
good as to move faster Mr. Jason. I have yet more material for the venerable
Panchen Lama and Mr. Merlin and you are holding me up.”


“I’m coming
Doloman. I can’t return them any faster than Sun Wang To and Merlin get through
them.”


“Yes, yes, I
understand that, but I may have found something relating specifically to their
search.”


Jason set the
heavy pile of books on a small table and handed the first of them up to Doloman
to be replaced on the shelves. “Really? What do you have?”


“I am unsure. I
can only read parts of the text which seems to be in a combination of Latin,
Greek, something I believe to be Hebrew and yet another, which I cannot
identify. But even those I can read are often in some arcane linguistic
structure which I cannot make clear.” The old librarian climbed down the ladder
as he spoke, carrying a heavy volume under one arm. He finished talking just as
his feet reached the floor.


“So what makes
you think it might be important?”


“Please
observe.” He flipped through brittle parchment pages, pausing at an
illustration of a terrifying dragon, its head, shoulders and wings emerging
from a cave.


“Now that would
seem to be what they’re looking for.” Jason nodded appreciatively. “Here, I’ll
take that over to them and be back to help you put this stuff away.”


“You will not.” The
librarian said indignantly. “We shall both take it over. If it is important I
want to know, too.”


“Ok.” Jason
smiled and motioned for the old librarian to precede him. Together they moved
toward the big worktable in the center of the room, pushing the new book in
front of Merlin so he was forced to look at it.


“I think you had
better take a look at this one. Doloman just found it and thinks it might be
important.” Jason’s tone was even and business-like but his eyes, and the fact
that the ancient librarian was dancing excitedly from one foot to the other,
told another story.


Merlin pushed
aside the crumbling scroll he had been translating, pulled the new book close
and motioned for Sun Wang To to join them. Covered in ancient, crumbling
leather, the chronicle was slightly smaller than a sheet of typing paper but
nearly five inches thick.


“What is it you
want me to look at?”


“Show him where that
picture was, Doloman.”


The librarian
stepped forward, leaning over Merlin’s shoulder, turning the pages gently, his
hand shaking with age and excitement. “Here. Here it is.”


The four of them
stared at the black and white image. The creature staring up from the page was
not one of the friendly dragons from a children’s book or the writhing, serpent
dying under the lance of St George. This was a hideous, slavering beast with a
look of pure, menacing evil spewing from its snake-like eyes.


“I know this thing.”
Merlin’s voice was soft and breathy with emotion. “After all these years, I
still remember its face. These are the creatures that destroyed Uther’s army.” With
trembling hands he turned the page to examine the text. “Good Lord.”


The others
leaned forward to peer at the conglomeration of letters and shapes crawling
across the pages. There seemed no cohesion, no consistency of language. Jason
recognized the Latin, Greek and Hebrew characters, but there were others he
could not begin to identify. To make matters worse, the words were jumbled
together, one language tumbling after another without any apparent regard for
structure or punctuation.


“How are you
ever going to wade through this mess?” Jason was tugging at his ponytail in a
distracted, anxious way.


Merlin looked up
at the librarian. “Doloman, how many of these languages can you read?”


“The Latin and
the Greek. I can identify enough of the Hebrew to know what it is, but not
enough to read it properly.”


“Your Holiness?”


“The Greek and
some of the Latin and Hebrew.”


“Jason?”


“Don’t look at
me.”


“All right. Obviously
we can make it through the Latin and Greek easily enough. I’ve read enough
Cabalist texts that I should be able to make it through the Hebrew without much
problem. The fourth one is Persian and that’s going to take a little work.”


“You think this
might be what you’re looking for?” Jason asked nervously.


“I don’t know,
Jason, but it’s the best chance we have and we’re running out of time.” Pulling
himself to his feet, Merlin leaned forward, palms on the table, and turned from
one to the other of those around him like a general directing his officers on
the eve of battle. “Jason, help Doloman clear away the rest of this litter. Your
Holiness, I need to impose on you for more pens and paper. I think we are going
to be here for a while.”
















Chapter
Twenty-Eight



 

Another full day
passed before any coherent information could be wormed out of the
conglomeration of texts and languages in the manuscript. Jason, who had been
running errands for the three scholars, had just returned with a fresh pot of
tea as Merlin leaned back in his chair, rubbing his palms against his tired
eyes.


“Ah, thank you
Jason. I appreciate that.”


“I just wish I
could help with this.” Jason’s voice was tight with frustration.


“No one can be
expected to do everything.” Merlin smiled understandingly before turning his
gaze back to the strange book. “But at least I think we have a passable
translation of the applicable chapter.”


Everyone huddled
close as Merlin launched into his presentation. “From what we have so far, I
believe this work is by one of the Gnostic philosophers. For those of you
unfamiliar with the Gnostics, they were a semi-religious sect, which flourished
in the Middle East during the late pre-Christian and early Christian era. There
are even rumors of Gnostic Gospels which were suppressed by the early fathers
of the Christian Church. Many Jewish Cabalists were heavily influenced by the
Gnostics - and vice versa - that would account for the presence of Hebrew in
the text...”


“Excuse me,
Merlin, but weren’t the Cabalists black magicians or something?”


“Some of them,
yes, but most of them concentrated on sciences like astronomy and astrology. Their
work was very little different from my own.”


“And the
Gnostics?”


“I was just
getting to that, Jason. The Gnostics believed that all matter - meaning
virtually the entire world, as we know it - is evil and that liberation from
evil is only achievable through spiritual knowledge, which they referred to as
Gnosis. The similarities with Tantric Buddhism, at least what little I
understand of it...” Here he inclined his head toward the Panchen Lama
“...would account for the presence of this volume in a Buddhist monastery.”


“Certainly,” Sun
Wang To interjected, expanding on Merlin’s line of thought. “Even if this text
is as old as you believe it to be, it would still postdate the founding of
Buddhism by as much as nine centuries. If there were similarities between the
two schools of thought it would not be unreasonable that Buddhist scholars
would have sought out such a work.”


“I know this is
important stuff and all, but what does it say about dragons?” Jason’s small
patience with comparative religion was over-powered by his need for facts.


Merlin tapped
his finger against his translation notes. “I believe what we have here is a
true Gnostic Gospel. Why the bizarre combination of languages, I cannot
possibly guess, but every one of the languages used here would have been known
to early Christians and the Gnostics. Jews would account for the Hebrew;
Zoroastrians for the Persian and both Latin and Greek were used by early
Christians. Tragically, because of the disastrous hodgepodge of languages it’s
almost impossible to infer the meaning of even a single word from its context. Worst
of all, no one here knows old Persian.”


“What I believe
you are trying to tell us, Mr. Merlin, is that we are guessing at much of the
meaning.” It was a shorter explanation than Merlin would have preferred, but
the Lama had made the point.


“Yes. We’re
guessing and we only have bits and pieces, but I think Jason will agree that
some of it sounds familiar enough to tell us we are on the right track. This
first passage describes the dragons and the ferocity of their attacks - pretty
standard stuff, really. Now this next passage concerns a woman who is somehow
connected to the dragons. You translated this...” Merlin turned to face Sun
Wang To “What was it you thought it said?”


“I don’t know
the word, but it speaks of a concubine, not like a court concubine, but one who
accepts money for her services.”


“A whore.”


“Yes. That is
the word: whore. Then it goes on to say that this woman is somehow involved
with a land ruled by someone referred to by the title of Caesar and having the
name Nebuchadnezzar. These words mean nothing to me. Can you make any sense of
them Mr. Merlin?”


“I believe so. Nebuchadnezzar
was a king of ancient Babylon; obviously indicating that the woman in question
is the Whore of Babylon, mentioned in the Book of Revelations. The reference to
Nebuchadnezzar as Caesar was probably made because it is widely believed that
St. John was actually referring to the Roman Empire when he used the term
Babylon. I believe we have here our first independent verification of the Whore
of Babylon being in league with the dragons and, by extension, a reference to
Morgana le Fay.


“The text goes
on to say the woman calls the dragons through some kind of opening. Here, look
at this illustration again for a second.” Merlin flipped back to the drawing
that first caught Doloman’s attention. “You see what appears to be the cave
from which the dragon is emerging? Does it look just a little too perfectly
round to be a cave?”


“You think this
is a black hole, don’t you?” Finally it was all beginning to make sense to
Jason.


“Please, what is
the meaning of ‘black hole’?”


It was Jason’s
turn to contribute something and he offered a few short, concise sentences on
the black hole theory before turning the conversation back over to Merlin.


“As you say,
Jason, this could be a black hole. Of course, it could also just be a stylized
representation of a cave. But the text clearly states that this opening is
unassailable.” Merlin shuffled back and forth through his notes before
continuing. “The next passage is in the form of some kind of riddle, and I can
make absolutely no sense of it at all. I have lost some of it in the translation,
but I’m sure it again speaks of a cave, and then it calls the cave a place
where, and I quote: ‘holy men who are not holy men would be led by a warrior
who is not a warrior, beyond the waters of oblivion to pay homage to the light
of the underworld’. Do any of you have any thoughts on what this might be
telling us?”


General head
scratching and murmurs of confusion reigned until the Lama asked Merlin to
break down the sentence one phrase at a time. For all the good it did, he
obliged. “‘Holy men who are not holy men’, ‘a warrior who is not a warrior’,
‘waters of oblivion’, ‘light of the underworld’.” None of it made any sense. The
most they could agree on was that the clause ‘will be led’ probably indicated
that whatever the writer believed was going to happen, would take place
sometime in the future. Assuming it was written to within a century or two of
the time of Jesus, and assuming that these four were the first to begin
unraveling the riddle, then the event in question took place at some unknown
point over the past two thousand years – or might yet take place in the
future. Where, when, or the exact nature of the event involving sham holy men,
a pretend warrior, lights in the underworld and the mysterious ‘waters of
oblivion’, were left completely unanswered as was what part the Whore of
Babylon would play in this bizarre scenario. After hours of wrangling and
wracking their brains, the four finally gave up and went their separate ways. Doloman
went back to replacing unneeded books on the shelves, Sun Wang To went to prayer
and Jason pushed Merlin’s wheelchair along the cloister toward their rooms.


“Do you have any
idea what all this means?”


Merlin raised
his face toward Jason, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I did
come to one conclusion that I did not mention.”


“What?”


“Do you remember
I said that the passage about the door, or portal, through which Morgana calls
the dragons was referred to as being unassailable?”


“Yeah, so?”


“If it is
unassailable, then it can neither be closed nor breached. Correct?”


“Ok.”


“And we know we
have shut down her communications device, at least temporarily.”


“Check.”


“And I have been
keeping the dragons from coming through for fifteen hundred years. Right?”


“I don’t think I
like where this is leading.”


“If this opening
were truly unassailable, then it could not be closed, even temporarily. Therefore,
I think there is either another communication device, another passageway, or the
passageway I have been holding closed all these centuries has only been closed
on one end.”


“Which end?”


“I have no
idea...but...” Merlin paused before completing the thought, the last of his
words still forming in his mind.


“Yes?”


“If it’s on the
dragon’s end, then somewhere there is a passageway leading directly to the
dragons’ realm. And if it is on our end...”


“Ok?”


“Then what might
we find behind that door, and how long has it been waiting to get out?”


“...Shit.”
















Chapter
Twenty-Nine



 

Chen’s boots made
a soft, slopping sound, depositing a trail of mud along the hall to Morgana’s
office. No matter how long she had been waiting for him, and how impatient she
was for his report, tracking filth onto her carpeting would cause him more
grief than delaying long enough to remove his boots. Carefully, he laid the
objects in his hand on the floor and propped his backside against the corridor
wall, leaning forward to pick at the dirt encrusted laces and scrape the
largest clods of mud from his trousers. Finally, he was satisfied that his
physical presence would not infuriate the esteemed Missus. Picking up the
objects, Chen approached the ornately carved door and knocked.


“Come in Chen.”


He entered the
room with a slight bow, closing the door softly behind him before taking his
accustomed position a respectful distance from the big desk.


“Judging by that
hang-dog look on your face I assume you didn’t find the old man’s body.”


“No Missus, I
fear not.”


“Begin at the
beginning. I want details, all of them. Don’t leave anything out.”


“The old man and
the boy were heading north in my Jeep when they eluded our pursuit cars.”


“Destroyed your
pursuit cars, don’t you mean?”


“Yes, Missus, as
you say. Destroyed our pursuit cars. As we no longer had any operational
vehicles, six of my men and I followed them on foot. It was not until the
second day that we acquired a truck from a passing motorist.” Chen grinned
slightly in spite of the awkwardness of his situation “The former owner will no
longer be needing it.”


“Yes, yes, you hijacked
a truck and killed the driver. Spare me the insights into your sordid little
pleasure stops and stick to the point.”


“My apologies. We
had no difficulty finding the place where the encounter between Dr Fu and the
fugitives took place...”


“I assume Ling
Chu didn’t make it, or he would be here with you.”


Chen looked down
at his muddy socks, studying a small hole, before placing one of the items he
had been holding on Morgana le Fay’s desk. It was a round, pillbox style hat
covered in fine black Chinese silk; now discolored and caked in dried mud. Sticking
out from beneath a large black button in the center of the crown was a
bedraggled pheasant feather.


“So I guess he
didn’t make it. Tell me about it.”


“It must have
been a great contest. The force of their struggle seems to have ripped away the
entire side of a hill.”


“Possibly I
underestimated Merlin. That old man has obviously been practicing. Did you find
him?”


“Dr Fu? Yes. It
was very sad.”


“Not Ling Chu,
you idiot. Why would I care about his carcass? Tell me about Merlin. I want to
see his head, damn it.” She slammed her open palm on the desk so hard it
sounded like a pistol shot.


Chen flinched at
the noise in spite of himself. “My men and I searched through the debris for
many hours, Missus. We found Dr Fu’s body and that of a Buddhist monk but we
failed to...”


“A Buddhist
monk?”


“Yes. It was
very curious. Beneath the landslide which engulfed Dr Fu, my Jeep and its
passengers, we found the body of a Buddhist monk. He was further down the slope
than the body of Dr Fu, indicating that either he was at some point lower on
the hill when it collapsed, or was already near the bottom and simply caught
unawares by the landslide. I would have assumed the second of the two
possibilities except for this.”


Chen took
another object from his hand and laid it next to Ling Chu’s ruined hat. Morgana
reached out and lifted the small piece of cloth, which was no more than an inch
square, looking at it, rubbing it between her fingers.


“Silk. Good
quality orange silk. Where did you get this and what does it have to do with a
dead monk?”


“Please forgive
the observation, Missus, but it is not orange, it is saffron; and it is a
fragment of the sash worn by all Buddhist monks.”


“Hmm.” She
nodded thoughtfully, finally looking up to lock eyes with Chen. “This is from
the body?”


“No, Missus. I
retrieved it from the interior of my poor Jeep, caught on a rear door handle.”


“Stop whining
about your bloody car.” Her gaze shifted back to the scrap of cloth. “So the
monk was in the car with Merlin and the boy.”


“Monks, Missus. Plural.”


Morgana’s eyes
shot back up to Chen’s. “Why plural? What makes you think there was more than
one of them?”


“Buddhist monks,
like roaches, rats and other vermin, always move in groups.”


“But you only
found one body?”


Chen inclined
his head slightly in concordance.


“That means that
more than one monk was in the car before Ling Chu intercepted them.”


“So it would
seem.”


“Why? Why were
Buddhist monks in the car?”


Chen shrugged. “Possibly
the old man was doing his good deed for the day. He may have given them a
ride.”


“But you only
found the body of one monk.”


Chen nodded
again.


“So maybe
everyone in the car wasn’t killed. Since you haven’t brought me Merlin’s head I
assume you didn’t find his body, or the boy’s either?”


Chen tossed his
last object onto the desk. It was a soiled leather pouch and the sight of it
made Morgana smile ever so slightly.


“Well, well,
well. Merlin’s handbag. Let’s see what the old bastard had on him when he was
sucked down into the mire.”


Loosening the
drawstring on the pouch, she tipped the contents onto the desk. There was a
fist full of crumpled bank notes, mostly Mongolian but also some British
pounds, a few coins and a key. There was something else in the pouch, but it
refused to be shaken out. Morgana reached inside and removed the stubborn
object. Nearly six inches long and half as wide, it was flat and wrapped in a
piece of soft cloth. Once she unwrapped it, Morgana found herself staring at
her own reflection in a broken piece of mirror. Morgana’s smile widened as she
tilted the piece of glass first one way and then the other. Finally, she
laughed.


“Some mornings,
Chen, it’s almost worth getting out of bed.”


“Missus?” Chen
had been expecting a tirade of abuse when he delivered the news that Merlin and
Jason were, in all probability, still alive. This unexpected laughter left him
confused, surprised, and a little frightened.


“You don’t know
what this is, do you?”


“No, Missus.”


“This is the old
man’s crystal ball. He uses it to spy on people. The fact that it’s on my desk,
means that even if he isn’t dead, he is either hurt or in big trouble because
he would never leave this behind. Do you know why?” The question was entirely
rhetorical. “He wouldn’t leave this behind because without it he can’t see me. He
has no idea where I am or what I’m doing. As far as I’m concerned, he’s blind.”
After a pause to check her reflection in the glass, she looked back at Chen.
“Where, pray tell, was this?”


“Strangely, it
was at the top of the hill; above the road and far above the point where the
bodies and the car were.”


Morgana stood up
from the desk, smoothed the wrinkles out of her violet and red butterfly-print
kimono and began pacing up and down past Chen. “So what do we know? The old man
and the boy escaped your pathetic soldiers and headed north. At some point they
picked up more than one Buddhist monk before encountering Ling Chu. Chu put up
a formidable fight but even with the help of his demons he wasn’t good enough. There
was a landslide and somehow the esteemed Dr Fu Ling Chu, along with at least
one monk and the car, were caught in it. Why wasn’t the monk’s body inside the
car?”


“Possibly
because he had gotten out before the Jeep crashed over the cliff?”


“Right. So that
means that Merlin, Jason and the other monks must have gotten out of the car,
too. Ling Chu seems to have waited too long to execute his plan.”


“So it would
seem, Missus.”


“Somehow, at
some point, and for some reason, Merlin went to the top of the hill...”


“He was not the
only one, Missus.”


“What? What do
you mean?”


“There were many
footprints leading up the embankment and they were all obviously made after the
landslide. Most of them appeared to be sandals which would indicate peasants or
more monks.”


“Anything else?”


“A single European
style hiking boot.”


“Jason.”


“Or the old man,
perhaps? That was where I found his pouch.”


“I wonder what
Merlin was wearing on his feet? No matter. We know that some of the monks
survived and at least one other person, presumably either Merlin or Jason, did
too. You found no other bodies?”


“None. My men
were very thorough. If there were more dead, the monks took them away with them
to be buried elsewhere.”


“Now that brings
up an interesting point.”


“Missus?”


“Where were
those damn monks going in the first place?”


“I don’t know,
Missus. Does it matter?”


“Of course it
matters, you fool. Think, man, think. Merlin and the boy gave a ride to a group
of Buddhist monks. That means the monks were going in the same direction as
they were - north.”


“Of course. And
if either the old man or the boy is still alive...”


“The monks would
have taken them along with them.”


“The Missus
would have made a brilliant detective.”


“Well, find out
where they are, Chen, don’t just stand there licking my boots.”


“Missus?”


“Don’t be so
bloody thick. You live here, Chen. Your men live here. Ask around and find out
what might attract a group of Buddhist monks. A shrine, a temple, something.”


Chen smiled. “Yes,
Missus. I will find this place and my men will kill everyone there. No one will
escape. I promise to bring you the old man’s head. And the boy’s if you like.”


“No.” She wagged
a cautionary finger in front of his face. “You just find the place and tell me
where it is.”


“Are you
certain, Missus?” Chen seemed genuinely disappointed.


“Oh, yes, I’m
certain. And bring me the keys to the lower levels.”


“No one has gone
there in many years except Dr Fu. Even I have never been down there.”


“Well, you won’t
have to go there now, either. Just bring me the keys, and then find out what
kind of place would attract a bunch of Buddhists. I have to visit a very old
friend. I want to extend a little farewell luncheon invitation to him.”


“Farewell,
Missus?”


“Yes, farewell. As
soon as I’m sure Merlin is dead, I’m going home.”


“We will be so
sorry to see you leave.”


“Are all you
Chinks so duplicitous, Chen?”


“Missus?”


“There is
nothing in the world you want more than to see me leave and we both know it.”


“Just as you
say, Missus.”


* * * *


Morgana’s
footfalls echoed through one passageway after another as she descended into the
labyrinth of tunnels and dungeons beneath the ancient fortress. Walking through
the silent darkness, her way lit only by the narrow beam of a flashlight, she
hummed to herself. The tune was Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf. She thought
of it whenever she felt good, and right now she felt better than she had in
many, many years. A tiny chill of childlike excitement ran down her back as she
stopped in front of a massive iron door. Holding the light at eye level, she
unlocked the peephole and pulled the small shutter open, shining the torch into
the inky darkness beyond.


“Are you asleep,
you poor old thing? Wakey, wakey. Do you recognize my voice?”


Deep in the
darkness, much further back than the beam of light could reach, there was a
faint stirring. A heavy, ponderous rustling and a slapping thump echoed in the
blackness.


“Poor beast. How
long have I had you locked up in here? Centuries. You’ve missed so much. I
thought of you so often during the Spanish Inquisition. All those people
sizzling and burning and screaming. And the death camps during the last big
war, tens of thousands of people incinerated. You would have loved it; I know I
did. And all this time you have been locked up here, going to waste.”


By now the sound
of her voice had awakened the thing in the space beyond the door. Finally, it
opened its eyes. Even in the dark they had that dangerously hungry glow that
can sometimes be seen in an animal’s eyes just at the point when dusk calls out
to things that hunt in the night. These eyes were a lot like that, but much
hungrier and far more evil. They were also much, much bigger.


“Oh, there you are
sleepy head. You’re like that poor Caliban creature in Shakespeare’s The
Tempest; all that fury held in check by that nasty Prospero. Well, aunty
Morgana is about to set you free. Just for a little while, this time. But once
you clean up this little mess for me, I promise I will let you out again and
then you can go play with your brothers and sisters for as long as you like. I
wonder if the old bastard will recognize you. I’d give anything to see the fear
in those big, blue eyes - just that one second of stark, blinding terror before
you roast the hide off his bones.”
















Chapter
Thirty



 

It was one of
those days when nature conspires to create a spectacle that no painting or
photograph could ever reproduce; once the image has been captured, the drama of
the moment is lost. Jason had been standing on the outward-facing balcony of
his room for nearly half-an-hour watching the light show caress the face of the
valley. A light snow had fallen during the night, blanketing the hillsides in a
layer of white that was being transformed into a soft mist rising to meet a
lemon yellow sun as it broke through the low lying clouds. The bottom of the
cloudbank was painted a deep, battleship gray, but the tops were as huge, white
and fluffy as cotton candy. Through breaks in the clouds sunbeams drew moisture
from the mist below, making the valley look like a renaissance painting of the
Annunciation.


It was rare for
Jason to have time to himself in the early morning. Usually, Merlin was already
up and working by the time he crawled out of bed, and Jason knew he should be
enjoying this extraordinary moment more than he was. But his mind kept drifting
back to the evening before. Merlin had become completely obsessed by the
cryptic passages in the Gnostic book and refused to talk about anything else. Rubbing
his head and pounding his fist on the table, Merlin muttered incessantly about
bogus holy men, fake warriors, doors, windows and waters of oblivion, as though
repeating the sounds would bring understanding. The Lama tried to distract the
old man by plying him with one cup of hot rice wine after another. While most
men would have become insensible, Merlin only became more and more engrossed -
not so much with the meaning of the cryptic passages but with his inability to
interpret them.


“I should have
known there would be a cave involved.” Merlin had shouted at one point.


“Why should you
have known that?” Jason tried to alleviate the self-blame that had descended
over Merlin like a shroud.


“Because to save
the earth you must go into the earth. The underworld is the natural home of
dreams and nightmares and only there can they be confronted and conquered.”


The Panchen Lama
nodded silent assent, but to Jason none of these esoteric ramblings made any
sense. “I don’t understand, Merlin. What does the ground and holes in the
ground have to do with dragons who may, or may not, come from outer space?”


“The earth is
the giver and source of all life.” Merlin stared hard at Jason, trying to make
him understand ancient Celtic concepts of nature that no longer had any place
in the cosmology of the twenty-first century.


“That I
understand. But what does it have to do with the dragons?”


“As the source
of life the earth is also the source of all mystery; life itself being the
greatest mystery of all.”


“Ok.” Jason was
just managing to follow this obtuse line of argument.


“And as the
center of all mystery, the earth is also the holder of all secrets, including
the gate to the underworld, what my Celtic forbearers referred to as Anwyn.”


“You mean like
the Biblical hell?”


Merlin shrugged.
“Possibly, but not necessarily, and certainly not exclusively.”


And so it went,
hour after hour; Merlin insisting he should have known a cave was involved with
the dragons, but admitting he had no idea where this cave might be. He was sure
the answer lay in the convoluted passages in the book, but had no insight as to
how to interpret them. Finally, in sheer frustration, Jason went to bed shortly
after one a.m., leaving Merlin, Sun Wang To and the third bottle of sake to
sort it out among themselves. Now he stood on the balcony, staring up at the
sky, enraptured by the scene, particularly by one cloud, half a mile down the
valley, which seemed to be moving at a slightly different speed than the rest. That’s
when he saw the foot.


When confronted
by something incomprehensible, the human mind tries to fit the unknown thing
into an identifiable pigeon hole. That was what Jason’s mind did now. His first
thought was Why is there a giant chicken
foot in the sky? But almost as soon as the thought formed, three more feet
broke through the belly of the cloud. They were not really like chicken feet at
all. They looked more like the talons of some gigantic bird of prey - huge,
grasping and invasive. Seconds later, a leathery tail shot out of the
cloudbank, slapping and twisting like an immense worm skewered on a fishhook. By
the time the snapping head and beating wings appeared, Jason was frozen in
fascinated terror.


The wings
thrashed through the clouds, rending and disbursing them with slow, rhythmic
beats. The noise sounded like a wet blanket on a clothesline, snapping in the
wind: whump, whump, whump. With a spread exceeding a hundred feet, the wings
were dark, leathery nightmares, but they were not nearly as frightening as the
thing’s head. Long, crocodile-like jaws surrounded by an irregular fringe of
hideous yellow teeth sat on the end of a massive, horned skull. Around the
mouth were dozens of twisting tentacles like those of a catfish, each one
bright with electrical charges as sharp and alive as tiny lightning bolts. Then
the thing opened its mouth. Like a jet’s afterburners, the noise slammed the
air with a solid wall of sound. A second later, the roar was followed by a wave
of flame and smoke that would have been the envy of any volcano.


This was not the
sympathetic dragon of a cartoon or fantasy novel and it was not some
misunderstood friend of mankind. This was a malign, demonic nightmare straight
from the bowels of hell, complete with savage red eyes and slavering, fiery
breath - a creation of pure, unmitigated evil - and it was headed directly
toward the monastery.


“Merlin.” At
first the word came out of Jason’s mouth calm and even, then rising as Jason
was overwhelmed by a dizzying vertigo. He felt hollow as though everything,
including himself, was somehow unreal. Finally, in an instant of terrifying
clarity, he plunged along the veranda toward Merlin’s room, slipping and
sliding across the floor, till he crashed through the door. “Up, up, up! MERLIN!
For God’s sake get up!”


“I’m up. What’s
wrong?” Merlin was dressed and sitting on the edge of the bed when Jason
grabbed his arm and dragged him, hobbling, toward the outside balcony.


“Look.” Jason’s
voice was tight with panic, ready to crack into a falsetto.


Merlin
understood the danger instantly but remained outwardly calm. “Out. Out into the
courtyard, Jason. Warn the monks.”


“Right. Come on,
I’ll help you.”


“No. You go. I’ll
be along in a second.” Jason hesitated, not wanting to leave Merlin limping
around on his own. “I said GO.”


Jason shot
through the door to the inner balcony, shouting at the monks to take cover,
while Merlin stood sizing up his enemy, now suspended in the air only a few
hundred feet from the monastery roof. “I know you.” His voice was calm and even
- one old enemy eyeing up another after years of nurturing an implacable
hatred. “I know you…and you’re mine.”


By the time
Merlin limped onto the inner balcony, Jason was already in the courtyard trying
desperately to make the monks understand they were in mortal danger. The
shouted questions and general confusion brought the Panchen Lama to his balcony
just as the head of the creature appeared over the crest of the roof.


Its front end
high in the air, head reared and front claws raised, the beast let out a
bellowing shriek that sent a ball of acrid smoke and flame cascading down the
porch roofs to ricochet off the cobblestones below. The massive rear feet
plunged forward, reaching for the comb of the roof like a bird trying to land
on a small branch; but the creature’s weight and speed were too great. A twenty
foot section of roof exploded into space, raining down on the courtyard,
slamming into fleeing men. Monks ran blindly in every direction, shouting and
screaming, while Jason tried to herd them to safety. His heart was hammering so
hard he thought it would break through his chest. By now the dragon had
propelled its massive body to the far side of the complex, the whipping tail
only clearing the ground by a dozen feet. Within seconds, it disappeared over
the opposite side of the roof with a terrible scream.


“Is it gone?” Jason’s
shaking voice called across the open space as Merlin hobbled down the last few
steps into the courtyard.


“No. It’s just
turning around for another pass. Get these men out of here and let me deal with
this thing.”


“It knows we’re
here, doesn’t it?”


“Of course it
knows. Now get out of here and give me room to work.”


In the few
minutes it took Jason and the Lama to get the panicked monks inside, the sound
of ponderous wings were already echoing back across the valley. When the thing
finally halted its assent, it was nearly a thousand feet above the monastery
roof. Jerking its wings into an upright position, it plunged earthward like a
dive-bomber, head forward, mouth open, waiting for the moment to strike. In the
center of the courtyard stood the lone figure of Merlin, arms outstretched,
tracing invisible patterns in the air.


The blast of
foul breath hit like a furnace: an apocalypse of flame, a baptism of fire. On
the balconies behind Merlin a few straggling monks shrieked in terror as their
robes incinerated, their flesh blistering away from the muscle beneath. Near
the front gate, sheltered beneath the small pagoda, Jason watched in terror as
his friend vanished inside the rolling ball of fire. When the flame cleared
Merlin was still there, one hand upraised like a tiny umbrella, fending off
fiery destruction, while the other hand continued to scribe airy designs. His
chanting was louder now, more forceful, more determined. Jason wanted to go to
him but, knowing there was absolutely no way he could help, he remained frozen.


By the time the
monster returned for a third pass the clouds had thickened to impenetrable
blackness, plunging the courtyard into a murky twilight. In seconds the
temperature dropped so far that Jason’s teeth began to chatter.


When the thing
came ripping over the tiled horizon of the roof, it was apparent that the cold
air was slowing its movement. The huge, leathery wings struggled, pumping and
lunging to keep the massive body in the air, the head thrashing from side to
side in frustration like a chained bear tormented by dogs. The attack, when it
came, was less furious than previously but the blast of heat was still enough
to knock Jason off his feet, tumbling him beyond the safety of the pagoda. Laying
there, half dazed, he imagined someone was throwing rocks at him. Clearing his
head, he realized it was hailing.


Thicker and
thicker the hail fell. The first hailstones had been no bigger than peas, but
within minutes they increased to the size of marbles, finally growing as large
as golf balls. Clattering and slamming onto the roof and cobblestones, the din was
deafening. Pieces of broken roof tile flew in every direction, shattered by the
force of falling ice. The dragon tried desperately to make another attack, but
the hail, the cold and the weight of ice on its wings conspired to pull it
down. Its front feet grasped frantically at the roof, ripping out another
massive section as the shrieking creature crashed helplessly through the trees
toward the valley below.


By the time
Merlin called Jason and the monks from their refuges, the courtyard and
balconies were a foot deep in ice. The first to move, Jason rushed to make sure
Merlin was safe.


“Are you
alright?” He said, clutching at Merlin’s shoulders as though reassuring himself
the old man was real.


“Yes, yes, I’m
perfectly fine.” Merlin’s chest heaved as he gulped in lungs-full of fresh air.
“Are you alright?”


“Yeah, I’m fine.
Now what the hell was that?”


Merlin looked at
him the way people look at a not-very-bright child. “It was a dragon, Jason.”


“God damn it, I
know it was a dragon. Where did it come from?”


“Don’t
blaspheme; God had nothing to do with it. Now help me inside and I’ll tell you
what I think.” Glancing around the rubble-filled courtyard he added, “and find
the Lama. I think I better talk to him, too.”


“Maybe we should
help the monks first,” Jason said, scanning the balconies where dozens of
disheveled monks rushed to gather around the blackened and broken bodies of
their brothers.


“No time, I’m
afraid. Sooner or later that thing is going to thaw out and when it does it’ll
be back.”


“Back? You think
it isn’t dead.”


“I know it isn’t
dead. I just drained some of its energy by conjuring the cold and ice. When it
wakes up it’s going to be very hungry.”


“Oh, fuck.”


“This is a part
of the evil which seeks you out, is it not, Mr. Merlin?” The old Panchen Lama
was flailing his arms and shouting across the courtyard, slipping and sliding
through the ice in an attempt to reach Jason and Merlin.


“I am afraid so,
Your Holiness. It would seem that our enemy has located us yet again.”


Panting with
emotion and fear, Sun Wang To slid to a halt at Jason’s elbow, never taking his
eyes off Merlin’s face. “I will speak to you of my distress and unhappiness
later. What I want to know now is have you defeated the thing?”


“I was just
telling Jason that the three of us need to have a conference.”


“You are telling
me the danger is not over, are you not?”


“I’m afraid
that’s exactly what I’m telling you.”


“I must help the
wounded and see to the dead but...” here he shook his finger furiously in
Merlin’s face “I will join you in the library very shortly. I suggest you both
be there.”


Merlin bowed his
understanding and acquiescence while Jason could only stare in amazement at the
holy man’s fury.


* * * *


“No.” Merlin
shook his head vehemently in answer to Jason’s question. “She could not have
opened the dragon gate. Not as long as I remain alive.”


“Then, please,
Mr. Merlin, explain to my satisfaction where this dreadful thing came from.”


“There have
always been stories, Your Holiness, that when I sealed the gate centuries ago
one or more of the dragons was trapped on this side. In England there is the
story of the Lambton Worm - a series of dragon sightings which took place
around the year 1120. There are other stories too, but this is the one I’m most
familiar with. Evidently the stories are true.”


“You think there
are more of these things?” Jason’s brow was knitted in worry.


“I doubt it. If
she had more than one she would have sent them all after us.”


“How does this
evil woman know where to find you? Why my monastery?”


“Obviously she
can follow my movements the same way I followed hers; with a scrying glass. As
long as I was sealed in the orb the energy field prevented her from locating
me, but this is the third time she managed to fiund us over the past four
months. The danger was limited when she only used human agents to help her but
now, with this thing...” He left the thought unfinished but the implication was
clear.


“Explain this to
me, Merlin. How, exactly, did the ice storm incapacitate the dragon.” Jason was
waggling his fingers in the air, drawing attention to himself and his question.


Merlin sighed,
leaned back in his chair and shifting his throbbing ankle. “In the simplest,
modern terms, I short-circuited the beast. As I already explained to you,
dragons are essentially composed of energy. The ice and cold drained away some
of that energy the same way water drains power from an exposed electrical
wire.”


“Can you short
out its whole system?”


Merlin shook his
shaggy head, “To do that I would have to get the water inside it and I can’t
penetrate its thick hide with hailstones. I can weaken it, even hurt it, but I
can’t do enough damage to kill it.”


“How about
lightning? Could you blast it with lightning during a hailstorm? That way, if
you could open up a wound the water would get down inside its body.”


“Lightning won’t
hurt it, it will feed it. The beast consumes energy; lightning is energy.”


“You told me you
saw one of Uther’s soldiers kill one of these things, right?”


“Yes.”


“How?”


“He impaled it
with his lance. He nearly ran it through; completely buried the lance in the
creature’s chest. Of course, to penetrate the dragon’s belly the man was riding
at top speed on a heavy warhorse. That provides a tremendous amount of motive
power - power that we lack. But, Jason, the man was incinerated before the
beast died.”


“I’m working on
that part. Just let me think. This is not insoluble. There are lots of ways to
puncture something. We could use a cannon, or a rocket, or...”


“We can’t use
anything that delivers a charge of energy.”


“I don’t mean
the cannon shell should deliver an exploding charge. I know we can’t kill it
that way. I mean we could use something like a cannon to deliver a lance or
some kind of a sharp object that could penetrate the dragon’s skin.”


The Lama shook
his head vehemently. “Mr. Jason. I appreciate your enthusiasm and willingness
to help, but I assure you there are no such devices in my monastery.”


There was a long
pause while Jason pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and
forefinger, nodding his head one way and then the other, until he finally
opened his eyes. “Wait. I know. Merlin, are you familiar with a ballista? I
think the Romans called them catapulta.”
Jason’s hand was shaking with excitement. “They are sort of like a big crossbow
mounted on a tripod....”


“Yes. I know
what you mean. Ballistae are torsion driven siege engines that can throw a
wooden bolt as long as a man’s arm with enough power to tear a man off a
charging horse. I once saw a ballista bolt skewer three men in a row. But, I’ve
never had a close look at one. Have you?”


“Not really,”
replied Jason, “but I saw some guys build one in a television documentary, and
the engineering seemed pretty simple. I think I could build this thing and it
should give us all the power and distance we need. I don’t see that we have
that many options, here. So what do you think, Merlin, is it a plan?”


“You know, my
boy, I think you might just be on to something.”


“Good. That
solves the problem of how to deliver the shot without making it a suicide mission,
but it doesn’t answer the big question - why did the lance kill the dragon in
the first place?”


Stroking his
beard slowly, Merlin realized he had never considered this question before. “An
interesting point. I don’t know.”


“Ok. Let’s look
at this logically; one step at a time. Describe the lance. What was it made
of?”


Merlin shrugged.
“It was like any lance; about twenty feet long, three inches in diameter, and
made of wood. At the rear was a hand grip and on the front was an iron tip.”


“An iron tip? Describe
it.”


“There’s not
much to describe. It was about two feet long and made of beaten iron. It fit
over the end of the lance and was fixed in place with two nails. Not much by
today’s standards but very effective in a brutal sort of way.”


That doesn’t give
me what I need. The metal alone wouldn’t have shorted out its system,
especially not on the end of a wooden pole because wood is nonconductive. Wait.
Wait just a minute.” Jason peered off into space, searching for some great
truth. “Merlin, what was the weather like on the day of the battle?”


“The weather? Jason,
I don’t remember. It was a very, very long time ago.”


“Please, Merlin,
try to think. Try to remember. This could be critical.”


“Alright. Yes. The
day really was too terrible to forget. It was foggy, drizzly. Not raining, but
still very wet. Why? What does this have to do with anything?”


“If the air was
full of water then the lance was wet, right?” Jason’s eyes shone with the
excitement of realization.


“I see where
this is leading. The combination of the water and the metal lance-point shorted
the creature’s system. A very good line of thought, but we can’t rely on a
metal lance, or a ballista bolt, or whatever, being wet enough at the moment of
impact to short it out.”


His mind
percolating furiously, Jason leaned across the table, laid his hand over the
back of the Panchen Lama’s gnarled fingers and said something extraordinarily
odd. “By any chance, do your monks do their own electrical and plumbing work
here at the monastery?”


Sun Wang To
blinked several times, very slowly, before stammering out his answer. “Yes. We
have no choice. Have you ever tried to get a plumber in Mongolia?”


“Then you keep
some electrical and plumbing supplies on hand?”


The old Lama
nodded dumbly.


“Great. One last
question. Do you, by any chance, have a freezer in the monastery?”


“Yes. Of course.
We use it to store the produce from our garden over the winter.”


“Alright,
gentlemen, I have it.” Jason leaned back with a self-satisfied air. “Let’s go
kill us a dragon, shall we?”


* * * *


Assigned the
responsibility of keeping the weather cold and wet for as long as necessary,
Merlin excused himself, insisting the strain of maintaining the spell gave him
a splitting headache. Meanwhile, Jason drew up plans for his ballista, making
lists of materials as he went along and passing them out to the monks along
with appropriate job assignments. Lu Shi was given the task of assembling the
materials for making the arrows, which Jason hoped would short out the dragon’s
internal circuitry. The list included six, four-foot lengths of half-inch
copper pipe and as many hundreds of feet of copper wire as the monastery had. Ideally,
he wanted six lengths of wire each a thousand feet long. Even though he had no
idea what part it played in Jason’s plan, Sun Wang To instructed Lu Shi that if
there was not enough wire in the supply room, he should assign two of the
brothers to strip as much wire as they needed out of the monastery walls.


Three carpenters
worked feverishly on the body of the ballista. The tripod-shaped base stood
nearly four feet tall and its feet covered an equal spread to provide
stability. The carriage, which would set on the tripod and carry the
projectile, was cut from a four-inch-square beam six feet in length. Near the
front of the carriage a rectangular frame would be mounted; this would hold the
throwing arms and the ropes providing the tension necessary to hurl the giant
arrow toward its target. The throwing arms were shaped from two axe handles
requisitioned from the monks’ tool shed. At one end of each handle a notch was
cut to hold the bowstring, and at the other end, channels were hollowed out to
ensure that the ropes did not slip out of place when subjected to the
tremendous pressure the machine would generate.


As Jason directed
the process of mounting the frame onto the carriage, Lu Shi came to report he
had assembled the copper pipe and wire. As instructed, the wire had been
spliced into six coils, each nearly a thousand feet in length.


“Good job, Lu
Shi. Congratulations.” Jason took a deep breath while mentally shifting gears
to assign the monk his next task. “Now, what I need you to do is to hammer one
end of each piece of the tubing to a point.”


“Just one end?”


“Yes.” Jason
nodded “just one end. Next, I need you to strip the insulation from about five
feet of wire on one end of each coil and thread the bare wire through the pipe
far enough to wrap the loose end around the point three or four times. Just
enough to hold it in place...”


“Wait, please. Let
me understand. I push one end of a wire coil, from which I have removed the
insulation, into the large end of the pipe, bring it out through the end which
I have fashioned into a point, and wrap the wire around the point of the pipe
several times. Yes?”


“You got it.” Jason
clapped Lu Shi encouragingly on the back. “When you have done that, plug the
pointed ends to make them watertight. You can use a ball of clay, bread dough,
even a clod of dirt - anything to seal it.”


“I understand.”


“Good. Finally,
fill the pipes with water, cap the back end and lay the pipes in the freezer.”


“You want me to
freeze the pipes once they have been filled with water?”


“Absolutely.”


“I do not
understand, but I will do as you say.”


“When the time
comes, you’ll understand, I promise.”


By the time Jason
turned his attention back to the machine, the carpenters had mounted the frame
onto the carriage, which, in turn, was mounted onto the tripod base. Jason
walked around the ballista, lifted the tail of the carriage appreciatively and
swung it around 360 degrees.


“Nice work. Very
nice work. Now, if somebody will get the coils of rope I asked for, I’ll
explain how to install the throwing arms.”


Finally, after
two hours of sweating and swearing, Jason and his helpers stood back to admire
their work. “Well...” Jason said, wiping his hands on his jacket, “It might not
be beautiful, but I think it should do the job. All we need now is the bowstring
and we’re ready to test-drive this baby. Oh, I need a test arrow. You guys
attach the bow string the way I told you while I find a spare piece of copper
pipe.”


Following a
quick check on Merlin, and inviting him to the test firing, Jason left to find
Lu Shi and the arrows. Half an hour later, he was back in the courtyard with an
expectant, curious crowd, including Merlin, who observed the proceedings from
his balcony. “Ok, everybody, time to see if this thing works. Any little
prayers for success, either Buddhist or Christian, will be gladly accepted.”


Looping a crude
hook over the bowstring, Jason heaved on a length of iron pipe that had been
pressed into service as a ratchet handle. When the bowstring reached the rear
of the carriage, Jason snapped the trigger into place and removed the ratchet
handle. Carefully, Jason laid a four-foot length of copper pipe into the channel
on the carriage bed. Sliding the pipe back until it touched the bowstring, he
looked around at his audience. As all eyes focused on Jason and the ballista,
he positioned himself at the rear of the weapon, swinging the nose up and
around, pointing it high over the shattered roof of the monastery.


“Here goes
nothing.” Reaching beneath the carriage, Jason eased back on the trigger.


There was a
bone-jarring thump as the throwing arms slammed forward. It happened so suddenly
that despite Jason’s explanations, no one but Merlin was quick enough to see
the red-gold flash as the copper arrow disappearing over the roof of the
monastery and into the valley beyond.


“Did it work? Did
anybody see anything?” Jason, who should have been taking his bows, seemed to
be as surprised and confused as everyone else.


From one of the
balconies came the sound of one pair of hands applauding enthusiastically. “Very,
very nice work, Jason. Congratulations. I believe you have invented a weapon.”


“Thanks, but I
think credit goes to the Romans, they invented it.”


“But you applied
the knowledge. The credit is yours.”


“Yeah.” Jason
grinned a lop-sided grin and bobbed his head appreciatively. “I just hope the
real arrows work as well.”


“We won’t know
until they’re tested in action. Now may I please return control of the weather
to nature? I can’t keep this up much longer.”


Jason laughed. “I
guess. No time like the present. How long do you think before our beastie thaws
out enough to mount another attack?”


“Two or three
hours, no more. He is going to be very sore, very hungry and, what’s the phrase
‘really pissed off’?”


Turning to Lu
Shi and some of the other monks hovering nearby, Jason ordered them to shovel
the hailstones littering the courtyard into a pile near the small pagoda. Turning
to Lu Shi, he added “In exactly two hours I want you to bring three of the six
arrows up from the freezer. Got it?”


“Two hours,
three arrows.”


“Right. Now we
wait.”


“Jason. May I
have a word with you?” Trying to keep the weight off of his injured ankle,
Merlin hobbled across the courtyard.


“Sure.”


“Do you mind if
I make a suggestion?”


“Merlin, I can
use all the help I can get.”


“Then I suggest
you wait until the beast has passed over and fire from behind it.”


“Ok. Why’s
that?”


“The scales on
its belly. They run from its throat toward its tail like those of a fish or a
snake; if you strike from the front the bolt might slide off. If you strike
from the rear, the bolt is more likely to penetrate between the layers of
scales.”


“I really
appreciate that. Thanks.”


“One other
question.”


“Yes?”


“How were you
planning to defend yourself while you take your shot?”


“Well...” Jason
screwed his mouth and scratched his head. “I guess I hadn’t really thought
about that part.”


“Possibly I
should stay with you and raise a shield.”


“If you feel up
to it that would be a really good idea. Thanks.


Merlin laid a
hand on Jason’s forearm. “No one said you have to do this alone, you know.”
















Chapter
Thirty-One



 

Waiting was the
hard part. While Merlin stood calmly, eyes closed, marshaling his energy,
Jason’s eyes darted nervously from one side of the inner court to the other. Until
now he had not really appreciated just how much damage the previous attack had
caused to the magnificent structure. Two massive holes gaped in the long expanse
of tiled roof. Porch roofs, columns and balustrades were shattered where
falling timbers had ripped them apart and everywhere the bright red and yellow
paint was scorched and blackened by fire. One by one, Jason took in every
detail of his surroundings. Finally, when he looked at his watch an entire five
minutes had passed. Waiting was definitely the hard part.


“Mr. Merlin, Mr.
Jason.” Sun Wang To stepped carefully between the piles of hailstones as the
monks shoveled them toward the pagoda. In one hand he was holding a small jar. When
Merlin stepped toward him, he said “I have the ointment which I promised you.”


“And you believe
this will make us invisible to anyone using a scrying glass?”


“Indeed. You
must dab a small amount on your third eye.”


“I’m sorry, did
you say ‘third eye’?”


“Yes. Here.” The
Lama touched an index finger to the center of his forehead. “Where the
consciousness resides. Is this not where you concentrate your energy when you
cast a spell or exit your own mind and enter the mind of another?”


“Yes, of course.
Now I understand.” Merlin stuck a tentative finger into the jar of unguent,
scooping up a minute amount. “Will this do?”


“Oh, yes. It
does not require much. Think of it as a sun screen for the consciousness.” The
Lama giggled at his own little joke.


“You mean a few
drops of this ointment and she wouldn’t have been able to follow us all these
months?”


“Not precisely,
Mr. Merlin. A few drops of this ointment, as you call it, and she would not
have been able to find you through all these centuries. Your self-imposed exile
would have been entirely unnecessary.”


Merlin shrugged
in resignation. “Well, fancy that.” Then, turning to Jason, added “Here, put
some of this on your forehead, like this.” Merlin demonstrated and Jason
repeated the action.


Nodding gently,
the Lama added “You should now be safe from the wiles of this evil woman. But
if you will excuse me, I must see that the brothers have all gathered in the
cellars. I fear greatly for their safety when the demon returns.”


“Of course, Your
Holiness, and thank you.”


“If it can help
save your lives and the lives of those around you,” the Panchen Lama made an
expansive gesture with one thin arm “then it is surely the least I can do. Now,
may you be safe and your aim be sure.” With these words the old holy man went
back indoors, herding his flock ahead of him.


Finally, after
what seemed to Jason like a very large eternity, Lu Shi and an assistant
appeared in the courtyard, laboring under the bulk of three lengths of copper
pipe, each one attached to a huge coil of wire.


“What shall I do
with these, Jason?”


“Here, let me
help you. Let’s lay the arrows by the ballista so I can get to them when I need
them. Now, scoop away some of this ice and tie the ends of the wire around one
of the pagoda’s columns. Good. Then scoop the ice over the coils of wire so
they stay wet and cold.”


Lu Shi and his
helper were completing their task when the sound of giant wings beat the
distant air. After a quick glance at Jason, Merlin spread his hands to the sky
and began chanting, scribing runic shapes, leaving tiny blue tracers in the
air. Jason tried to remain loose, flexing his hands and legs, limbering his
back and shoulder muscles. I can do this.
I can do this. I can do this.


This time the
thing knew exactly where it was going. It plummeted out of the clouds,
descending like a blue heron diving for a fish in a pond. With wings thrown
back, talons extended and monstrous mouth gaping it plummeted toward the center
of the courtyard and the two tiny figures huddled behind the clumsy wooden
contraption. Then, it bellowed. The air was rent by a deafening roar and a
blast of fetid wind that nearly knocked Jason off his feet. Squinting against
the inevitable blast, he held tight to the ballista, fighting to keep his trigger
finger relaxed.


The fire and
flame struck with mind numbing intensity, like opening the door of a furnace or
the gateway to hell itself. Even with his eyes closed and his face buried
against his shoulder, Jason felt like he was staring directly into the sun. Wind
shrieked and tore at his hair and clothes, but the heat from the flame never
touched his skin. Cautiously raising his head, he blinked to clear his vision
and locate the quarry. There it was, to his left, heading toward the rooftop. Whirling
the ballista around, he pointed the end of the carriage toward its immense
underbelly and squeezed the trigger.


The copper dart
looked like a pink tracer bullet as it tore into the creature’s left wing. Ripping
through leathery flesh, it sailed past the beast’s shoulder with no apparent
ill effects; at least not until the wire played out when, acting like a tiny
anchor, it wrenched the dragon violently to the left nearly pulling it into the
courtyard. But when the strain proved too much for the thin electrical wire, it
snapped and the dragon righted its course, sailing away over the rooftop.


“Damn. Missed.”


“Calm, Jason. That
was just to get your aim. It’s going to be back.”


“Yeah, right. Help
me cock this thing and get another bolt in place before it does.”


Jason’s voice
and knees were both shaking from the adrenaline rush, but he managed to keep
his hands steady enough to work the ratchet without fumbling.


“It’s coming,
Jason.”


“Yeah, and this
time I know which direction it’s coming from. Let me get this thing turned
around.”


Soaring out of a
gentle curve, the dragon appeared over the edge of the roof and swooped toward
Jason and Merlin, blasting fire and smoke as it came. Momentarily blinded by
the light, Jason could not tell where the terrible crash came from, but it
sounded like half the building collapsed. When he could see again, the dragon’s
back and tail were climbing over a collapsed tier of porches. Beneath it, the
veranda was engulfed in flame. As the creature arched its neck to haul itself
over the roof, it exposed its underbelly long enough for Jason to aim and pull
the trigger.


As though
everything were moving in slow motion, Jason watched the copper bolt sail
upward, playing out its golden thread. A second later the pipe and its core of
ice disappeared into the belly of the beast only a few feet ahead of its
bowels. It had the same effect on the creature’s alien, energy-based metabolism
as dropping an electric appliance into a bathtub. Even before the wire played
out, the hideous beast began writhing and whirling in mid-air. Twisting first
one way and then the other, its body covered with tiny, dancing darts of
electrical current, Morgana’s pet dragon threw back its head and let out an
ear-splitting shriek, the wire flashing and sizzling as it sucked the energy
from the beast, transferring it into the pile of ice and the wet ground. Trailing
smoke, flame and the stench of burning flesh, the creature made one single
pirouette before disappearing behind the edge of the roof on its way toward the
trees and the valley floor. When it was gone Jason sank to his knees, exhausted
and trembling, next to the ballista.


“Is it dead?”


“It's dead,
Jason. You can get up now.”


“I don’t think I
can.”


“Here.” Merlin
reached out a hand. “Let me help you.”


“I don’t feel
well.” Jason said, hoisting himself to his feet.


“I know. This
was your first time in battle. It affects everyone that way.” The old wizard
turned Jason around to face him and laid his hands on the young man’s
shoulders. “But you won, Jason. As far as I am aware, you are the first man in
history to slay a dragon and live.”


Jason rolled his
head to one side and grinned. “Except, maybe Saint George.”


“Who said he
lived?”


“You’re
kidding?” Jason’s tired eyes were wide with disbelief.


Merlin only
shook his head slowly.


“Oh, shit. Help
me inside...please. I think I need to sit down.”
















Chapter
Thirty-Two



 

The public
address system made a screeching noise that set Merlin’s teeth on edge and
interrupted his question. When the noise stopped he resumed talking. “As I was
saying, did you get through to Beverley?”


“Yeah. She’s
pretty flipped out but I think she’ll be ok. I mean, we have been out of touch
for way more than a month and she was a little scared.”


“Ah. So she’s
really quite angry with you.”


Jason rolled his
eyes heavenward, shaking his head. “She’s absolutely going to kill me.”


“I’m sure she
will understand when we explain everything to her. The waiting, and the not
knowing, is often worse than the actual doing.”


“She said to
send her love to you, too. And she wants to meet us at the airport in London. I
told her it would be quicker if we just took the train back up to York, but she
insisted.” Jason flopped down on the hard plastic seat next to Merlin.


“That’s very
thoughtful of her, and by picking us up she’ll feel like she is doing something
to help.”


“I guess so. And
she mentioned something I’d completely forgotten about.”


“Oh, what was
that?” Merlin cocked his head to one side like a small bird.


“I told her I
lost my cell phone in the Land Rover when we had to abandon it - and that’s why
I couldn’t call her - and that brought up the question of our luggage and
that’s when I remembered my passport was in with the luggage.”


“Passport? Ah,”
Merlin’s face brightened with the faint gleam of realization. “You mean that
little book you gave the man at the desk when we entered Mongolia.”


“Right. That’s a
passport, and mine is probably still in the Land Rover out there by Morgana’s
fort.”


“I assume this
passport is a necessary thing?”


“Not for you,
maybe, you just make yourself invisible and waltz in anywhere you want. But for
me...” He shrugged and gave a worried look.


Merlin laid
aside the book he had been reading and picked up a discarded Chinese magazine
abandoned by some previous occupant of the Ulan Bator International Airport. He
tore off the thick, glossy cover, folded it in half and then in half again,
handing the finished product to Jason.


“What is this
for?”


“Is that about
the size of a passport?”


“Yeah, about.”


“Put it in your
pocket and hand it to the man when the time comes.”


“You’re
kidding?” Jason knew Merlin was completely serious, but it seemed like such a
stupid ploy.


“I promise you,
he will have no problem accepting it. In fact,” he said, turning the magazine
over and ripping off the back cover, “I believe I’ll make one for myself. It
will be a new experience - having a passport.”


Surveying his
handiwork, he slipped the ‘passport’ inside his ticket folder and retrieved the
book he had been reading.


“What are you
reading?”


“Oh, it’s a book
of Buddhist philosophy that Sun Wang To gave me before we left. Just a little
remembrance of our visit. Very thoughtful of him, don’t you think?”


“Considering the
condition of his monastery, it’s nothing short of amazing.”


“I know.” Merlin
laid the book back down and folded his hands in his lap, drawing in a great,
ragged breath. “I feel very sorry for them; nine dead and the monastery in a
shambles. If I really had the power attributed to me I would have rebuilt their
monastery. It would have been the least I could have done, but like so much
people say about me, many of my powers are only legendary.”


“Don’t be so
hard on yourself. What happened back there was nobody’s fault...at least
nobody’s fault except Morgana’s. And the monks know that. I mean, it’s not like
they threw us out or anything.” Then after a qualifying pause, he added. “Although
Lu Shi did say the place looked as bad as what the Chinese did to the
monasteries in Tibet.”


“Was that meant
to make me feel better?”


“I’m sorry,
Merlin. I just meant that, terrible as it was, we aren’t responsible for
Morgana’s actions. The Panchen Lama understands that. After all, he did give
you the ointment and the Gnostic book to take with us.”


“Yes, I am sure
he does. And thanks to the cream - which will keep Morgana from finding us -
and for providing us with a place of refuge, the Buddhists have helped buy the
time I need to figure out how to close the dragon gate permanently. And that
was the only thing I ever wanted.”


“See.” Jason was
doing his best to be conciliatory.


Merlin snorted,
suppressing a laugh.


“What?”


“I was just
thinking. Morgana will be so surprised. Thanks to our use of the cream
coinciding with the attack of her pet dragon, I have no doubt she thinks we’re
dead and she’s now free to wreak havoc on the world.” He shook his shaggy head,
his beard wafting back and forth across his heavy fur coat. “She is going to be
absolutely furious when she finds out the gate is still blocked.”


Jason snickered
at the thought of the mad woman’s uncontrolled furry. “Now all you have to do
is figure out the riddle in the book and hope it helps us close the gate.”


“Actually. I
have been thinking about that very thing…in its larger context. What is it you
call it? The big picture?”


“And?”


“Things have
been moving so fast since you dug up my sphere that I haven’t really had time
to reflect on things. What I mean to say is, I always knew it was inevitable
that I would come back into the world to face Morgana and deal with the
dragons. What I hadn’t realized was that I would be called back so
unexpectedly. I thought I could come back at a time of my own choosing.”


“I understand. I’m
sure it was confusing for you, being dumped into the modern world like that.”


“I don’t think
you do understand.” Merlin twisted around in his seat so he could look directly
into Jason’s face. “After centuries in isolation I lost sight of my true role
in the world. It has never been my lot to initiate the action. I am an advisor,
a teacher if you will. I am the enabler, not the hero.”


“Like with
Arthur and Uther.”


“Exactly. But
you see, in a very real sense, I failed both of them. I was unable to save
either their kingdoms or their lives. In the end, I was forced into hiding to
protect what little knowledge I possessed until someone came along to take
their place. I have now been given a chance to redeem myself and set the world
right again.”


“Merlin...I
don’t like the way you’re staring at me. And you’re doing that head thing
again. I can feel...”


A crackling
voice cut Jason off in mid-sentence. “Air Mongolia flight seven for Moscow,
Copenhagen and London Gatwick now boarding at gate four. Will all passengers
please report to the boarding desk.” Passing through the check-in desk, Merlin
grinned as he handed over his ticket, boarding pass and the folded magazine
cover. Jason followed suit, shaking his head at how small a thing could still
amuse the old wizard after so many centuries. A few minutes later, walking down
the enclosed ramp leading to the plane, Jason picked up the thread of their
conversation.


“I don’t
understand why you’re trying to tie me into this whole thing. It’s your thing. I’m
just trying to help.”


Merlin reared
his head back and stared at Jason, his intense glare locking the young man’s
eyes. “Jason, don’t you realize you have passed a great test? You defeated a
dragon, the living symbol of mankind’s deepest, darkest fears. And, moreover,
you’re still alive.”


“Aw, come on,
Merlin. All I did was build a shitty copy of a medieval siege weapon.”


“No. What you
did was stand alone against the most terrifying creature any human being has
ever encountered. You’re a real hero.”


“No way. I was
scared shitless back there.”


“Whatever made
you think heroes don’t feel fear? They do, they just learn to conquer their
fear as the first step toward conquering their enemies. That’s what you did,
and it makes you a hero and, as such, you now have a destiny.”


“What destiny?”


“I’m not sure
yet. But what I am certain of is that it will fall to you, not me, to decipher
the riddle of the Gnostic Gospel, because therein lies the secret of the
dragons and the dragons have become an integral part of your destiny.”


“Merlin,” Jason
threw up his hands, completely at a loss for words, “I don’t even understand
the damn clues, how can I unravel the puzzle?”


“Sometimes, the
truth is not understood, it is only perceived.”


“I don’t
understand that either.”


“I will be there
to help you understand, but from here on, the path is yours, not mine.”


Jason pursed his
lips, sighed and shook his head.


“Don’t feel bad,
Jason. Arthur was always a bad student, too.”


“I am NO
Arthur.”


The old wizard
reached out a long, thin hand and tugged gently on Jason’s dirty-blond
ponytail. “We shall see, my boy. We shall see. I have great hopes...”
















Epilogue



 

The first class
passengers for Cathay Air flight 432 had already been called and the stewardess
waited inside the door of the plane, her greet-the-people smile fixed firmly in
place. Although she seldom took much recognition of individual passengers it
was hard not to notice the woman in the floor-length mink coat and matching
Cossack hat. They had both been died the palest possible shade of lilac.


“Goodness, what
a lovely coat.”


“I assure you,
young lady, goodness had nothing whatever to do with it” snapped the woman, as
she swept past, hardly glancing at the stewardess.


Morgana le Fay
eased back into her seat, throwing the mink coat on the floor and burying her
feet deep in its velvety warmth before removing the cell phone from her red
handbag.


“Mrs. Morgan’s
office.”


“It’s me,
Jerry.”


“Oh, Mrs.
Morgan. I’ve been trying to reach you for nearly a week. Do you know your
mobile phone has been switched off?”


“It hasn’t been
off, Jerry, I was out of range. And do you know there are more important things
in life than whatever it is you have to tell me?”


“Yes, Mrs.
Morgan. Sorry.”


“Now, what was
so important?”


“The engineers
have the system back up and running. They’re just reinstalling the company web
sites. There were one or two they didn’t have on back-up but they’re rebuilding
them now. By the end of the week nobody will ever know there was a problem.”


“I’ll know,
Jerry, so you can tell them for me that they better build in enough safeguards
that this never happens again.”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


“Now connect me
to Peter Haskell.”


“Yes, Ma’am.”


“Haskell.”


“Peter. Lu Morgan,
here.”


“Mrs. Morgan. Is
there a problem?” The voice sounded as though it couldn’t decide whether to be
pleased by a personal call from the CEO, or just plain terrified.


“No, Peter, no
problem. I just have a little job for you.”


“Of course.” The
expulsion of breath was audible on the other end of the line.


“Do you remember
that device I had you hook up to the computer system in my library a few years
ago?”


“The one with
the big gold dish and the crystals?”


“That’s the one.
Well, I want you to disassemble it and have it packed for shipping.”


“I’ll take care
of it immediately.”


“Good. And since
we removed the old power source, I want you to build a self-contained unit with
a satellite relay system.”


“That shouldn’t
be a problem...but...”


“But what?”


“Well, since we
never figured out exactly how that thing works, it may take some time to devise
a power source that will provide enough energy without blowing its circuits.”


“Time shouldn’t
be a problem. Not now. Take all the time you need, just do the job right.”


“I’ll get to
work on it right away, Mrs. Morgan.”


“I knew I could
count on you, Peter. And remember, the future of your entire life depends on
this.”


“I’ll remember
that.”


“Good-by,
Peter.”


Morgana le Fay,
known to her employees as Mrs. Lu Morgan, tossed the phone on the empty seat
beside her, pulled the mink coat over her shoulders and leaned her head against
the tiny pillow wedged between her seat and the window.


Poor old dragon. Ah, well, your slimy
lizard-life wasn’t completely wasted; that meddling old cretin is dead and I’m
finally free to call in all your brothers and cousins. Who’s afraid of the big
bad wolf, big bad wolf, big bad wolf...


As she dozed off
a small, very private smile of satisfaction played across her scarlet lips.
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Chapter One



 

Mumbling and
twitching in his sleep, Merlin snuggled deeper into his heavy bearskin coat
then, after a restive moment, he began to dream again. He dreamed of a time
when he had been court priest to the warlord Uther, known as the Pendragon, and
of his time as mentor to Uther's son Arthur. He dreamed of the ambitiously evil
Morgana le Fay who had driven him into fifteen centuries of self-imposed exile
in a six inch crystal sphere buried deep in the earth beneath Tintagel and of
Jason Carpenter, the young archaeology student who had dug him up, thrusting
him into a world for which he was emotionally and psychologically unprepared. But
mostly, he dreamed of dragons.


First appearing
as legends and stories brought to Briton by sailors and travelers, when the
dragons had finally appeared in Briton during Uther's reign they brought with
them a wave of death, fire and destruction that had destroyed Uther's fragile
political coalition. Appearing out of the sky, the dragons swooped down on the
primitive armies of fifth century Briton, leaving in their wake a land burned
and blackened, much as it had been foretold in the New Testament book of
Revelations. Merlin’s troubled dreams brought back the time when their common
greed had brought the Dragon Lords and Morgana le Fay into a mutually
advantageous compact designed to wipe out all civilization and install the mad
Morgana as regent over the shattered remnants of the earth; their plans only
having been thwarted when Merlin himself had broken into Morgana's library and
secured enough information to temporarily close the invisible gate through
which the dragons came to earth. Lastly, he dreamed of his brief time in the
twenty-first century when he and Jason Carpenter had alternately chased, and
been lured by, Morgana le Fay in a crazy race across three continents to face
the last of Morgana's pet dragons at a monastery inhabited by a band of
Buddhist monks in the icy mountains separating Mongolia and Russia. They were
terrible dreams, nightmares filled with danger, death and blood. Worst of all,
they were completely real.


“Merlin. Merlin,
wake up.”


“Mph? What? Oh,
I'm sorry, Jason, I must have dozed off for a moment.” Merlin opened bleary
eyes, focusing on the haggard face of the tall, slim young man in the seat next
to him.


“A moment? You've
been out cold for nearly four hours.” Jason grinned wryly, tugging idly at his
long blond ponytail.


Pulling himself
upright in his seat, Merlin looked around, taking in his surroundings, bringing
himself back to the world. “Oh, good heavens. I am sorry, I must have been
dreaming.”


“I know, you
were muttering in your sleep. It was her wasn't it? Morgana? You were dreaming
about her, weren't you?”


“Yes, her and
the creatures. It was very disturbing. You’d think I’d be used to it after a
millennia and a half, wouldn't you?”


 “I understand. And don't apologize. After
what we’ve been through in the last six weeks you’re entitled to a little
sleep, I'm just sorry it wasn’t more restful.” Jason's voice was placating,
reassuring.


“Where are we?”


Glancing up at
the seat-belt lights on the overhead panels, Jason answered “We’re about to
land...” Before he could finish he was cut off by the public address system.


“Ladies and
gentlemen, we will be landing at London Gatwick International Airport in
approximately ten minutes. The weather in London this evening is cold and
rainy, and the temperature is five degrees Celsius. Please remain in your seats
until the plane has come to a complete stop and the overhead seatbelt lights
have been turned off.” The stewardess’ voice droned through the close air of
the 747, grating on the nerves of more than two-hundred tired passengers.


“God, it’s good
to be home again.” Only Jason's eyes betrayed the depths of his exhaustion, but
at twenty-five, he was expected to have more resilience than his companion
whose bearing and agility belied his physical age of seventy-five and whose
chronological age was only slightly shy of one-thousand-six-hundred years.


“It is, indeed. Unfortunately,
there is still so much work to be done, my boy.”


“I know, but we
don't have to think about it tonight, Merlin. Morgana can't find us anymore and
you have all the time you need to figure out a way of sealing the dragon gate
once and for all.”


“Not me. Us. Remember,
it is you who will decipher the riddle of the Gnostic gospel, Jason.”


“Oh, please,
Merlin, not tonight.” Jason waved his hands helplessly in the air. “I just want
to go home and get some sleep.” He paused, shook his head and let out a long
breath before completing the thought. “Sleep, what a wonderful word.”


“Do you think
your young lady is going to let you get any sleep after not having seen you in
almost two months?” The old wizard's eyes twinkled.


“You really are
a dirty old man.”


“Not in the
least,” Merlin protested in a tone of mock injury. “She’s an attractive young
woman and love is a perfectly natural thing between two healthy young people.” Then,
after a small pause he added almost as an afterthought. “She does love you, you
know.”


“You really
think so?”


“Yes.” Merlin
laid a paternal hand on Jason's arm. “I really think so. In fact, I know so.”


“What did she
say to you?”


“Nothing. But
one doesn’t have to be a wizard to know love when it stares you in the face.”


“Right.” Walking
toward the check-in gate and passport control, Jason looked at Merlin with a
side-long glance. After seeing the old man levitate himself over the walls of
Morgana's fortress and spew cannon ball sized fire bombs from his fingertips,
any doubt about his powers had long since been erased.


Beverley
McCullough elbowed her way through the crowd of people milling around the entry
gate outside the international arrivals desk; her long, frizzy auburn hair
billowing out around her shoulders like a halo of fire. Craning her head one
way and then the other, she searched through the line of tired looking
passengers from Air Mongolia's flight number seven as they straggled their way into
the vast bleakness of Gatwick's main terminal. Finally, her eyes came to rest
on two disheveled looking figures, a skinny, heavily bearded old man wearing a
long grey gown under a filthy fur coat and his tall, slender young companion. Ignoring
those around her she rushed forward, throwing herself onto Jason, embracing him
and burying her face against his shirt. A second later, she pulled back and
began pounding furiously on his chest with one fist while clutching his jacket
with the other. Huge, wet tears seeped out of her eyes and rolled down her
delicately freckled cheeks.


“Damn, you. Damn
you, Jason Carpenter. I’ll have your guts for garters, I swear I will. Seven
weeks of running all over the orient and not a single word until you were ready
to come home. I was worried sick. I didn't know if you were alive or dead. Morgana
could have eaten the both of you for all I knew. Then what would I do? I'm not
exactly on her list of friends and favorites, you know. Don't you ever do that
to me again, do you hear me?”


“Whoa. Easy, Bev,
easy. I told you when I called from the airport that we lost the mobile phone
when we had to abandon the Land Rover. I'm really sorry. Honest.”


 Beverly pulled away, wiping her face
awkwardly before turning to Merlin and embracing him fondly.


“I'm really glad
you're alright, too.” Then, pulling her head back with a jerk, “Oh, my God,
what is that smell?”


“I'm afraid it’s
my coat. It’s had a rather hard time of it.”


Beverley's
grimace almost passed for a weak smile. “I told you not to wear dead animals.”


Merlin laughed
for the first time in weeks and threw one arm around Beverley and the other
around Jason. “May I suggest that we all go somewhere, sit down, relax a bit
and get something to eat? I'm famished.”


“What you really
mean is you mean you want a drink.” Jason snapped, poking the old man gently in
the ribs.


“Ah, yes. That
is what I meant, isn't it.”


“Oh, I don't
know. If we’re going to drive all the way back up to York tonight, we need to
leave now. It’s a long way and you both look dreadful.” There was real concern
in Beverley's eyes as she examined the two men's faces.


“Well, then,
possibly we should get rooms somewhere near the airport and get a good, fresh
start in the morning.” Merlin seemed genuinely enthused by his sudden
inspiration when, in fact, staying near London had been his plan all along.


“Umm, we don't
really have much cash left and I think my credit card is about tapped-out after
paying for the plane tickets.”


Herding Beverley
and Jason toward the exit and the car park beyond, Merlin muttered “Don’t
worry. I’m sure we’ll find a way.”


“You're not
going to do one of those weird things you do to get money, are you?”


“Why, Jason, I’m
shocked that you would think such things about me.”


Two hours later
Jason, Beverley and Merlin were ensconced at a small corner table in the
restaurant of the Gatwick Marriot Hotel. As Merlin and Jason unraveled their
adventures in Mongolia they were both careful not to reveal anything that might
cause Beverley undue worry. But the knowledge of what they now understood about
Morgana and the dangerous work still ahead of them punctuated their
conversation with occasional awkward silences. They told Beverley about their
time with the itinerant Mongol tribesmen and the wonders of the Buddhist monastery,
trying to avoid any in-depth retelling of the deaths caused by the attack by
Morgana's captive dragon. Still, Merlin insisted on heaping lavish praise on
Jason for coming up with the idea of constructing a medieval ballista with
which he had ultimately killed the beast, and for probably being the only man
ever to face down a dragon and live to tell about it. When Beverley stared into
her boyfriend’s face in shocked awe, Jason pooh-poohed the whole thing as a
fluke and admitted he was scared out of his wits the entire time. His humility
only made Beverley snuggle closer to his side.


In gentle
retaliation for what he honestly believed was unwarranted flattery, Jason
deflected the conversation toward Merlin. He told Beverley about the previously
unseen talents the old man had displayed; his levitating skills, his ability to
create flaming balls of fire from thin air and hurl them at Morgana's army of
mercenary thugs. He told her how Merlin had made the two of them appear in
Morgana's office even though they were actually standing in a pitch-black
tunnel far below ground. With mounting excitement he even blurted out the
details of Merlin's duel with the sorcerer Ling Chow, and how Merlin had hung
suspended in mid-air during a bone-jarring electrical storm, fighting the evil
Chinaman in an epic battle-to-the-death. Already awed by what she had seen of
Merlin's powers, Beverley was at once fascinated, and more than a little
frightened, at the power of this seemingly ageless man who had suddenly popped
into her and Jason's life from the pages of some Arthurian legend, bringing
with him tales of the threat posed to humanity by Morgana le Fay. The more
Beverley heard about Arthur's step-sister's plots and plans, the more
incredulous she became.


“I just can't understand
how can anybody can be that WICKED?”


“My dear,”
Merlin said, taking her hand gently in his and locking his unnaturally vibrant
blue eyes with hers, “the woman's soul is so empty, so completely imbued with
evil, that she can only feel pleasure by inflicting pain on others. The more
and greater the pain, the more satisfied she is. It’s a sad truth, but the
truth none-the-less.”


Attempting to
veer the conversation away from the subject of Morgana, Jason and Merlin
concentrated on less depressing aspects of their journey. They described the
ancient book - probably a form of pseudo-Gospel written by the ancient mystical
sect known as Gnostics – they had discovered in the Buddhist monks’
library, and which seemed to refer to the secret of the dragon's method of
entry into the world. With a sigh, Merlin explained that because the manuscript
was written in a combination of Greek, Latin, Hebrew and Persian it was almost
impossible to translate so that it made any coherent sense. From what he and
the Panchen Lama had been able to worm out of it, the dragons earthly power
cantered on, or around, a cave that had once been used by holy men who were not
holy and a warrior who was not a warrior. There was also mention of the waters
of oblivion and something referred to as the light of the underworld. None of
it made any sense. Once again, Merlin insisted that it would be Jason, and not
himself, who would unravel the mystery of the book, and the answer would lead
them to the ultimate means of closing forever the ethereal gate through which
Morgana planned to call in the dragons and conquer the world.


During the
course of their long, rambling conversation, Jason carefully side-stepped his
short imprisonment by Morgana and her threats to hunt down Beverley if he
refused to cooperate in the capture of Merlin. Since he had escaped unscathed,
there didn't seem to be any need to mention the ugly threats against Beverley's
life, particularly since she was still dutifully wearing the crucifix that
Merlin had empowered against Morgana's scrying crystal, and given to her before
he and Jason left on their quest to find out if Morgana had a means of
contacting the Dragon Lords from her fortress on the Mongol-Chinese border. Discussion
of the crucifix did, however, remind Merlin of another protective device they
had obtained from the Buddhist monks. Reaching into the leather pouch that hung
from his belt, he produced a small jar, unscrewed the cap and held it out
toward Beverley.


“What’s that?” Beverley
leaned forward, sniffing at the nearly transparent, creamy contents of the jar.


“It would appear
that this is an anti-scrying agent. Sun Wang To, the Panchen Lama of the
monastery we were staying at, gave this to us. A small dab of this applied
regularly to the center of the forehead makes it impossible for anyone to find
you through the medium of a scrying glass. Jason and I have been using it now
for more than a week, and we think you should begin wearing it too.”


“If you think
that's best, sure. Do I need it when I have the magic crucifix?”


“The crucifix is
hardly magic, my dear, and although the stone from which the cross is made has
been given special properties to deflect the power of the scrying glass, it
would still be best if you used this, too. Better safe than sorry, as they say.”
Merlin reached across the table and laid his long, slender hand over
Beverley’s.


“Whatever you
say.”


Throughout the
conversation, Merlin had been glancing over his shoulder, through the doors of
the restaurant, and into the hotel lobby.


“Is something wrong
out there?” Reflecting on all they had been through, Jason craned his head
around as his voice became tight with anxiety.


“No, no. Everything’s
perfectly fine. I just need a moment to investigate something. If you two will
excuse me, I’ll give you a little time to yourselves. I should be back shortly
and then we can have something to eat.” Thinking about what he had missed most
in the world of twenty-first century culinary arts, he added dreamily, “I
wonder if they have pizza here?” Rising from his seat, he wandered toward the
door, ignoring Jason's protests that they were very nearly out of money.


Alone, Beverley
leaned closer to Jason, nestling her head on his chest, idly tracing the seam
on his tattered Levi's with one finger.


“You smell. You
need a bath,” she murmured quietly.


“You want to
help me take care of that?” When she raised her eyes to meet his, Beverley saw
the grin playing across his weary face.


“Sure.” And she
grabbed his ribs, making him flinch.


Before Jason
could carry the thought any further, Merlin swept back into the restaurant and
settled back down in his seat.


“I took the
liberty of getting us rooms for the night. I think we will all feel better if
we have a bath and get a good rest before starting out in the morning.”


“Umm, Merlin,
where did you get the money this time?” Jason shook his head in anticipation of
yet another of the old magi's semi-larcenous money-conjuring tricks.


With an air of
complete innocence, Merlin answered defensively. “I wasn't the only one. I’ve
been watching that machine on the wall of the lobby and one person after
another was getting money from it, so I got some for us.”


“That was a cash
machine. You’re supposed to have a card and an PIN number and it takes money
out of your bank account. You don't have a bank account and mine’s almost
empty.” Jason ran a dirty hand over his forehead. “How much did you get?”


Reaching into
the pocket of his coat, Merlin pulled out a small mountain of ten and twenty
pound notes and laid them carefully in the center of the table.


“I don't know. I
paid for the rooms and this is what was left over. I would have gotten more,
but there wasn't any more in the machine.”


“Oh, Lord,
Merlin. You know, you really are a piece of work.”


Furrowing his
brow in confusion, Merlin mumbled “Thank you…I think”.


 Jason shook his head but Beverley only
covered her mouth and giggled softly. “Here, Bev,” Jason said, snatching the
wad of bank notes from the tablecloth, “put this in your purse. We don't need
everybody in the place witnessing our bank robbery techniques.”


While Beverley
made a neat pile of the money and tucked it carefully into her hand-bag, Merlin
broached a new subject.


“I know you came
down from York to see Jason and give us a ride back home, and I’m sure we both
appreciate your effort on our behalf...” It was obvious he was going somewhere
with this, and Jason and Beverley waited to see where that might be. They only
had to wait a minute till Merlin held up his empty wine glass, signaled to a
waiter and picked up the thread of his tale.


“Since you have
your car here, I was wondering if you would mind if we took a little side trip
on the way back north...a detour, if you will.”


“You mean I
finally get to go on one of your little adventures with you?” Beverley's tone
was half-mocking, but she was obviously thrilled to be included.


“Yes. If you
don’t mind and it’s not too far out of the way. There’s someone we need to talk
to, an old friend of mine. She might help us answer the riddle of the Gnostic
gospel.”


“No offence, but
I didn't know you had any old friends.” Jason's face was screwed up in doubt
and confusion. “I mean, with the exception of Morgana, I thought everyone you
knew is long dead.”


“All the people,
yes, but not everyone.” Still delighted with his ability to mystify his young friends,
Merlin was obviously enjoying this new game.


“Ok. I give up. Who
is this friend who is not a person and where do they live?”


“She lives in
Wales. I am a Welshman, you know. That's where I’m from.”


“I know, you
told me. Carmarthen, if I remember right.” Jason knew he was right, he even
remembered that the original name of Carmarthen in Old Gaelic, had been Caer Myrddin, and it meant Merlin's
fortress.


“Very good,
Jason. You have been paying attention.” Now that he had their rapt attention,
Merlin leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath. “My friend is someone
with whom I was once very close, her name is Vivian...”


“Wait. You said
that name the first night in my apartment when you were telling me about Arthur
and Morgana. But I can’t remember.” Jason screwed up his face concentrating
vainly for the answer.


“You know her
from the stories about Arthur where she is referred to as the Lady of the
Lake.” As Beverley stared at him in open-mouthed amazement, Merlin rose from
his seat. “But there’ll be plenty of time for explanations tomorrow on the
drive to Wales.” Turning to Beverley he continued. “How long would it take to
get from here to north Wales?”


“I don’t know,
it’s two hundred miles at least so, somewhere between four and five hours.”


“Would you mind?
It could be important and might well help us unravel the riddle and provide the
key to closing the dragon gate permanently.”


Her eyes
lighting up at the prospect of meeting the legendary Lady of the Lake, Beverly
nodded enthusiastically. “I’d love to, if you two aren’t too knackered for
another day on the road.”


Jason just shook
his head, wiped a hand across his eyes and shrugged wearily. “At this point
it’s just another day.”


“Well, then, I
wish you two young people a very good night and I will see you at breakfast at
eight o'clock in the morning.” With that, he reached into his pouch, produced a
room key, laid it on the table, tossed back his half-finished drink and walked
silently toward the lobby and the elevators.


“What on earth
are we supposed to make of that?” Beverley was talking to Jason, but her eyes
were riveted on Merlin’s retreating figure as it glided across the marble floor
of the lobby, with great dignity, in a filthy grey gown and a goat skin vest.


“I have no idea,
but if I’ve learned anything from that old man, it’s never to underestimate
him. He knows things you can't even imagine and probably don't want to.”


Picking up the
key with one hand and taking Jason's arm with the other, she said quietly. “One
thing I can imagine is that shower we were talking about.”


Jason leaned
over and planted a soft kiss on her temple. “Oh, yeah, I can imagine that,
too...but why imagine?”


Pulling him up
from his seat she whispered in his ear “Oh, I don’t know, that gamey boy-smell
kind of turns me on.”
















Chapter Two



 

Jason, Merlin
and Beverley piled into Beverley’s black Mini Cooper the following morning,
drove north from Gatwick Airport, took the M40 past Birmingham, skirted
Liverpool where, only three months earlier, Morgana le Fay had nearly killed
Jason, bypassed the medieval town of Chester and headed into the northern
reaches of Wales. Even at the height of summer the hills and valleys of Wales
can be subject to the most unpredictably unpleasant weather; the locals say
that if you can see the mountains it is about to rain, if you can't see them
it’s because it’s already raining. Lowering clouds with slate grey bellies
cling perpetually to the mountain tops, making the country look like a land
ruled by small, petty and very angry gods. In the dead of winter Wales is far
less hospitable.


Long before
Merlin directed Beverley to pull the Mini off of the main roadway and move onto
back roads that were little more than unmarked sheep paths, the fat black
clouds had virtually devoured the ghostly shape of the distant mountains. If
the occupants of the car could have seen the entire dome of the sky, it would
have appeared to them like little more than a field of boiling lead. As they
climbed steadily upward toward the distant hills, the air became filled with a
mist so thick that everything more than a few yards in front of them was
reduced to shimmering, spectral outlines. Not that there was much to see; the
only things moving on the remote roads of rural Wales were a few sheep
wandering aimlessly through the fog in search of any edible patch of grass that
miraculously survived on the sodden, brown hills. Once they passed near a
border collie who paused in his work of shepherding a flock of sheep long
enough to bark once at the passing Mini.


“Nice country
you got here, Merlin. Has it always been so inviting?”


“Wales has its
own peculiar charm, Jason. The atmosphere lends a mystery to the Welsh
countryside that is found nowhere else in the world. It grows on you.”


“So does a
wart."


“Don't mock what
you don't understand.”


“Where are we
going again?” Beverley was straining her eyes through the fog, trying to follow
Merlin's vague directions toward the coast and the westernmost point of Great
Britain.


“Just follow the
signs toward Ynys Enlli and Bardsey Island. It’s the same place, the signs just
list it in both English and Welsh. Can you make out the signs?”


“Um Hum. I think
so. As long as I don't go too fast.”


“Take your
time.”


“Oh, there’s the
turnoff, now. Ynys Enlli.” Beverley cranked the steering wheel hard to the
left, bumping along over the rutted track that passed for the roadway leading
towards Ynys Enlli Island.


“When you get
near the ocean, just park anywhere along the edge of the road and we can walk
from there.”


“Oh, look, over
there’s a little car park. I can pull in there.”


Once on the foot
path, they stumbled along through the fog, Merlin in the lead, feeling his way
according to some mental map that had not been accessed for a thousand and a
half years. How he kept from getting hopelessly lost, the other two could not
imagine. The fog was so thick it even blotted out the natural sounds of both
the sea and the countryside, leaving them to stumble, nearly blind and deaf,
through a soft, wet, silvery curtain. After a half-hour of climbing up hill and
down, the temperature began to drop, a sure sign they were nearing a large body
of water. Ten minutes later, the tough gorse and dead ferns that covered the
landscape gave way to a rock-strewn shingle.


Merlin stopped
moving, looked left and right, while idly wringing the water out of his
waist-length beard. “We need to follow the shore northward until we come to a
big hawthorn bush standing on its own.”


“What makes you
think this bush is still here after all these eons?” Jason was holding tight to
Beverley's hand, helping her over the uneven stones and rocks of the beach.


“It will still
be here. Never fear.”


“Is this where
your friend, Vivian, lives? Out here on the edge of the world?” Beverley was
fighting to maintain her balance, keep up with Jason and Merlin and still carry
on a conversation.


“More or less. She
lives on the island; it’s about two miles off shore. Out there somewhere.” Merlin
gestured vaguely to his left. “Today they call it Ynys Enlli or Bardsey, in my
day it was commonly known as either ‘the road to heaven’ or ‘the gate to
paradise’ but its proper name was Avalon.”


“You mean Avalon
was a real place?”


“Oh, my, yes. Later
scholars somehow came to the erroneous conclusion that it was near Glastonbury,
but it was here in Wales. Ah and there it is.”


“Where’s what?” Straining
his eyes, Jason could still hardly see ten feet ahead of him.


“The hawthorn. It’s
over here.”


The twisted
shape of an ancient thorn bush suddenly appeared out of the fog to loom up in
front of them. Massive, gaunt and leafless in winter, its gnarled branches
looked like skeletal fingers reaching out to ensnare unwary passers-by. Following
Merlin haltingly toward the bush, Jason and Beverley came to a stop only inches
from the briar covered branches.


“Where to now?”


“Through the bush,
Jason. Through the bush. Here, let me pull the branches apart. You go first and
open the way while I will hold the path open for Beverley.”


“Through the
bush? Why don't we just go around it? There isn’t another thing within a
million miles.” Jason gestured toward the endless expanse of open shoreline
stretching into the foggy distance on either side of them.


“Because going
around it won't take us to where we’re going. Now, come on boy, step lively.”


Lowering his
head and elbowing his way through the ensnaring barbs and twigs of the
hawthorn, Jason stumbled forward, holding Beverley’s hand to help her along. A
minute later, the three of them were out of the thicket and standing on the
same rocky shingle as before, but in the time it had taken them to fight their
way through the shrub, the fog had dissipated enough that they could clearly
see the gently lapping sea in front of them. In the distance, far out across
the glassy, green surface of the water, stood a fog enshrouded island.


Looking around,
Beverley furrowed her brow in confusion. “I would have thought the fog would
have hung more heavily on the water than on the surrounding land. This seems to
be all backwards.”


“Turn around and
look back the way we came.” Merlin's voice was simultaneously playful and
commanding. Doing an about face, Beverley drew in a quick breath of amazement. The
nearly impenetrable fog had all but disappeared. Behind them they could see the
path they had followed all the way back to where the Mini was parked somewhere
in the distance.


“Where did the
fog go?”


“It is still
there, but it only exists on the other side of the hawthorn.”


“That’s why we
had to come through the bush, isn't it?” Beverley seemed fascinated by this
impossible truth, but Jason still scowled incredulously. Excited, almost like a
child discovering a new plaything, she continued. “How do we get to your
friend's house?”


“Let's just go
over there on the shingle and sit down. She should be along in a minute.”


Exchanging a
quick, confused look, Jason and Beverley followed the receding shape of Merlin
as he made his way along the shore to what he considered an accommodating spot
and sat down heavily on the rocky beach. By the time they caught up with him,
Merlin had leaned back, pulled his filthy fur coat close around him and locked
his hands behind his head.


“Sit down and
relax, the only thing we can do now is wait.”


Jason thumped
his flanks on the rocky ground a few feet from the wizard and pulled Beverley
down after him. Sensing that Merlin felt the need to remain silent, they
chatted between themselves in low tones, catching up on each other's lives
during their nearly two months of separation. In the middle of their discussion
of Jason's former professor and faculty advisor, Dr Carver Daniels, Beverley
suddenly looked up and pointed toward the fuzzy outline of the fog-shrouded
island.


“Jason,” her
voice lowered to an almost inaudible whisper as she leaned close to his
shoulder. “The fog on the island, it’s moving this way, across the water,
toward the shore.”


Sure enough, as
Jason refocused his gaze toward the misty surface of the Irish Sea, he could
see a single, slim finger of fog creeping across the water toward the spot
where the three of them sat.


“Merlin. I hate
to bother you. But should that fog be moving toward us?”


“Yes, it
should.”


Merlin's face
morphed into a faint grin and his voice was distant, dreamy and detached in a
way Jason had never heard it before. Within minutes, the tendril of mist had
floated across the two miles of choppy water and was creeping onto the shore,
swirling near the prone figure of Merlin. As the other two watched in uneasy
fascination, the water vapor began to take form, shifting and condensing into a
vaguely human shape. It was soon apparent that the solidifying figure was
leaning low, reaching across Merlin's body. Slowly, slowly, the mist first
shimmered and then dissipated to be replaced by the figure of a very young
woman in a nearly translucent, diaphanous blue-green gown; her long white-blond
hair streamed across her shoulders and back, nearly reaching her hips. When she
lifted her head, Jason and Beverley could tell she was wearing a silvery band
around her head. The circlet glinted and shimmered in the pale wintry light,
but they could see it clearly enough to tell it was decorated with the forms of
dozens of tiny fish, each one catching and reflecting the light so the fish
almost looked like they were alive and swimming around her head.


“Merlin? Merlin,
my love, is that you?” The woman's voice was distant, vague and musical, almost
like a sound heard from far off, or down a length of hollow pipe. At the sound
of her voice Merlin opened his eyes, hoisted himself up on his elbows and
smiled.


“Vivian. My good
lady. How lovely you look, child.” Scrambling to his feet, Merlin dusted the
sand and dirt from his coat before laying his hands on the young woman's
shoulders and staring hard into her face. Even from where Jason and Beverley
were sitting, it was obvious that Vivian was hardly out of her teens. The flesh
on her face, throat and arms still had that porcelain-like, nearly translucent
beauty that blond girls on the edge of full womanhood sometimes manage to
achieve. Her eyes were blue, like Merlin's, but where his were a riveting,
electric blue, hers were pale and watery, so delicately colored that in the
wrong light she could almost have been mistaken for being blind.


“Have you come
back to be with me, my love? I have waited for you...how long has it been? Has
it been a long time since I have seen you?”


“Yes, it has. Too
long, far too long. But I’m afraid I can only stay here with you for a very
little while. My friends and I need your help and then I must leave again.”


The woman
scowled slightly in confusion as she laid a gentle hand on Merlin's craggy face
and drew it down across his snowy white beard. “Are you old?”


“Yes. I am. Very
old.”


“When will you
be young again?” She was staring hard into his face, trying vainly to grasp a
concept that was beyond her experience, knowledge or understanding.


“Never. I do not
know how to be young again. It is the way of things in the world of men. When
we age, it is irreversible. And now I am too old to be your lover, but I still
love you, my child. I will always love you as I always have.”


Shaking her head
slowly, she stared at her hand as two fingers plucked an invisible speck of
lint from the front of Merlin's filthy coat. “Did you say you have friends with
you?”


“Yes, they’re
over there.” Merlin indicated Beverley and Jason with one hand, gently turning
Vivian's head with the other. When she saw them, she smiled a strange, slightly
vacant smile.


“Are you
Merlin's friends, too?”


Jason nodded,
but it was Beverley who stepped forward, extending her hand toward the other
woman. “Yes. I’m Beverley McCullough and this is my friend Jason Carpenter.”


Vivian took
Beverley's hand in her own and smiled again. “Do you know Merlin's other
friend? Arthur? Did Merlin tell you that I once gave Arthur a sword?”


Stunned for a
moment, Beverley did not know quite how to answer and she was relieved when
Merlin stepped between them and put a protective arm around Vivian. But when he
spoke, it was to Beverley that his words were directed.


“Vivian has no
concept of time, you see. To her, past, present and future are all the same,
she can remember the future as easily as we can remember the past. That’s why
she wasn't sure whether I was old or young. We could never explain to her why
it would be impossible for you to know Arthur.”


Beverley and
Jason, who had now stepped forward to meet this strange figure, nodded in acknowledgement
of Merlin's words but they could not understand how the Lady of the Lake could
exist outside of time any more than she could understand how the rest of the
world was bound by it. Most amazing of all, Vivian seemed not in the least
perturbed by the fact that she was being talked about as though she was some
aberration, some freak of nature.


“You really
should meet Arthur some time. He and Merlin are very good for each other.”


At this point
Merlin interjected himself back into the conversation. “Vivian and I first met
when I came back to Arthur's court while I was still trying to recover my
sanity after seeing the dragons wipe out Uther's army. She was very kind to me
and gave me sanctuary here on her island while my mind healed itself. Didn't you,
my dear.”


“Yes, I helped
you then, too. Just like I did in the before time.”


“Before?”


“It’s ok, Jason,
there was no earlier instance. Time confuses her. I think she means years later
when she helped me locate the best place to bury my sphere so I could be safe
from Morgana's soldiers while I sought a way to permanently close the dragon
gate.”


“I don't want to
talk about that, Merlin. I think it will make you afraid...or it did... I can't
remember which.” She touched her forehead gently, in concentration, then,
changing the subject in mid thought, the stared hard at Beverley. “Would you
like to see where I live?”


“Oh, yes, if you
don't mind, I...” When Beverley looked up toward the island, she realized that
it was no longer there or, rather, they were no longer on the rock-strewn Welsh
coast. The entire group was now standing on Ynys Enlli and in the distance, in
front of them, was the far shore with its rocky shingle, the hawthorn bush and,
in the distance, the path leading to the car. “What...? How...?”


The fog had
disappeared and the entire landscape was now washed with a soft, melon-colored
light. By contrast, the shadows cast by the ancient trees and low shrubberies
were nearly blue, making the entire scene look as lush and surreal as an
illustration created by the hand of Maxwell Parrish.


Vivian smiled,
reached out and took Beverley's hand. Before leading her guests deeper into the
island, she removed the sparkling circlet from her head and tossed it toward
the sea. In mid-arc, before it began falling toward the water, the delicate
diadem broke apart, each of the tiny, shimmering fish that had comprised it
flopping and twisting through the air and landing in the water with a series of
tiny, silvery splashes before swimming away.


“Oh. Oh, my God,
that was so beautiful.” Beverley said, squeezing Vivian's hand with a shiver of
delight. “How did you do that?”


Vivian only
looked at her as though she did not understand the question and giggled,
covering her mouth with her free hand and averting her eyes. “Come. See my
garden.”


As the sylphan
figure wandered across the low grass toward the center of the island, Merlin
caught up with her and took her gently by the arm.


“We really do
need your help, my dear. Do you think you can try to help us?”


“It’s still her,
isn't it? Arthur's sister. Morgana, I mean.”


“I'm afraid so.”
Merlin shook his head, lowering his eyes sadly.


“You know you
can be safe from her here. You can stay with me and we can be together always. Nothing
changes here.” Glancing over her slim shoulder at Beverley and Jason, she added
“You're friends can stay too, if they like. Then everyone will be safe.”


“I am afraid
it’s not that easy, my dearest. Morgana has become very dangerous. Jason and I
must find a way to stop her before she can bring back the dragons.”


While Merlin
tried to explain the urgency of his mission, Jason and Beverley realized that
their short walk had carried them to the edge of a massive knot garden. Scribing
a huge circle that must have covered nearly five acres, the maze was incredibly
intricate, with openings that led onto twisting pathways, cork-screwing into
each other, most of them leading to dead ends and only occasionally did one of
them offer a way toward a large, open grassy area at the heart of the maze. Strangest
of all, the shrubs forming the walls of the maze were trimmed so they were only
calf high. It would have been impossible to get lost here; one need only step
across the tops of the hedges and walk straight to the center. Still, the Lady
of the Lake led her visitors into the maze, picking her way carefully from
intersection to intersection, path to path, pausing now and again to consider
which way to turn next. All the while, Merlin was explaining to her the
contents of the confused, prophetic passages from the Gnostic gospel, hoping
that with her powers of innate knowledge and second sight she could help them
unravel their mystery. Finally, he drew her to a halt and stared hard into her
eyes to hold her attention.


“Lady, have you
been listening to me? Have you heard what I said?”


“Yes, my love,
every word. And it pains me deeper than you can ever know to tell you that I
cannot help you. I know nothing of these holy men who are not holy nor of
knights who are not knights. Nor do I know of any water which induces a state
of oblivion.” Giggling, she added, “Although it does sound very pleasant.” Finally,
shrugging her tiny shoulders she said, almost as an afterthought, “And of
course you already know all about the cave.”


Gently, Merlin
took her by the shoulders and turned her so she was facing him full-on. “What
do you mean, I know about the cave? I don’t know what you mean.”


“You were there,
or will be, and I will be there with you. We will go there when you are a boy.”


“My dear, I
didn’t know you when I was a boy. We only met when you brought Excalibur to
me.”


“No. The cave is
where the dragons live. You told the king about them. Don’t you remember?”


“I know the
dragons come out of a cave, Vivian. What I need to know now is where the cave
is located so I can keep the dragons from coming out and getting loose into the
world. Please, tell me where the cave is.”


Growing silent
and obviously frustrated, she pulled away from Merlin and rubbed the end of her
tiny nose with two fingers as a single, huge tear ran down one cheek. Finally,
she looked up at Merlin and studied his face before turning to Beverley. “Men
always want to know things. Have you ever noticed that? They want to know
things and then they take the knowledge and go off and do things with it. Why
can't they just accept things as they are?”


Beverley stepped
forward and said quietly “I know that sometimes it must seem like that, but
this really is important. If there is anything you can tell us that might help,
we will be very grateful.”


Vivian stared at
her, and then back at Merlin. Then she let out a large, ragged sigh that seemed
bigger than she was. “I had hoped” she said in a tiny voice, “that Morgana
would go away, or simply stop bothering people with her ambitions and schemes,
but she hasn't, has she?”


“No, my dearest,
she hasn't, and I fear she never will until someone stops her. And it would
seem that the someone who has inherited that duty is my friend Jason. Can you
help us?”


“Possibly.” She
moved on through the maze, staring at the ground in an attempt to distract
herself from what she was saying, but continuing to talk. “The dragons are the
children of darkness and Morgana has fallen under their spell completely. She
has become one of them, in spirit at least, if not in body. The only way to
defeat their darkness is with the pure light of perfect truth which can only be
found in the physical reality of God's promise.”


“I don't
understand, child. What is this physical manifestation of God? God has no
physical form.”


“That fisherman
was looking for it, too, you know.”


“What
fisherman?” Now, even Merlin was confused by this new riddle which Vivian
thought must, somehow, be connected to the enigmatic puzzle of Morgana, the
dragon gate and the Gnostic gospel.


“The one with
the keys. Oh, what was his name? I can't recall...”


“The fisherman
with the keys? You don't mean St. Peter, do you?” Beverley was grasping at
straws, but it was the only thing she could think to say.


Vivian smiled
and her eyes brightened with remembrance. “Yes. That was his name. Peter. He
had two keys, didn't you know that?”


Merlin looked
back at Beverley and Jason, both of whom were as confused as he was. Jason
stared back, shrugged and shook his head, while Beverley tried to piece
Vivian's fragmented thoughts into a coherent whole. After a pause, she held up
a hand to get the others’ attention.


“St. Peter is
always shown holding the keys to the kingdom of heaven. I've always wondered
why he is shown holding two keys. According to the church, there is supposedly
only one way to salvation, so why is he shown with two keys rather than just
one?”


Vivian worked
her way a few yards back through the maze to where Beverley and Jason stood and
looked up at Beverley, searching her face. “Because” she whispered in a low,
conspiratorial voice, as though she was sharing some great secret, “one is for
good and one is for evil. They work together, yet against each other, two
halves of a whole. Do you understand?”


“I think I see
what you mean. Like the yin and yang, light and dark, positive and negative. But
what does this have to do with Morgana and the dragons and the cave?”


“The fisherman
never had the keys. He wanted them, God told him to find them and the Christian
people believed he had the power the keys contained, but he didn't. The keys
had already been lost ages before…or possibly ages later.” She stared off into
the nothingness, trying valiantly to separate past from future. Finally giving
up, she sighed a tiny sigh, shook her head and smiled at Beverley. “Anyway, the
keys he holds in the pictures are just symbols of the real keys, so it doesn’t
matter.”


By now, Merlin
and Jason had clustered around Vivian and Beverley, clogging the narrow pathway
between the hedges, listening to the strangely youthful woman who was far older
than even Merlin could imagine. She looked around at them, her eyes wide with
anxiety, knowing that they expected things from her and unsure of what she
should say.


“The real keys,
the ones he never found, are still in God's covenant with the humans. That is
where you can find them, along with the other parts of the covenant; inside its
physical manifestation. The coffer...the box where they put them...don't you
understand?”


“No. We don't
understand. Please, Vivian, can't you be just a bit clearer? Can you just
concen...”


Beverley excitedly
cut Merlin off. “Wait. Wait. Vivian, look at me. Do you mean the Ark of the
Covenant? Is that what you’re trying to describe?”


“Yes. The big
gold box the Hebrews carried around with them.”


“Oh, my God. I
am not going after the Ark of the Covenant. This is starting to sound way too
much like an Indiana Jones movie. I can see the headlines now: ‘Young archaeologist discovers Ark of the
Covenant: George Lucas Sues for Copyright Infringement’.” Jason was
mumbling to himself and only stopped when Beverley scowled at him. “Sorry, Bev,
but after all the crap I have already been through this is just way too weird
to deal with.”


“Jason, after
all the crap you and Merlin have already been through, this should sound almost
logical.”


Jason rubbed his
chin, alternately nodding and shaking his head. “I'm sorry. It was a stupid
thing to say. I guess I'm just a little slap-happy from lack of sleep.”


Only inches
away, Vivian had continued talking over their exchange. “…and there were two
birds on the lid. Did you know that? Lovely golden birds with their wings
spread up over their heads.”


Now it was
Jason’s turn to interpret the Lady's vague ramblings. “Birds? You mean the
angels that are supposed to be mounted on the lid of the Ark?”


“Is that what
you think they are?” Vivian broke out laughing; the sound was like some bright,
tinkling, fairy music that rang as clear and true as a sparkling glass bell. “No.
They’re birds, silly. Sometimes you Christians are so confused. But yes, you
are right. That is where the keys are. In the box. The Ark of the Covenant. All
you have to do is take them out and they will allow you to seal the doorway
against the children of darkness.”


“The dragons?”


“Yes, of course,
the dragons.”


“Why didn't you
tell me this before?” Merlin had grabbed Vivian's arm and swung her around to
face him. His pain was obvious, at once heart wrenching and terrible.


 She smiled sadly, clutching the greasy
fur of his coat in desperation. “Because I didn't want you to leave me. I love
you and I knew if I told you where to find the keys to the gate you would leave
me to find them.”


“Oh, you poor
thing. So instead you helped me lock myself in a crystal sphere for fifteen
centuries.”


“Is that a very
long time?”


“Yes, my dear
child.” He reached out and stroked her hair sympathetically with one hand. “It
is a very, very long time. Had you told me then, if I could have found them, I
might have been able to close the gate and come back to you while I was still
relatively young. Now it’s too late. I’m old and closing the gate is the last
thing I will have the strength to do.”


Vivian's gaze
began to cloud with sadness but as her eyes wandered over the hedge rows of the
maze toward the open plot in the center she brightened, a childlike smile
replacing the look of frustration. “Would you all like to come inside and see
my tower? Merlin has been there many times. It is where I nursed his wounds
when he was dead.”


Since there was
clearly no house to be seen, Bev and Jason both looked confused but Beverley
desperately tried to keep Vivian both calm and focused. “That would be very
nice, Vivian. Maybe there we could talk this out.”


“Not today,
Vivian. I’m sorry, my dear, but we simply don’t have time to go inside. Maybe
another day.” Merlin looked over Vivian's head toward Beverley and shook his
head vehemently, but Vivian caught his movement and looked up at him.


“You liked it,
didn't you, my love. Did you like my house?”


“Yes. Of course,
but we really are in a hurry. Now what more can you tell us about the Ark and
the keys.”


“Nothing. You
must find the box with the birds, open it and take out the keys. They are the
only way to close the dragon gate permanently.”


Merlin embraced
Vivian so tightly it looked like he would crush her tiny form against his
chest. He was crying silently. There were no tears, but Jason and Beverley
could both see his chest heave with the effort of ragged sobs. Embarrassed for
history's greatest wizard, who was, after all, as human as anyone, they turned
away and headed back toward the outer edge of the maze. Finally, Merlin
released the tiny child-woman, kissed her on the forehead and turned to rejoin
his friends.


“Please, don't
go, Merlin. How will I find my way back to my tower without you to guide me
through the maze?”


To no one in
particular, Jason muttered under his breath “Why doesn’t she just step across
the hedges?”


Vivian looked up
at him sharply, raising her voice across the distance between them. “That would
spoil all the fun. Don't you have fun where you come from?” Finally, she called
out, “Merlin, when the dragons are dead and you are young, will you come back
and love me?”


Looking very
old, Merlin turned to wave at her once and then shooed Jason and Beverley
through the maze, only glancing back over his shoulder once more to see the
retreating form of the Lady of the Lake, the tip of one index finger pressed
against her teeth in concentration, picking her way toward the open space at
the center of the vast, low maze.


When they
reached the edge of the island and were well out of Vivian’s hearing distance,
Jason turned to Merlin, a scowl on his face. “So what was all that about you
knowing about the cave and being dead?”


“If I knew
anything about the cave I’m sure I would have remembered it at some point over
the last thousand years and I’m quite certain I’m not dead…at least not yet. Consequently,
I can only assume she was remembering my death from the future.”


“Ooo, that’s
kind of nasty.”


“At least,
according to what she said, it would seem that we will eventually locate the
cave.”


The three of
them stood there for a moment, looking silently out across miles of ocean,
unsure of how to address Vivian’s prediction of Merlin’s death. Eventually,
Beverley was the first to ask how they were going to get back to the shore.


“Follow me. Stay
close.” Merlin stepped off the low bank and onto the leading edge of the water,
Jason and Beverley following him, half a step behind. Before their shoe soles
touched the water, they were already on the opposite bank, the island and its
strange inhabitant again invisible, enshrouded in mist and fog nearly two miles
into the Irish Sea.


Beverley stepped
close to Merlin and tucked her arm through his, leaning close to his side. “Who
is she? Really?”


“No one knows. They
used to say she is one of the last of the fae; what you call the fairy folk;
probably a naiad, a water spirit. Neither entirely human nor entirely spirit,
but something in between.”


“You mean there
really are fairies?”


“So it would
seem. Certainly the Welsh who followed the old religion believed in them, and
the early church never entirely discounted their existence. In the Book of
Genesis it does talk about ‘the sons of men and angels’. Some religious
scholars claimed fairies were a cross between humans and angels, and the early
fathers of the church held long debates to decide what these creatures really
were and how they fell into the over-all scheme of heaven and earth.”


“Was that one of
those stupid ‘how many angels can dance on the head of a pin’ type of
arguments?”


Merlin nodded
his agreement with a small, knowing smile. “It was just about that fatuous. But
what they finally decided was rather interesting. The church finally agreed
that when Lucifer mounted his war against God, there was a group of angels who
refused to take sides. They were not bad enough to be cast into hell but
neither were they good enough to remain in heaven with God and the angels. As
punishment for their neutrality, God condemned them to an existence somewhere
between the angels and humans, living in the eternal, but only half-real, world
of the fairies. Never again angels, but never becoming human. Never dying but
never really living. I don't know if it’s true, but it certainly would explain
a lot. And there is no doubt that Vivian lives at all points in time
simultaneously; remembering the future as well as the past while the present is
always as dim as a fleeting memory.”


“That’s sad…and
really scary.”


“That is also
why I couldn't allow you to go into her tower.”


“I didn’t see
anything that looked like a house or a tower. What was that all about?”


“The tower sets
in that open space at the center of the maze, my dear. She keeps it invisible
from most people, or it’s in some other dimension or, at least, in some way not
a part of the real world. Once we went inside, there is no telling how long it
might have taken us to find our way back out.”


“You don't mean
she would have held us prisoners?”


“Oh, heavens no.
But because she has no sense of time, she wouldn't know if we had been there
for an hour or a century. And she likes to play games. Purely for fun she might
hide from us and wander off for a few minutes or a hundred years. There’s just
no way of telling. And without her we might never find the door. I couldn't
risk it.”


“But you have
been inside.”


“Yes.”


“And you could
have stayed there, with her, and been safe from Morgana, couldn't you?”


Merlin looked at
Beverley, his intense, hypnotic blue eyes glowing. “Yes.”


“Why didn't you.
You loved her.”


“Yes, I did. And
even after all these centuries I still do. But I would never have been able to
work on a way of closing the gate if I were in there with her.”


“So you gave up
your life and your love for her, to live in that ball and fight Morgana.” She
squeezed his arm tight.


“And all the
time, Vivian knew where the key was located.” He shook his head, weary with the
weight of a thousand and a half years bearing down on his soul. “Jason” he
said, bringing himself back to the present, “you’re an archaeologist. What do
you know about the Ark of the Covenant?”


“Oh, Lord,
Merlin. That's not an archaeology question. That thing has been lost for
thousands of years.”


“And what do you
know about where it might be?”


“Based on
nothing more than a couple of television documentaries I’ve seen, it’s either
completely lost, maybe destroyed, maybe it never existed, or it’s right out in
plain sight for everyone to see.”


“And if it is
the latter case, where might it be?”


“In a church
somewhere in Ethiopia. At least that’s what all the conspiracy crazies say.”


“Where is this
Ethiopia, place?”


“I don't know
what they called it in your day, but in the Old Testament it is referred to as
the land of Sheba.”


“Ahh, that would
be the Kingdom of Aksumia, below Aegyuptus, south of the great cataract of the
Nile. One of the very earliest Christian kingdoms, if I’m not mistaken. That
might make sense, being as how King Solomon had a relationship with the Queen
of Sheba, who ruled that land during the Solomonaic period.”


“Yeah, right,
Ethiopia, south of Egypt. But that’s really pretty much all I know about it.”


“Who would know
more?”


“Nobody I know,
but I guess I can ask Professor Daniels when we get back to York. Maybe he
knows somebody who knows something.”


“I'm sure he’d
be glad to see you again, Jason.”


Turning at the
sound of Beverley's voice, Jason asked, “How is he doing since his heart
attack?”


“Much better. He’s
back in his office, but he isn't teaching classes yet. I see him now and again
at King's Manor and he always asks about you. You should go see him. I know
he’ll help you if he can.”


“Would you like
to come with me?”


She squeezed his
hand and nodded. “Um hum. And thank you for finally including me in this.”


He pulled his
hand away and slipped it around her waist, pulling her close to him as though
his physical proximity could protect her from whatever the future might throw
at them.
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Introduction



 

This story is a
work of fiction based primarily on characters from the Arthurian legends,
Biblical prophecy and a diverse range of historical sources. Our Merlin -
particularly in the case of his ancestry and personal history- is based
primarily on the writings of Geoffrey of Monmouth, a twelfth century English
cleric who had based his Merlin on ancient Welsh sagas.


Every effort has
been made to maintain the authenticity of historical facts, Arthurian legends
and other hard information that serve to give a realistic setting in which our
characters live out their lives of make-believe. Additionally, most of the
cities and physical sites referred to in the book are real. The buildings and
places within the city of York actually exist and appear much as they are
described in the story, as are the story of Sir Francis Dashwood, the
appearance of his caves, the village of West Wycombe and the sites and places
in Axum, Ethiopia. All of the individuals, occurrences and many details of
these and other sites are purely inventions of my imagination and should not be
taken as fact.


This is the
second book of (at least) a trilogy covering Merlin and Jason’s adventures and,
as inconceivable as it seems, I suppose that some of you may have missed the
first installment entitled Revelations:
book one of The Merlin Chronicles. While I strongly recommend reading the
first volume before diving into this one, I am going to make your life easy by
opening this second volume of the trilogy with a prologue that gives new
readers a short synopsis of the first book so they won’t be left scratching
their heads, trying to fill in the blank spaces with assumptions and
imagination. This does not leave you off the hook for volume one – go out
immediately and buy it or you will never know how much fun you have missed.


And now, dear
friends, welcome to The Sorcerer’s
Apprentice: book two of the Merlin Chronicles.

































Prologue ~ Our Story So Far…



 

Jason Carpenter,
an American doctoral candidate in archeology studying at the University of
York, in England, has been assigned to lead his first dig at the ancient castle
of Tintagel on the coast of Cornwall. Here he is allowed to supervise the
excavation of the castle's midden, or cesspool. Content with his lot in life
and contemplating dating his fellow student Beverley McCullough, Jason's world
is suddenly turned on its head when, at the bottom of the midden, he uncovers a
strange glass ball, which should not exist at such an early level of the dig.


Before Jason,
his professor and the experts, can come to any conclusion as to the identity or
purpose of the strange object, Jason is catapulted to instant fame, a
short-lived, giddy state of affairs which collapses when the laboratory holding
the sphere is inexplicably shattered by a mysterious explosion. If Jason now
thinks his world and career have come to an end, he finds his situation
becoming far stranger when the globe's previous occupant, Merlin the magician,
appears in Jason's apartment where he unfolds a strange and convoluted tale
centering around Morgana le Fay - the cruel, ever resourceful half-sister of King
Arthur - who has survived sixteen centuries to become the head of an unsavory
international conglomerate dealing in such commodities as weapons, drugs, oil
and international crime.


As Merlin spins
a story of deceit and revenge that not only destroyed King Arthur's kingdom,
but led the old sorcerer into a self-imposed exile after years spent fleeing
from Morgana and her allies, Jason not only doubts his strange visitor's
veracity but begins to question his own sanity. Adding one impossible fact on
top of another, Merlin goes on to describe Morgana’s allies as an army of
fire-breathing dragons whose arrival on earth was predicted in the biblical
Book of Revelations and confirmed by medieval legends. Making the entire
scenario even more unbelievable is Merlin’s claim that the dragons do not
originate from earth, but are a supernatural life form that attacks through
what he describes as ‘a hole in the sky’. Explaining that the dragons burn
everything in their path and consume the released energy, Merlin is convinced
that trying to warn the world about the peril would be hopeless because modern
weaponry will not only fail to stop the dragons, but would actually provide
their energy-based physiology with food. Merlin insists that only so long as he
was hidden in his crystal sphere could he keep Morgana and the dragons at bay. Now
that he has returned to the world, he is in danger of Morgana locating him with
her scrying glass, whereupon she will kill him and nothing will be able to
prevent the dragons from returning to destroy the earth.


Slowly Merlin
convinces Jason of the danger that he, and the entire world, are now in and
Jason reluctantly agrees to help the great wizard return to hiding so he can
continue his work of discovering a way to permanently prevent the dragons’
return. In an attempt to help Merlin rebuild his protective sphere, Jason
enlists the aid of a manic biochemist named Jimmy Lo-Pan. But while Lo-Pan
tries to recreate the globe, his work is discovered by Morgana who seduces
Jimmy and blows up his laboratory, killing the biochemist and destroying the
partially reconstructed orb. Days later, Morgana tracks Jason to Liverpool,
corners him in his hotel room, seduces him and nearly adds his life to her
growing list of victims.


Realizing that
Morgana has not only discovered his whereabouts, but has also deduced his
connection to Jason and their plan to return the wizard to his hiding place,
Merlin convinces Jason that they now have no choice but to go on the offensive.
With the help of Beverley McCullough’s younger brother Jonathan, Jason contacts
a reclusive computer hacker who uncovers the shocking extent of Morgana’s
political and economic power in the modern world and tracks her whereabouts. With
this information Merlin and Jason begin a mad quest to the barren wastes of
Mongolia where an ancient Chinese fortress serves as the sorceress’s
headquarters and the seat of her international drug-smuggling syndicate
operated by Triad gangsters.


While on their
way to Morgana’s hideout, Jason and Merlin are waylaid by a demonic spirit
controlled by one of Morgana’s henchmen, the insidious Chinese necromancer, Dr
Fu Ling Chu. After their car is swamped and nearly buried during a raging
sandstorm, the pair are rescued by Mongolian nomads who direct them to the location
of Morgana’s fortress but refuse to accompany them to this accursed place.


Once Jason and
Merlin reach Morgana’s fortress, they manage to slip inside unnoticed, but
during their attempt to confront Morgana, Jason is taken prisoner. Now it is up
to Merlin to rescue his young friend by defeating Morgana’s gang of Triad
thugs, blowing up her opium processing plant and crippling her ability to carry
out her long-planned revenge before he and Jason can make a dash to freedom in
a stolen car – pursued every foot of the way by Morgana’s
machinegun-wielding bodyguards.


Not to be bested
by her old enemy and his young accomplice, Morgana sends Dr Fu Ling Chu and his
demons to intercept them before they can escape across the Mongolian border
into Russia. In a classic fight of good versus evil, Merlin and Ling Chu battle
each other during a raging storm, the outcome of which takes the life of Ling
Chu and inflicts severe injuries on Merlin. Rescued by a group of passing
Buddhist monks who are returning home from a pilgrimage, Jason and the wounded
Merlin are taken to their monastery high in the mountains separating Mongolia
and Russia. During Merlin’s recovery, the pair discovers an ancient Gnostic
manuscript hidden in the monastery’s library which offers them definite, but
cryptic, clues to the origin of Morgana’s dragon army and the only means by
which it can be defeated.


While Merlin,
Jason and the Lama of the monastery try to decipher the incomprehensible clues
in the old book, they are tracked down and attacked by the one remaining dragon
which Morgana has kept in her dungeon for more them sixteen hundred years. No
more capable of defeating a dragon now than he was during King Arthur’s
lifetime, Merlin admits defeat, leaving their fate in Jason’s hands. Drawing on
his knowledge of history, Jason constructs a medieval ballista and arms it with
a frozen copper spear which he hopes will short-out the dragon’s
electrical-based life force. When the dragon attacks the monastery a second
time, Merlin assists Jason by building a protective energy shield around his
protégé while he mans his primitive weapon and kills the creature.


Before they
leave the monastery, the Lama gives Merlin and Jason the seemingly
indecipherable book, along with a potion which will render them invisible to
Morgana’s scrying glass. Knowing that they are safe for the time being, the
pair make their way back to England.


Unknown to
either Jason or Merlin, only days behind them is Morgana le Fay who is also
returning to England to lay new plans to eliminate Merlin permanently so she
can bring the army of dragons into the world, secure in the belief that she
will rule as regent over the shattered remnants of civilization.


Our story
continues as Jason and Merlin’s flight back from Mongolia nears London’s
Gatwick Airport. It is now mid-February.
















Chapter One



 

Mumbling and
twitching in his sleep, Merlin snuggled deeper into his heavy bearskin coat when,
after a restive moment, he began to dream again. He dreamed of a time when he
had been priest and court wizard to the warlord Uther, known as the Pendragon,
and of his time as mentor to Uther's son Arthur. He dreamed of the ambitiously
evil Morgana le Fay who had driven him into fifteen centuries of self-imposed
exile in a six inch crystal sphere buried deep in the earth beneath Tintagel
and he dreamed of Jason Carpenter, the young archaeology student who had dug up
the sphere, thrusting him into a world for which he was emotionally and
psychologically unprepared. But mostly, he dreamed of dragons.


First appearing
as legends and stories brought to Briton by travelers from distant lands, when
the dragons finally appeared in Briton during Uther's reign they brought with
them a tidal wave of death, fire and destruction that destroyed Uther's fragile
political coalition. Appearing out of the sky, the dragons swooped down on the
primitive armies of fifth century Briton, leaving in their wake a land burned
and blackened, much as it had been foretold in the biblical Book of
Revelations. Merlin’s troubled dreams recalled the time when their common greed
had brought the Dragon Lords and Morgana le Fay into a mutually advantageous
compact designed to wipe out all civilization and install the mad Morgana as
regent over the shattered remnants of the earth. Their plans were only thwarted
when Merlin broke into Morgana's library and secured enough information to
temporarily close the invisible gate through which the dragons came to earth. Lastly,
he dreamed of his brief time in the twenty-first century when he and Jason
Carpenter had chased Morgana le Fay in a crazy race across three continents,
finally confronting Morgana's one remaining dragon at a Buddhist monastery in
the icy mountains separating Mongolia and Russia. They were terrible dreams,
nightmares filled with danger, death and blood. Worst of all, they were
completely real.


“Merlin. Merlin,
wake up.”


“Mph? What? Oh,
I'm sorry, Jason, I must have dozed off for a moment.” Merlin opened bleary
eyes, focusing on the haggard face of the tall, slim young man sprawled in the
seat next to him.


“A moment? You've
been out cold for nearly four hours.” Jason grinned wryly, tugging idly at his
long blond ponytail.


Pulling himself
upright in his seat, Merlin looked around, taking in his surroundings, bringing
himself back to the world. “Oh, good heavens. I am sorry, I must have been
dreaming.”


“I know, you
were muttering in your sleep. It was her wasn't it? You were dreaming about
Morgana, weren't you?”


“Yes, her and
the creatures. It was very disturbing. You’d think I’d be used to it after a
millennia and a half, wouldn't you?”


“I understand. And
don't apologize. After what we’ve been through in the last six weeks you’re
entitled to a little sleep, I'm just sorry it wasn’t more restful.” Jason's
voice was placating, reassuring.


“Where are we?”


Glancing up at
the flashing seat-belt light on the overhead panels, Jason answered “We’re just
coming in to...” Before he could finish he was cut off by the public address
system.


“Ladies and
gentlemen, we will be landing at London Gatwick International Airport in
approximately ten minutes. The weather in London this evening is cold and
rainy, and the temperature is five degrees Celsius. Please remain in your seats
until the plane has come to a complete stop and the overhead seatbelt lights
have been turned off.” The stewardess’ voice droned through the close air of
the 747, grating on the nerves of more than two-hundred tired passengers.


“God, it’s good
to be home again.” Only Jason's eyes betrayed the depths of his exhaustion, but
at twenty-five, he was expected to have more resilience than his companion
whose bearing and agility belied his physical age of seventy-five and whose
chronological age was only slightly shy of one-thousand-six-hundred years.


“It is, indeed,
my boy. Unfortunately, there is still a great deal of work to be done.”


“I know, but we
don't have to think about it tonight. Morgana can't find us anymore and you
have all the time you need to figure out a way of sealing the dragon gate once
and for all.”


“Not me; us. Remember,
it’s you who will have to decipher the riddle of the Gnostic gospel, Jason.”


“Oh, please,
Merlin, not tonight.” Jason waved his hands helplessly in the air. “I just want
to go home and get some sleep.” He paused, shook his head and let out a long
breath before completing the thought. “Sleep, what a wonderful concept.”


“Do you think
your young lady is going to let you get any sleep after not having seen you in
almost two months?” The old wizard's eyes twinkled.


“You really are
a dirty old man.”


“Not in the least,”
Merlin protested in a tone of mock injury. “She’s an attractive young woman and
love is a perfectly natural thing between two healthy young people.” Then,
after a small pause he added almost as an afterthought. “She does love you, you
know.”


“You really
think so?”


“Yes.” Merlin
laid a paternal hand on Jason's arm. “I really think so. In fact, I know so.”


“What did she
say to you?”


“Nothing. But
one doesn’t have to be a wizard to know love when it stares you in the face.”


“Right.” Walking
toward the check-in gate and passport control, Jason looked at Merlin with a
side-long glance. After seeing the old man perform a hundred or more impossible
feats of magic any doubts concerning his power had long since been erased.


Beverley
McCullough elbowed her way through the crowd of people milling around the entry
gate outside the international arrivals desk, her long, frizzy auburn hair
billowing out around her shoulders like a halo of fire. Craning her head one
way and then the other, she searched through the line of tired looking
passengers from Air Mongolia's flight number seven as they straggled wearily
into the vast bleakness of Gatwick's main terminal. Finally, her eyes came to
rest on two disheveled looking figures, a skinny, heavily bearded old man
wearing a long grey gown under a filthy fur coat and his tall, slender young
companion. Ignoring those around her she rushed forward, throwing herself onto
Jason, embracing him and burying her face against his shirt. A second later,
she pulled back and began pounding furiously on his chest with one fist while
clutching his jacket with the other. Huge, wet tears seeped out of her eyes and
rolled down her delicately freckled cheeks.


“Damn, you. Damn
you, Jason Carpenter. I’ll have your guts for garters, I swear I will. Seven
weeks of running all over the orient and not a single bloody word from you
until you were ready to come home. I was worried sick. I didn't know if you
were alive or dead. Morgana could have eaten the both of you for all I knew. Then
what would I do? I'm not exactly on her list of friends and favorites, you
know. Don't you ever do that to me again, do you hear me?”


“Whoa. Easy,
Bev, easy. I told you when I called from the airport that we lost the mobile
phone when we had to abandon the Land Rover. I'm really sorry. Honest.”


Beverly pulled
away, wiping her face awkwardly before nodding abstractly and turning toward
Merlin and embracing him fondly.


“I'm really glad
you're alright, too.” Then, pulling her head back with a jerk, nearly gagging,
she choked out “Oh, bloody hell, what’s that smell?”


“I'm afraid it’s
my coat. It’s had a rather hard time of it.”


Beverley's
grimace almost passed for a weak smile. “I told you not to wear dead animals.”


Merlin laughed
for the first time in weeks and threw one arm around Beverley and the other
around Jason. “May I suggest that we all go somewhere, sit down, relax a bit
and get something to eat? I'm famished.”


“What you really
mean is you want a drink.” Jason snapped playfully, poking the old man gently
in the ribs.


“Ah, yes. That
is what I mean, isn't it?”


“Oh, I don't
know. If we’re going to drive all the way back up to York tonight, we need to
leave now. It’s a long way and you both look dreadful.” There was real concern
in Beverley's eyes as she examined the two men's faces.


“Well, then,
possibly we should get rooms somewhere near the airport and get a good, fresh
start in the morning.” Merlin seemed genuinely enthused by this sudden
inspiration when, in fact, staying near London had been his plan all along.


“Umm, we don't
really have much cash left and I think my credit card is about tapped-out after
paying for the plane tickets.”


Herding Beverley
and Jason toward the exit and the car park beyond, Merlin muttered “Don’t
worry. I’m sure providence will provide a solution.”


“You're not
going to do one of those weird things you do to get money, are you?”


“Why, Jason, I’m
shocked that you would think such a thing about me.”


Two hours later
Jason, Beverley and Merlin were ensconced at a small corner table in the
restaurant of the Gatwick Marriot Hotel. As Merlin and Jason unraveled their
adventures in Mongolia they were both careful not to reveal anything that might
cause Beverley undue worry. But the knowledge of what they now understood about
Morgana, and the dangerous work still ahead of them, punctuated their
conversation with occasional awkward silences. They told Beverley about their
time with the itinerant Mongol tribesmen and the wonders of the Buddhist
monastery, trying to avoid any in-depth retelling of the horrifying fiery
deaths caused by the dragon attack. Still, Merlin insisted on heaping lavish
praise on Jason for coming up with the idea of constructing the medieval
ballista with which he had ultimately killed the beast, and for probably being
the only man ever to face down a dragon and live to tell about it. When
Beverley stared into her boyfriend’s face in shocked awe, Jason pooh-poohed the
whole thing as a fluke and admitted he was scared out of his wits the entire
time. His humility only made Beverley snuggle closer to his side.


In gentle
retaliation for what he honestly believed was unwarranted flattery, Jason
deflected the conversation toward Merlin. He told Beverley about the previously
unseen talents the old man had displayed; his levitating skills, his ability to
create flaming balls of fire from thin air and hurl them at Morgana's army of
mercenary thugs. He told her how Merlin had made the two of them appear in
Morgana's office even though they were actually standing in a pitch-black
tunnel far below ground. With mounting excitement he even blurted out the
details of Merlin's duel with the Chinese sorcerer Ling Chow, and how Merlin
had hung suspended in mid-air during a bone-jarring electrical storm, fighting
the evil necromancer in an epic battle-to-the-death. Already awed by what she
had seen of Merlin's powers, Beverley was at once fascinated, and more than a
little frightened, at the power of this seemingly eternal man who had suddenly
popped into her and Jason's life from the pages of some Arthurian fantasy,
bringing with him tales of the threat posed to humanity by Morgana le Fay. The
more Beverley heard about Arthur's step-sister's plots and plans, the more
incredulous she became.


“I just can't
understand how can anybody can be that WICKED?”


“My dear,”
Merlin said, taking her hand gently in his and locking his unnaturally vibrant
blue eyes with hers, “the woman's soul is so empty, so completely imbued with
evil, that she can only feel pleasure by inflicting pain on others. The more
and greater the pain, the more satisfied she is. It may be a sad truth, but
it’s the truth nonetheless.”


Attempting to
veer the conversation away from the subject of Morgana, Jason and Merlin
concentrated on less depressing aspects of their journey. They described the
ancient book - probably a form of pseudo-Gospel written by the ancient mystical
sect known as Gnostics – they had discovered in the library at the
Buddhist monastery, and which apparently alluded to the secret of the dragons’
method of entry into the world. With a sigh, Merlin explained that because the
manuscript was written in a combination of Greek, Latin, Hebrew and Persian it
was almost impossible to translate so that it made any coherent sense. From
what he and the Panchen Lama had been able to worm out of it, the book
apparently said that the dragons’ earthly power was centered around a cave that
had once been used by holy men who were not holy and a warrior who was not
really a warrior. There was also mention of ‘waters of oblivion’ and something
referred to as the light of the underworld. None of it made any sense. Once
again, Merlin insisted that it would be Jason, and not himself, who would
unravel the mystery of the book, and find the answer which would lead them to
the means of permanently closing the ethereal gate through which Morgana
planned to call in the dragons and conquer the world.


During the
course of their long, rambling conversation, Jason carefully side-stepped his
short imprisonment by Morgana and her threats to hunt down Beverley if he refused
to cooperate in the capture of Merlin. Since he had escaped unscathed, there
didn't seem to be any need to mention the ugly threats against Beverley's life,
particularly since she was still dutifully wearing the small crucifix that
Merlin had empowered against Morgana's scrying crystal, and given to her before
he and Jason left on their quest to find Morgana. Discussion of the crucifix
did, however, remind Merlin of another protective device they had obtained from
the Buddhist monks. Reaching into the leather pouch hanging from his belt, he
produced a small jar, unscrewed the cap and held it out toward Beverley.


“What’s that?” Beverley
leaned forward, sniffing at the nearly transparent, creamy contents of the jar.


“It would appear
that this is an anti-scrying agent. Sun Wang To, the Panchen Lama of the
monastery we were staying at, gave it to us. A small dab of this applied
regularly to the center of the forehead makes it impossible for anyone to find
you through the medium of a scrying glass. Jason and I have been using it now
for more than a week, and we think you should begin wearing it too.”


“If you think
that's best, sure. Do I need it when I have the magic crucifix?”


“The crucifix is
hardly magic, my dear, and although the stone from which the cross is made has
been given special properties to deflect the power of the scrying glass, it
would be wisest if you use this as well. Better safe than sorry, as they say.” Merlin
reached across the table and laid his long, slender hand over Beverley’s, patting
her gently.


“Whatever you
say.”


Throughout the
conversation, Merlin had been glancing furtively over his shoulder, peering
through the doors of the restaurant and into the hotel lobby.


“Is something
wrong out there?” Reflecting on all they had been through, Jason craned his
head around as his voice became tight with anxiety.


“No, no. Everything’s
perfectly fine. I just need a moment to investigate something. If you two will
excuse me, I’ll give you a little time to yourselves. I should be back shortly
and then we can have something to eat.” Thinking about what he had missed most
in the world of twenty-first century culinary arts, he added dreamily, “I
wonder if they have pizza here?” Rising from his seat, he wandered toward the
door, ignoring Jason's protests that they really were very nearly out of money.


Alone for the
first time since his return, Beverley leaned closer to Jason, nesting her head
on his chest, idly tracing a seam on his tattered Levis with one finger.


“You smell. You
need a bath,” she murmured quietly.


“You want to
help me take care of that?” When she raised her eyes to meet his, Beverley saw
the grin playing across his weary face.


“Sure.” And she
grabbed his ribs, making him flinch.


Before Jason
could carry the thought any further, Merlin swept back into the restaurant and
settled back into his seat.


“I took the
liberty of getting us rooms for the night. I think we will all feel better if
we have a bath and get a good rest before starting out in the morning.”


“Umm, Merlin,
where did you get the money this time?” Jason shook his head in anticipation of
yet another of the old magi's semi-larcenous money conjuring tricks.


With an air of
child-like innocence, Merlin answered defensively. “I wasn't the only one. I’ve
been watching that machine on the wall of the lobby and one person after
another was getting money from it, so I got some for us.”


“God, Merlin. That
was a cash machine. You’re supposed to have a card and a PIN number and it
takes money out of your bank account. You don't have a bank account and mine’s
almost empty.” Jason ran a dirty hand over his forehead. “How much did you
get?”


Reaching into
the pocket of his coat, Merlin pulled out a small mountain of ten and twenty
pound notes and laid them carefully in the center of the table.


“I don't know. I
paid for the rooms and this is what was left. I would have gotten more, but
there wasn't any more in the machine.”


“Oh, Lord. You
know, you really are a piece of work.”


Furrowing his
brow in confusion, Merlin mumbled “Thank you…I think.”


Jason shook his
head but Beverley only covered her mouth and giggled softly. “Here, Bev,” Jason
said, snatching the wad of bank notes from the tablecloth, “put this stuff in
your purse. We don't need everybody in the place witnessing our bank robbery
techniques.”


While Beverley
made a neat pile of the money and tucked it carefully into her hand-bag, Merlin
broached a new subject.


“I know you came
down from York to see Jason and give us a ride back home, and I’m sure we both
appreciate your efforts on our behalf...” It was obvious he was going somewhere
with this, and Jason and Beverley waited to see where it might be. They only had
to wait until Merlin held up his empty wine glass and signaled to a waiter
before picking up the thread of his tale. “Since you have your car here, I was
wondering if you would mind if we took a little side trip on the way back
north...a detour, if you will.”


“You mean I
finally get to go on one of your little adventures with you?” Beverley's tone
was half-mocking, but she was obviously thrilled to be included and still more
than a little frustrated that she had been excluded from the Mongolian trip.


“Yes. If you
don’t mind, and it’s not too far out of the way. There’s someone we need to
talk to, an old friend of mine. She might help us answer the riddle of the
Gnostic gospel.”


“No offence, but
I didn't know you had any old friends.” Jason's face was screwed up in doubt
and confusion. “I mean, with the exception of Morgana, I thought everyone you
knew is long dead.”


“All the people,
yes, but not everyone.” Still delighted with his ability to mystify his young
friends, Merlin was obviously enjoying this new game.


“Ok. I give up. Who
is this friend who is not a person and where do they live?”


“She lives in
Wales. I am a Welshman, you know. That's where I’m from.”


“I know, you
told me. What’s now Carmarthen, if I remember right.” Jason knew he was right,
he even remembered that the original name of Carmarthen in Old Gaelic, had been
Caer Myrddin, and it meant Merlin's fortress.


“Very good,
Jason. You have been paying attention.” Now that he had their rapt attention,
Merlin leaned back in his chair and took a deep breath. “My friend is someone
with whom I was once very close, her name is Vivian...”


“Wait. You said
that name the first night in my apartment when you were telling me about Arthur
and Morgana. But I can’t remember.” Jason screwed up his face searching vainly
for the answer.


“You know her
from the stories about Arthur where she is referred to as the Lady of the
Lake.” As Beverley stared at him in open-mouthed amazement, Merlin rose from
his seat. “But there’ll be plenty of time for explanations tomorrow on the
drive to Wales.” Turning to Beverley he continued. “How long will it take us to
get from here to north Wales?”


“I don’t know,
it’s two hundred miles at least, so somewhere between four and five hours. Maybe
a bit more if we have a lot of traffic.”


“Would you mind?
It could be important and might well help us unravel the riddle and provide the
key to closing the dragon gate permanently.”


Her eyes
lighting up at the prospect of meeting the legendary Lady of the Lake, Beverly
nodded enthusiastically. “I’d love to, if you two aren’t too knackered for an
extra day on the road.”


Jason just shook
his head, wiped a hand across his eyes and shrugged wearily. “At this point
it’s just another day.”


“Well, then, I
wish you two young people a very good night and I will see you at breakfast at
eight o'clock in the morning.” With that, he reached into his pouch, produced a
room key, laid it on the table, tossed back his half-finished drink and walked
silently toward the lobby and the elevators.


“What on earth
are we supposed to make of that?” Beverley was talking to Jason, but her eyes
were riveted on Merlin’s retreating figure as it glided silently across the
marble floor of the hotel lobby, with great dignity, in a filthy grey gown and
tattered bear skin coat.


“I have no idea,
but if I’ve learned anything from that old man, it’s never to underestimate
him. He knows things you can't even imagine and probably don't want to.”


Picking up the
key with one hand and taking Jason's arm with the other, she said quietly. “One
thing I can imagine is that shower we were talking about.”


Jason leaned
over and planted a soft kiss on her temple. “Oh, yeah, I can imagine that,
too...but why imagine?”


Pulling him up
from his seat she whispered in his ear “Oh, I don’t know, that gamey boy-smell
kind of turns me on.”
















Chapter Two



 

Jason, Merlin and
Beverley piled into Bev’s black Mini Cooper the following morning and drove north
from Gatwick Airport, to the M40 past Birmingham, skirted Liverpool where, only
three months earlier, Morgana le Fay had nearly killed Jason. Half an hour
later they had bypassed the medieval town of Chester and were headed into the
northern reaches of Wales. Even at the height of summer the hills and valleys
of Wales can be subject to the most unpredictably unpleasant weather; the
locals say that if you can see the mountains it’s about to rain, if you can't
see them it’s because it’s already raining. Here, banks of lowering clouds with
slate grey bellies cling perpetually to the mountain tops, making the countryside
look like some mythical land ruled by small, petty and very angry gods. In the
dead of winter Wales is far less hospitable.


Long before
Merlin directed Beverley to pull the Mini off of the main roadway and move onto
back roads that were little more than unmarked sheep paths, the fat, black
clouds had virtually devoured the ghostly shape of the distant mountains. If
the occupants of the car could have seen the entire dome of the sky, it would
have appeared to them like the upside-down surface of a cauldron filled with
boiling lead. As they climbed steadily upward toward the distant hills, the air
filled with a mist so thick that everything more than a few yards ahead of them
was reduced to shimmering, spectral outlines. Not that there was much to see;
the only things moving on the remote roads of rural Wales were a few sheep
wandering aimlessly through the fog in search of any edible patch of grass that
miraculously survived on the sodden, brown hills. On one occasion they passed
near a border collie who paused in his work of shepherding a flock of sheep
long enough to bark once at the passing Mini.


“Nice country
you got here, Merlin. Has it always been so inviting?”


“Wales has its
own peculiar charm, Jason. The atmosphere lends a mystery to the Welsh
countryside that is found nowhere else in the world. It grows on you.”


“So does a
wart."


“Don't mock what
you don't understand.”


“Where are we
going again?” Beverley was straining her eyes through the fog, trying to follow
Merlin's vague directions toward the coast and the westernmost edge of Great
Britain.


“Just follow the
signs toward Ynys Enlli and Bardsey Island. It’s the same place; the road signs
just list it in both English and Welsh. Can you make out the signs?”


“Um Hum. I think
so. As long as I don't go too fast.”


“Take your
time.”


“Oh, there’s the
turnoff, now. Ynys Enlli.” Beverley cranked the steering wheel hard to the
right, bumping carefully over the rutted track that was the only roadway
leading to Ynys Enlli Island.


“When you get
near the ocean, just park anywhere along the edge of the road and we can walk
from there.”


“Oh, look, over
there’s a little car park. I can pull in there.”


Once on the foot
path, they stumbled along through the fog, Merlin in the lead, feeling his way
according to some mental map that he had not accessed for a thousand and a half
years. How he kept from getting hopelessly lost, the other two could not imagine.
The fog had grown so thick it even blotted out the natural sounds of both the
sea and the countryside, leaving them to stumble, nearly blind and deaf,
through a soft, wet, silvery curtain. After a half-hour of climbing up hill and
down, the temperature began to drop, a sure sign they were nearing a large body
of water. Ten minutes later, the tough gorse and dead ferns covering the
landscape began to give way to a rock-strewn shingle.


Merlin stopped
moving, looked left and right while idly wringing the water out of his beard. “We
need to follow the shore northward until we come to a big hawthorn bush
standing on its own.”


“What makes you
think this bush is still here after all these eons?” Jason was holding tight to
Beverley's hand, helping her over the uneven stones and rocks of the beach.


“It will still
be here. Never fear.”


“Is this where
your friend, Vivian, lives? Out here on the edge of the world?” Beverley was
fighting to maintain her balance, while keeping up with Jason and Merlin and
still carry on a conversation.


“More or less. She
lives on the island; it’s about two miles off shore. Out there somewhere.” Merlin
gestured vaguely to his left. “Today they call it Ynys Enlli or Bardsey, in my
day it was commonly known as either ‘the road to heaven’ or ‘the gate to
paradise’ but its proper name was Avalon.”


“You mean Avalon
was a real place?”


“Oh, my, yes. Later
scholars somehow came to the bizarrely erroneous conclusion that it was
somewhere near Glastonbury, but it was here in Wales. Ah, and there it is.”


“Where’s what?” Straining
his eyes, Jason could hardly see ten feet ahead of him.


“The hawthorn. It’s
over here.”


The twisted
shape of an ancient thorn bush suddenly appeared out of the fog, looming up in
front of them. Massive, gaunt and leafless in winter, its gnarled branches
looked like skeletal fingers reaching out to ensnare unwary passers-by. Following
Merlin haltingly toward the bush, Jason and Beverley came to a stop only inches
from the briar covered branches.


“Where to now?”


“Through the
bush, Jason. Through the bush. Here, let me pull the branches apart. You go
first and open the way while I hold the path open for Beverley.”


“Through the
bush? Why don't we just go around it? There isn’t another thing within a
million miles.” Jason gestured toward the endless expanse of open shoreline
stretching into the foggy distance on either side of them.


“Because going
around it won't take us to where we’re going. Now, come on boy, step lively.”


Lowering his
head and elbowing his way through the ensnaring barbs and twigs of the
hawthorn, Jason stumbled forward, holding Beverley’s hand to help her along. A
minute later, the three of them were out of the thicket and standing on the
same rocky shingle as before, but in the time it had taken them to fight their
way through the shrub, the fog had dissipated enough that they could clearly
see the gently lapping sea in front of them. In the distance, far out across
the glassy, green surface of the water, stood a fog enshrouded island.


Looking around,
Beverley furrowed her brow in confusion. “I would have thought the fog would
have hung more heavily on the water than on the surrounding land. This seems to
be all backwards.”


“Turn around and
look back the way we came.” Merlin's voice was simultaneously playful and
commanding.


Doing an about
face, Beverley drew in a quick breath of amazement. The nearly impenetrable
curtain of fog had all but disappeared. Behind them she could see the path they
had followed all the way back to the roadway where the Mini was parked
somewhere in the distance.


“Where did the
fog go?”


“It is still
there, but it only exists on the other side of the hawthorn.”


“That’s why we
had to come through the bush, isn't it?” Beverley seemed fascinated by this
impossible truth, but Jason still scowled incredulously. Excited, almost like a
child discovering a new plaything, she continued. “How do we get to your
friend's house?”


“Let's just go
over there on the shingle and sit down. She should be along in a minute.”


Exchanging a
confused look and a quick shrug, Jason and Beverley followed the receding shape
of Merlin as he made his way along the shore to what he evidently considered an
accommodating spot and sat down heavily on the rocky beach. By the time they
caught up with him, Merlin had leaned back, pulled his filthy fur coat close
around him and locked his hands behind his head.


“You might as
well sit down and relax; the only thing we can do now is wait.”


Jason thumped
his flanks on the stony ground a few feet from the wizard and pulled Beverley down
after him. Sensing that Merlin felt the need to remain silent, they chatted
between themselves in low tones, catching up on each other's lives during their
nearly two months of separation. In the middle of their discussion of Jason's
former professor and faculty advisor, Dr Carver Daniels, Beverley suddenly sat
up and pointed toward the fuzzy outline of the fog-shrouded island.


“Jason,” her
voice lowered to an almost inaudible whisper as she leaned close to his
shoulder. “The fog on the island, it’s moving this way, across the water,
toward the shore.”


Sure enough, as
Jason refocused his gaze toward the misty surface of the Irish Sea, he could
see a single, slim finger of fog creeping across the water toward the spot
where the three of them sat.


“Merlin. I hate
to bother you. But should that fog be moving toward us?”


“Yes, it
should.” Merlin's face morphed into a faint grin and his voice was distant,
dreamy and detached in a way Jason had never heard it before.


Within minutes,
the tendril of mist had floated across the two miles of choppy water and was
creeping onto the shore, swirling near the prone figure of Merlin. As the other
two watched in uneasy fascination, the water vapor began to take form, shifting
and condensing into a vaguely human shape. It was soon apparent that the
solidifying figure was leaning low, reaching across Merlin's body. Slowly,
slowly, the mist first shimmered and then dissipated to be replaced by the
figure of a very young woman in a nearly translucent, diaphanous blue-green
gown; her long white-blond hair streaming across her shoulders and back, nearly
reaching her hips. When she lifted her head, Jason and Beverley could tell she
was wearing a silvery band around her head. The circlet glinted and shimmered
in the pale wintry light, but they could see it clearly enough to tell it was
decorated with the forms of dozens of tiny fish, each one catching and
reflecting the light so the tiny creatures almost looked like they were alive
and swimming around her head.


“Merlin? Merlin,
my love, is that you?” The woman's voice was distant, vague and musical, almost
like a sound heard from far off, or down a length of hollow pipe. At the sound
of her voice Merlin opened his eyes, hoisted himself up on his elbows and
smiled.


“Vivian. My good
lady. How lovely you look, child.” Scrambling to his feet, Merlin dusted the
sand and dirt from his coat before laying his hands on the young woman's
shoulders and staring hard into her face. Even from where Jason and Beverley
were sitting, it was obvious that Vivian was still in her mid-teens. The flesh
on her face, throat and arms still had that porcelain-like, nearly translucent
beauty that blond girls on the edge of full womanhood sometimes manage to
achieve. Her eyes were blue, like Merlin's, but where his were a riveting,
electric blue, hers were pale and watery, so delicately colored that in the
wrong light she could almost have been mistaken for being blind.


“Have you come
back to be with me, my love? I have waited for you...how long has it been? Has
it been a long time since I last saw you?”


“Yes, it has. Too
long, far too long. But I’m afraid I can only stay here with you for a very
little while. My friends and I need your help and then I have to leave again.”


The woman
scowled slightly in confusion as she laid a gentle hand on Merlin's craggy face
and drew it down across his snowy white beard. “Are you old?”


“Yes. I am. Very
old.”


“When will you
be young again?” She was staring hard into his face, trying vainly to grasp a
concept that was obviously beyond her experience, knowledge or understanding.


“Never. I’m
afraid I don’t know how to be young again. It’s the way of things in the world
of men. When we age, it’s irreversible. And now I’m too old to be your lover,
but I still love you, my child. I will always love you as I always have.”


Shaking her head
slowly, she stared at her hand as two fingers plucked an invisible speck of
lint from the front of Merlin's filthy coat. “Did you say you have friends with
you?”


“Yes, they’re
over there.” Merlin indicated Beverley and Jason with one hand, gently turning
Vivian's head with the other. When she saw them, she smiled a strange, eerie,
slightly vacant smile.


“Are you
Merlin's friends, too?”


Jason nodded,
but it was Beverley who stepped forward, extending her hand toward the young
woman. “Yes. I’m Beverley McCullough and this is my friend Jason Carpenter.”


Vivian took
Beverley's hand in her own and smiled again. “Do you know Merlin's other
friend? Arthur? Did Merlin tell you that I once gave Arthur a sword?”


Stunned for a
moment, Beverley did not know quite how to answer and she was relieved when
Merlin stepped between them and put a protective arm around Vivian. But when he
spoke, it was to Beverley that his words were directed.


“Vivian has no
concept of time, you see. To her, past, present and future are all the same,
she can remember the future as easily as we can remember the past. That’s why
she wasn't sure whether I was old or young. We could never explain to her why
it would be impossible for you to know Arthur.”


Beverley and
Jason, who had now stepped forward to meet this strange figure, nodded in
acknowledgement of Merlin's words but they could not understand how the Lady of
the Lake could exist outside of time any more than she could understand how the
rest of the world was bound by it. Most amazing of all, Vivian seemed not in
the least perturbed by the fact that she was being talked about as though she
was some aberration, some freak of nature.


“You really
should meet Arthur. He and Merlin are very good for each other.” Suddenly she
tilted her head to one side, musing, creasing her forehead. “But maybe you do
meet Arthur in another time. I seem to remember that happening.”


At this point
Merlin interjected himself back into the conversation. “Vivian and I first met
when I came back to Arthur's court while I was still trying to recover my
sanity after seeing the dragons wipe out Uther's army. She was very kind to me
and gave me sanctuary here on her island while my mind healed itself. Didn't
you, my dear.”


“Yes, I helped
you then, too. Just like I did in the before time.”


“Before?”


“It’s ok, Jason,
there was no earlier instance. Time confuses her. I think she means years later
when she helped me locate the best place to bury my sphere so I could be safe
from Morgana's soldiers while I sought a way to permanently seal the dragon
gate.”


“I don't want to
talk about that, Merlin. I think it will make you afraid...or it did... I can't
remember which.” She touched her forehead gently, in concentration, then,
changing the subject in mid thought, she stared hard at Beverley. “Would you
like to see where I live?”


“Oh, yes, if you
don't mind, I...” When Beverley turned her gaze toward the island, she realized
it was no longer there or, rather, they were no longer on the rock-strewn Welsh
coast. The entire group was now standing on Ynys Enlli and in the distance, in
front of them, was the far shore with its rough shingle, the hawthorn bush and,
in the distance, the path leading to the car. “What...? How...?”


The fog had disappeared
and the entire landscape was now washed with a soft, melon-colored light. By
contrast, the shadows cast by the ancient trees and low shrubberies were nearly
blue, making the entire scene look as lush and surreal as an illustration
created by the hand of Maxwell Parrish.


Vivian smiled,
reached out and took Beverley's hand. Before leading her guests deeper into the
island, she removed the sparkling circlet from her head and tossed it toward
the sea. In mid-arc, an instant before it began falling toward the water, the
delicate diadem broke apart, each of the tiny, shimmering fish that had comprised
it flopping and twisting through the air and landing in the water with a series
of delicate, silvery splashes before swimming away.


“Oh. Oh, my God,
that was so beautiful.” Beverley said, squeezing Vivian's hand with a shiver of
delight. “How did you do that?”


Vivian only
looked at her as though she did not understand the question and giggled,
covering her mouth with her free hand and averting her eyes. “Come. See my
garden.”


As the sylphan
figure wandered across the low grass toward the center of the island, Merlin
caught up with her and took her gently by the arm.


“We really do
need your help, my dear. Do you think you can try to help us?”


“It’s still her,
isn't it? Arthur's sister. Morgana, I mean.”


“I'm afraid so.”
Merlin shook his head, lowering his eyes sadly.


“You know you
can be safe from her here. You can stay with me and we can be together always. Nothing
changes here and you can be young again.” Glancing over her slim shoulder at
Beverley and Jason, she added “You're friends can stay too, if they like. Then
everyone will be safe.”


“I am afraid
it’s not that easy, my dearest. Morgana has become very dangerous. Jason and I
must find a way to stop her before she can bring back the dragons.”


While Merlin
tried to explain the urgency of his mission, Jason and Beverley realized that
their short walk had carried them to the edge of a massive knot garden. Scribing
a huge circle that must have covered fifteen or more acres, the maze was
incredibly intricate, with openings that led onto twisting pathways,
cork-screwing into each other, most of them leading to dead ends. Only
occasionally did one of them offer a way toward a large, open grassy area at
the heart of the maze. Strangest of all, the shrubs forming the walls of the
maze were trimmed so they were hardly knee high. It would have been impossible
to get lost here; one need only step across the tops of the hedges and walk
straight to the center. Still, the Lady of the Lake led her visitors into the
maze, picking her way carefully from intersection to intersection, path to
path, pausing now and again to consider which way to turn next. All the while,
Merlin was explaining to her the contents of the confused, prophetic passages
from the Gnostic gospel, hoping that with her powers of innate knowledge and
second sight she could help them unravel their mystery. Finally, he drew her to
a halt and stared hard into her eyes to hold her attention.


“Lady, have you
been listening to me? Have you heard what I said?”


“Yes, my love,
every word. And it pains me deeper than you can ever know to tell you that I
cannot help you. I know nothing of these holy men who are not holy nor of
knights who are not knights. Nor do I know of any water which induces a state
of oblivion.” Giggling, she added, “Although it does sound very pleasant, don’t
you think?” Finally, shrugging her tiny shoulders she said, almost as an
afterthought, “And of course you already know all about the cave.”


Gently, Merlin
took her by the shoulders and turned her so she was facing him full-on. “What
do you mean, I know about the cave? I don’t know what you mean.”


“You were there,
or will be, and I will be there with you. We will go there when you are a boy.”


“My dear, I
didn’t know you when I was a boy. We only met when I took refuge with you after
my wanderings.”


“No. The cave is
where the dragons live. You told the king about them. Don’t you remember?”


“I know the
dragons come out of a cave, Vivian. What I need to know now is where the cave
is located so I can keep the dragons from coming out and getting loose into the
world. Please, tell me where the cave is.”


Growing silent
and obviously frustrated, she pulled away from Merlin and rubbed the end of her
tiny nose with two fingers as a single, huge tear ran down one cheek. Finally,
she looked up at the old wizard and studied his face before turning to
Beverley. “Men always want to know things. Have you ever noticed that? They
want to know things and then they take the knowledge and go off and do things
with it. Why can't they just accept things as they are?”


Beverley stepped
forward and said quietly “I know that sometimes it must seem like that, but
this really is important. If there is anything you can tell us that might help,
we’ll be very grateful.”


Vivian stared at
her, and then back at Merlin. Then she let out a large, ragged sigh that seemed
bigger than she was. “I had hoped” she said in a tiny voice, “that Morgana
would go away, or simply stop bothering people with her ambitions and schemes,
but she hasn't, has she?”


“No, my dearest,
she hasn't, and I fear she never will until someone stops her. And it would
seem that the someone who has inherited that duty is my friend Jason. Can you
help us?”


“Possibly.” She
moved on through the maze, staring at the ground in an attempt to distract
herself from what she was saying, but continuing to talk. “The dragons are the
children of darkness and Morgana has fallen under their spell completely. She
has become one of them, in spirit at least, if not in body. The only way to
defeat their darkness is with the pure light of perfect truth which can only be
found in the physical reality of God's promise.”


“I don't
understand, child. What is this physical manifestation of God? God has no
physical form.”


“That fisherman
was looking for it, too, you know.”


“What
fisherman?” Now, even Merlin was confused by this new riddle which Vivian
apparently thought was connected to the enigmatic puzzle of the dragon gate and
the Gnostic gospel.


“The fisherman
with the keys. Oh, what was his name? I can't recall...”


“The fisherman
with the keys? You don't mean St. Peter, do you?” Beverley was grasping at
straws, but it was the only thing she could think to say.


Vivian smiled
and her eyes brightened with remembrance. “Yes. That was his name. Peter. He
had two keys, didn't you know that?”


Merlin looked
back at Beverley and Jason, both of whom were as confused as he was. Jason
stared back, shrugged and shook his head, while Beverley tried to piece Vivian's
fragmented thoughts into a coherent whole. After a pause, she held up a hand to
get the others’ attention.


“St. Peter is
always shown holding the keys to the kingdom of heaven. I've always wondered
why they show him holding two keys. According to the church, there is
supposedly only one way to salvation, so why is he shown with two keys rather
than just one?”


Vivian worked
her way a few yards back through the maze to where Beverley and Jason stood and
looked up at Beverley, searching her face. “Because” she whispered in a low,
conspiratorial voice, as though she was sharing some great secret, “one is for
good and one is for evil. They work together, yet against each other, two
halves of a whole. Do you understand?”


“I think I see
what you mean. Like the yin and yang, light and dark, positive and negative. But
what does this have to do with Morgana and the dragons and the cave?”


“The fisherman
never had the keys. He wanted them, God told him to find them and the Christian
people believed he had the power the keys contained, but he didn't. The keys
had already been lost ages before…or possibly ages later.” Vivian stared off
into the nothingness, trying valiantly to separate past from future. Finally
giving up, she sighed a tiny sigh, shook her head and smiled at Beverley. “Anyway,
the keys he holds in the pictures are just symbols of the real keys, so it
doesn’t matter.”


By now, Merlin
and Jason had clustered around Vivian and Beverley, clogging the narrow pathway
between the hedges, listening to the strangely youthful woman who was far older
than even Merlin could imagine. She looked around at them, her eyes wide with
anxiety, knowing that they expected things from her and unsure of what she
should say.


“The real keys,
the ones he never found, are still in God's covenant with the humans. That is
where you can find them, along with the other parts of the covenant; inside its
physical manifestation. The coffer...the box where they put them...don't you
understand?”


“No. We don't
understand. Please, Vivian, can't you be just a bit clearer? Can you just
concen...”


Beverley
excitedly cut Merlin off. “Wait. Wait. Vivian, look at me. Do you mean the Ark
of the Covenant? Is that what you’re trying to describe?”


“Yes. The big
gold box the Hebrews carried around with them.”


“Oh, my God.” Jason
cringed. “I am not going after the Ark of the Covenant. This is starting to
sound way too much like an Indiana Jones movie. I can see the headlines now:
‘Young archaeologist discovers Ark of the Covenant: George Lucas Sues for Copyright
Infringement’.” Jason was mumbling to himself and only stopped when Beverley
scowled at him. “Sorry, Bev, but after all the crap I’ve already been through
this is just way too weird to deal with.”


“Jason, after
all the crap you and Merlin have already been through, this should sound almost
logical.”


Jason rubbed his
unshaven chin, alternately nodding and shaking his head. “I'm sorry. It was a
stupid thing to say. I guess I'm just a little slap-happy from lack of sleep.”


Only inches
away, Vivian had continued talking over their exchange. “…and there were two
birds on the lid. Did you know that? Lovely golden birds with their wings
spread up over their heads.”


Now it was
Jason’s turn to interpret the Lady's vague ramblings. “Birds? You mean the
angels that are supposed to be mounted on the lid of the Ark?”


“Is that what
you think they were?” Vivian broke out laughing; the sound was like some
bright, tinkling, fairy music that rang as clear and true as a sparkling glass
bell. “No. They’re birds, silly. Sometimes you Christians are so confused. But
yes, you are right. That is where the keys are. In the box. The Ark of the
Covenant. All you have to do is take them out and they will allow you to seal
the doorway against the children of darkness.”


“The dragons?”


“Yes, of course,
the dragons.”


“Why didn't you
tell me this before?” Merlin had grabbed Vivian's arm and swung her around to
face him. His pain was obvious, at once heart wrenching and terrible.


She smiled
sadly, clutching the greasy fur of his coat in desperation. “Because I didn't
want you to leave me. I love you and I knew if I told you where to find the
keys to the gate you would leave me to find them.”


“Oh, you poor
thing. So instead you helped me lock myself in a crystal sphere for fifteen
centuries.”


“Is that a very
long time?”


“Yes, my dear
child.” He reached out and stroked her hair sympathetically with one hand. “It
is a very, very long time. Had you told me then, if I could have found them, I
might have been able to close the gate and come back to you while I was still
relatively young. Now it’s too late. I’m old and closing the gate is the last
thing I will have the strength to do.”


Vivian's gaze
began to cloud with sadness, but as her eyes wandered over the hedge rows of
the maze toward the open plot in the center she brightened, a childlike smile
replacing the look of frustration. “Would you all like to come inside and see
my tower? Merlin has been there many times. It is where I nursed his wounds
when he was dead.”


Since there was
clearly no house to be seen, Bev and Jason both looked confused but Beverley
desperately tried to keep Vivian both calm and focused. “That would be very
nice, Vivian. Maybe there we could talk this out.”


“Not today,
Vivian. I’m sorry, my dear, but we simply don’t have time to go inside. Maybe
another day.” Merlin looked over Vivian's head toward Beverley and shook his
head vehemently, but Vivian caught his movement and looked up at him.


“You liked it,
didn't you, my love. Did you like my house?”


“Yes. Of course,
but we really are in a hurry. Now what more can you tell us about the Ark and
the keys.”


“Nothing. You
must find the box with the birds, open it and take out the keys. They are the
only way to close the dragon gate permanently.”


Merlin embraced
Vivian so tightly it looked like he would crush her tiny form against his
chest. He was crying silently. There were no tears, but Jason and Beverley
could see his chest heave with the effort of ragged sobs. Embarrassed for
history's greatest wizard, who was, after all, as human as anyone, they turned
away and headed back toward the outer edge of the maze. Finally, Merlin
released the tiny child-woman, kissed her on the forehead and turned to rejoin
his friends.


“Please, don't
go, Merlin. How will I find my way back to my tower without you to guide me
through the maze?”


To no one in
particular, Jason muttered under his breath “Why doesn’t she just step across
the hedges?”


Vivian looked up
sharply, raising her voice across the distance between them. “That would spoil
all the fun. Don't you have fun where you come from?” Finally, she called out,
“Merlin, when the dragons are dead and you are young, will you come back and
love me?”


Looking very
old, Merlin turned to wave at her once and then shooed Jason and Beverley
through the maze, only glancing back over his shoulder once more to see the
retreating form of the Lady of the Lake, the tip of one index finger pressed
against her teeth in concentration, picking her way toward the open space at
the center of the vast, low maze.


When they
reached the edge of the island and were well out of Vivian’s hearing distance,
Jason turned to Merlin, a scowl on his face. “So what was all that about you
knowing about the cave and being dead?”


“If I knew
anything about the cave I’m sure I would have remembered it at some point over
the last thousand years and I’m quite certain I’m not dead…at least not yet. Consequently,
I can only assume she was remembering my death from the future.”


“Ooo, that’s
kind of nasty.”


“At least,
according to what she said, it would seem that we will eventually locate the
cave.”


 The three of them stood there for a
moment, looking silently out across miles of ocean, unsure of how to address
Vivian’s prediction of Merlin’s death. Eventually, Beverley was the first to
ask how they were going to get back to the shore.


“Follow me. Stay
close.” Merlin stepped off the low bank and onto the leading edge of the water,
Jason and Beverley following him, half a step behind. Before their shoe soles
touched the water, they were already on the opposite bank, the island and its
strange inhabitant again invisible, enshrouded in mist and fog nearly two miles
into the churning waters of the Irish Sea.


Beverley stepped
close to Merlin and tucked her arm through his, leaning close to his side. “Who
is she? Really?”


“No one knows. They
used to say she is one of the last of the fae, what you call the fairy folk,
probably a naiad, a water spirit. Neither entirely human nor entirely spirit,
but something in between.”


“You mean there
really are fairies?”


“So it would
seem. Certainly the Welsh who followed the old religion believed in them, and
even the early church never entirely discounted their existence. In the Book of
Genesis it does talk about ‘the sons of men and angels’. Some religious scholars
claimed fairies were a cross between humans and angels, and the early fathers
of the church held long debates to decide what these creatures really were and
how they fell into the over-all scheme of heaven and earth.”


Jason grunted,
nodded and mumbled “Was that one of those stupid ‘how many angels can dance on
the head of a pin’ type of arguments?”


Merlin nodded
his agreement with a small, knowing smile. “It was just about that fatuous. But
what they finally decided was rather interesting. The church finally agreed
that when Lucifer mounted his war against God, there was a group of angels who
refused to take sides. Consequently, they were not bad enough to be cast into
hell but neither were they good enough to remain in heaven with God and the
angels. As punishment for their neutrality, God condemned them to an existence
somewhere between the angels and humans, living in the eternal, but only
half-real, world of the fairies. Never again angels, but never becoming human. Never
dying but never really living. I don't know if it’s true, but it certainly
would explain a lot. And there is no doubt that Vivian lives at all points in
time simultaneously; remembering the future as well as the past while the
present is always as dim as a fleeting memory.”


“That’s sad…and
really scary.”


“That is also
why I couldn't allow you to go into her tower.”


“I didn’t see
anything that looked like a house or a tower. What was that all about?”


“The tower sits
in that open space at the center of the maze, my dear. She keeps it invisible
from most people, or it’s in some other dimension or, at least, in some way not
a part of the real world. Once we went inside, there is no telling how long it
might have taken for us to find our way back out.”


“You don't mean
she would have held us prisoners?”


“Oh, heavens no.
But because she has no sense of time, she wouldn't know if we had been there
for an hour or a century. And she likes to play games. Purely for fun she might
hide from us and wander off for a few minutes or a hundred years. There’s just
no way of telling. And without her we might never find the door. I couldn't
risk it.”


“But you’ve been
inside?”


“Yes.”


“And you could
have stayed there, with her, and been safe from Morgana, couldn't you?”


 Merlin looked at Beverley, his intense, hypnotic
blue eyes glowing. “Yes.”


“Why didn't you.
You loved her.”


“Yes, I did. And
even after all these centuries I still do. But I would never have been able to
work on a way of closing the gate if I were in there with her.”


“So you gave up
your life and your love for her, to live in that ball and fight Morgana.” She
squeezed his arm tight.


“And all the
time, Vivian knew where the key was located.” He shook his head, weary with the
weight of a thousand and a half years bearing down on his soul. “Jason” he
said, bringing himself back to the present, “you’re an archaeologist. What do
you know about the Ark of the Covenant?”


“Oh, Lord,
Merlin. That's not an archaeology question. That thing has been lost for
thousands of years.”


“And what do you
know about where it might be?”


“Based on
nothing more than a couple of documentaries I’ve seen on the History Channel,
it’s either completely lost, maybe destroyed, maybe it never existed, or it’s
right out in plain sight for everyone to see.”


“And if it
happens to be the latter case, where might it be?”


“In a church
somewhere in Ethiopia. At least that’s what all the conspiracy crazies say.”


“Where is this
Ethiopia, place?”


“I don't know
what they called it in your day, but in the Old Testament it is referred to as
the land of Sheba.”


“Ahh, that would
be the Kingdom of Aksumia, below Aegyuptus, south of the great cataract of the
Nile. One of the very earliest Christian kingdoms, if I’m not mistaken. That
might actually make a lot of sense, being as how King Solomon had a
relationship with the Queen of Sheba, who ruled that land during Solomon’s
reign.”


“Yeah, right,
Ethiopia, south of Egypt. But that’s really pretty much all I know about it.”


“Who would know
more?”


“Nobody I know,
but I guess I can ask Professor Daniels when we get back to York. Maybe he
knows somebody who knows something.”


“I'm sure he’d
be glad to see you again, Jason.”


Turning at the
sound of Beverley's voice, Jason asked, “How is he doing since his heart
attack?”


“Much better. He’s
back in his office, but he isn't teaching classes yet. I see him now and again
at King's Manor and he always asks about you. You should go see him. I know
he’ll help you if he can.”


“Would you like
to come with me?”


She squeezed his
hand and nodded. “Um hum. And thank you for finally including me in all this.”


He pulled his
hand away and slipped it around her waist, pulling her close to him as though
his physical proximity could protect her from whatever the future might throw
at them.
















Chapter Three



 

Three days after
their return to York, Jason and Merlin had settled back into Jason's little
flat on St. Mary's Terrace where they spent most of their time resting and
regaining their strength after the two-month-long ordeal in Mongolia. While
Jason made arrangements to visit the offices of Dr Carver Daniels and spent as
much time as possible with Beverley, Merlin cloistered himself at Jason's
computer table, staring for hours at a time into the remaining portion of the
antique Venetian crystal mirror that served as his scrying glass. Even though
they were now impervious to any attempt Morgana might make to scry on them,
Merlin still needed to know what she was doing and find out if she had managed
to make contact with the Dragon Lords. As long as Merlin remained alive she
would be unable to open the gate through which the creatures would flood back
to earth - and for the moment she probably believed that Merlin had died in the
dragon attack on the Buddhist monastery - but the question remained: what would
she do once she attempted to open the gate and found it was still locked? She
was bound to react badly and for this inevitability Merlin had to be prepared.


“She managed to
make her way back to Wales.” Merlin's voice floated through the bedroom door
and into the living room where Jason was putting on his coat.


“Who, Morgana?”


“Yes. She’s been
roaring in and out of her offices, terrorizing her employees.”


Jason suppressed
a laugh. “Does she know yet?”


“That I’m alive?
I don't think so. I'll keep an eye on her. For the moment, that’s all I can
do.”


“Right. Well,
I'm off. Beverley and I have an appointment to see Dr Daniels and I'm already
late. I'll let you know what I find out when I get back.”


“Good luck.” Merlin's
words were half muffled by the closing of the door as Jason stepped into the
hallway.


After rushing
through Museum Gardens, skirting the ruins of St Mary's Abbey and around the
corner, past the front of the art museum and into the courtyard of King's
Manor, Jason was puffing hard, his breath forming great clouds of steam in the
cold, crisp February air.


King's Manor,
the seat of the University of York's Archaeology department, looked the same as
it had the last time Jason was here more than two months earlier. The venerable
old building with its half ruined portico decorated with the remnants of once
magnificent caryatids flanking the door had not changed, but there was no
reason it should have. It had looked much like this when King Charles I stayed
there in the 1640s and would probably look much the same two hundred years hence.
Still, it felt comfortable to be back and it was certainly more familiar and
welcoming than the wastes of the Mongolian steppe.


Once through the
door, Jason hurried across the worn flagstone floor of the porter’s lodge and
across the courtyard toward the refectory where he and Beverley had agreed to
meet for lunch. Jason stole a glance at his watch. He was more than forty-five
minutes late. Would she be mad at him? Dashing up the stairs toward the
refectory door, he almost careened into Beverley as she stepped outside.


“Oh, there you
are. You were late and I went ahead and had lunch without you. I'm sorry, but
we need to go to Professor Daniels' office now.”


“Sorry I'm late.
That’s ok, I can grab something later.”


Together, they
made their way back across the courtyard and into the porter’s lodge, their
damp shoe soles making sucking noises on the wet flagstone floor as they headed
toward the massive old stone staircase leading up to the faculty offices. Together,
they walked down the hallway, past the row of heavy oak doors, till they came
to one bearing a tiny sign which read ‘Carver Daniels PhD’. Below the
professor's name were the words ‘Departmental Head’. Silently, they pushed open
the door and stepped into the tiny outer office. At the reception desk sat Miss
Irene Littlemore, her mousy grey hair pulled severely back into a bun, her face
nearly obliterated by a pair of large, thick glasses. As they stepped onto the
carpet, she looked up.


Half rising from
the chair, she nodded toward Beverley and said “Oh, Mr Carpenter. How nice to
see you again. Dr Daniels is expecting you. You can go right in.”


“How is he?”


“Oh, much
better, bless him. He hasn’t resumed his lectures yet, but he is feeling ever
so much better. Please go on in.”


Jason opened the
door to the inner office, motioning Beverley ahead of him. Carver Daniels was
busily sorting through a pile of papers scattered across his big desk, his
half-glasses perched precariously near the end of his nose. Even before Daniels
looked up, Jason could tell he had lost considerable weight since his heart
attack. His once comfortably middle-aged body was thin and his clothes hung
loose on his frame. His halo of sparse, milk-white hair still floated in all
directions as thought trying to escape from his head, but it had now been
joined by a neatly trimmed beard, obviously grown to hide the sagging flesh of
his gaunt face.


“Ah, what have
we here?” Daniels looked up, his voice cheery but formal as ever. “The prodigal
returns to the fold. Nice to see you too, Miss McCullough, you are well, I
trust.”


“Hello, Dr
Daniels. I'm fine thank you.”


Jason extended
his hand to the old man. “Nice to see you again, Dr Daniels. I hope you're
feeling better.”


“Fit as a
fiddle, Mr Carpenter, fit as a fiddle. I understand you and your grandfather
have been adventuring in the Far East. Did you find anything interesting on
your travels?”


In his mind,
Jason said: You wouldn't believe a single
word of it if I told you, and I wouldn't blame you one bit. Instead, he
said “It certainly was exotic, but I'm glad to be back.”


“Good, good. And,
one would hope, ready to resume your studies during the summer season.”


“Well, I hope
so, but I still have some things to deal with and...um...that’s sort of why I'm
here. I need some information and I was hoping you could help me.”


“Of course. Anything
I can do. What is it you need?”


“Well...”


Waving a bony
hand vaguely toward a pair of battered wooden chairs he mumbled “Please, do sit
down.”


Jason and
Beverley pulled the chairs so they faced Daniels' desk, but Jason couldn't make
himself comfortable, shifting uneasily in his seat. Oh, God, he’s going to think I’ve gone completely Loony Tunes and Merry
Melodies. Mustering every ounce of courage he could dredge up, he forged
ahead. “Aaa...I don't know exactly how to put this, but what do you know about
the Ark of the Covenant?”


Daniels knitted
his brow and pushed his glasses up to rest on his shiny pate. “I'm not certain
I heard you quite correctly, Mr Carpenter. Surely you didn’t say the Ark of the
Covenant?”


“Yes, I’m afraid
that’s exactly what I said.” Jason nodded in the affirmative, but his sickly
smile showed the level of his embarrassment.


Peering hard at
his former prize student, Daniels muttered “You haven't been reading anything
by that strange Graham Hancock person by any chance, have you? People like that
are scientific pariahs, you know. One simply doesn’t take things like the Ark,
or the Holy Grail, or the treasures of the Knights Templar, or the legends of
King Arthur, or any of that nonsense seriously.”


Jason winced at
the Arthurian reference, but just shook his head knowingly. “No, no, nothing
like that, it’s umm, just that...” think
fast, Jason... “It's just that my grandfather is trying to track down some
of the legends concerning the Ark. Not that he believes them...it’s just a
scholarly investigation into the stories...purely as legend and myth.”


“Ah-ha, well,
then, that’s perfectly acceptable. Any scholarly pursuit into dispelling
popular myth and charlatanism passing for science is admirable, most
admirable.”


“Right.”


“Unfortunately,
as you know, neither ancient Hebraic history nor mythology are my field of
study...”


“I know, I just
thought...”


Daniels waved a
hand, indicating that he had not finished what he was saying. “However, I do
know someone who might be able to help you.”


“Really?” Jason's
head snapped up, his eyes opening wide.


“Yes. His name
is Father John Cunningham. Are either of you familiar with Fr Cunningham?” Both
Jason and Beverley shook their heads. “No matter. He is a fairly renowned
scholar in biblical history and legend and, as luck would have it, he is right
here in York.”


“Oh, yeah?” Jason
could hardly contain his excitement.


“Yes. Fr
Cunningham is head librarian at the York Minster Library and archivist of the
Archbishop's private collection at the ecclesiastical palace.”


“Wow.”


“Indeed ‘wow’. John
Cunningham is an extremely learned man. If you like, I can try to arrange for
you to meet with him. Would that be satisfactory?” Daniels’ offered a beatific
smile. “I rather owe it to you since you took my place at the Liverpool museum
opening while I was in hospital. Turn about being fair play and all.”


“I would really
appreciate that, Doctor. I can leave you my phone number and Miss Littlemore
can let me know.”


“If you like,
but as it’s still early afternoon, Fr Cunningham is probably in his office. I
could ring him up now.”


“I don't want to
be any trouble.”


“Nonsense. No
trouble at all, my boy.” Daniels was reaching for the telephone even before the
words were out of his mouth.


The three of
them sat in silence while the phone rang, Jason glancing across to Beverley,
raising his eyebrows slightly.


“This is Carver
Daniels at the University of York. Is Fr Cunningham in? Yes, please...I'll
hold. John...Carver Daniels here...Indeed it has been too long...Oh, coming
along quite well, thank you, and yourself? Good, good. Look, John, I have two
of my students here and they would like to pick your brains...”


As the old
professor explained the situation, Jason and Beverley leaned forward in
anticipation, hanging on every word of the one-sided conversation. Finally,
Daniels said his goodbyes and hung up the receiver, leaning back with a
self-satisfied look.


“Ask and ye
shall receive, Mr Carpenter.”


“He'll see us?”


“He will,
indeed. He seems to have some free time right now if you care to walk over to
the Minster Library.”


“Oh, that would
be great.” Jason looked at Beverley before continuing. “Do you want to come
along?”


“I'd love to,
but I have a class in half an hour. You go ahead and you can tell me all about
it later.”


“You sure?”


“Yes. I've
waited this long to find out what you’re really up to, I suppose I can wait a
few more hours.” She was obviously teasing Jason for being kept in the dark for
two months, but there was no malice in her tone.


“Are you coming
along, Dr Daniels?”


“I believe the
department can survive without me for an hour or so, so if you don’t mind, I’ll
take the liberty of joining you.” As the three of them rose and began putting
on their coats, Daniels added, almost as an afterthought, “Fr Cunningham keeps
an excellent cellar and my doctor says the occasional drink would be good for
my heart.”


With that, he
stepped toward the door and held it open for Beverley to pass, and the three of
them walked out of King's Manor. Beverley left them on the corner near the
ancient medieval city gate known as Bootham Bar, where Jason and Carver Daniels
headed through the gate, into the old walled city and on toward the massive
high-gothic structure that is York Minster Cathedral.


The exterior of
the Minster loomed above them, its heavily decorated and carved stone walls
glowing yellow-gold in the winter sun. From the towers, medieval gargoyles held
their hideous mouths wide, dripping water down past hundreds of statues of
saints, monks and long dead Archbishops that clustered up and down across the
edifice. Passing the massive west front of the cathedral, Jason and Daniels
skirted the south side of the building, its flying buttresses reaching skyward,
casting twisted shadows across the lawn and over the life-sized bronze statue
of the Roman Emperor Constantine. A few yards down Queen's Walk, hard by the
medieval complex of King William's College, they turned in at the Georgian
facade of the York Minster Library where they were escorted upstairs to the
office of Fr John Cunningham.


The room looked
more like a Victorian gentleman's study than the office of a priest and
librarian. The lower six feet of the walls were covered with dark oak
wainscoting divided into heavily carved panels. Above this, gold high-lights on
the dark green William Morris wallpaper reflected the light from a massive
brass chandelier, steeping the room in a soft, warm glow. In the center of one
wall a massively carved mantel piece was surrounded by a cluster of green leather
club chairs, while in the hearth a log fire crackled and snapped, throwing its
warmth into the room. In one corner, a dignified mahogany desk stood behind an
intricately woven Persian rug.


Rising from one
of the chairs near the fire, Fr Cunningham stepped briskly toward his guests,
thanking the librarian who had shown them in before clasping Carver Daniels's
hand in both of his own.


“Carver. I’m so
glad to see you up and about again. You gave us all quite a scare with that
heart attack. How do you feel?”


“I'm fine, John.
Thank you for coming to see me while I was in hospital.”


“Not at all. Even
if you weren't my friend, it is part of my job, after all.” The priest chuckled
warmly, laying a hand on Carver Daniels' arm before turning his attention to Jason.


“So, this is the
young man who wants to know about the Ark of the Covenant.” Their host extended
a chubby hand toward Jason, who smiled and nodded, accepting the gesture of
welcome.


John Cunningham
did not fit the image of the room he inhabited. In his mid-thirties, with a
short thatch of unruly blond hair, he looked like nothing so much as a
renaissance cherub. He was short and everything about him was round. His face
was round; his body was round; even his tiny glasses were round, and had the
effect of giving his face the aura of a curious child. Talking without
releasing Jason's hand, he pulled his guest toward the fire and gestured toward
a comfortable looking chair.


“Sit down. Jason,
isn't it? Good. Relax, Jason. You too, Carver, for heaven’s sake, don't stand
there, take your coats off and make yourselves comfortable.”


When they were
seated, Fr Cunningham returned to the chair he had been sitting in and was just
shifting his bulk into position when he sprang up again. “Gracious, me. Where
are my manners? Would either of you like a drink? I have some very nice sherry,
here. Or some port, if it’s not too early for you.”


“Sherry would be
fine, John, thank you.”


“And you,
Jason?”


“Ahh, no, thank
you, it’s a little early for me.”


“I know. How
about a beer? I have some Old Speckled Hen in the fridge, here.”


Offering a smile
and a nod, Jason said “Thanks, I could do a beer. That would be great.”


A few minutes
later, crystal glasses filled with ruby and gold liquid had been passed around
and Fr Cunningham had settled back into his chair. Taking an appreciative sip
from his sherry, he sat the glass on a small table next to his chair and stared
at Jason. “Now, tell me what it is you want to know about the Ark.”


“Anything you
can tell me, really. I mean, I know that Moses had it built to hold the Ten
Commandments and that it was kept in Solomon’s Temple in Jerusalem for a long
time and that it finally disappeared, but that’s about all, really.”


“Then let me
start at the beginning and give you some background. Then we can move on to the
particulars. Is that all right?”


“Yeah, fine. I
appreciate anything you can tell me.”


“Well, according
to the Book of Exodus, chapter 25...verses 10 through 15, I believe, the Ark
was made of acacia wood and covered with beaten gold. Its dimensions were
one-and-a-half cubits high, one-and-a-half cubits wide and two-and-a-half
cubits in length; a cubit being the distance from a man's elbow to his
fingertips, so think of it as about twenty inches. On the lid of the Ark there
were supposedly statues of kneeling angels with their wings either upraised, or
tilted forward so they pointed toward each other. The space between the angels
was known as the Mercy Seat, and was supposedly the throne of God when He
visited the temple to speak to His people. Presumably, The Lord's presence was
always known to the people and the High Priests because there appeared above
the Mercy Seat a glow, or a shimmering light, or something similar; and this
was known as the Schechinah.


“The original
purpose of the Ark was presumably to hold the Ten Commandments. We assume this
to have been true, because in Exodus 25, verse 16, God tells Moses "Thou
shalt put into the Ark the testimony which I shall give thee". This
information is again repeated in Exodus, chapter 40, verses 1 and 2, and we can
suppose that the reference to ‘the testimony’ indicates the Tablets of the Law,
known as the Ten Commandments. But you already know this much.” Cunningham
waved one hand through the air as though erasing his words. “However, along
with the tablets, other items of the utmost religious significance were also
supposedly kept there, but we can get to that later.”


Jason really
wanted to know what these other items might have been, and if somewhere among
them were the keys to good and evil that the Lady of the Lake had told them
about. But he was already so enthralled by this encyclopedic knowledge of
ancient Hebrew lore that he managed to keep his questions to himself. Because
he considered this part of the story to be legitimate history, even Carver
Daniels was leaning forward in rapt attention.


Warming to his
subject, Fr Cunningham shifted deeper into his chair and continued. “After The
Hebrews ended their wanderings and King Solomon had built his great temple, the
Ark was kept in the area known as The Holy of Holies, a place forbidden to all
but the High Priests. Sadly, the Ark, along with numerous other religious
treasures, disappeared when the Egyptians, under Pharaoh Shoshenk I - the first
ruler of the twenty-second dynasty, who is incorrectly referred to in the first
Book of Kings as Pharaoh Shishak - sacked the city of Jerusalem, destroyed the
temple and carried away all the treasures as war booty. Accounts of the sack of
Jerusalem are given both in First Kings, chapter fourteen and Chronicles
chapter twelve. According to the Egyptian records this would have taken place
around 928 or 927 BC, only a few years after Solomon's death and the subsequent
division of his Kingdom into two parts, Israel and Judah.


“The temple was
eventually rebuilt, but nearly three centuries later, Israel was again
conquered, this time by the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar the second, and
the temple was completely destroyed and the Hebrews were driven into exile
where they remained for nearly five centuries. The point is that the Ark and
the other treasures must have been long gone by the time of the Babylonian
conquest because there is no record of their ever having been recovered from
the Egyptians, or having been seized later during the Babylonian invasion.” Cunningham
smiled and let out a huge sigh. “Now that we have established the background of
the story, what precisely, was it that you wanted to know?”


Jason's head was
already spinning. He didn't know how he was going to remember all this and relay
it to Merlin and Beverley, let alone how he was going to remember any
additional information. Still, he pressed ahead, putting his questions into
some kind of chronological order.


“So...the ark
was built at the time of the Exodus from Egypt, and…”


Father
Cunningham smiled an enigmatic smile, held up an index finger, and interrupted
him. “Supposedly. However, it’s also possible that it was stolen out of Egypt.”


“You mean the
Hebrews might have built it earlier and then taken it with them?”


“No. Not exactly.
You see, Jason, the Hebrews had no previous history of using arks, but the
Egyptians did. They were kept in the temples of the gods to hold religious
objects in the same way the Hebrews used theirs later on. It’s even possible
that the Hebrews picked up the custom of using an ark as a part of their temple
furnishings from the Egyptians. Here, let me show you.”


Pushing himself
up from his chair, the priest stepped toward a large book shelf standing along
one wall of the room, his eyes following his index finger as it searched along
one of the shelves. When he located what he was looking for, he pulled a
massive, leather bound volume from a shelf and began thumbing through it on his
way back to the fire. By the time he reached his chair, he had found what he
was looking for and handed the book to Jason before taking his seat. “There. That
gives you examples of an Egyptian ark as well as the Ark of the Covenant.”


The heavy volume
was a religious encyclopedia laid open to one of the first pages under 'A'. In
the entry dealing with Arks, were two illustrations. The first, obviously a
19th century engraving of the Ark of the Covenant, showed a rectangular box with
paneled sides. Along the bottom of each long side was a carrying pole inserted
through two rings. Surmounting the lid were the figures of two kneeling angels,
leaning forward in prayer, their wings upraised and tilted forward until they
nearly met. The second picture was a simple line drawing that had apparently
been copied from an ancient Egyptian painting or temple carving. Here, two
hawks - representing the god Horus - stood on a rectangular box, their wings
awkwardly stretched forward and upward, reaching toward each other across the
top of the ark. Between their wings was a circle, described in the caption as
being a representation of the disc of the sun god, Amun-Ra.


“So,” Jason
said, still staring at the pictures, “has anyone ever discovered one of these
Egyptian arks?” Vaguely, in the distance, he heard the priest say that he was
not aware of any which had come to light, but his mind was elsewhere
-specifically on the words of the Lady of the Lake who had described the
figures on the Ark as being birds rather than angels. Maybe she's right; maybe they were birds after all. Maybe the Jews
stole the thing and re-carved them to look like angels. It was, of course,
not the sort of thing one said to a priest, even one as obviously liberal as Fr
John Cunningham.


“...but then
again, there is nothing to say that one won't eventually be discovered. As an
archaeologist yourself, you know there are always new finds coming to light. As
for the Ark itself, after nearly three thousand years...” Fr Cunningham
shrugged in resignation and then leaned forward to take the closed book from
Jason's hands.


“Yeah, it is kind
of a long time for something to remain lost and still expect it to turn up,
isn't it?”


Father John's
round stomach bounced with suppressed laughter. “Indeed it is, Jason.”


“It would be
impressive if it did, though.” Jason was just making conversation to fill time
till he got around to the real reason he was here.


“My son, even if
it were found tomorrow, and was duly authenticated by every recognized
archaeologist in the world, there is no reason to suppose that the Church,
neither the Roman Catholic Church nor the Anglican Church or even the Jewish
authorities in Israel, would ever recognize it as being the real Ark of the
Covenant.”


“Really? Why
not?”


“Because the
foundation of the church rests on faith, not on scientific proof. Even the
shroud of Turin has never been claimed as being the actual burial cloth of our
Lord. Or as being any other kind of holy object, for that matter.”


“Why?”


“Because to do
so would remove the element of faith in religion and replace it with hard
facts. Belief in God is all about faith taking precedent over fact.”


“But wouldn't
that strengthen the church's position? You know, like, get more people to
believe.”


“Possibly,
possibly not. Let me give you an example. In the 1190s, the monks at
Glastonbury Abbey discovered an ancient Celtic tomb containing the bodies of a
man and woman, and judging by their jewelry, they were obviously of high social
rank. Well, the monks immediately claimed them to be the bodies of King Arthur
and Guinevere and moved Arthur's body into the abbey church and placed it in a
massive black marble shrine. Over the years, the shrine made them a lot of
money in the form of gifts left by pilgrims. But the fact is, it couldn't have
been Arthur because he was probably not even a real person. Even if he was, it’s
highly unlikely that he would have been conveniently buried inside the abbey
precinct.”


Oh, he was very real, alright. You might not
know it, but I do and so does a friend of mine.


“...and that’s
only one example. In the middle ages there were two heads of St John the
Baptist held in different churches, one in Spain and one in Italy. The official
Vatican line was that one was the head of St John as a young man, the other the
head from the time John was executed on the order of King Herod. It sounds
absurd, I know, but such things were common during the middle ages. They called
it ‘the miraculous multiplication of relics’. Since then, the church has become
a lot more circumspect in making claims for miraculous objects and events. It’s
largely a matter of self-protection, you understand?”


“Yeah, I can see
that. But…um… back to the Ark.” Finally, Jason was going to bring the
conversation around to where he wanted it. “What all might have been kept
inside it? Beside the tablets with the Ten Commandments, I mean?”


“Of course, we
don't know, exactly, but presumably many of the sacred objects of worship used
by the High Priests. Probably the apron, or breast plate, that they wore when
performing their official duties. This apron supposedly was decorated with
twelve great jewels, one for each of the twelve tribes of Israel.”


“Was there
anything there that might have had to do with controlling good and evil, like
keys, or something?”


“Ahh, you’re
referring to the Urim and Thummim.”


“The what?”


“Urim and Thummim. No one even knows with any certainty what they really
were. They are only mentioned once in the Old Testament; in the book of Exodus,
chapter 28, verse 30, where their function is vaguely described. It would seem
that they were worn inside, or underneath, the High Priest's apron - referred
to as the ‘breastplate of judgment’ - during special ceremonies and they
supposedly gave the priest the unfailing ability to divine between good and
evil, or between truth and lie, or something to that effect. The only other reference
to them that I know of is in one of the Dead Sea scrolls.” Here, Fr John
paused, staring into the distance, seeking just the right bit of information
from the warehouse of arcane facts tucked away under the tousled yellow hair. “Scroll
number 4Q376, if I'm not mistaken…but don’t quote me on that one. In the
scrolls the Urim and Thummim are said to have been carried
ahead of a newly consecrated priest in a ceremony known as the ‘Ritual of Three
Flames’.”


“What, exactly,
did these Urim and Thummim things do? I mean, how did they
work?”


“The only thing
we really know about them is what can be gleaned from the translation of their
names. In the ancient Hebraic language, Urim
means either 'truth' or 'light' and Thummim
means 'perfection' or 'completeness'. Combine the two and you have something
like 'the light of perfect truth', which is also a phrase they used to describe
the Schechinah which I mentioned
earlier.”


Jason said “The
light that appeared above the Ark of the Covenant, right?”


“Correct. But we
are still left with the fact that there is no mention of what the Urim and Thummim really were.”


“And nobody has
any idea?”


The priest gave
a great sigh, his stomach swelling and collapsing with the effort. “There are a
lot of guesses but that’s all they are, guesses. Understand the Urim and Thummim occupy a key position in the history of religious myth. Their
provenance is intriguing but it is very incomplete. The most accepted
explanation is that they were some kind of jewels, like those on the
breastplate of judgment. Some believe they were made of sardonyx, a
semi-precious stone comprised of sard and white chalcedony. A thousand years BC
- the period we are talking about - sardonyx was considered more precious than
gold or sapphires, so from the standpoint of sheer rarity, this theory would
make sense.”


“That's it then,
they were just stones?”


“Not entirely. There
is also a theory that on the back of the gems were carved two of the secret
names of God, or Yahweh, the old Hebrew name for God. Supposedly, the Urim had a forty-two letter version of
one of His secret names and the Thummim
bore a seventy-two letter version of another. But this is all just speculation,
Jason. No one really knows what they might have been, or what happened to
them.”


“Well then, just
supposing that they, and the Ark, did exist. What are the best theories as to
what might have happened to them?”


“I fear, John,
that our Mr Carpenter may have been watching too many supposed documentary
programs on the telly.” It was the first time Carver Daniels had spoken in more
than an hour and a half. Although there was obvious criticism in his words, his
tone of voice was playful.


“Ahh, I see. Well,
so long as we approach it from the angle of pure speculation and legend,” Fr
Cunningham looked at Dr Daniels, who nodded his head with limited approval. “There
are two prevailing theories, neither of which quite fits the historical facts. The
nearest we have to historical reality is that the Ark may have been looted by
the Egyptians when they attacked Israel and sacked Solomon's temple around 950
BC. If this is true, then chances are it, along with all of its contents, found
their way into the Pharaoh’s treasury where its gold covering would probably
have been stripped off and melted down. Of course, if the Ark had originally
been stolen from Egypt by the Hebrews then it could have been restored to an
Egyptian temple. In either case it would have simply vanished from history.


“On the purely
speculative side, one theory has it that sometime shortly before the end of his
reign, King Solomon was visited by a prince of Sheba named Menelik, who was
supposedly Solomon’s son by the Queen of Sheba, with whom he had had a liaison
some twenty, or twenty-five years earlier. This story says that Solomon gave
the Ark to his son to take back to Sheba. Why he would do a thing like that, I
cannot possibly imagine. Certainly there is no evidence that he had converted
the Shebans to Judaism and it would have been a great sacrilege to have given
the holiest objects in the Hebrew world to a pagan.


“The other
theory - and this is even more incredible than the first - is that during the
crusades the Knight's Templars discovered the Ark among the ruins of Solomon's
temple and removed it themselves to what was then called Nubia. You understand,
Sheba and Nubia were both names given to what we call Ethiopia, at different
periods of history. Again, why the Templars would have done that is anybody's
guess. Like most conquering armies the Templars were greedy. If they were going
to remove it from Jerusalem it would have likely been taken to one of their own
treasuries in Europe, or given to the Holy See in Rome as a gift.”


Jason offered a
lop-sided smile. “I guess if they had sent it to Rome it would have made quite
an impression on the Pope.” Fr Cunningham laughed, nodding his head in
agreement, but before he could answer, Jason continued with his questioning. “So
why all this connection with Ethiopia?”


“As I’m sure you
already know, a lot of people believe that the Ark of the Covenant has been
kept there for centuries, if not millennia.”


“Where there?”


“Supposedly in
the Church of St Mary's in the town of Axum.”


Jason had heard
something that sounded like Axum recently. What
was it? Merlin. What had Merlin said? Axumia. “Axum. Is that something like
Axumia?”


“I’m duly
impressed, Mr Carpenter. That’s a very obscure reference, congratulations. Axumia
was another name for Ethiopia, the name the Roman's used for it from about 100
BC through 400 or 450 AD. Why?”


“Oh, nothing. Just
something I heard somebody say.”


“It must have
been a pretty well versed somebody to know Axumia.”


“Oh, yes. Very
well versed.”


“Be that as it
may, as I was saying, the Bishops of Axum, who are members of the Coptic
Church, have claimed for centuries that they were entrusted with the
safekeeping of the Ark. Certainly the Ethiopian Coptic Church is one of the
oldest established Christian communities in the world - supposedly founded by
St Mark - and Ethiopia is one of the few countries which has never been taken
over by an invading army. But the chances of something like the Ark having ever
come to be there, let alone surviving all these thousands of years, is pretty
slim.”


“So nobody has
ever actually seen it, then?”


“Not as far as
I’ve ever heard. The Copts used to parade it through the streets of Axum during
Holy festivals, but it was always covered. Then, when the Emperor Haile
Selassie was overthrown and murdered by a communist junta in the 1970s, they
stopped bringing the object out in public. Now, as far as I’m aware, no one
knows where it is...if, indeed, anyone ever did.”


“That’s quite a
story, Father.”


“It is. But remember,
Jason, that’s all it is: Just a story. The Ark of the Covenant disappeared from
the pages of history an awfully long time ago and the Urim and Thummim are no
more than brief mentions in the oldest part of Jewish folklore. If you want to
make a name for yourself in archaeology, keep up the good work with Dr Daniels,
here. I'm sure you will find another of those mysterious crystal globes one of
these days.”


“Oh, you know
about that?” Jason was honestly surprised.


“Carver keeps me
up to date on all his bright young stars. Don't go looking for the Ark of the
Covenant, or the Holy Grail, or Noah's Ark.” Fr Cunningham stood up, signaling
that the interview was at an end, apologizing for being abrupt, but explaining
that he was due for services at the Minster.


On their way
back to King's Manor, Jason thanked Carver Daniels profusely for his help and
for getting him in to see Fr Cunningham on such short notice.


“Not to worry,
Mr Carpenter. I just hope to see you back in class before too long.” The words
were kind and well meaning, but there was a worried look on the old man's face.
Jason was almost certain his professor thought he had gone off the deep end. He
would have liked to offer words of encouragement, but with the strange turns
his life had taken over the past few months, there was nothing he could say
without lying and he had too much respect for Carver Daniels to do that.


“I'll keep in
touch, Doctor. I promise.”


“Good. Please do
that.”


The sun was
already going down when they parted at the high, wrought iron gate surrounding
King's Manor and Jason's head was already whirling with the information he had
accumulated and he still had two more stops to make before going home. After
only a minute’s consideration, he stepped inside a bus shelter, pulled his
mobile phone from his coat pocket and dialed the number of his flat.


“Merlin?”


“Yes, Jason. Did
you have any luck?”


“More than
expected. Could you ring Beverley and could the two of you meet me at the
Minster Inn in about…” he glanced at his watch, “…say an hour and a half?”


“Ahh, it must be
good news. Are we celebrating?”


“Only partly. I
just feel pretty cranked up and need to unwind, if that’s ok?”


“I can call
Beverley and as soon as I find her I will make the appropriate arrangements.”


“Great. See you
then.”


Merlin rubbed
his hands together as he headed toward the bathroom to shower and change into
his only modern suit – an old, three piece brown tweed that Jason and
Beverley had bought in the hope it would make him look less conspicuous when he
went out in public. He didn't know what Jason had to tell him, but while his
young protégé had been following his particular trail, Merlin had been busy
spying on Morgana. If it hadn't been for the immense danger posed by the woman,
he would have been thoroughly enjoying himself.
















Chapter Four



 

While Jason was
talking with Carver Daniels and Father John Cunningham, Merlin had been sitting
in front of his Venetian crystal scrying glass, intently following Morgana le
Fay’s every movement. This was the third consecutive day he had been spying on
her and there were two things about which he now had absolutely no doubt. First,
Morgana seemed completely unaware that he and Jason were still alive,
undoubtedly believing that they had been killed by her pet dragon when it
attacked the Buddhist monastery where they had taken shelter. Had she known her
old enemy was still alive she would not have been so frantically marshaling her
forces and moving forward with whatever plans she was making. Next, and
probably as a result of thinking herself finally free of Merlin’s ability to
hold the dragon gate closed, she was obviously preparing for some major move
toward opening the invisible gate and allowing the Dragon Lords and their
minions back to earth where they would be loosed on an unsuspecting population.
In her conversation with them her animated movements made it clear that she was
excited.


Despite
everything he learned while staring into the scarred depths of the old mirror,
there was one severe limitation to the scrying glass’ ability; it was incapable
of transmitting sound. Like watching a silent movie, or television with the
sound turned off, only information which became obvious through the physical
action that accompanied it could the images be accurately interpreted.


The fact that
the dragons lived by absorbing energy would make them impervious to modern,
high-tech weapons and thereby nearly invincible. Every electric plant they
destroyed, every bomb sent against them, every fire they set with their searing
breath, would only serve to make them stronger. If they had swept across the
dark-age world of Merlin’s youth like an unstoppable plague, they would leave
the modern world a charred and blackened cinder.


As he waved his
hands in the air before the mirror, its surface began to blur and darken,
vanquishing the images he had been watching. Merlin was satisfied with what he
had learned but he also knew there was much he had missed. With a silent shrug
he hung the mirror back on the wall of Jason’s bedroom and wandered off to
clean up and get dressed before heading off to meet Jason and Beverley at the
pub.


* * *


Morgana le Fay
walked casually across the ancient Persian rug that blanketed the oak floor of
her library, enjoying the silence. As always, she was impeccably turned out;
the color of her expensively tailored suit very nearly matched the intense
violet of her eyes and around her shoulders a scarlet silk scarf was held in
place by a solid gold Celtic brooch that her mother, Ygrane, had given to her
nearly 1,600 years before. The colors of her wardrobe never varied, purple and
scarlet, the same colors ascribed to the Whore of Babylon in the biblical book
of Revelations. And Morgana’s sartorial color scheme of choice unquestionably
displayed her charms to their best effect. Someone once said “if you’ve got it,
flaunt it” and Morgana le Fay definitely had it - after more than a
millennia-and-a-half she still looked barely thirty-five years old and even at
thirty-five she would have been stunning. While clinging to the same colors
century after century was probably a silly tradition, Morgana liked tradition;
it gave her a sense of continuity and belonging. And today was a day when many
old traditions were about to bear fruit.


Crossing the
library she scanned the two adjoining walls of floor-to-ceiling bookcases. Most
of the books were expensively bound in fine leather, the colors of their
bindings chosen more for visual affect than because of whatever might have been
inside them. It was the kind of room some immensely rich people constructed to
impress their guests but this room was different – visitors here were
rare in the extreme. Today, however, there would be guests. With a small,
wistful sigh acknowledging that the calm of her retreat would be unavoidably
broken, Morgana approached the bookcases, running a finger along the spines
until it came to a yellow morocco-bound edition of Thomas Malory’s ‘Le Morte D’Arthur’ – ‘The Death
of Arthur’. Smiling at the thought of her half-brother’s death, she pulled the
top edge of the book toward her and stepped back as the wall of shelves parted
and swung silently outward.


The now exposed
alcove was flanked by shelves jammed with ancient scrolls and leather-bound
volumes of such immense age that their covers were slowly crumbling to dust. At
the center of the recess stood a three-foot diameter bronze-colored disk
beneath which rested a bank of crystal levers and dials mounted on a brass base
engraved with strange, alien symbols. To the right of the crystals sat a modern
computer keyboard and it was here that Morgana’s hand strayed. Punching the
‘enter’ key she waited for the reassuring hum indicating that Excalibur Holding
Corporation’s computers were back online after they had been disrupted by that
horrid old man and his insipid little boyfriend. After entering the correct
codes and passwords Morgana waited while the polished surface of the disk
alternately clouded-over and cleared. Less than a minute later a face came into
focus. A pair of long, crocodile-like jaws surrounded a fringe of hideously
yellowed teeth; around the lips dozens of tentacles that looked like they had
been plucked from a catfish’s mouth twisted suggestively while throwing off
tiny electrical sparks. Above the snout sat a pair of gigantic golden eyes with
glowing red slit-shaped pupils that stared malignantly at Morgana. The thing
raised an ugly, taloned claw that might have come from some gigantic bird of
prey and casually began picking its teeth. When it spoke its voice sounded like
a blast of escaping steam.


“I am Astaroth
the eternal, lord of this realm, and I am called legion for my number is many
and my followers infinite. Why do you call upon me, Morcant le Fay? I have
given you power, great knowledge, eternal life and all of the things that a
small, petty human creature like you could desire and still you fail to grant
my one small request. When will you open the gate so that we can claim your
earth for our own?” The thing punctuated its last statement by belching out a
mountainous fireball that would have consumed an entire house had it not been
somewhere far, far away.


Running through
Morgana’s mind was: I have you this time,
you bloody pompous thing, but the words she spoke were far more temperate. “My
great lord Astaroth, your ever humble servant comes to you bearing tidings of
great joy. Merlin Emrys ap Morfryn, our ancient enemy who robbed my library so
long ago and thus learned how to seal the gate for so many centuries, is dead,
killed by the one of your brethren who was trapped on this side when the gate
was closed against you so long ago.”


Another gout of
flame issued from the thing’s gaping maw but for the first time in centuries
the creature’s reptilian jaws almost appeared to be smiling. “It is a good
thing to have killed the evil wizard, Morcant le Fay, and the future is now
ours to fulfill. When will you open the gate so that we may return to claim
that which belongs to us by right of conquest?”


“My lord, I am
preparing to move the communicating device to the cave from which your kind
emerged into this world, so that I might better facilitate the opening of the
gate. Once the machinery is in position I will open the gate and the earth will
lay helpless at your feet.”


“Make it soon,
Morcant le Fay. Make it soon and your loyal service shall be richly rewarded.”


“Soon, my lord.”


“Go now and make
it happen.”


“I promise, my
lord Astaroth.”


“And Morcant…”


“My Lord?”


“Should you fail
us yet again there will be no place of solace for you in any realm.”


“I understand my
lord.”


With the press
of a button the disk clouded over before returning to its inert state. Turning
her back on the screen, Morgana headed toward the library door muttering under
her breath. “Pompous ass. Who the bloody hell does he think he is?”


Ten minutes
later she strolled regally out of the elevator connecting her penthouse
apartment to her private office in the executive wing of Excalibur Holding
Corporation. She could have gone all the way down to the public lobby, or to
any one of nine other floors of the building before going to her office, but
mixing with the drones and worker bees was a depressingly common experience and
she avoided it whenever possible. Today it would be impossible to avoid coming
in direct contact with a number of her employees but considering what was at
stake it was a sacrifice she was willing to make.


Emerging from
her office, Morgana snapped her fingers once and waggled an index finger toward
her personal assistant Jerry McGuire who, like the rest of her employees, knew
her as Mrs Lucrezia – or Lou - Morgan. Jerry was one of only two types of
people Morgana employed. First there were the sharks; slimy lawyers, crooked
politicians, international terrorists, hired bullies, thugs and fanatics of
every known stripe, who ran her more unsavory operations and explained the
error of their ways to anyone who stood in Morgana’s way. Second came the
drones and toadies – men and women who were over worked, underpaid and
far too terrified of losing their jobs (or worse) to ever ask questions or
speak out of turn when their venerable boss was within ear shot. Most of them
were even too frightened to quit. Jerry McGuire was one of the toadies. Now,
scurrying behind Morgana as she charged through the building like an avenging
cyclone, Jerry looked distinctly like a small dog that had been kicked in the
ribs. As Morgana delighted in telling him; “You don’t have anywhere else to go,
Jerry. No other kennel would ever accept you, would they?”


As they passed
from wing to wing and floor to floor of the building, Morgana reeled off the
people she needed to speak with, never by name but rather just by job title. Names
tended to be unimportant when skills and personnel were interchangeable. The only
individual who was not interchangeable on today’s list was Peter Haskell,
Morgana’s chief engineer and head of Excalibur Holding Corporation’s Research
and Development department. By the time they added Peter to the parade there
were eight men dressed in neat, white coats scurrying along in Morgana’s wake
while Jerry McGuire hurried along beside his boss.


“As I told you
on the phone, Peter, we are going to be moving the device from my library to a
new location outside the building.”


“That’s the one
with the big gold disk and the crystals. Yes, Ma’am, I remember. You wanted me
to adapt a portable power source to it.”


“Correct. Have
you completed it?”


“We're working
on it, Mrs Morgan, but as I explained, this is a really complicated process. It
took me months to install that thing...when was it...nine years ago, ten?”


“Almost twelve,
Peter.” Morgana was being abnormally cooperative and pleasant. Peter Haskell
was the best in his field and the less people who had to know about her
personal business the better, so she held her bitter temper in check, talking
to him almost as though he were a human being, but the strain of doing so was
evidenced by an ever-so-slightly constipated expression on her face.


“Ok, twelve. And
we got it to interface with the modern components - eventually - but I never
did understand how it really works. The only way to be sure this is going to
work with a self-contained power source is to take it apart, move it down to
the lab and check everything out there before we move it to where ever it is
you want it to go.”


Morgana pulled
at her shapely lower lip, tapping one foot silently against the plush carpet in
frustration. “Well, I can't afford to have this thing go pear shaped now. You
take your time and get it right...but you absolutely have to do your work here.
I don’t want anything to leave my library until it’s ready to be moved to its
new site…and it only leaves to room after it has been crated up. Do you
understand?”


“Yes, Ma'am. Whatever
you say.”


“And I assume
you also remember that I told you I want the power source to interface with a
satellite relay system.”


“Yes, Ma’am. The
portable generator itself isn’t any problem. I found a new one in storage here
in the warehouse, and it’s a real monster, so it should be more than big enough
to power anything you might need. I’m still working on the satellite up-link
but give me a few more days and I should be ready to go.”


“And if I need
more power?”


“It depends on
how much more power you might need but…umm…do you know how far it might be from
wherever you want to set up the disk thing to a mains-grid power source?”


“Not far. Maybe
a quarter mile. Why?”


“Well, I think I
could tap into the grid without anybody at Thames Power knowing it; and that
way you would have access to all the power you wanted without paying for it.”


“I like you,
Peter. You give me all the right answers and don’t ask any questions. And just
so there isn’t any confusion later, I want all of your best people on this
thing twenty-four, seven, until it’s finished, understand?”


“Yes, Ma'am.”


The entourage
had reached Morgana’s private elevator where she unceremoniously dismissed
Jerry McGuire and told everyone else to wait exactly five minutes before
following her to her private quarters. Flashing a tight, fleeting and obviously
phony smile, she stepped into the elevator and ascended to her private realm. Waiting
to greet her in the foyer was an elderly man dressed in black trousers and
waistcoat. At his throat was a black bow tie; in one hand he held a dust cloth
and in the other an aerosol can of furniture polish.


“There will be a
group of worker drones coming up in the lift in a few minutes, George. Show
them into my library.”


“Of course,
Madame. It must be a very special occasion, indeed. Would Madame like tea or
coffee brought in?”


“Don’t be
stupid, George. I said they were workers.”


“Just as you
say, Madame.”


The bookcase was
already open when Peter Haskell and his staff of engineers were shown into the
library so, ignoring any further hint of civility, Morgana immediately began
instructing them in what she wanted done, pointing to the various pieces of
ancient and modern equipment, opening closets and cupboards to expose ever more
banks of electronic hardware. She told them they were to take whatever time
they needed but repeated that each piece of the communicating device was to be
crated separately and that it was all to be packed-up here in the library. Nothing
was to leave the room until it was wrapped and securely sealed in wooden
crates; there was to be no chance that any of it would be seen by anyone except
Peter Haskell’s most trusted engineers.


When Peter and
his team had adapted the new computerized equipment to the ancient
communication device some years earlier, all of them, with the exception of
Haskell himself, had inexplicably moved away, left for new jobs or simply
disappeared within a few weeks of completing their work. Their families had
gone with them and their friends had never heard from them again. This time
would be different. With the imminent arrival of the Dragon Lords and their
minions it would no longer matter who knew what but there was no sense in
taking any chances beforehand.


While the team
of engineers and computer experts set to work studying the strange, archaic
devices and the infinitely complex equipment Peter Haskell had connected to it,
Morgana watched them from across the room, making one telephone call after
another, alternately chatting amiably and shouting orders to those in the room
and those at the opposite end of the phone line. For the sixth time in less
than half an hour Morgana turned her back on her chief R&D engineer, picked
up her phone and wandered across the length of the room toward her private bar.
Leaning on the silky smooth mahogany bar counter, she punched a long series of
numbers into the phone and waited. Finally, she pasted a greasy, artificial
smile on her face and spoke.


“Col
Archemboldo? Lou Morgan, here... I'm fine, Miguel, my dear. How are you?... Um
hum... and keeping all the nasty peasant insurgents in line, are we?... Oh,
good. I wouldn't want anything to happen to my favorite President for Life.” She
emitted a little chuckle from the back of her throat, but it sounded like the
noise a feral cat makes when it’s angry. “Are you happy with that last shipment
of Stinger missiles?... Good, I was sure they would work out for you... Oh,
you've installed the AWAC system, have you? Oh, good...Yes, it is a larger item
than I usually deal in, but when I had the chance to acquire one, I thought
immediately of you...Not at all, my pleasure.”


Before
continuing, Morgana le Fay began pacing back and forth, keeping a wary eye on
the men who were tinkering with her precious equipment on the far side of the
room. “Listen, Miguel, you know that last order you faxed to me? Well, I was
hoping we could work out a little trade... What I really need is some equipment
to put together a little air interdiction force. I want to build up something
similar to what you have, just enough equipment to neutralize a few rag-tag
insurgent forces. Exactly. Just enough to disrupt their center of gravity. What
a quaint way of putting it. I like that. Could you wait just a minute, Miguel?”


Pulling the
phone away from her face and covering the mouth piece with one hand, Morgana
shouted across the room. “God, damn it, Peter, tell your drones to be careful
with that disk. If they drop it their kids are all going to be orphans in about
two fucking minutes.” Instantly, the smile returned and the phone went back to
the side of her head.


“I'm sorry about
that, Miguel, one of the dogs was just about to piss on the carpet. Now, where
were we? Oh, yes, my little air interdiction force... Oh, now, I would never
turn around and sell them to one of your enemies, my dear. In fact, I have no
intention of selling them at all... I know, but you never can tell what the
future holds in store, can you? Like the Boy Scouts say ‘Be Prepared’.


“Well, I was
thinking in terms of close air support - just enough to destroy a small scale
insurgency. I was thinking, oh, maybe a dozen A-10s, a dozen-and-a-half or two
dozen Blackhawk helicopters... That’s right, for troop transport, but I want
them to be fully operational as gunships, too... No, no, obviously I don't have
to worry about ammunition or missiles, do I?” Again the cunningly cruel laugh.
“Oh, and I need two C-130s... That’s right, for mid-air refueling, but again, I
want them fitted out as gunships - I hear they are charmingly effective things
when guided by skilled hands... Oh, really, that’s too bad. Alright, then, two
C-130s fitted out as tankers and two more fitted out as gunships. Can we do
that?... Oh, obviously, but just think how much I will owe you and how grateful
I will be. If it’s too much of a problem for you I’m sure I can strike some
kind of a bargain with that nice man from Blackwater or dear, sweet Mr Cheney
but then I wouldn’t owe you any favors, would I? Good… I knew you were just the
person I needed to talk to. Now, you go do your thing with your people and get
back to me. I look forward to hearing from you soon, then... What? Oh,
absolutely, I'd love to... Yes, I remember the place, their wine was superb. Good,
I’ll be expecting your call. Ta-ra.”


She walked
toward the desk, tapping the phone against her perfect, white teeth, mumbling
to herself. “As soon as you deliver everything I need, little man, I’ll give
you an evening you will never forget. Of course, you won't remember it either. Dead
men have such piss-poor memories.” Then, looking up, “Damn it, Peter, what the
hell are you doing now?”
















Chapter Five



 

“Bless my soul,
if it’s not young master Jason Carpenter, great white hunter, returned from the
hinterlands to grace our humble house with his presence.” Bunny, the ever
cheerful bartender, was nearly alone in the main room of the Minster Inn when
Jason walked in. The only customers were a table with half-a-dozen academics
from the University of York and another with Beverley and Merlin, who had only
come in minutes before, ordered a drink and settled into a corner near the
fireplace. When Merlin came out in public he adopted the role of Jason’s
grandfather, tying his hair back in a ponytail and wearing his brown tweed
suit. Looking like an ageing musician or an antiques dealer was bound to
attract less attention than looking like what he was; chaplain and court wizard
to a king who had been dead for more than sixteen centuries. Judging by the
raised voices coming from the larger group, Jason knew they were arguing about
King Richard III who had been killed in battle at the end of the Wars of the
Roses in 1473, and whose remains had been recently discovered under a car park
in the town of Leicester.


“By God, the
bloody Tudors killed my king and Leicester has no right to his bones.”


“They should
bring him home to York where he belongs.”


“The department
needs to petition the government. We’ll bring as much pressure to bear as
possible.”


Jason smiled at
the passion of these men for their country’s past. If only they knew that a
central character from a much earlier chapter in England’s long history was
sitting only ten feet from their table, how might they react? Brushing off the
thought, he took off his coat, shaking off the light dusting of snow before
hanging it on the hook behind the door. He waved to Beverley and Merlin but
before joining them he walked the few steps to the bar counter to get a drink. “Hi,
Bunny. Nice to see you again.”


The bartender’s
name wasn’t really Bunny, of course. Jason didn’t know his real name, nobody
seemed to, but with his baby face, sweeping handlebar moustache, bright blue
eyes and perpetual smile customers had long ago decided that he looked like one
of the RAF flying aces from the Second World War who all had weird nicknames
like Ruffles or Binkey or something equally upper-class sounding. Consequently,
by some unspoken, mutual consent everyone had started calling him Bunny and he
played up to the image with endless gusto.


“And it is nice
to be seen, lad. Have you come to regale us with tales of daring-do and add
some sparkle to our dull and mundane existence here at the Minster?” Never
slowing the pace of his flowery, Victorian prose, Bunny busied himself pulling
a pint for Jason and passing it across the bar.


“Maybe later. I
promise I’ll catch you up on everything that has gone on, but I'm meeting
Beverley and...ahh...my granddad.” He waved a hand across the room with a
smile, indicating the table where his friends sat.


Bunny smiled
toward the corner table, raised a hand in greeting and leaned forward
conspiratorially. “Do my old eyes deceive me, or is that the same charming lady
who you insisted was no more than a friend only a few months ago?”


Jason felt a
warm, crimson flush creep upward from his collar as he twisted his head and
offered a lop-sided smile. “Yep. Same one.”


“Good lad.” Then,
raising his eyes to Jason's, he added “So, aren't you going to introduce your
old Uncle Bunny to the lady and gentleman?”


“Bev, Grandpa,
this is my friend Bunny; Bunny, Beverley McCullough and my Grandfather, Merlin
Carpenter.” After greetings, smiles and nods passed across the room, Jason hurried
toward the table, leaving Bunny with the promise that he would fill him in on
the past few months before going home.


“So, my boy,
tell us what you learned about the Ark of the Covenant.” Merlin closed the
Gnostic Gospel that he had been going over with Beverley, and folded his hands
on the crumbling leather cover. “Was your Professor Daniels and his priest
friend able to give us any direction?”


Jason took a
long pull from his pint, sat it on the table and launched into a detailed
re-cap of everything he had learned from Fr John Cunningham, ending with a
description of the Urim and Thummim which, he explained, might well
be the ‘light of the world’ described in the weird riddle in the Gnostic
manuscript.


“In all my years
I have never once heard, nor read, about these objects. Does the good Reverend
Father think they were designed to serve the same function as St Peter's keys?”


“I don't know. I
was sort of afraid to ask him too many details for fear I would look even
crazier than I felt. I mean, Dr Daniels was there and he already thinks I've
gone around the bend, and I really don't want to screw up my chances of getting
back into school. Assuming we all survive, and the world survives, I really
would like to get my life back someday.”


“I understand. I
hope you get back into school, too.” Merlin commiserated with Jason’s shattered
life but his mind was already charging ahead, laying new plans and scheming new
ways to destroy Morgana and close the dragon gate permanently. “But in the
meantime it’s essential for us to have all the information possible if you are
going to go to Axumia looking for these things. This is not a quest to be undertaken
lightly.”


Scowling, Jason
pointedly said “You mean ‘we’ are going to Ethiopia, right?”


“No.” Merlin
directed a gnarled index finger across the table. “I mean YOU are going there. This
is now your quest. My quest is to deal with Morgana and we must each deal with
our own destiny by utilizing such information as we can gather about our
particular portion of the larger puzzle.”


“This is
starting to sound like one of those global scavenger hunt programs on telly and
I think it’s going to be brilliant fun.” Tempering her enthusiasm, Beverley
added “But will this be as dangerous as it was when you were in Mongolia? I
mean, don’t you think you lads should stay together for protection?” Beverley
had been quiet up until now, but she was obviously concerned and knew full well
that the dangers Jason and Merlin had faced in the Orient had been far worse
than they had led her to believe.


“No, I don't.” Merlin
shook his shaggy head vehemently. “In fact, we can assume that Morgana has no
knowledge of the Urim and Thummim. If she had, she would have made
every effort to steal or destroy them centuries ago; that would allow her
absolute control over the dragon gate and she would no longer be concerned as
to whether I was alive or not.”


Jason leaned
forward, elbows on the table. “I sure hope so, and you can call me a wuss if
you want to, but I really don’t need another risky adventure. We just got back
from one adventure four lousy days ago and that one almost got us killed. Three
times.”


“Jason…” Merlin
leaned across the table and locked Jason’s eyes with his magnetic stare. “It’s
not like we have any choice in the matter. You absolutely must go to Axumia. Besides,
when we followed Morgana to Mongolia she was fully aware that we were trailing
her. Now, I’m certain that she thinks we’re both dead. And with the
invisibility unguent we can continue to hide from her for as long as is
necessary.”


Jason nodded his
head in weary agreement and moved on. “So, assuming these stones, or whatever
they are, really are in Ethiopia, and also assuming they can do what your
friend Vivian thinks they can, if we can get hold of them you should be able to
block the dragon gate once and for all?”


“If all of these
variables work to our advantage, yes. Except, of course...”


Jason and
Beverley waited for Merlin to frame the last part of his thought but it was
Jason who repeated the operative word. “Except?”


“Except that, in
the meantime, we still have to locate the physical entrance to the dragon gate
before I can seal it permanently.”


Squinting hard
at Merlin, Jason muttered over the edge of his beer glass. “There’s still more
to this sentence, isn't there?”


“Only that
Morgana le Fay knows where the gate is and I don't.”


“Oh, right. So
all we have to do is locate one particular cave out of thousands, find the
invisible entrance to the dragon gate that might, or might not, be hidden
somewhere inside this cave, find the Ark of the Covenant, borrow the two magic
stone things that may or may not be in it and close the dragon gate for all
time before Morgana finds us and her thugs can kill us. Piece of cake.” Beverley
reached across the tiny, round table and laid her hand across Jason's.


Merlin leaned
forward offering a conspiratorial grin. “Equivocate all you like, Jason, but
reserve judgment until you’ve heard my news.”


A flicker of
hope danced across Jason's eyes. “You have news?”


“Indeed I do. Our
friend Mistress le Fay is having the device with which she communicates with
the dragons disassembled.”


“And what does
that tell us?”


“Sadly, I had no
way of hearing her conversation with the workmen, but it’s not unreasonable to
assume that she will be moving it to wherever the gate is. And I think we can
reasonably assume that means our unknown cave.”


“What makes you
say that? I mean maybe she’s just sending it out for an oil change or
something?”


“It appeared to
me that the device's removal is a fairly major operation. She had an entire
team of men dismantling it and there was a virtual mountain of hardware
connected to it. Based on what little I know of such things, it was comprised
entirely of computer components.”


“Computer
equipment hooked to a sixteen-hundred year old telephone?” Jason pressed the
palms of his hands against his eyes and shook his head in amazement.


“Actually, it’s
more like a two-way television. Remember, she can see the beasts as well as
hear them. Considering the mass of wiring and electronic equipment connected to
the thing, we can be reasonably certain there have been some fairly complex
alterations made to the device in the recent past.”


“Hmm. So this is
a pretty major move for her, then.”


“I would say so.
And I don't think she would be going through this much work unless she believed
she was ready to call in the dragons.”


“And because she
thinks we died in Mongolia...”


“Precisely. She
thinks that with me dead there is nothing to prevent her from opening the gate.
Obviously, she wants to be there to greet her old allies, take her bows and
remind them of what they owe her as they storm through on their way to conquer
the earth.”


“But, doesn't
that make it all the more difficult for us?” Beverley was trying to sort
through all this disconnected information and put it into some kind of order. Jason
and Merlin turned their attention to her, watching as she played with an errant
strand of auburn hair. “I mean, if she’s on her way to the gate, and we don't
know where that is, and we don't even have these stone things, are we already
too late?”


“I don't think
so, my dear.” Merlin was doing his best to reassure Beverley and Jason both. “She
can't possibly open the gate so long as I remain alive; at least not without
the Urim and Thummim and she obviously doesn’t know they exist. Granted, she is
undoubtedly going to be less than pleased when she finds out her friends still
can't get through...”


“Less than
pleased? She’s absolutely going to crap herself.”


Merlin allowed
himself a throaty chuckle. “As you say, Jason. And I don't believe it’s going
to do anything to smooth relations between her and the Dragon Lords, either. I
think we can safely assume that they have become a bit testy after waiting a
thousand and a half years for her to bring them through.”


“So there’s really
nothing she can do right now?” Beverley knitted her brows, wishing Jason and
Merlin would stick to the point and start putting together a coherent plan.


“No. We, and the
world, are both perfectly safe for the moment.”


“But we still
have to find this cave as soon as possible; I mean, we need to find it before
she takes it over.” Beverley shook her head, not at all convinced that things
were going to be either as easy, or as safe, as Merlin was making them seem.


Merlin tapped
the heavy book of Gnostic wisdom which he had moved off the table and onto the
vacant seat next to him. “The information is all right here, laid out for us. All
we have to do to locate the cave is understand what it says.”


“I hate
riddles.”


“My boy, it’s
only a riddle because we don’t yet understand its meaning. Take for example the
Book of Revelations and its reference to six, six, six. If you understand the
context, or read the book in its original Aramaic, it is clear that the
reference is to the Emperor Nero, not to Satan as most people in my day
erroneously assumed.”


Pulling himself
up from the stool, Jason pushed a hand into the small of his back and said
“Most people still think it refers to Satan.”


“Really? How
pathetically sad.”


“Yeah. Well, we
can’t worry about what other people don’t understand when we can’t even find
the answer to our own little puzzle. So, at the moment, I think I am going to
concentrate on finding us another drink. Who’s ready?”


Stepping across
the room, Jason sat the three empty glasses on the bar and whistled softly for
Bunny who had disappeared into the back room. Seconds later, Bunny popped
around the corner, a mischievous, toothy grin plastered across his face. “Be
right there, Jason, old socks. Just taking advantage of the slow night to tote
up the new stock and put it away.” He had only taken two steps toward the
counter when he stopped. “Oh, wait. I have something to show you.” Dashing back
into the cubby hole that served as both office and stock room, he re-emerged
wearing a massive tricorn hat decorated with white boa feathers around the edge
of its upturned brim. Thrusting his hands outward theatrically, he said 'What
do you think of the new chapeau?'


“Very fetching,
Bunny. You look like Blackbeard in drag.” Jason said, his head cocked on one
side. “And where, exactly, are you going to wear that thing?”


Refilling the
glasses, he explained. “Some of the lads hold a Walperghust Night party every
year. The theme is always different, but invariably something dark and spooky
as befits the occasion. Last year it was a Faust party; this year it’s the
Hellfire club. It’s going to be cracking great fun; you should come with us.” Nodding
toward the table where Merlin and Beverley sat, he leaned forward and whispered
“No ladies, I’m afraid. Lad’s night out, only.”


“The Hellfire
club? Oh, wait, don’t tell me; I know this one.” Jason squeezed his eyes shut
as he dredged through his historical trivia. After nearly a full minute he
opened his eyes and smiled. “That was Sir Francis Dashwood and his Satanist
friends. Right?”


“That’s the lot,
but they weren't really Satanists, you know. They were just a bunch of bored,
dissolute members of the eighteenth century upper class looking for some excuse
to form a private club, drink to massive excess and chase women of easy virtue.
Most all of them were perfectly respectable. They say,” Bunny continued,
waggling a finger in the air meaningfully, “that even your Benjamin Franklin
was invited to some of their events when he served as ambassador to Great
Britain before you lot got all rude and antisocial back in 1776.” Bunny wiped a
drop of wine from the side of Beverley's glass and placed it on the bar, before
turning back to pull Jason another pint of beer.


“Really? Well,
they certainly got a load of bad press.”


“Ahh, that was mostly
jealousy on the part of Mr Horace Walpole. He connived his way into the club
for a while, but fell out with almost all the other members. After they chucked
him out he started gossiping about them and writing nasty little tracts telling
everybody what horrible people they were. He was a notoriously vicious gossip,
you know.”


“I didn't know. In
fact, I don't know much at all about the great rakes of the seventeen hundreds.
The period is a little too late for my archaeological studies, you know.”


“Pity. You
should broaden your literary endeavors, my lad. So much out there to learn.”


“Well, I’ve
already learned something about them from you. And if they all wore hats as
fancy as that one, they must have been pretty well-to-do.”


“Oh, they were. Among
the members of the club - other than Dashwood himself, who was Postmaster
General - was the Earl of Sandwich, who was the First Lord of the Admiralty...”


“The guy they
named the sandwich after?”


“Indeed. Strange
thing that, to be remembered for a slab of meat chucked between two slices of
bread with a bit of mustard smeared on it; but such are the inscrutable ways of
fame and immortality.”


While he waited
for Merlin's double Jack Daniels, Jason counted out the money and urged Bunny,
who was obviously enjoying his tale, to continue.


“Oh, there was
also John Wilkes, a member of parliament; William Hogarth the painter; the Earl
of Oxford and some others. I can't possibly remember them all, but there were
about a dozen and a half. Not that they dressed like gentlemen when they got
together for their club doings.”


“No?” Jason was
less interested in the private lives of the dissolute dead, than in Bunny’s
ability to provide endlessly entertaining conversation.


“Oh, no. They
were officially known as the Brotherhood of St Francis - in honor of Dashwood -
and they dressed in monks’ habits. But that’s not nearly so grand as tricorns
and knee britches, it is?”


“Monks?”


“Benedictines,
to be precise. They even brought prostitutes from London out to Dashwood's
estates in West Wycombe - that’s down in Buckinghamshire - and made the ladies
all dress like nuns. All probably a bit sacrilegious, but they were a pretty
broad minded bunch and strongly anti-Catholic.”


“Wait. I
remember reading something about this, somewhere. Didn't they meet in a ruined
abbey?”


“Medmenham
Abbey. Right. Dashwood didn't own it, but he rented it for a few years. The
abbey was about six miles up-river on the Thames from his estate at West
Wycombe. In later years, after 1752, they moved the club to a new sanctum-sanctorum,
a huge maze of chalk caves on Dashwood's estate. It just took him a few years
to get them opened out and properly done-up before the club could move into
them.”


“Wait, wait. Bunny,
did you say they dressed up like monks and met in a cave?” Tiny wheels had
started to turn inside Jason’s head but he needed help gathering up the dozens
of loose ends.


“Yes. The caves
are still there. They were originally Neolithic mines of some sort and Dashwood
first used them to quarry stone for surfacing roadways but later he converted
them for use as a clubhouse for the lads. I think they’re open to the public. At
least, they used to be.”


“Was there
anything about water in the caves?” Jason was now unconsciously gripping the
edge of the bar so hard his knuckles had turned white from the pressure.


Bunny scowled in
confusion. “Water? I understand a river runs through the caves; or at least it
did back in the eighteenth century. The silly buggers called it the Styx after
the river that supposedly runs through Hell. Why?”


“You know your
classical mythology, don't you, Bunny?” Excited now, Jason leaned so far across
the bar counter that his face was only inches from Bunny’s.


Rearing back to
avoid a head-butt, Bunny muttered, “A bit. Why, is this a test?”


“Was the River
Styx ever referred to as the waters of oblivion?”


“Oh, often. According
to the story, once Charon - that’s the boatman who ferried the recently dead
into the underworld - had taken a person across to the other side, they lost
all memory of their home and life. Hence...” here, Bunny threw out his hands as
a sign of the obvious “...oblivion.”


Jason could feel
his hand trembling against the side of the glass. Holy men who are not holy. The waters of oblivion. What was it the
Gnostic gospels said about warriors who were not warriors? “Bunny, wasn't
Dashwood a knight? I mean, he carried the title of Sir, didn't he?”


“Of course. So
did almost all the members. They were all either government officials or rich
lay-abouts with ancient family names and titles. Knighthoods were still fairly
essential for someone to be accepted in the right social circles in the
eighteenth century. And these were definitely the right sort of people. When
Dashwood died in 1781 he left a wine cellar worth more than six thousand
pounds; that’s the equivalent of more than half-a-million today. Why? Have I
piqued your interest? Do you fancy coming to the soiree?”


Ignoring Bunny's
last question, Jason turned his head over his right shoulder and frantically
motioned for Beverley and Merlin to join him at the bar. Exchanging quick
glances in acknowledgement of the odd look on Jason's face, they both got up
and quickly crossed the room.


“Are you
alright, Jason? You look like you've seen a ghost?” Beverley laid a hand on his
forehead to see if he was feverish.


“Now, Bunny,”
Jason began slowly and quietly, “I want you to tell Beverley and my Granddad
everything you just told me.”


“About the
Hellfire club?”


“About the
Hellfire club.”


As Bunny sighed
and launched into a repeat performance, Jason reached out and squeezed Merlin's
arm as though his urgency would make the words connect in the wizard's mind in
the same way they had in his. It was nearly ten minutes later, before Bunny
began winding down his tale.


“...and the room
in the caves where they had their dinners was evidently covered by a perfectly
gigantic silk canopy. In the center was a massive chandelier hanging above a
huge mahogany table set with silver salvers, the finest porcelain, and crystal
and evidently the dinners were as grand as the setting. Oh, and somewhere
behind the dining room, in the rear passage, were some kind of private rooms
they called ‘the chapel’ but they were supposedly used for their secret
ceremonies involving debauched sexual goings-on of some sort.”


Judging by the stony-faced
silence that greeted the conclusion of his story, Bunny wondered if he had
somehow offended his audience. Jason, Merlin and Beverley all stood like
statues, their eyes wide with wonder, darted back and forth between each
other’s faces. Finally, Jason spoke, his words directed toward Merlin. “Does
that cover everything?”


On his fingers,
Merlin counted off the items hinted at in the two thousand year-old book of
Gnostic prophesy they had been worrying over since the say they discovered it
in the library at the Buddhist monastery. “Let’s see, we have a bunch of holy
men who were not really holy and that would seem to be the members of
Dashwood's club.” Merlin's voice was tense with excitement as he ticked off one
finger after another. “And these fraudulent holy men were led by a warrior who
was not really a warrior. If we’ve been right so far, this must refer to the
club’s use of monks’ robes and Dashwood's knighthood. Next was the allusion to
the waters of oblivion - presumably this so-called River Styx. Then it talked
about how they went beyond these waters to pay homage to the light of the
underworld... I don't quite make the connection...”


“They were the
Hellfire club, right?” Jason nearly shouted out the words. “Hellfire was what
they called the burning brimstone, or whatever it was, that was supposed to
illuminate hell.”


“You're right,
my boy. Absolutely right.”


“Wasn't there
something about an opening?” Beverley had not spent as much time worrying over
the riddle as had Jason and Merlin, so she felt a little unsure of herself for
butting into this frantic conversation.


Jason put a
sympathetic arm around her and pulled her close. “She's right, Merlin. How did
you translate it?”


“That passage
was primarily in Persian, so I can’t be certain. It was either a door, or a
portal, or a window, or a hole, and I couldn't be sure if it was referring to
the communication device or the gate itself.”


“Well, we still
don't know, but we do know a lot more than we did a few minutes ago.”


Finally, Jason
turned back to face Bunny who, by now, was staring at them with a completely
bewildered and bemused expression on his face. “Pardon my French, but what in
the bloody hell are you lot on about? Have you all gone completely bonkers?”


“I’m sorry,
Bunny, it’s too complicated to explain right now but this is really important. Is
that absolutely everything you know about Dashwood, the Hellfire club and the
caves?”


At first, the
bartender could only pump his head up and down in mute confusion. Finally, he
offered. “Except for the legend about the secret passage, that’s everything I
know. There may be more but...”


Merlin reached
out a long-fingered hand and grabbed Bunny by the lapels of his coat, nearly
pulling him across the bar. “Secret passage? What secret passage are you referring
to, young man?”


Jason had never
seen Merlin so aggressive and was a little startled. Ever so gently, he pulled
Merlin's had away from Bunny and leaned forward across the bar, smoothing out
Bunny’s jacket. “Bunny. This could be very important. Now, I need you to tell
us anything you can remember about this secret passage.”


“Not just
anything, everything. Every single scrap.” Merlin had allowed his hand to fall
to his side, but his hypnotic blue eyes were boring a hole through Bunny's
head.


“Honest, chaps. There
isn't much to tell and I only know what I've read-up on for the party. Somewhere
in the caves, maybe more than one place, I can't remember...” Bunny was shaken
and starting to babble, so Jason handed him Merlin’s untouched whiskey. After
nearly downing it in one massive swallow, the barkeep seemed able to collect
himself and started over. “Someplace in the cave, any number of places if I
remember correctly, there are symbols carved into the chalk walls. They’re all
the same. The Roman numeral for twenty-two - you know, X,X,I,I - and its
followed by the letter 'F'. Well, the prevailing theory is that the 'F' stands
for Francis - as in Francis Dashwood - and the twenty-two is some kind of clue
leading to some secret cave, or passage, or whatever it is.”


Quietly now, so
as not to frighten Bunny a second time, Merlin spoke in a low voice, laying a
hand cautiously on the other man's sleeve. “And do you have any idea what kind
of clue it is that is alluded to by these Roman numerals?”


“All I know is that
it’s supposed to be connected to a little poem that goes:


‘Take twenty
steps and rest awhile


Then take a pick
and find the stile


Where once I did
my love beguile.’


But it hardly
makes any sense at all. I mean, the poem says twenty paces, and the number is
twenty-two, not twenty.”


“Yes, I see. Well,
maybe the number is twenty and the double letter 'I' stands for something else
entirely.”


“I'd never
thought of that, but I never really gave the whole thing much thought. It’s
just a fun bit of legend. Nobody takes it seriously.” He drained the last few
drops from the whiskey and smiled sickly at Merlin who was staring intently at
Jason.


“All these years
I just assumed the gateway was in the sky because the passage from Revelations
referred to the beasts ‘appearing from out of the heavens’. Could one of these
holes…what did you call them?”


“A black hole.”


“That’s it. A
black hole. Could one of these black hole things exist on earth as opposed to
being in the sky?”


“Oh, Lord,
Merlin, that’s a question for an astrophysicist, not an archaeologist, but I
think they can exist anywhere. Eventually it would start sucking in everything
around it but that would depend entirely on how long it stayed open.”


“So it is
possible?” Jason’s nod was uncertain but it was enough to satisfy Merlin. His
immediate question answered, the old wizard turned his intense blue glare back
to the terrified bartender, offering a weak smile to calm the object of his
interrogation. “Just one last thing, Mr Bunny; do you happen to know who owns the
caves?”


Bunny shook his
head and shrugged his shoulders. “No idea. I mean, we’re not really going there
for the party, or anything. Is it important?”


“It might be; I
don't know yet.” Turning from the bar, Merlin motioned his companions back to
their table.


“That was a
little weird.” Jason seemed almost as surprised at the unexpected turn of
events as Bunny.


“Unexpected,
possibly, but I told you it was you who would solve the riddle.”


“I didn't solve
anything. Bunny did. It was just dumb luck on my part.”


“Not at all,
Jason. He provided the clue, but you applied it to the riddle and thereby gave
us the solution. Now, of course, we have the new problem of having more
information than we can possibly deal with all at once.”


“You mean the
stone things in the Ark and the location of the cave?” Jason was pressing the
knuckles of both hands into his temples so hard his fingers were turning white.


“Precisely. May
I suggest that to make the best possible use of our time and limited manpower,
we divide forces?”


“You mean man
and woman power, don't you?” Beverley had no intention of being left out of
whatever it was the old man was planning.


“I did, and I
apologize.” He acknowledged his mistake with a nod, stroked his long beard and
eased himself against the high back of the upholstered settle, deep in thought.
Finally, he spoke. “Jason, since we now know the cave is here in England, I
think I should go there and see what I can find out.”


“Now wait a
minute.” Jason's voice was adamant. “If Morgana is about to move the
communications equipment to this cave in West Wycombe, it could be dangerous. She
is obviously going to have people with her and I don't want you getting into
any trouble.” Merlin put on a face as innocent as a child’s, raising his hands
in surrender. “Don't you dare do that, old man. You know exactly what I mean. You
have a way of doing things...”


Merlin cut him
off in mid-sentence. “I promise to be careful. Now it will be up to you to go
to Axumia, what do you call it...?”


“Ethiopia.”


“Yes. Ethiopia. Once
there, it will be your duty to locate the Ark of the Covenant and find out if
the Urim and Thummim are still inside.”


“That’s kind of
a tall order, Merlin. Nobody has even seen the thing in more than three
thousand years. Even if I did manage to find it, what makes you think they
would let me see it, much less look inside?”


“We will arm you
as best we can for that eventuality, but simply seeing the Urim and Thummim will not
be enough. You have to bring them back here with you so I can use them to close
the gate.”


“Oh, Christ,
Merlin, you've got to be kidding.”


“I have never
been more serious in all my life and don't blaspheme. We are talking about some
of the most sacred objects in the history of the world, here. Show some
respect. This is no time to be flippant.”


“While you boys
are fighting over who gets to go where, I want to know where I go. And quite
frankly, I can't take the time off from university to go to Ethiopia, so I
think it’s best if I go to Buckinghamshire with Merlin.”


“Oh, no.” Jason
became instantly defensive, pointing an accusing finger at Merlin. “If he gets
himself into trouble there's nothing much I can do about it, but I do not want
you involved.”


“Jason
Carpenter, I’m not a child. I can take care of myself.”


“Bev,
sweetheart, I’m sorry, but these are really, really bad people. They’re
violent. They tried to kill Merlin and me, what, three maybe four times, while
we were in Mongolia.”


“Ok, they’re
dangerous. But at the moment, Morgana thinks Merlin and you are both dead. So
at least until she finds out otherwise, we’re all pretty safe. Besides, Merlin
said it looked like it would be a lot of work to get this communicating thing
ready to move. We should be able to get into these caves and back out long
before she gets there. We just need to go to check things out.” She turned to
Merlin for both support and reassurance. “That is all we’re going down there
for, isn't it? To take a look around and see if we can find this secret
passage, or whatever it is?”


“She's quite
right, Jason. I just need to see what I can learn so that when the time comes
and we are in possession of the Urim
and Thummim, I’ll know exactly where
the gate is. A good reconnoiter now will vastly reduce the time we have to
spend in the cave later and thereby reduce the chances of a nasty encounter
with Morgana's guards. Contrary to what you may think, I really would like to
survive this thing, and any information we can gather beforehand will only work
to our benefit.”


Jason knew when
he was out numbered but didn’t want to risk sending Beverley and an old man to
face Morgana by themselves. “Wait, I think I’ve got it. I want to see this
place too, so how about let’s all go to the caves on our way to the airport. We
can all have a good look around and then I can go on to Ethiopia. How’s that
sound?” Shrugs and nods all around seemed to indicate a general consent to the
proposal. Considering the matter closed, Jason ended the conversation. “Good. It’s
settled, then. Now, let’s all go home and get some rest. We have a lot of work
ahead of us and no time to lose.”


“Congratulations,
my boy. You not only solved the riddle but have assumed command and propose to
lead your forces from the front. That’s exactly what Arthur would have done.” Before
Jason could protest that he was nothing like King Arthur, Merlin's eyes opened
wide as he announced, “Sambuca.”


“What?”


“I said
Sambuca.”


“What’s that? Is
that something from the Gnostic book you didn't tell me about?”


“No, silly boy. It’s
what it said on the label of one of the bottles behind the bar counter. I think
I'm going to try it before I wander home.”


“Ok, whatever
you want.” Jason reached into his pocket. “Look, here are my keys. I'll go home
with Beverley and see you tomorrow morning.”


“Good. I should
probably take a moment to apologize to your friend, Bunny. I think I gave him
rather a fright. You young people have a good night.”


“Good night,
Merlin.” Beverley leaned over and gave the old man a light kiss on the cheek.


“Good night my
dear.” He took her hand in his and locked eyes. “Don't worry, everything will
work out for the best.”
















Chapter Six



 

Jason flopped
back onto the couch and let out a gigantic sigh followed by a huge, theatrical
moan. For five hours he had been staring at the computer, absorbing everything
he could about Ethiopian history, religion, politics and culture in preparation
for his trip. So far he had learned that Ethiopia had seen some of the earliest
habitation by human beings of any place on earth; that it had civilizations
dating back thousands – if not tens of thousands – of years; that
the Coptic Church, which claimed to hold the Ark of the Covenant, was one of
the world’s first centers of Christianity; and that Ethiopia had been one of
the most stable nations in sub-Saharan Africa until 1974, when a communist coup
overthrew and murdered Emperor Haile Selassie and established a dictatorship. In
stark contrast with its past history, modern Ethiopia had a repressive
government, too many people, rampant inflation, too much poverty, too much heat
and not enough water which inevitably led to recurring cycles of drought and
famine. The whole day had been like cramming for a test but worse, because
Jason only had one, or at best two, days to learn everything he needed to know.
Now his eyes hurt and his head ached. Worst of all, the one thing that he
needed most was finding some way to communicate with people in Ethiopia and
there was no time to take a crash course in Ethiopian.


“You alright?” Beverley
had stopped in front of the couch, carrying an armload of clothes that were
about to go into Jason’s worn duffle bag. In response, Jason crossed his eyes
and flailed his arms helplessly, making her giggle. “Come on, it can’t be that
bad.”


“About all I
know for sure is that while it doesn’t seem to have anything else, Ethiopia has
its own airline that flies in and out of Heathrow and the flight to Addis Ababa
is going to take eight hours.”


“How long did it
take you two to fly to Mongolia?”


“Ten hours.”


“See. You’ve
already saved two hours.” Serious now, she set the clothes down on the coffee
table and sat down next to Jason. “When do you leave?”


“Six-forty-five
in the morning, day after tomorrow but I’ll have to be at the airport by
four-thirty or so. I figure that gives us all day tomorrow to visit the caves
and get me to the airport and then it’s off to the Twilight Zone again. I have
absolutely no idea how I’m going to get from Addis Ababa to Axum; according to
the map there is over four hundred miles of nothing but scorching hot desert
between them.”


“Can’t you fly
directly into Axum?”


“Nope. I don’t
think so. Looks like I’m stuck taking an all-day trip on an African train or
something.” Then, rolling his eyes skyward; “Please, don’t make me take a four
hundred mile ride across the desert on a bus loaded with chickens and goats.”
Finally, after a sigh of resignation, “God, I really don’t want to do this.”


“Consider this,
my boy,” said Merlin as he stepped out of Jason’s bedroom where he had been
staring into his scrying glass since early morning, making sure Morgana did
nothing unexpected that might require some last-minute adjustments to their
plans. “We are far, far ahead of where we were five months ago when we had no
itinerary beyond rebuilding my sphere. Now we have reason to believe that we
know where the dragon gate is located and at least a strong possibility of
finding the key that will allow us to close it permanently. We have learned
more in the last week than I managed to accomplish in the past sixteen hundred
years. I don’t know about you, but I call that real progress. You must
understand that our search for the key to permanently sealing the gate is
nothing less than the real-life equivalent of the search for the Holy Grail
which centuries of romantic bards ascribed to poor Arthur and his court. This
is a monumental thing we are dealing with here, my boy. This is the very stuff
from which legends are made.”


“I know. I’m not
really complaining; I’m just tired. I don’t suppose you could cram a couple of
Ethiopian dialects into my head the same way you did Mongolian?”


“I’m afraid not.
If you recall, I had an entire airplane filled with Mongolians whose minds I
could tap into to learn their language but I’m afraid I don’t have access to
anyone from Ethiopia at the moment.”


“I don’t think
it would help much if you did. Seems they have over ninety official languages. God,
no wonder they’re so backward.”


Smiling weakly,
Beverley patted Jason’s knee before standing up, gathering the armload of
clothes and heading toward the small dining table where she was collecting
everything she thought he might need to spend an unknown amount of time in the
searing heat of equatorial Africa. “I can’t help you learn any of the
languages, or get you to Axum, but at least I can guarantee that you’ll have
clean knickers and all the clothes you should need for an Ethiopian safari. If
you run out of sox just wash them out at the nearest oasis, lay them on a hot
rock and let them dry in the sun.”


“Do I get one of
those neat pith helmets and an elephant gun for my safari?”


“Sorry.”


“Damn.”


Merlin eased
himself down onto the sofa next to Jason and began tugging at the top of the
leather pouch which perpetually dangled from his belt. “Considering the
difficulties you may face convincing the churchmen of the Coptic religion to
allow you access to something that no one has seen in nearly three-thousand
years, I think I have a few things that may serve you far better than an
elephant gun.”


Sitting up
straight, Jason peered at Merlin’s hands as they dug through the pouch. A
moment later one of the old man’s veiny, claw-like hands came into sight
holding a fat wad of one hundred pound bank notes. “Here. Take this for petty
expenses and use whatever you don’t need for necessities to make an appropriate
donation to the church. I guarantee it will open doors which may well remain
permanently closed, otherwise.”


Jason stared at
this latest roll of cash with wide eyes. “I don’t want to know where you got
this, do I?”


“Probably not,
but just to put your mind at rest I only bought some of those money tickets.”


“You were
reading the numbers on the lottery tickets through the lead paint again,
weren’t you?”


“Nowhere on the
ticket does it say that you are not allowed to read the numbers.”


“I don’t think
the lottery commission assumes its customers have Superman’s X-ray vision.”


Extracting her
head from Jason’s knapsack, Beverley smiled benignly, waved a hand toward
Merlin and said, “The lottery commission does say that their proceeds are
supposed to go to help the aged.”


Merlin
acknowledged the show of support with a smile and a nod. “Thank you, my dear. My
point exactly. With the exception of Morgana – who has more money than
Croesus – I have no doubt that I am at least a millennia older than
anyone else in the kingdom. Besides, all the well-meaning elder care programs
in the world won’t count for much if we don’t have the resources necessary to
stop Morgana and seal the dragon gate.”


Knowing Merlin
was right, Jason just shook his head, took the money and stared at it for a
minute before walking it across the room to Beverley and asking her to put it
somewhere that he wouldn’t forget it when they left.


“Don’t wander
off, Jason.” Merlin called him back with one finger. “I also think you should
take the Gnostic book with you.”


“Why would I
need to lug that heavy thing around Africa?”


“The Coptic
Church holds some of the oldest and rarest manuscripts in all Christendom. Remember,
their church was already well established and flourishing when Rome was still
actively persecuting Christians. We have to assume that they have been avidly
collecting scholarly works for a full two thousand years and they would
undoubtedly covet possession of a book such as this.”


“You’re saying
that I should give it to them?”


“I’m saying that
while the Urim and Thummim may be the keys that lock the
dragon gate, this book may prove to be the key that gains you access to the Ark
of the Covenant.”


“Use it as a
bribe if that’s the only way they’ll let me have a peek at the Ark. Right?”


“Precisely.”


“As much as I
hate to admit it, that really does make a lot of sense.”


“I’m glad you
agree. And now, finally, I have also prepared a small jar of the Panchen Lama’s
anti-scrying ointment for you to take along. At this point in time the unguent
is absolutely our best ally in keeping Mistress le Fay and her thugs at bay and
our own heads fixed securely on our shoulders.”


“Since you
brought it up, what are we supposed to do about the wicked witch of the west
until we find the things you need to lock the gate?”


“The last time
around we chased her; this time I believe our best course of action is simply
keep an eye on her and go about our business as calmly as we can. As long as
she believes me to be dead we should be safe. However, I do think you should
both have a good look at the communicating device – just for future reference.”
With that, Merlin got up, turned on his heel, headed back toward Jason’s
bedroom and motioned for the others to follow him.


The mirror stood
on the old kitchen table that Jason used as a desk, its back propped against a
pile of books. The broken details on the heavily carved frame, along with the
fragments of gold leaf clinging to it, betrayed the mirror’s centuries of use. The
ancient glass was wavy, the silver backing was flaking off and Merlin had
broken off the bottom-most corner of the oval glass to take with them to
Mongolia. Despite its battered appearance the antique Venetian mirror’s value
as a scrying glass lay in the fact that it was made of crystal rather than
glass, a factor which had allowed it to absorb the specific charms and incantations
necessary to transform if from a humble looking-glass into a window onto the
life and activities of any individual who’s specific harmonic emanations its
owner had tuned into.


Now, with Jason
and Beverley standing anxiously behind him, Merlin sat down at the desk chair,
flexed his hands and began scribing invisible shapes and signs in the air only
inches away from the surface of the glass. As his hands moved faster and
faster, he began chanting unintelligible words in a droning, sing-song voice. Over
and over he repeated the same movements and the same words until the mirror
began to cloud over as though a gentle fog was being reflected in its ancient,
broken surface. Finally, after nearly three minutes, the fog cleared to reveal
the interior of a room paneled in richly polished oak. Along two walls stood
floor-to-ceiling book cases and in the middle of the floor stood a huge office
desk.


“Oh, my God,
that’s absolutely brilliant. How did you do that?”


“Half turning to
offer Beverley a wide grin, Merlin answered, “Give me two or three years of
your undivided attention and I will gladly teach you how to spy on your friends
and enemies.”


“When this is
over, you have a deal.”


As they watched
the mirror, a raven-haired woman wearing a crimson dress with a delicate purple
shawl draped over her shoulders appeared. She was pacing back and forth in
front of the desk, a mobile phone held to her ear with one hand while the other
punctuated her words. Leaning toward Jason’s shoulder, Beverley whispered, “Is
that her?” Gritting his teeth in anger, Jason confirmed that the figure was,
indeed, Morgana le Fay. “My God, she’s beautiful.”


“Yeah, well,
beauty is only skin deep but ugly goes all the way to the bone. Believe me,
Bev, that woman is bat-shit crazy and so evil she could make Hitler blush.” While
speaking, Jason’s voice remained as hushed as Beverley’s and his eyes never
wavered from the mirror.


“You children
don’t need to whisper, you know. She can’t hear us. Tragically, we can’t hear
her, either but…oh, look there.” As the image of Morgana moved, the mirror
followed her, changing the perspective from which it viewed the room. Now,
Merlin pointed to the far left-hand side of the glass.


“What is that?” Jason
leaned forward, straining to understand what he was being shown. Beyond
Morgana’s desk, resting on the floor in front of two sections of the bookcases
which had been thrown open like a pair of French doors, half of a polished,
brass colored, circular object was visible.


“That, my young
friends, is the disk from the communicating device.”


“So that’s what
she uses to talk to those horrible things with.” Jason craned his neck forward,
squinting down on the small, semicircular object near the bottom of the mirror.


“It is, indeed. Here,
let me see if I can provide you with a better view.” Grasping the left side of
the fragile mirror frame in one hand, Merlin pulled it forward slightly. As the
mirror moved, the angle from which they viewed the room shifted. A few more
degrees and the entire alcove that housed the communicating device had become
plainly visible. Although the disk had been removed from its position above the
ranks of ancient crystal knobs and levers, and the piles of scrolls and
manuscripts had been removed to provide more room for Peter Haskell’s men to
work, the rest of the equipment seemed to remain in place. The crystals and the
brass tray on which they were mounted were still there, as was the computer
keyboard. Behind the spot on the wall where the disk had hung, in the space
below the keyboard, and in cupboards on both sides, stood bank upon bank of
hard drives, external modems, backup memory and dozens upon dozens of other
assorted pieces of hardware.


“My brother
Jonathan would just die to see that set-up.” Beverley had no idea what any of
the equipment was but, like Jason and Merlin, it was obvious to her that even
with the best engineers available it would take days, if not weeks, to move and
reassemble anything this complex.


“Unless you two
want to stay and watch, you might as well continue with your packing. I’m going
to keep an eye on her for as long as possible. I don’t want any surprises while
we wander around through that cave tomorrow.”


Leaning into
Jason’s shoulder, Beverley said quietly, “I think I have everything packed for
you. If you have time maybe we could do something…since we’re going to be busy
tomorrow and then you have to leave.”


“Do you mind if
we escape for a while, Merlin?”


“Not at all. You
young people go about your business. If you need me I’ll be right here; if I
need you I can call Beverley on her mobile.”


“Tell you what,
Bev. Let’s bring a map and we can lay out a route for tomorrow. I know it’s not
the most romantic thing but we need to figure out where we’re going.”


“Ok. I have an
A-Z map in the Mini and I’ll bring it along, but we have to go to Betty’s and
you have to buy me one of their nice cream teas.”


“Deal.”


The day had
proven warm, dry and sunny by late February standards, so Jason and Beverley
ambled slowly from the flat on St Mary’s Terrace, toward the heart of York. Going
through Museum Gardens, past the ruins of the medieval convent and behind the
archaeology department’s King’s Manor, they eventually came to the walking path
that skirted the River Ouse.


Turning away
from the chill of the river, they came back toward the center of the old,
medieval city on Cony Street and followed it southward for a few hundred yards
before turning left onto Stonegate where they stopped in front of Mansion
House, the official home of the Lord Mayor. Beverley seemed to have an endless
fascination for the grand, red brick Georgian house and when the city’s Rolls
Royce, with the flowered crest of the House of York painted on the door,
stopped almost in front of them, they paused to watch. The uniformed driver got
out and walked around to open the curbside door and simultaneously the double
front doors of Mansion House flew open allowing the Lord Mayor and two
assistants to dash down the few steps and trundle into the big car. The Lord
Mayor paused just long enough to turn and offer a quick smile to Beverley and
Jason, his massive gold collar of maintenance sparkling in the hard February
sunlight. Jason and Beverley returned the greeting and the ceremonial head of
York’s city government pulled away from the curb and disappeared up Stonegate.


“That was nice
of him.”


“Considering
that we are about to go save the world, again, he should have stopped and given
us both a huge sloppy kiss and bought us the most expensive dinner in town.”


“Come on,
silly.” Beverley grabbed Jason’s hand and pulled him up Stonegate toward the
bowed front window of Betty’s Tea Rooms. Hauling Jason through the shiny, black
front door, she pointed toward a table near the window and looked enquiringly
at the woman behind the counter.


“Anyplace you
like, dear. We’ll be with you in a jiffy.”


After ordering
their tea they opened the big, awkward map book and spread it out on the table
in front of them, scooting their chairs together on the same side of the table
so they could both study the mass of red, blue and black lines.


“Would you like
to see a selection of cakes?” The girl in the crisp, starched white uniform sat
a steaming pot of tea and two cups on the table and stood back a step while
they mulled over her question.


“Yes. I do
believe we would.” Beverley looked at Jason as the waitress smiled, nodded and
walked away, leaned toward him saying “Why not. There’s something so warm and
cozy and private about a tray full of cakes. Don’t you think?”


His answer - “I
think you’re WAY too easy” - was followed by a loud “oof” sound when Beverley
jabbed him in the ribs and stuck her tongue out at him.


Over the next
hour they alternately enjoyed each other’s company, splurged on Betty’s
delicate pastries and tried to decide on the best way to get from York to
Heathrow Airport, by way of West Wycombe and Francis Dashwood’s caves. After
looking at several alternative possibilities they agreed that the most direct
route would be the best; two hundred miles was a long way and they needed to
get to the caves as early as possible. Fortunately, West Wycombe lay only about
twenty-five miles west-north-west of Heathrow so they could spend as much time
as necessary investigating the caves and how well they might, or might not,
actually correspond to the bizarre riddle in the Gnostic Gospel. From the caves
it should only take them about a half-an-hour to get to the airport.


“We still need
to book rooms somewhere as near to Heathrow as possible.” Beverley furrowed her
brow. “Neither of us is going to feel up to a long drive in the morning after a
day spelunking.”


“All done. I got
us rooms at a place barely two miles from the airport. It’s called King’s
something or other. I have the reservation confirmation in the envelope with my
plane tickets.”


“You are so
efficient. I can’t believe it.”


“Faith, lady. Just
have a little faith. Next week I promise to find the magical keys that will
save the world and the week after that I’m going to rescue a puppy.”


Pushing her
empty cup toward the center of the table and closing the map, Beverley grinned
and stood up, saying she was ready to go whenever Jason was.


“I guess so. Time
to move.”


The weather had
cooled considerably in the hours since they left Jason’s flat and they decided
to alter their route home, staying in the shelter of the narrow old streets and
avoiding the chill air rising from the river. After moving up Stonegate to
Parliament Street, and then turning left on their way past the cathedral, they
were approached by a young woman about twenty years of age. By her florid dress
and gaudy abundance of cheap, sparkly jewelry she made it obvious that she was
a street gypsy.


“Cross my palm
with silver and I’ll tell your fortune. You know you want a peek into the
future.”


Drawing to a
halt, Jason leaned down to the girl and said quietly. “I only have two possible
futures and I am doing my damnedest to make one of them comes true so the other
one doesn’t. And if I screw this up I can tell you the future of everybody on
the whole fucking planet, and I guarantee you, sweetheart, it ain’t gonna be
pretty.” Pulling back to his full height, he smiled, nodded and led Beverley
away, leaving the girl staring after them open mouthed.
















Chapter Seven



 

The weather
remained dry and relatively warm throughout the drive from York to West
Wycombe, but steely February skies constantly hovered above them, spawning a
hard wind that pushed heavy, dark clouds ahead of it like a fleet of
black-sailed pirate ships. The steady tail wind and clear road reduced the time
it took to drive down the A1 motorway and around the northwest quadrant of the
M25 London ring road from the normal four-and-a-half hours to slightly under
four hours. Despite making unusually good time, by the time they reached the
junction of the M40 leading off toward Oxford and High Wycombe, Jason’s long
legs were beginning to cramp whenever he moved them from the accelerator to the
brake and Merlin was shifting uncomfortably in the back seat.


“There.” Beverley
looked up from the A to Z map that lay spread out in her lap, and pointed to
the green sign suspended over the roadway. “That’s the one we want, the A40. It
will take us past High Wycombe and straight on to West Wycombe.”


“How far to West
Wycombe?”


“It’s only three
or four miles beyond High Wycombe, so no more than seven or eight miles total. Keep
an eye out for the turn off.”


“Oh, good. My
back hurts and my bladder is stretched to the limit.”


Minutes later
Jason wheeled the Mini off of the main road and onto a small side road that
took them into the town center of West Wycombe. Spread out before them was an
entire village with the charmingly disconcerting appearance of a place trapped
in time, like a fly embedded in amber, never ageing and never moving. Late
Tudor and Stuart era black and white half-timbered houses and shops lined the
narrow cobbled streets and not a single modern building or fast food restaurant
had cropped up anywhere to spoil the village’s pristine appearance. Jason,
Beverley and Merlin all stared out the windows of the car, transfixed by the
surreal scene unfolding around them.


“Oh, my God, it’s
so twee.”


“Twee? What’s
twee mean?”


“You know, Jase,
like something that’s just too cute to be real; like the pictures they used to
put on old fashioned chocolate boxes.”


“Oh, sure, twee.
I knew that. Well, it certainly is.” Nodding and craning his neck to look at
both sides of the street, Jason shifted his attention back inside the car,
looking first at Beverley and then at Merlin. “Look, it’s almost noon and I
really have to pee so why don’t we stop in at one of these ‘twee’ pubs and see
what they have to offer?”


Merlin nodded
his approval, saying “Ale houses have always been a center of talk and
information, so one of the local pubs should also provide us with directions to
the caves and possibly some additional background information.”


Jason found an
open parking space on the main road and pulled in to the curb. After stretching
out cramped muscles they walked the few dozen yards to the door beneath the
nearest pub sign, an ornately painted placard proclaiming the establishment’s
uniquely uninviting name of The Slaughtered Lamb. Swaying lightly in the sharp
winter breeze, the grotesque signboard depicted the face of a slavering wolf
with blood splattered teeth and muzzle, a stream of ruby droplets falling from
his lips.


“Oh, God. Who
would give a pub a name like that?” Beverley screwed up her face in a display
of utter disgust. “I don’t want to go in there. Let’s find somewhere else.”


Merlin stared at
the sign for a moment before turning in a small circle to survey the rest of
the high street.


“I agree it’s in
appallingly bad taste but I don’t see even one other pub on the main road. I
don’t think we have much in the way of choice.”


Beverley shook
her head and followed Merlin toward the door, her mouth set in a hard line of
grim resignation. Bringing up the rear, Jason muttered to himself, “I’d swear
I’ve seen that name someplace before.”


Once inside,
they found the period look and feel of the building’s facade had been
maintained on its interior. A low ceiling held up by a multiplicity of
hand-hewn beams decorated with horse brasses and old pewter tankards hovered
above a collection of ancient tables, Hitchcock chairs and high-backed settles.
By mutual consent they took seats at the bar counter and by the time Jason
returned to join them Beverley and Merlin had already ordered drinks. The beer
was good, the food was excellent, several locals sharing the bar with them
nodded cordially and the fat, smiling publican was friendly throughout their
meal …at least until Merlin laid his fork aside, smiled at the bartender and
asked for directions to the Hellfire caves.


No sooner were
the words out of Merlin’s mouth than all conversation in the pub died so
suddenly it was as though someone had flipped a switch. In the eerie quiet that
followed, sly, suspicious eyes from up and down the bar and several small
tables around the room turned toward the old man with the long hair and beard
and his two companions. Jason looked one way and then the other, around and
behind him, to see drinks half raised to mouths and forks full of food
suspended in midair. Beverley leaned close to Jason’s ear and whispered “This
isn’t good.”


Jason whispered
back, “I think we just farted in church” and waited to see what was going to
happen next, prepared to open a path to the door so Beverley could escape
safely. After their nightmare trip through Mongolia he had absolutely no doubt
that Merlin could take care of himself no matter how big and tough his opponent
might be.


The bartender
gently laid the towel he had been using to polish glasses on the bar, leaned
forward toward Merlin and, in a quiet, even, but distinctly menacing voice said
“You’d be strangers round here and maybe don’t understand the way things is
done here in the village, but there’s some things is better left alone and
allowed to be forgotten.”


“Have I said
something wrong, young man?”


“Just take a
word to the wise, Mr Whiskers; I’d not recommend that you or your young friends
go to that place nor start askin’ questions round town. There’s things decent
people rather not talk about and them caves is one of them. You understand me
clear?”


Lowering his
eyes and smiling benignly, Merlin nodded. “I understand.”


“Good. And no
sense goin’ to the local tourist office nosin’ round, they can’t help you
either. Why don’t you take my advice and go see Wycombe Park or Sir Francis’
mausoleum, they’d be nice places for punters like you to spend an afternoon and
a whole lot safer for yer health.”


Merlin just
stared into his drink and nodded for a moment before raising his head to lock
his brilliant, burning eyes with those of the fat man behind the counter. Surreptitiously,
Merlin began to run one finger around the rim of his nearly empty pint glass to
produce a very small, high-pitched squealing sound. The bartender blinked
several times, winced, turned his head to one side painfully and pressed the
fingers of his right hand to his temple.


“Maggie” he
called in a strained voice. “You take the bar for me. I suddenly come over all
queer and now I’ve a right splittin’ headache. I need to lie down a bit”.


Before a small,
frail looking woman could come out of the kitchen and put her arm around her
husband he had slumped across the bar counter, grabbing the edge to keep
himself from slipping to the floor. With a frightened look on her face, the
woman led him out from behind the bar, telling the customers to drink up and
that she would be right back. After she returned, Merlin, Jason and Beverley
quietly paid their bill and exited The Slaughtered Lamb.


“You screwed
around inside his head, didn’t you?”


“Guilty as
charged, and I’m afraid I was none too gentle. I dislike being threatened. It
was so obvious that he was hiding whatever it is the whole town seems to know
and doesn’t want outsiders to find out about. Tragically, whatever that is,
seems to be the exact thing I was hoping to learn about. At least I was hoping
to discover where the caves are.”


“And?”


“He lacks clear
thought processes. All I got were garbled thoughts about a church – but I
don’t know which one – and something about some sort of a golden ball -
somewhere.” Merlin threw up his hands and rolled his eyes heavenward in a
theatrical display of surrender.


“Oh, great. That’s
a load of help.”


While they were
standing on the sidewalk talking, a hunched figure in a rumpled raincoat,
slouch hat and knee-high rubber Wellington boots shuffled out the door of The
Slaughtered Lamb and sidled up next to them but kept his back turned while he
busied himself rolling a cigarette from a small packet of tobacco. “Don’t turn
round. I don’t want ‘em knowin’ I’m talking to you.”


Merlin never
moved his head but answered in a low voice “What can you tell us about the West
Wycombe caves?”


“I can tell you
that you’d be needin’ to talk to Rainbird up St Lawrence Church.”


“Can you give us
directions to this St Lawrence’s Church?”


The man only got
as far as mumbling the first few syllables of his answer when the door of The
Slaughtered Lamb opened and a middle aged couple stepped out onto the sidewalk
to survey the threatening look of the sky before moving away. Hurriedly
crumpling shut his tobacco pouch and stuffing it into the pocket of his filthy
coat, the old man muttered “Follow golden ball” before pulling his head down
like a frightened turtle and scurrying across the street.


“Again with the
gold ball.” Jason said, shaking his head. “What the hell does that mean?”


Merlin held up
one finger, asking for a moment’s indulgence, and stepped into the middle of
the nearly deserted street. Looking behind him and then in front, he marched
forward motioning for Jason and Beverley to follow. After walking no more than
a hundred feet he extended one arm and pointed across the tops of the row of
ancient two story commercial buildings in front of him. There, on a hill beyond
the northern edge of town, stood a massive golden ball apparently suspended in
midair, just above the tree tops.


“Behold. Our
destination.”


“How did you
know that was there?”


“I didn’t, but
it seemed obvious enough. If we were going to follow the ball we had to be able
to see it, and since the land clearly rises at this end of town and remains
flat at the other, this seemed like an obvious place to start looking.” Beverley
grinned and Jason just shook his head. “I honestly don’t know how you modern
people would survive without your maps and GSP things.”


“GPS, not GSP.”


Grinning
broadly, Merlin put one arm around each of them and led them back to Beverley’s
Mini. From the small shopping area in the town center Beverley turned the Mini
to the right, picking up a small side road that wandered through a wooded hillside
in the general direction of the mysterious golden ball. When they broke through
the trees, ahead of them stood a neat, stone built Georgian church with a small
tower at one end. On top of the tower, rather than a cross, stood a massive
golden ball mounted on a delicate spire. The signboard near the small car park
informed them that they were at St Lawrence’s Church. After parking the car
they walked through neat rows of heavily weathered tombstones standing guard in
the churchyard until they came around to the front door.


“Who are we
looking for again, Bev?”


“The old man
said we should talk to Rainbird. I assume that must be the vicar’s name.”


“Kind of a weird
name, Rainbird.” Jason had already grabbed the heavy, decorative iron latch on
the door and pushed it down expectantly. To his surprise the latch clicked and
the door moved inward at a touch. Looking at the others he shrugged
enquiringly, and when both Beverley and Merlin nodded he opened the door and
walked in. Garbed in a neat, clean coat of white paint, the inside of St
Lawrence’s Church was bright and cheery and the air was delicately scented by
massive bouquets of lilies and ferns posted like silent sentries along the
front rail and in each of five large windows running down each of the building’s
long walls. Moving crablike between two rows of pews, a small, round, silver
haired woman in an apron alternately leaned forward and stood up, moving hymn
books, one at a time, from a pile in her left arm onto the seat of the pew in
front of her. As the three visitors moved quietly up the center, isle the woman
turned around and smiled.


“Hello. Can I
help?”


Stepping forward
Beverley answered. “We’re looking for Father Rainbird. Is he about?”


“Bless me,
dearie,” the woman giggled, “but I’ve been called a lot of things in my life
but Father’s never before been one of them.” Depositing her books on a seat the
woman sidestepped from between the pews and into the aisle. “I’m Agnes
Rainbird. Part time verger, sacrist, cleaning woman and general
whatever-need-arises person.”


“Oh, I’m so
sorry. We were just told to see Rainbird at St Lawrence’s, and I just assumed…”


Extending her
hand toward Beverley with a broad smile she added “Not to worry, love. Being
called Father is a bit like getting promoted. Now, how can I help?”


“We were really
just looking for directions to Francis Dashwood’s caves and the people in the
village were rather less than helpful.”


Mrs Rainbird
smiled and nodded knowingly. “Just a mite off-putting, were they? Not unusual. People
can be a superstitious lot.”


“I don’t think they
like Sir Francis very much”, Jason interjected.


“Oh, it’s not
Francis Dashwood.” Pausing in her narrative the verger waved a hand idly toward
a pew. “Might as well make yourselves at home.” When all four of them had taken
seats, Agnes Rainbird picked up the thread of her story. “Well now, as I was
saying, people round here quite liked Francis Dashwood despite the fact that he
was generally considered a bit of a wastrel and a rake. Fact is, when the crops
failed he hired people to work in the mines – the ones where the caves
are now. They dug out limestone and built new roads with it. That was the first
paved road between here and High Wycombe. And he hired them as builders to turn
the mines into his clubhouse and to work on the mausoleum. Local people even
built this church at Sir Francis’ personal expense. The ball was his idea; Lord
knows why. His morals might have been in question but West Wycombe owes its
survival to Francis Dashwood and people still remember that. When the Dashwood
family lost all their money in the 1929 stock market crash and sold off the
town and the caves, people felt terrible.”


“So, if the
problem isn’t Francis Dashwood and his Hellfire friends,” Jason asked, “why did
the townies all but come after us with pitchforks and torches?”


Their host
suppressed a snicker at Jason’s description of their welcome at The Slaughtered
Lamb but nodded knowingly. “You have to understand that the Dashwoods were
latecomers to this area. Right here - the very hill that this church stands on
- has been inhabited for thousands of years. Before the Romans came it was a
place of pagan worship and then the Romans had a fort here and later, during
the Anglo-Saxon period, around four or five-hundred AD, there was a Saxon
settlement here named Haeferingdune – that means ‘the hill of Haefer’s
people’.”


“Odd.” Merlin
seemed to be talking almost as much to himself as to the others; stroking his
beard and staring at the ceiling. “I’m sure I remember hearing that name
somewhere before.”


“Well, dearie,
if you have I’m certainly impressed. Almost nobody knows about Haeferingdune. There
was another village built here later, called by the name of Haveringdown –
a corruption of Haeferingdune - but it was a different place entirely.”


“No. I mean
Haeferingdune. I’m sure I’ve heard that name and just can’t place it. Ah, well.
I’m sure it will come to me eventually.” He offered a small, apologetic smile
to Mrs Rainbird. “I’m sorry, please continue.”


“Actually,
that’s about it. Oh, but you wanted to know about the caves, didn’t you?” When
the others all urged her on, she continued. “Well, the caves were already old
when the Dashwoods came here. They date back to Neolithic stone age times when
they were some kind of mines, or something, and later the Romans used them as
mines, too. But I think the troubles started sometime after the Romans left
around 350 AD.”


“Troubles?” Jason
posed the simple question but all three of them leaned forward expectantly.


“All I know
– all anybody seems to know - though almost nobody else will talk about
it - is that between the end of the Roman period and oh, shortly after the year
600 when St Birinus converted everybody here about to Christianity, there was
some kind of pagan site of worship either here on Haveringdown Hill or down
there.” She pointed one index finger directly toward the flagstone floor.


All eyes
followed her finger but it was Jason who looked at her and asked, “Hell?”


Mrs Rainbird
laughed until she had to wipe tears from her eye. “Good gracious no, lad. You’re
as bad as some of the locals. I mean the mines – Francis Dashwood’s
caves. They’re right directly under us, inside the hill. People liked Sir
Francis but it terrified them to work in his mines, but they had no choice. Without
the work they would have starved and the only work was in the mines, quarrying
stone for the road and then carving out his gents club.”


Three pairs of
eyes locked on Agnes Rainbird but it was Merlin who spoke. “Madame, do you mean
to tell us that we are, quite literally, directly on top of the Hellfire
caves?”


“That’s what
I’ve been trying to tell you. That’s why people round here go all funny when
you ask about the caves. See, there’s always been something not quite right
about them and it bothers folks to think that their village church stands on
top of them. Makes them all uneasy, like. It’s not Sir Francis Dashwood that
frightens people; it’s the other things, old things, bad things, things best
not brought up.”


Merlin leaned
forward and very gently laid his hand on the woman’s arm. “Madame, are these
caves open to the public?”


“Oh, my, no. They
were, on and off, years ago. But it just never worked out somehow. Too
off-putting. People didn’t like going there. Nobody’s been there now for
donkey’s years.”


“Do you happen
to know who owns them?”


“No idea. Local
council keeps them boarded up and pays one of the gamekeepers to check on them
now and again but I’ve no idea who actually owns them; I don’t think anybody
knows any more. I can tell you how to get there…although I’ll also tell you it
probably isn’t wise to go.”


“You’re very
kind, and we appreciate your concern, but we really need to see those caves. Can
you tell us where, exactly, the entrance is?”


“The road’s
mostly all grown over so you might as well leave your car here and walk. Just
follow the roadway back down the hill and walk round the base of the hill till
you come to the ruined abbey.”


“There was an
abbey there?”


“Oh, no. That
was just one of Sir Francis’ little jokes. It was just a folly he had put up
for his Hellfire club friends.”


Mrs Rainbird
hardly finished speaking before Jason, Merlin and Beverley were putting on
their coats, thanking her effusively for the information, and heading toward
the door.


Halfway down
Haveringdown Hill the overgrown remains of a crudely cobbled road branched off
to the left, meandering through the trees where it was quickly swallowed by
undergrowth and bracken. With Jason taking the lead, the three stepped over the
vines, weeds and creepers growing through cobblestone pavement that would
probably have been drivable but the Mini would have struggled not to bottom-out
in the chuckholes.


They had
circumnavigated nearly half of the hill’s diameter when their destination
appeared on the left, nestled deep into the hillside. On a huge shelf carved
into the chalky hill stood what appeared to be the ruins of a medieval chapel. Backed
by a steep cliff covered with ancient yew trees and cascading undergrowth, a
single arched gable punctuated by an ornate, three-panel window abutted the
hill; sidewalls pierced by round windows, arched doorways and what appeared to
be the remnants of still more buildings, extended forward on either side of the
folly’s central wall. In the middle of the main gable wall a doorway leading
directly into the cliff face had been crudely boarded over with a sheet of
plywood. Once kept as neat, tidy and well-tended as any rich man would expect
his garden to be, the neglected folly’s profusion of overgrowth made it look
even more like a ruin that it had during the hey-day of the notorious Hellfire
club. When they first spotted this monumentally elaborate garden ornament,
Jason, Beverley and Merlin all stopped dead in their tracks, staring in wonder.


“It’s
brilliant.”


“Brilliant,
indeed, my dear. I must say, our warrior who was not a warrior certainly knew
how to create a monumentally effective first impression.”


Crunching
through the tall grass and underbrush, Jason pushed aside a few errant scrub
trees, calling over his shoulder “I guess I better see if I can find a way into
this place. We do want to go in, don’t we?”


“Absolutely, my
boy.” Merlin followed Jason’s footsteps through the weeds while pausing to
extend a steadying hand to Beverley. “Confirming our suppositions is the whole
purpose of this little journey.”


Examining the
edge of the decaying plywood, searching for a loose nail or gap in which to
insert his fingers, Jason paused long enough to turn toward Merlin. “So what,
exactly, do we expect to find in here? I mean, how are we supposed to find an
invisible gateway?”


“I don’t think
finding the gate is necessary today. All we need at this point is proof that
dragons have passed through here at some time in the past.”


Closing his eyes
and shaking his head, Jason countered “How is it that you always manage to
sidestep logical questions in favor of illogical answers?”


“I have never
given you any reason to assume that wizardry is logical because it’s not. It’s
intuitive.”


Jason shook his
head again and began tugging on the plywood sheeting, causing his voice to come
in short, ragged breaths. “Amazing. Just amazing.” On the third tug the nails
holding the old wood in place began pulling through the rotted surface of the
plywood. “We’re supposed to save the world not with logic,” tug, tug, “but with
intuition.” Finally the wood released its fight to keep the caves sealed and
came away with a wet, tearing sound, before crashing to the ground. Catching
his breath and offering a low, sweeping bow, Jason extended one hand toward the
gaping black hole in the hillside. “Your cave awaits.” Then, arching one
eyebrow as he helped Merlin and Beverley across the slimy sheet of fallen
plywood, he muttered “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here.”


In front of them
a low, vaulted passage, its walls hewn nearly smooth by long dead workmen,
extended into the bowels of the hillside. Within fifty feet of the yawning
entrance the feeble February light gave up the effort to illuminate,
surrendering the tunnel to complete darkness.


Standing in the
mouth of the cave, Beverley stared at Jason. “Ok, so did you happen to bring a
torch? I didn’t.”


While she waited
for an answer, Merlin pulled back one coat sleeve and flexed his fingers.


“Watch this.” Jason
said, nodding toward Merlin. “He did this in Mongolia; it’s really cool.”


As the old mage
slowly rotated his wrist, two tiny points of pale, golden incandescence appeared
in the air ahead of him. While Jason and Beverley stared at the dots of light
they grew and expanded, increasing in brilliance as they enlarged. In less than
a minute the twin floating orbs had become bright enough to illuminate a thirty
foot section of tunnel.


“Come. Follow
the light. We don’t need to keep up with it; it will adjust its pace to ours.”


Squealing with
delight, Beverley gave Merlin a quick hug and fell in line between him and Jason.


Even in the
shimmering half-light, they could see where centuries of calcium-laden water
had run down the walls, leaving black, slimy trails flecked with dark, nasty
looking fungus and blooming with cancerous looking blotches of lichen. The
deeper they moved into the cave the thicker and more abundant the unhealthy
looking blemishes became. When they had traveled nearly a hundred feet into the
mountain, the tunnel narrowed slightly, the offset on either side bearing a
carved likeness of a hideous grotesque head that glared at passersby with huge,
blank eyes.


“Oh, look. It’s
Boris Karloff doing Frankenstein.” Beverley grabbed Jason’s arm and pointed to
the ugly carving.


“More
importantly…” Merlin stepped forward a few paces, indicating another carving slightly
higher up on the tunnel wall. “”Look here. It’s the Roman numeral for
twenty-two that your friend Mr Bunny was telling us about.”


“But this one
doesn’t have the letter ‘F’ after it. Maybe Bunny was wrong about that.”


As they
progressed deeper and deeper into the tunnel, they found dozens of the carved
grotesque heads and an occasional Roman numeral XXII – sometimes followed
by the letter F and sometimes not. The deeper they went the quieter it became;
the only discernible noise being the constant, hollow plopping sound of water
dripping from the cave ceiling to pool on the floor as it leached through the
chalk hill under the cemetery of St Lawrence Church far above them. At nearly
two hundred feet deep, and again at six hundred feet, the passageway split,
first forming a ring shape, like a donut, and later dividing into a number of
small niches that Merlin identified as probably being Neolithic or Roman era
catacomb tombs. It was in the catacombs that Beverley first thought she heard
the tiny squeaking sounds.


“What is that?”


“What? I don’t
hear anything.”


Just as Jason
stepped next to her, putting a comforting arm around her waist and straining to
hear what she had heard, the sound came again. This time it was accompanied by
three tiny pairs of shiny red eyes moving around near floor level, at the
furthest edge of Merlin’s floating light. As the fairy lights approached, the
eyes scurried left and right, anxious to stay in the darkness but refusing to
surrender their ground.


“Oh, God,
Jason,” Beverley screamed, jumping backward, clinging to Jason’s arm. “Rats.”


“Hey, Merlin,
are these rats real or not?”


Ignoring the
scurrying, squealing rodents, Beverley stared at Jason like he had lost his
mind. “What are you talking about? Do something; chase them away.”


Merlin stepped
around the corner of a catacomb and looked at the ugly little creatures. “These
rats are real, Jason.”


“Oh, fuck, I
thought…”


“Here, here. Calm
down, both of you. They won’t hurt you.” Merlin stepped forward, knelt down on
the floor and quietly called the trio of rats toward him. He leaned forward,
whispered something to them and before he could stand up they had disappeared
into the darkness. “Happy?”


“I thought…”


“What the hell
did you mean ‘are these rats real’? What did you think they were?” Beverley
punched him on the arm twice in frustration.


“In Mongolia the
rats weren’t real and he just made them disappear.”


Scowling in the
darkness, Beverley shook her head and mumbled, “You must have had a very
strange time in Mongolia.”


“You really
can’t imagine, Babe.”


“Come on, you
two. We have work to do.”


With Merlin
leading the way out of the catacombs, the trio followed the tunnel as it made a
sharp right turn and began a steep assent for less than a dozen yards before
opening into a massive, circular chamber with a high domed ceiling. Pacing off
the room, Jason guessed it had to be at least forty feet in diameter and it was
certainly higher than it was wide.


“I guess this
must have been the dining room; what do you think, Merlin?” When he received no
answer, Jason shifted his gaze from the ceiling to scan the room. “Merlin? Hey,
where’d you go?”


“Back here, my
boy.”


Following the
sound of the old man’s voice toward a series of small passageways clustered
along one wall, Jason found himself in a maze of tiny closet-sized compartments
where Merlin stood poking his head into one cubicle after another. “What the
hell is this?”


“I have no idea.
Never have I seen such an odd structure with so many apparently meaningless
spaces. Ah, well, no time to contemplate the vagaries of rich men’s fancies. Shall
we go?”


Following Merlin
out of the warren of little rooms, Jason motioned to Beverley as they exited
the huge, circular space on the opposite side from which they had entered,
moving into another downward-sloping tunnel for fifty or sixty feet until they
came to a T junction.


“Which direction
now?”


All three of
them looked first one way and then the other and finally both Jason and
Beverley looked at Merlin.


Waving a hand to
his right, Merlin said, “Jason, you and Beverley go that direction, I’ll go
this way. In no more than five minutes we will all turn around, retrace our
path and meet back here. Then we can compare notes and make a decision as to
which is the best course to follow.”


“It’s going to
be dark down there.”


Merlin reached
out a hand and motioned toward one of the floating balls of light. Like a
friendly, obedient dog the glowing orb came to him, allowing him to push it
gently down the dark, right-hand passageway.


“Now that’s just
too cool. See you in five.”


In less than a
minute’s walk, Jason and Beverley’s tunnel made an acute left turn, and in less
than another minute they saw a dim light in the tunnel ahead and it was
obviously coming in their direction. Before they could decide whether the
oncoming light meant they were approaching an exit or indicated some kind of
danger, they saw Merlin following in the light’s wake.


“What the hell
was that all about?”


Smiling, Merlin
approached the spot where they stood staring at him. “Apparently the tunnel
breaks into a triangular shape. We came in about the midpoint on the long side
and rejoined here, at the apex.”


“Well that’s
just stupid.” Jason was wearying of the caves and wanted some evidence to
indicate whether or not this was the place where the dragon gate was located.


“I think it’s
fun. Come on, lads, follow me.” Grabbing Jason’s hand, Beverley forged ahead.


“Wait.”


Beverley and
Jason halted, turning back to look at Merlin who had stopped a few paces behind
them and was now holding up a cautioning hand. “I hear water.”


“We’ve been
hearing water since we came in. It’s dripping everywhere.”


“No. This is
different. Listen.”


Holding one
finger to his lips for silence, Merlin stepped around the others and took the
lead. Within a few steps no one could deny that they were coming closer to the
sound of running water and less than three minute’s walking brought them to the
edge of a twenty foot wide strip of ink-black water that extended nearly fifty
feet in either direction before disappearing into the soft, chalk walls of the
cave. Above them, and on the far side of the river, the sound of the burbling
river echoed back from distant stone surfaces that were invisible in the soft
light of Merlin’s orbs.


“And this must
be Sir Francis’ version of the River Styx.” Beverley bent down near the water’s
edge, staring into its depths, but unable to see her reflection in the dark
surface.


“Are either of
you aware that the word styx translates from the Greek as both ‘hate’ and
‘destination’?”


“That’s kind of
weird. I mean, it makes any kind of a trip sound really ominous.”


“Indeed it does,
Jason. According to Greek mythology, the River Styx separated the land of the
living from the land of the dead; no one who crossed it could ever return to
the land of the living; in fact, once across the Styx and you lost all memory
of your previous life.”


“The waters of
oblivion.”


“Precisely. And
for some reason, the Styx simultaneously symbolized hatred, fatality and
unbreakable oaths. The first two are fairly obvious in this context, but I
never understood the ‘unbreakable oaths’ part.” Warming to his subject, Merlin
began pacing back and forth, hands clasped behind his back, like some
university professor deep in lecture mode. “For some obscure reason, the Styx
spiraled around the perimeter of Hades nine times. Its water was supposedly so
corrosive that it could not be stored in any container because it would eat
through it instantly.”


“So why didn’t
what’s-his-name’s boat dissolve?”


“Ah, a common
misconception. Charon – the ferryman – did not take the dead across
the Styx. He took them over the Acheron, which they came to after they had
crossed the Styx by some magical method which I can’t remember at the moment.”


“Well, that’s a
pretty weak ending to your story.”


“I don’t think any
of it really matters. After all, it’s just ancient myth. No one really cares
anymore. But…”


“But what?”


Merlin had begun
pacing again, this time scratching his head and shaking it from side to side.


“Something I
should be able to remember. It’s just beyond the edge of my memory and I can’t
quite grasp it.”


“You mean
something about Greek myth or the Styx or that something-dune place you were
talking about with Mrs Rainbird or something else?”


“No. Something
else entirely.” Swiveling his head owl-like, he muttered to himself, “This
place is…something.”


“The Styx?”


“No.” Merlin
jabbed one finger toward the slimy ribbon of water at his feet. “This
particular river.” For nearly fifteen minutes Merlin walked back and forth
along the muddy bank of the dark river in silence while Jason and Beverley
stood against the wall, allowing him space to be alone with his thoughts. Finally,
shaking his head in frustration; “I’m sure it will come to me if it’s important
enough.”


Having given up,
he walked away from Francis Dashwood’s pretend River Styx and toward the tunnel
down which they had come.


“Come on. I’m
finished here. Let’s go to the airport and find a drink. I’m parched.”
















Chapter Eight



 

Brother Jerome
had been leading the boy along the broken remnants of the old Roman road for
nearly a month. Their journey had begun deep inside Wales, where there were no
roads, and taken them across nearly seventy miles of near wilderness, finding
shelter at night in hollow logs and beneath rocky overhangs to avoid the worst
of the intermittent drizzle, the occasional downpour and the many night-hunters
– both four legged and two legged - that sought easy prey after the sun
disappeared. From a local fisherman Brother Jerome had bartered the use of one
of the strange, round boats the Welsh called coracles to ferry them across the
Severn Estuary in exchange for blessing the fisherman’s wife who was heavily
pregnant and desperately ill. Jerome and the boy had stayed with the couple for
three days until the women’s pains became too much to bear and she died
delivering a sickly baby boy who followed his mother into God’s arms within
hours. Jerome baptized the dying child and said holy offices over both of the
deceased before taking his leave, promising to tie the coracle securely on the
opposite bank of the Severn.


Once inside the
kingdom of the Britons the monk and the boy stopped at the old Roman town of Aquae Sulis, which the Britons called
Vaddon but would eventually be known as Bath. Here they worshiped and rested
before taking what was left of Akeman Street on their way to Verulamium and the
monastic school where the boy would be taught to read and write Latin and Greek
and study the scriptures in preparation for becoming a novitiate and eventually
taking holy orders. In his eight years as a priest and scout for Holy Rood
School, this was the seventeenth child Brother Jerome had brought safely to God
and the light of an education. But over the last few years, as the Saxon
soldiers flooded into the British Isles from the lands of the Franks and the
German tribes, the passage through the southern kingdoms, had become ever more
dangerous. The larger towns still remained relatively safe but the open
countryside had become a constant battleground between warring factions of
Britons, Picts, Scots, Welsh and the newcomers - the fierce Saxons and their
allies, the Angles. As always, the conflict revolved chiefly around land but
those who clung to the old religions seemed to take a particularly macabre joy
in capturing and torturing those who followed the way of the Cross.


Jerome would
have made it to the safety of Verulamium and Holy Rood School much sooner but
the small legs of a nine year old child are only capable of traveling ten or
twelve miles a day. Fortunately, this particular journey had proven relatively
uneventful and they were only two days from their destination when Jerome
inadvertently stayed on Akeman Street at a point where it ventured too close to
the still-smoldering ruins of a hill village. Even as he realized the danger he
was in, and frantically began pulling the child into the dense forest and
bracken on the northern side of the old roadway, seven heavily armed Saxon
mercenaries, wearing bronze helmets and leather breastplates, came storming
around a bend in the road and seized them.


After beating
the defenseless Brother Jerome mercilessly, the angry looking soldiers dragged
the terrified boy and the priest up the side of the hill to the site of a
collapsed stone tower standing at the edge of the burned-out ruins of the
village. There, they threw their prisoners face down in the dirt before a
cluster of men who were arguing amongst themselves.


“Is this a
Christian boy-child?” asked a hard, cruel looking man wearing an ornate bronze
breast plate.


“Yes, lord
Vortigern,” the battle scared sergeant of the guard answered, raising his right
arm in a stiff Roman salute. “He was traveling in the company of this Christian
priest when we took them, therefore he, too, must be a Christian.”


“Do what you
will with me, but if you have any mercy in you then let the boy go.” The priest
was obviously frightened but refused to allow his fear of death to weaken his
vow to protect the innocent. “He is only nine years old and cannot be your
enemy. If you seek the death of Christians then kill me, just let him go.”


“Oh, have no
fear, priest. I will, indeed, kill you...and then I’m going to kill the boy. I
will do anything necessary to complete my fortress.” Vortigern turned to one of
the men he had been arguing with when the guards first approached. The man was
dressed in a long, filthy, white robe and carried a tall, ornately carved staff
of yew wood in one hand.


“So, druid, do
you still believe that if we make a blood sacrifice of a virgin, Christian boy
I can complete the construction of my fortress without it collapsing yet again?
Consider your answer carefully; your miserable life depends on its accuracy.”


The druid
priest, although trying his best to sound confident, was obviously terrified. “I
do, lord Vortigern. Since you have chosen to invade the land of the Britons and
drive out the Christianized Romans who stole our land and killed our
priesthood, the gods are becoming angry that they have not gotten their due
share of Christian blood. And the blood of sexually innocent children always
makes a more pleasing and powerful sacrifice than any other kind.” From his
vantage point on the ground, the terrified boy could see the druid's knees
quivering beneath his dirty robes.


“This had better
work, you sniveling piece of horse crap”, Vortigern snapped at the old druid. “It
took me nearly a week to subdue this miserable hill-village...what was its name
again?”


“Haeferingdune,
my lord,” said the sergeant.


“...this
miserable Haeferingdune; just so I could have a viable site for my fortress,
and now the accursed thing won't stand. Three unworkable solutions - three dead
druids. If this doesn't work…” Vortigern's eyes burned a hole through the
priest's quaking heart, “you will be number four. And believe me, your death
will be so slow, and so exquisitely excruciating that it will take weeks for
you to die and every single minute will seem like an eternity. Do you
understand, druid?”


“Yes, my lord
Vortigern. I understand.”


Finally, the boy
raised his head from the ground and turned his piercing, electric blue eyes
toward the ruins of the tower for a long moment before he spoke. “The druids
can't help you build your tower because they don't understand why it keeps
collapsing.”


“What did you
say, boy?” Vortigern shifted his furious countenance from the Celtic priest to
the skinny child at his feet.


“I said; your
druids can't help you because they don't know why the fortress keeps falling
down.”


“And you do?”


The boy hoisted
himself to his knees and stared up past the shining breastplate and directly
into the war-hardened face. “Yes.”


“What’s your
name, boy?”


“Myrddin Emrys
ap Morfryn.”


“You’re Welsh,
then?”


“Yes, I’m Welsh,
just like you, Lord Vortigern.”


Vortigern’s eyes
flew open in surprise, driving his eyebrows nearly into his hairline. “Oh, so
you know who I am, do you.”


“I do. I also
know that you have usurped the thrones of the rightful high kings of Wales and
that you take the evil Saxons as your allies in order to make war on your own
people as well as on the Britons and the Picts.”


“A brave mouth
for a boy about to die.”


“If I am about
to die then I have no reason not to be brave.”


“So tell me,
brave young Myrddin Emrys ap Morfryn, why is it that my tower keeps falling
down?”


Knowing that he
had everyone's undivided attention, Merlin stood up and cast a quick, hard look
at the old druid before turning his attention back to Vortigern. “Beneath the
hill of Haeferingdune are a series of caverns. And through the deepest of these
there runs a river...”


Vortigern held
up a hand to silence the boy, and turned to one of the other men standing near
him. “Are there caves beneath this hill, master builder?”


“Yes, my lord. They
are old mines, but they are deep enough and solid enough that they pose no
danger of subsidence.”


“Go on, boy.” Vortigern
was both fascinated and impatient, tapping his foot restlessly.


“Near the river
there is a great chamber in which live two dragons...”


“Did you say
dragons?”


“Yes.”


Vortigern roared
with laughter, choking out his words. “This boy is touched by the moon goddess.
He believes in dragons. Is this what your Christian religion teaches you;
superstitions and fairy tales?”


“No. It is what
my vision teaches me, and it is the truth.”


“This is
amusing. So, tell me about these 'dragons'.”


“I see a red
dragon and a white dragon. They will come forth in fire and blood, destroying
the land and its people. Eventually the red dragon, if it is not stopped, will
devour the white one and everything else along with it.”


“And now you are
going to tell me that the red dragon is Wales, yes?”


“It is a usurper
who shall rise from among the Welsh; like you, but not you. It is one who is
yet to come to power.”


Vortigern
laughed and shook his head in amazement. “This boy has a wondrous imagination
and his story amuses me but, unfortunately, I already have a storyteller and I
also have much work to do. Master builder, send some men to find this river
inside the caverns if, indeed, it exists, then sacrifice the Christian priest
to whatever gods the druid thinks might be protecting it. And bring a trough of
mortar and bleed this whelp's life blood into it. That should appease the gods
and allow me to finish my fortress in peace.”


“And may I
sacrifice the boy's lifeless body to the water god, lord Vortigern?” The
druid's eyes and voice were anxious for this blood sacrifice which would surely
endear him both to the gods and his liege lord.


“Yes, yes. Do
whatever you want with the carcass.” Vortigern strode away in the company of
his chief builder, leaving Merlin and Brother Jerome to the mercy of the shaman
and the Saxon warriors.


The druid smiled
and turned to the sergeant. “Take the priest to the caves. Kill him at the edge
of the river, drain his blood into the water and bury him on the river bank. Bring
the boy with me to the construction site.”


Ten minutes
later, the old Celt had Merlin's head stretched across a tub of mortar. Chanting
softly, he raised the bronze knife and plunged it into the soft flesh at the
side of the boy's neck, holding the thrashing child tightly so not one drop of
blood missed the trough beneath him.


The last words
Merlin’s dying ears heard were, “Take the body to the lake and throw it in.”


Later, much
later, Merlin awoke. As full consciousness began returning, he realized he was
wet and shivering from the cold. He was on his back, on the ground, and his
head was resting in the lap of a young woman.


“Who are you?”


“My name is
Vivian.”


“I'm called
Myrddin.”


“Yes, I know who
you are.”


“Do I know you?”
The boy could not remember ever having met the woman and his brow knitted in
confusion.


“Of course you
do, silly, or at least you will. I can't seem to remember which.”


“I don't
understand.” Merlin raised his head enough to look around. He and the
delicately blond young woman were on the rocky shore of some sea. Out in the
water, in the middle distance, he could see an island.


“What happened
to Brother Jerome? How did I get here?”


“Don't you
remember?”


“No.”


“That’s probably
just as well, but I’m afraid your friend won’t be back for you.”


“Where did he
go?”


Vivian shrugged
silently and then added. “Where were you going, Myrddin?”


“We were going
to the church school in Verulamium. I was to enroll there to become a priest. But
if Brother Jerome is gone, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know how to get to
Verulamium by myself. Should I go home?”


“No. I don't
think you would be welcome there anymore.”


“Why not?”


“You are no
longer like the others of your kind. You never really were, but you are even
less so now.”


“What does that
mean?” Merlin was both confused and slightly frightened. Rather than answering his
pleading question, Vivian only shrugged again.


“So where do I
go?”


“I will find
someone who will help you complete your journey to your school.”


Merlin surveyed
his surroundings again, rubbing his hand over his soggy thatch of hair. “How
did I get here?”


“It doesn't
matter. Don't think about it. When you need to remember, you will. At the
moment, it is enough to know that you are safe and well and have work to do.”


The young woman
gently lifted Merlin's head from her lap, rose, took his cold little hand in
hers to warm it, and walked from the shore toward the road in search of someone
to guide the boy back on his way.


* * *


“Jason. Jason,
WAKE UP.”


Merlin pounded
frantically on the door to Beverley and Jason’s room. While Jason’s
sleep-clouded brain tried to decide whether the banging sound was thunder or
gun fire, Beverley was already on her feet and climbing into her jeans. By the
time she pulled the door open Merlin was pacing back and forth in the hallway
like a small child frantic to be taken to the toilet. His hair and long beard
were completely disarrayed from sleep and his eyes were wide and staring.


“Are you
alright? What’s wrong?”


“I’m so sorry to
have disturbed you, my dear, but I’ve just had an epiphany. Vivian was right
about everything. I have things I need to explain to Jason. To both of you.”


“What time is
it?” Jason’s head appeared over Beverley’s left shoulder, one hand wiping the
sleep from his eyes.


“Almost
two-thirty. Merlin needs to talk to us. He says it’s really important.”


“I’m terribly
sorry, children, but this is absolutely urgent.”


“Ok. It’s almost
time to get up any way. I have to be at the airport in two hours. Can it wait
till we get dressed?


“Of course. But
please hurry. I need time to explain.”


Half-an-hour
later they had driven the two miles from the Kings Regent Hotel to Heathrow,
parked the car, and had taken a table at a too loud, too brightly lit
restaurant in the concourse of terminal three. While Beverley got tea for
herself and coffee for Jason, an ever-more excitable Merlin walked across the
promenade and purchased a tall, double Jack Daniels on the rocks for himself.


“Breakfast of
champions?”


“I’m
overwrought. I need to calm down. Are you ready?”


Jason looked at
Beverley, who nodded her assent as she blew gently across the top of the
steaming cup of tea. “Ok, shoot. What’s so important?”


Merlin launched
into a complete account of an extraordinary dream in which he remembered his
encounter with the warlord Vortigern and his own death as a child, nearly
seventeen centuries earlier.


“And this all
really happened?” By the time Merlin finished relaying his bizarre tale both
Beverley and Jason had completely forgotten about their drinks and were staring
in rapt attention.


“Absolutely. I
don’t know how, but I had completely forgotten about it for all these years.”


Beverley nodded
in understanding. “People often lose the memories of particularly traumatic
events.”


“And I guess
getting your throat cut is about as traumatic as it gets.”


“As you say,
Jason. But, you see, Vivian was absolutely right. Brother Jerome was taking me
to Verulamium and…”


“Verulamium,
that’s the old Roman name for St Albans.” Suddenly realizing where the
conversation was taking them, Beverley became so excited she almost choked on
her tea. “It can’t be more than twenty miles from West Wycombe. I saw a road
sign in the village, yesterday. You very nearly made it, Merlin.”


“And your friend
Vivian saved your life.”


Smiling weakly,
Merlin nodded. “She said we were there together when I was a boy and that it
was where the dragons live. She even knew about Vortigern because she said I
told the king about the dragons, but I thought she meant Arthur. I think what
happened that day is that Vortigern had me killed and she brought me back to
life. I’m certain I was quite dead.”


“She resurrected
you from the dead?”


“Absolutely. And
I always thought I was a great wizard.” Merlin shook his shaggy head in sheer
wonder at the naiad’s powers. “Be that as it may, all of this proves that I was
in that same cave before and that it really is where the dragons come through
into our world. I just didn’t remember. I’ve been such a fool.”


Reaching across
the table Beverley laid her hand across one of his, stroking it gently. “Don’t
be too hard on yourself, Merlin, nobody’s memory is perfect.”


“Yeah. Take it
easy, man. The important thing now is that we know Dashwood’s Hellfire cave is
the right place after all.” Looking at his watch, Jason jumped to his feet and
grabbed his jacket. “Look, I have to do the security thing and get to the gate
or I’m going to miss my plane.”


“Did you
remember your mobile phone and the charger?” In response to Beverley’s question
Jason smiled and patted his coat pocket. “Then this time you don’t have any
excuse not to call me.”


Leaning down to
give Beverley a last, slow, gentle kiss before shouldering his duffle bag, he
whispered. “None at all. Talk to you soon.” As he exited the restaurant and
started walking down the concourse, Merlin called after him.


“The Gnostic
book. Do you have it?” Jason smiled, nodded, held up his briefcase and
disappeared into the crowd.
















Chapter Nine



 

The
thick, stagnant, recycled air on the eight hour plane ride to Addis Ababa made
Jason grumpy and caused his mind to become just fuzzy enough that he found it
hard to keep his thoughts running in a straight line. His wandering brain kept
returning to the fact that for the first time since Merlin insinuated himself
into his life the previous autumn, Jason was now completely on his own. He
hated to admit it, but he had become fond of the miserable old wizard and
without his help and advice Jason would have become just another one of Morgana
le Fay’s endless number of victims on more than one occasion. The fact that
Merlin was continuing to keep a constant watch on Morgana did provide some
feeling of security, but without the old man’s magic and innate knowledge of
the best ways to counter each of Morgana’s moves, Jason felt a bit like a
rudderless ship condemned to float aimlessly in the midst of a convoy of
nameless, often invisible enemies. Jason would have felt a lot more comfortable
if he could just communicate effectively with the people in Ethiopia; at least
when they went to Mongolia Merlin had stuffed the Mongol language into his head
while he was sleeping. Now he was about to land in one of the largest desert
countries on earth and he had absolutely no idea of what to do next or even how
to ask directions.


To
Jason’s utter amazement, as the plane taxied across the runway toward Addis
Ababa’s Bole International Airport, he was confronted by a massive ultra-modern
complex that made both Heathrow and JFK look primitive by comparison. The air
in the retractable catwalk that snuggled up against the plane was refreshing
and even the international arrivals area with its endless passport control
lines was attractive and clean. Most amazing of all, when Jason’s turn came to
hand his passport and customs declaration card to the uniformed man behind the
glass screen the guard smiled and said “Good morning, sir. Welcome to
Ethiopia.”


“Oh.
You speak English.”


“Your
plane did arrive from Heathrow, did it not, sir?”


“Um,
yeah.”


“Then
it only makes sense to provide you with security personnel who speak your
language; doesn’t it?” Jason closed his eyes and nodded, feeling distinctly
like an idiot. “And how long will you be staying in Ethiopia?”


Jason
had no idea how long he might be here searching for the Ark of the Covenant,
and the keys to the dragon gate which it might or might not contain, but he
knew he had to give a specific time limit so he put on his most confident smile
and said, “About two weeks.”


“And
are you here on business or pleasure?”


I’m here to find the Ark of the Covenant and
steal two stones inside it so I can save the world ran through Jason’s head
but somehow it didn’t seem like an acceptable answer. “I’m an archaeology
student and I’m doing some research.”


Smacking
the passport with a big blue rubber stamp, the man smiled and handed it back to
Jason. “That’s probably work to you, but we can call it pleasure. Enjoy your
stay in Ethiopia.”


Jason
stuffed the passport into his pocket and was about to walk into the main
terminal but checked himself. Turning back to the guard he leaned into the
glass screen, smiled and said “Excuse me but what’s the quickest way into Addis
Ababa?”


“Follow
the signs to the main entrance and just wait outside. Shuttle busses come along
about every fifteen minutes.”


Jason
smiled again, nodded, thanked the man and walked through the sprawling,
over-crowded terminal until he stepped out through the massive, glass front
doors and into a wall of heat unlike anything he had ever experienced in his
entire life.


Sandwiched
between the Sahara Desert to the north and the equator to the south, Ethiopia
was about as different from England’s perpetually moist and mild climate as an
oven is different from a gentle spring breeze. Heat waves shimmered upward
toward a cloudless sky from virtually every object. The road, the sandy ground,
every vehicle in the parking area, every building and even the planes taxiing
across the black runways emitted rippling waves that danced upward in the heat.
It was like seeing the whole world through an aquarium - identifiable but
constantly shifting and distorted. Jason could feel the water being pulled out
through the pores of his body but it evaporated so fast that his shirt never
got wet. Within minutes of taking his place in the line waiting for the shuttle
bus he was so dehydrated that his knees felt like they were turning to liquid,
and he started becoming lightheaded and woozy. Long before the shuttle arrived,
Jason knew exactly what a turkey felt like when it was roasting in its own
grease.


Climbing
unsteadily up the steps of the bus and heaving his duffle onto the shelf behind
the driver, Jason’s thoughts wandered aimlessly back in time one month. Then he
had been freezing his butt off in Mongolia and now he was going to fry in
Africa. Plopping down onto the sticky plastic seat he decided it wasn’t the
danger that he minded so much, he just hoped that the next time he had to save
the world he could do it in someplace with a nice climate – like maybe
Italy or Virginia.


The
bus ride from Bole Airport to downtown Addis Ababa revealed a lot more about
the country than all of his online research had done. Mile after mile of
drought-stricken farmland was divided into pathetically small fields that
clustered around what passed for villages. Groups of tiny mud-brick huts
huddled together like lost children slowly gave way to the dense clutter of
urban slums which the government tried, unsuccessfully, to hide by installing
endless miles of tall concrete barriers. Here, on the edge of Ethiopia’s
capital city, undernourished children and scrawny livestock wandered in and out
of corrugated sheet-metal shacks that sweltered under the equatorial sun. At least
in Mongolia the people had looked happy even if they were poor; here they
looked too drained of life even to be sad. The websites had shown the center of
Addis Ababa with its strikingly modernistic buildings and clean streets but
this tragic squalor was obviously the real Ethiopia – the one far enough
away from the glitz and glamor of parliamentary procedure and embassy
receptions to make any difference to officials dressed in Armani suits. Jason
wondered how something like the Ark of the Covenant had ever wound up in such a
sad, neglected corner of the world.


After
the shuttle pulled into the bus station Jason found his way to the tourist
information window and asked for directions to the central railway station. God
only knew why anybody would come here as a tourist but Jason Carpenter had no
intention of spending any more time in perpetually sunny Addis Ababa than
absolutely necessary, and that made it essential to get a seat on the very next
train to Axum and his final destination. The lady behind the information desk
smiled, handed him an English language street map of Addis Ababa and told him
to go to the west side of the building and wait for a number 14 bus; it would
drop him off directly across the street from the main entrance to La Gare
Railway Station. After pointing out the bus station on the map, she told Jason
that if he wanted to see where he would be going, he would find the train
station toward the bottom of the map on Ras Mekonin Avenue. Glancing up at the
clock she said the next number 14 should be along in about ten minutes.


Just
as he had been told, the bus pulled to a halt directly across Ras Mekonin
Avenue from a rambling, two story, yellow brick holdover from the early
twentieth century days of Italian colonialism. Deep, arched verandas and
overhanging rooflines made the building look solid, old fashioned and inviting,
but it was the empty, decaying parking lot, graffiti covered walls and acres of
abandoned, wrecked and vandalized rail cars around the building that left Jason
with a sick, sinking feeling in his stomach. Letting his duffle bag drop to the
sidewalk, he pulled it along behind him limply, bumping over tufts of dry,
brown grass that struggled up through the broken macadam of the parking lot.


When
he finally reached the shade of the long porch that spanned the front of the
building he let go of the strap on his duffle and started working his way from
one window to the next. Rubbing away years of collected grime and peering into
the concourse, all he could see were walls cloaked in dirt and graffiti. Nowhere
was there any sign of human occupation. Rubbing his head and stepping back to
lean against the shady side of a yellow brick column, he stared blankly at a
particularly immense and garishly spray-painted scrawl written in an
indecipherable language.


“It
says the government sucks camel dick.”


Jason
rolled himself away from the cool pillar and raised one hand to shade his eyes
from the glaring African sun. About twenty feet behind him, standing in the
middle of the ruined car park, was a skinny black kid in his middle teens. He
was dressed in ancient blue jeans, a striped T shirt and a windbreaker
emblazoned with the name and crossed-swords emblem of the University of
Virginia.


“Thank
you for that. At least now I know that some things are pretty much the same no
matter where you go. Could you also tell me why the hell the railroad station
is abandoned and where I can go to get a train out of this place?”


“You
need a time machine for that one. They closed down the railroad in 2010.”


Jason
leaned his head back against the pillar and rolled it from side to side. “Oh,
fuck.” Then, more to himself than the boy, he shouted “How the fuck do I get
out of here?”


“That
depends a lot on where you want to go, doesn’t it?” The boy stuck his hands
deep into the pockets of his jeans and walked confidently toward Jason. “Mister,
what you need is a guide. Somebody who knows everything there is to know about
Addis Ababa. I know every street and landmark. I speak French and five of
Ethiopia’s ninety languages. You already know my English is perfect. I can get
you anything you want and take you to wherever you need to go.” Almost as
though he had forgotten the most important part of a well-rehearsed speech he
quickly added “And I can do it cheaper than anybody else in the city.”


“Can
you tell me how to get to Axum?”


The
boy held out his hand and waggled his fingers. “One buck. US. I don’t want any
Ethiopian birr, they’re not worth shit.”


“I
don’t have any American money.”


“Come
on. Don’t try to con me mister, you’re as American as they come. I could tell
from clear across the street.”


Jason
tried to cover the grin with one hand. “Yeah, I am an American but I live in
England. Will you take a pound coin?”


His
eyes lighting up, the boy flashed an immense grin. “Hell, yes. A pound’s worth
a lot more than a dollar.”


Jason
fished through the contents of his pocket until he found the round brass coin. Stepping
forward he handed it to the boy. “Ok. Now give. How do I get to Axum?”


“You
only got two choices, mister. You can take a bus, but its five hundred and
fifty kilometers to Axum – that’s about four hundred miles - and the bus
makes two stops on the way; Bahar Dar and Gondor. It’ll take you two and a half
days.” Looking up slyly he added. “And the bus isn’t air conditioned.”


“Oh,
goody. And my other choice?”


“Fly.”


“Wrong.
I tried to fly directly into Axum and couldn’t do it.”


The
boy shook his head. “Nope. Axum only has a little airport so its local flights
only.”


“You
mean like commuter flights?”


“Yep.
Really crappy little planes. Unpressurized. Make you want to barf.”


“God.
I really don’t want to do that.”


“It’ll
save you two days and the airline has an office right down town.”


Squinting
down on the boy with one eye, Jason let out a long sigh. “So how much do you
want to get me to the airline office and then help me find a decent, cheap
hotel for the night?”


Stepping
around Jason and grabbing his duffle bag and briefcase, he answered “Five bucks
a day plus room and board. One Lady Gaga CD is good for two days work.” The boy
winked at Jason and snickered. “They’re worth a fortune on the black market
since the government outlawed her stuff after she wore that dress made out of
meat.”


As
the smiling boy stepped back around him and into the parking lot, Jason snatched
back the briefcase containing the Gnostic book. “I’m sorry to bust your bubble,
kid, but I don’t have any Lady Gaga CDs and I only need you for today. Tomorrow
I’m flying to Axum.”


“Tell
you what, mister; another two pounds and you let me take a shower and sleep on
the floor of your room tonight and you got a deal.”


“What,
don’t you have any place to live?”


Grinning
like a Cheshire cat, the boy hoisted the duffle bag across his scrawny back and
started walking toward Ras Mekonin Avenue and the bus shelter, calling back
over his shoulder “I do tonight.”


Despite
its hopeful name the Hotel New York was a tired looking edifice built from
concrete bricks in a style that had 1960s written all over it. The threadbare
decor and the fact that the desk clerk only spoke several variations of
Ethiopian made it clear that this was a local hotel catering primarily to guest
workers and transients. Jason felt slightly uneasy at not seeing at least one
other non-black face in the lobby but his newly acquired tour guide negotiated
a good price for a room which came with an ancient air conditioning unit
chugging away in the window, the desk clerk’s promise that the water in the
shower would be warm, and wallpaper spangled with flowers that had long ago
wilted and died. Jason stood in the doorway surveying the cramped, worn and
severely faded room with a slightly dismayed look on his face.


“Is
this what hotels in New York really look like?” The boy obviously saw the
shabby room from a perspective entirely different than Jason’s. Rushing to the
window, Jason’s guide threw open the sagging drapes and stared down at the
street below with a look on his face that screamed ‘I’M KING OF THE WORLD’.


Laying
his briefcase on a small, worn-out table, Jason mumbled “Do you think this place
has cockroaches?”


“Sure.
Everyplace has cockroaches.”


“Then
it’s exactly like the hotels in New York. Does that make you happy?”


“Wow.
Who gets to use the shower first?”


“Go
ahead. I have a couple of phone calls I need to make.”


With
a cry of “cool” the boy raced into the bathroom but Jason called him back.


“So
what’s your name, anyway?”


Pulling
himself up as straight as his undernourished frame would allow, the boy raised
his chin and proudly announced “Ras Araya Betul To’on Terie Melekot. What’s
yours?”


“You’re
shitting me. All that’s your name? How about I just call you Short Round?”


“Yeah
right. You call me Short Round and I get to call the great white archaeologist
Indiana Jones. No, no, better yet, I’ll call you Jar Jar Binks.” By now the boy
had his fists planted defiantly on his hips as he glared at Jason who was
already waving his hands in surrender.


“Ok,
ok. Sorry. I guess you already heard that one.”


“This
is Ethiopia, not the moon. Lucas and Spielberg are everywhere. Why don’t you
just call me Ras like most of my clients do?”


Jason
stood up from the edge of the bed and walked across the room with his right
hand out. “No offense, Ras. Your name is just kind of a mouthful.”


Smiling
the boy took his hand. “None taken. No problem. Now what’s yours?”


“Jason
Carpenter. You can call me Jason.”


“Ok,
Jason, you’re in the shower next after me.”


While
the boy showered Jason took advantage of the privacy to call Beverley and
explain that he had arrived safely in Addis Ababa, that the trains no longer
ran and that he had booked a flight on a local commuter airline that would take
him to Axum late the next morning. Somehow he felt like he was confessing to
his own inadequacy when he explained that he had hired a guide and translator
who would be going with him to Axum, but when he described the kid to Beverley
she thought it was a good idea and said it was really sad that the kid was
apparently homeless. To keep his roaming charges from soaring, she promised to
relay his progress to Merlin who was keeping a continual, close watch on
Morgana.


An
hour later Ras led Jason to a small outdoor café frequented primarily by
locals. The sun had just fallen beneath the edge of the city skyline and taken
the worst of the heat with it. All in all, Jason felt better than he had since
he boarded the plane twenty hours earlier. Now, he stared into the murky depths
of the miniscule cup of coffee the waiter had placed on the table in front of
him.


“Why
did I get hot coffee rather than something to cool me down, again?”


“It
will cool you down. You never see people in Africa drink iced drinks to cool
down. They drink hot coffee and tea and wear lots of layers of clothes. It
makes it so you don’t notice the heat; sort of like a counterbalance between
your body temperature and the air temperature or something.”


Jason
shrugged, raised one eyebrow apprehensively, took a sip and very nearly coughed
the acrid liquid back into the cup. Ethiopian coffee, like most coffee served
in the Middle East, was almost as thick as mud and so strong it could nearly
climb out of the cup. Ras made no attempt to hide his mirth.


“Damn.
What do they put in this stuff, gasoline?”


“Hey,
man, ‘when in Rome’.”


After
wiping the coffee from his chin and ordering a cold beer, Jason settled back in
his chair and stared at the boy for a long minute before saying anything.


“So
do you really know your way around Axum as well as you do around Addis Ababa?”


“I
know the location of every street and how to get to every important place. Anything
I don’t know, I know how to find out in minutes. Trust me.”


There
was something in the way the boy phrased his answer that didn’t quite sit
right. “And exactly how many times have you actually been to Axum?”


“I,
um…ahh…well, I…”


“You’ve
never been there, have you? You conned me into buying you a plane ticket and
you’ve never been to Axum.”


“Ok.
I’ve never been there, but I wasn’t lying. Honest. I’ve memorized the location
of every street in the city and I know where every important building is.” Ticking
places off on his fingers, Ras started down a list. “I can take you right to
the Queen of Sheba’s Bath, King Bazen’s Tomb, the Dungur Palaces, the Lioness
of Gobedra painted rocks, the monasteries of Abba Liqanos and Abba Pentalewon,
all of the main churches and both the archaeological and ethnographic museums.”
Coming to the end of the list, he crossed his arms over his bony chest
defensively and nodded his head once with finality.


“You
know how to get from the airport to St Mary’s Church?”


“You
mean St Mary of Zion, don’t you?”


“Is
that the full name? I just heard St Mary’s.”


“Oh,
my God.” The boy grinned and pointed an accusing finger at Jason. “You’re going
to try to see the Ark of the Covenant, aren’t you? Every idiot tourist who
comes to Ethiopia tries to see it but I’ve never met an archaeologist who was
that dumb. Come on, confess, you are, aren’t you?”


“If
it’s there, I AM going to see it.”


Ras
grinned and shook his head. “You’re completely out of your mind. They won’t let
anybody see it. Nobody’s seen it in about a billion years. Even the junta
couldn’t get in to see it when they seized control of the government back in ‘74.
What on earth makes you think they’re going to let you see it? You think being
a rich American makes you that special?”


More
than a little insulted, Jason shot back “What makes you think I’m rich?”


“Because
you can afford to fly halfway around the world on a wild goose chase that isn’t
going to get you anywhere and then you still have enough money to leave again. Man,
I don’t even know anybody who can afford to get out of Ethiopia.”


Jason
nodded his understanding of the boy’s frustration, leaned back in his chair and
studied this brash, very bright, homeless young man he had hired to lead him
across the alien landscape of Ethiopia. “So how did you wind up on the streets
hustling for change? You obviously have a lot on the ball.”


Ras
picked up his coffee and stared into the tiny cup for a long time before he
answered. “I was born in Djibouti – it’s a port city east of here, on the
coast of the Red Sea. It’s also its own country and unless you’re rich it’s
even worse than Ethiopia. But I was lucky, I got into the English school. I
might have gotten into college and then I could have gotten out of this
shit-hole, but a bunch of rebels raided our village and murdered my parents and
my sister and…” The sentence seemed unfinished but he just stopped talking,
shrugged his scrawny shoulders and fell silent.


Jason
stared across the small table, his mouth open and his head shaking slowly in
disbelief. It took him several minutes to respond to this odd tale. “‘A bunch
of rebels’? You mean soldiers raided your village and murdered your whole
family and you don’t even know who they were?”


“That’s
exactly what I mean. You know, Somali pirates, al Qaeda, Maoist guerillas,
assholes looking for a good time, who knows.”


“So
what did you do?”


“I
sure as hell wasn’t going to hang around and wait for my turn, so I jumped on
the train and rode into La Gare station and I’ve been stuck here in Addis Ababa
ever since. I hustle bucks as a tourist guide and do better than most of the
poor shits in Ethiopia. About a fifth of the people in this hell-hole of a
country live on less than a dollar a day, so I do pretty good by comparison.”


“Wait.
You told me the train hasn’t run since 2010. When did you come here?”


“2009.”


“My
God, you were just a child.”


“Mister,
nobody’s a child after they see their whole family get butchered.”


Jason
slowly led the conversation into less depressing areas, telling Ras about
England and the US and listening to his stories about being a guide for the
different types of foreigners who visited Ethiopia. For more than an hour they
chatted amiably, two people from vastly different cultures taking the first
tentative steps toward trying to understand each other. Jason had just ordered
another beer for himself and another cup of rocket fuel coffee for Ras when he
thought he heard one of the ancient cars that careened up and down Addis
Ababa’s streets backfire. The next two cracks were followed by the unmistakable
staccato chatter of machineguns. Jason recognized the sound from the night in
early January when three cars full of triad thugs had chased him and Merlin
away from Morgana’s fortress and across the Mongolian desert. Maybe the
anti-scrying ointment wasn’t working. Maybe Morgana had found him and sent her
goons to kill him before he could get to the Ark of the Covenant, find the Urim and Thummim and get them back to Merlin to close the dragon gate. Maybe,
maybe, maybe a whole lot of things and none of them good. Before the second
burst of gunfire had stopped echoing back from the side of the buildings, Jason
had already dived under the small table, clutching the briefcase containing the
Gnostic manuscript in case he was forced to make a break for it. It was at this
point that Ras’ head appeared under the edge of the table, a curious scowl on
his face.


“Christ,
kid, get down before they kill both of us.” Jason’s voice was a harsh,
panic-filled rasp. “I think she found me. I got to get out of here.”


“She?
You got women problems?”


As
another three or four rounds echoed down the street, Jason looked around from
his vantage point beneath the table. From his near-ground level point-of-view
all he could see was legs; legs sitting at other tables, legs waking casually
up and down the street, legs everywhere, but none of them seemed to be running
for cover. Feeling distinctly like an idiot, Jason crawled out from under the
table, brushed the dust off of his jeans and sat back down but refused to
relinquish his death grip on the briefcase.


“Seriously,
Jason, is there some woman that wants you dead?”


“It’s
really complicated. You couldn’t possibly understand, but that’s not the point.
What the hell was that?” Twisting his head around like an owl, Jason was amazed
that no one seemed to be the least upset by the furious exchange of gunfire.


“It
happens all the time.”


“What
happens all the time?” Jason all but shouted, his voice rising almost to
falsetto. “Who was shooting at us?”


“They weren’t
shooting at us. Like I said; maybe al Qaeda, maybe the Muslim Brotherhood,
maybe Somali rebels, maybe Sudanese rebels. Who knows? It happens all the time.
Don’t take it personally. Drink your beer.” Then, after a pause, a huge, toothy
grin spread across Ras’ ebony face “But I really do want you to tell me all
about this woman who hates you so much you think she has guys out hunting for
you with guns.”
















Chapter Ten



 

“Son-of-a-bitch.”


Jason stormed
back and forth across the cramped room that served as the Axum airport’s
luggage claim office. The baggage master didn’t speak a word of English and
Jason was talking way too fast for Ras to keep up with his outraged tirade, but
neither of these facts slowed Jason’s rant by the slightest degree.


“How in the hell
can you lose a duffle bag on a plane that’s no bigger than a damn school bus? The
fucking plane only had twenty-four seats, for Christ’s sake. The cargo
compartment can’t be any bigger than a fucking bathtub.”


“Boss, boss. Jason.
Calm down, you’re going to hurt yourself. It’s just some clothes. Look, I’m sure
the airline will replace everything for you if they can’t find your stuff in a
day or so.” Ras was following Jason back and forth across the small office, grabbing
at his employer’s arm each time he orbited the floor.


Finally Jason
ceased his useless pacing, threw his hands in the air and took a deep breath to
steady himself before trying to explain the inexplicable to his guide. “It
isn’t the clothes, Ras. It’s my shaving kit. There was something in there I
really, really need.”


“If its
medication or something we can get you to the hospital and I’m sure they can
take care of it. We have some really good doctors in Ethiopia. Seriously.”


Jason had no way
of explaining that in his shaving kit was a small porcelain jar containing less
than an ounce of the anti-scrying cream the Panchen Lama had given to Merlin. A
tiny dab of the colorless, odorless ointment placed in the center of the
forehead every day was the only thing that kept Morgana from locating him and,
by extension, Beverley and Merlin. There was no guarantee that she was still
looking for them, and Merlin seemed certain that she believed they were dead,
but without the ointment there was simply no way to guarantee that she would
not find him sooner or later. He had applied a tiny amount immediately after
his shower the evening before; if he remembered not to wash his forehead, how
long would that single dab of cream last before he sweated it away to nothing
in the blazing heat of the African sun? There was no sense losing precious time
arguing with a baggage handler who had no control over what the porters at Bole
airport did with his duffle bag, so there was only one reasonable thing to do. Carry
on and hope his luggage turned up.


“Ras, ask the
guy to keep after the people at Bole and then get his phone number so we can
check back with him. We can call him tonight – or every day for as long
as it takes – and see if it turns up. Then we’ll get the hell out of
here. Can you do that for me, please?”


After a
perfunctory “You, bet, boss,” Ras relayed the question, jotted down the phone
number and followed Jason out of the stifling baggage claim office into the
equally stifling morning air.


While Jason was
mulling over the advantages of renting a car over taking a bus into town, the
shuttle pulled up to the curb, convincing him it was easier and less hassle to
take the scenic route than it would be to fight traffic all the way into Axum. Any
lingering doubt as to the best way into the city center was removed when the
shuttle bus’ door opened and a blast of cool air washed over the faces of those
waiting to climb aboard. In addition to the convenience of riding rather than
driving, it was unlikely that he would ever be back in Ethiopia again, and the
archaeologist in him really wanted a chance to see at least a few of the
remnants of a civilization that rivaled ancient Egypt for both its antiquity
and splendor.


On its
circuitous way toward the city center the bus passed dozens of granite obelisks
– some brought here as gifts from Egyptian pharaohs and some carved by
the ancient rulers of the lost kingdoms of Sheba and Axumia. They circled close
by the ruins of both the palace and baths of the fabled Queen of Sheba, whose
torrid love affair with King Solomon may have been the catalyst that brought
the Ark of the Covenant – and in a curious way, Jason himself – to
Ethiopia. After nearly a half hour ride that included stops at the major
hotels, where passengers alternately got on and off, the shuttle dropped off
its remaining incoming passengers at Axum’s central bus terminal on the eastern
edge of the city.


“Ok, guide, it’s
your call.” Jason opened his hands in capitulation, turning their next move
over to Ras. “What’s the best way to get from here to St Mary’s of Zion?”


Ras looked up
and down the city’s main east-west thoroughfare and cocked his head to one side
for a moment before extending his arm to the left, pointing westward.


“St Mary’s is
just off this street and a little bit to the north.” Ras flailed his hand in a
vaguely northern direction. “But it’s all the way at the other end of the
city.”


Craning his head
in one direction and then the other, Jason stroked his chin and observed “This
place doesn’t look nearly as big as Addis Ababa. What does ‘all the way at the
other end’ mean?”


“I’m not sure,
exactly. Maybe two miles or so.” Sounding hopeful, Ras grinned, nodded his head
and added. “Come on, boss. It’s a straight shot down this street and it’s not
too hot today.”


“I’m starting to
think ‘not too hot’ in Ethiopia is like saying it’s a cool day in hell.” Clapping
the boy on the shoulder, Jason returned the grin and started off down the dusty
sidewalk. “Come on, partner, somewhere down this street the Ark of the Covenant
is waiting.”


They had gone
scarcely a third of the way to their destination when they saw a line of
policemen coming toward them, filling the street, redirecting the city’s sparse
traffic away from the main thoroughfare and onto smaller side streets. As the
police moved eastward, the steady to and fro of pedestrians on both sides of
the street began collecting at the curb, some stepping into the dusty gutter at
the road’s edge to get a better view. It was only a matter of minutes until
Jason and Ras saw the cause of the commotion; some distance behind the police
was a massive procession making its way slowly down the street.


The participants
all seemed to be men and they were all dressed in voluminous, multicolored
robes, giving the impression of some over-the-top toga party that had gone
completely out of control – the only difference was the fact that nearly
all of the men wore hats in a profusion of styles, designs and colors. While
some of them carried elaborately worked religious icons and others carried
crosses and crosiers, most striking were those who carried massive silken
umbrellas embroidered with crosses and religious symbols and edged with ornate
gold fringe. Here and there, scattered along the parade route, groups of men
carried palanquins bearing objects that were covered with ornately embroidered
cloths. While Jason had never seen anything even vaguely like it, two things
were perfectly clear; first, this was a pageant of great solemnity and, second,
all of the participants were members of religious orders. For nearly ten
minutes Jason and Ras, like the hundreds of other people lining the street,
stared in silent awe at the breathtaking spectacle.


Finally, Jason
leaned down and whispered “Do we know what this is all about?”


Ras shook his
head and answered “No idea. It isn’t Timk’et - that’s the really big festival -
because that was last month, in January. But these things go on all the time in
Axum; it’s the holiest city in Ethiopia and the center of Coptic Christianity
for the whole world. For us Copts, Axum is like Rome is to Catholics or Mecca
is for the Moslems. I don’t know what this procession is all about, but I think
it must be pretty important.”


“What makes you
say that?”


So as not to
appear obvious, Ras held one raised hand close to his chest but pointed toward
the center of the rows of holy men with his index finger. “See the guy with the
big hat?”


Jason scanned
the rainbow-like profusion of colorful clerical garb clogging the street as the
men swayed gently from west to east, until he spotted an elderly, bearded man
shaded by several umbrellas held aloft by three other men in elaborate robes. On
his head was a tiered crown that reminded Jason of pictures he had seen of the
papal crown; over the man’s shoulders was a cape so richly embroidered it would
have been worthy of a renaissance pope. “Got him.”


“Well, that’s
the bishop and he only joins the parades for really special occasions.”


“Does all this
mean anything to us?”


Ras looked up at
Jason and grinned. “Assuming they didn’t all come down here to escort you up to
the church to see the Ark of the Covenant, probably not.” After a sarcastic
‘Thanks’ and a joking grimace from Jason, Ras continued. “Actually, considering
that they came from the opposite end of town, I’ll bet they all came down from
St Mary’s.”


“And?”


“And that means
that there’s almost nobody up there, so we won’t have to fight our way through
hordes of tourists and pilgrims and the dozens of clergymen and monks who are
usually hanging around the place to make sure the bad guys don’t stop in to
snatch the Ark.”


“Do you mean
there’s nobody guarding the Ark?”


Ras let out a
short, sharp bark of a laugh. “Dream on.”


Moving around
behind the crowd of onlookers, Ras motioned for Jason to follow him and they
resumed their trek up Axum’s main thoroughfare.


They had nearly
reached the western edge of Axum when Ras changed course, leading them up the
right-hand branch of a ‘Y’ junction off the main road. A few hundred yards
further on, they came to a huge open space. Covering at least ten acres, most
of the area consisted of nothing more than a dry, dusty courtyard dotted with
ancient trees. Off to the right was the city’s archaeological museum and to the
left was an enclosed compound surrounded by high stone walls that appeared to
be at least ten feet thick. At the front corners of the enclosure stood low,
rectangular towers with domed roofs. The only point of access to the compound
was through a single arched opening with a pair of heavy wooden doors that now
stood open.


Cautiously,
Jason and Ras walked up to the doors and peered inside, thoroughly prepared to
be challenged by guards, or police, or ninja monks, or who-knows-what. After
several minutes of waiting expectantly, only to realize that no one –
neither friend nor foe - was coming to meet them, they looked at each other,
offered perfunctory shrugs and walked inside. The ancient compound contained
two main buildings, the largest of which looked like a medieval castle; its
granite walls topped by crenelated battlements and pierced by tall, arched
windows divided into tiny, delicate diamond shaped panes. In the distance was a
smaller, two story building situated on top of a small hill. Also built of
granite, the lower floor of the structure was much larger than the upper one
and was surrounded by battlements, giving the building the distinct look of a
tiered wedding cake decorated to look like a castle. Surrounding the building
was a small, exquisitely tended garden – a cool, green oasis in the
middle of dry, dusty Ethiopia. The garden was, in turn, surrounded by an
eight-foot-tall, old fashioned wrought iron fence incongruously painted a
startling bright blue, apparently to match the blue of the building’s narrow,
floor-to-ceiling stained glass windows.


In front of the
larger of the two buildings stood a big wooden sign with a legend reading, ‘St
Mary’s of Zion Ethiopian Orthodox Church’ in English, French, Italian and
several languages which Jason assumed to be variations of Ethiopian. As they
shifted their gazes between the sign and the massive old church beyond, a group
of people came around the corner of the church, headed straight toward them. Leading
the group was a man in clerical robes who was walking backward, pointing first
in one direction and then in another, while keeping up a constant stream of
chatter.


“Do you think
those are just tourists?”


“They sure look
like tourists to me, boss.”


Grabbing Ras by
the arm Jason led the way across the compound, headed toward the rear of the
clutch of visitors. “This will make us about as invisible as we can hope to
get. I just need you to translate what the tour guide is saying in case he says
something I can use. Got it?”


“Got it.”


 In less than a minute Ras began
translating the tour guide’s talk, condensing it into small sound bites for
Jason. “He is telling them that the Coptic Church was founded in the second
century by St Mark during the time when Nero’s persecution of Christians
threatened to wipe out most of the established congregations in the Roman
Empire.”


The general
historical background and tourist patter continued as the group paraded around
two sides of St Mary’s Church. It wasn’t until they left the main building and
followed a gravel path toward the smaller of the two buildings that the guide
said anything that caught Jason’s attention.


“Ahead of us is
the treasury building where more than nineteen centuries worth of church
documents and treasures are kept. Inside this building are antiquities such as
bishops’ crowns and crosiers, thousands of ancient Bibles, gospels, testaments
and other religious manuscripts including the original text of the Gospel of St
Mark in the saint’s own handwriting. Here too are all the surviving crowns of
the Ethiopian monarchs dating from the year eight hundred A.D. up through the
crown of our late, beloved monarch, his Excellency, Emperor Haile Selassie. But
without question, the most famous item in the treasury is the Ark of the
Covenant, built at the command of Moses to house the Ten Commandments and taken
by the Hebrews during their wanderings in the desert. Centuries later, the
sacred Ark was kept in Solomon’s great temple in Jerusalem until it was finally
brought here for safe keeping by the future emperor, Menelik, who was the
natural son of the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon and the founder of
Ethiopia’s Solomonaic line of monarchs. A tour of the treasury can be arranged
through your local priest or bishop and submitted for approval unless, of
course, you want to see the Ark of the Covenant.” This last comment was
followed by a general round of politely subdued laughter. Raising his hand high
over his head and pointing to his left, the guide continued. “Now if you will
all please follow me, we will go around to the west side of the treasury and
back…”


“Come on. Follow
me.”


Still at the
tail end of the throng of tourists, Jason grabbed Ras by the arm and held him
in place while the rest of the crowd followed the guide around the south side
of the treasury building. As the last of the group rounded the corner, Jason
ducked down and reversed course, heading back toward the front of the treasury
to the small gate in the tall blue wrought iron fence. While the gate was
latched it did not seem to have any kind of lock on it and it only took Jason a
second to figure out the latching mechanism. Clicking it open and swinging the
gate inward, Jason motioned Ras to follow him.


“Jason, you can’t
just walk in there.”


“Why not? It
wasn’t locked and I didn’t see any kind of sign that said trespassers would be
shot. Now come on.”


Moving slowly
backward, an inch at a time, like Michael Jackson doing the moon walk, Ras
waved his hands in a fending-off motion and whispered “Look, you go if you
want, but you don’t need me.”


“I hired you as
a guide and translator, Ras, now you get your skinny ass in here and guide and
translate for me.”


Reluctantly,
shaking his head with all the enthusiasm of a man mounting the steps to the
guillotine, the boy returned to the gate, stepped inside and closed it behind
him. Ahead of him, Jason was surveying the projecting lower level of the
treasury building, trying to find a way from the ground up to the walkway ten
feet above them. Around one side of the building he discovered a narrow
inclined ramp much like the kind used to provide handicapped access. Signaling
for Ras to follow him, Jason ducked low behind the parapet wall of the incline
and lurched up the ramp and around to the front of the building and the
ornately carved entry door. Jason looked at Ras expectantly but Ras just shook
his head.


“This is your
thing, you knock. If anybody actually answers, then I’ll do the talking.”


Taking a deep
breath, Jason lifted the circular handle of a big, cast bronze knocker, gritted
his teeth and banged it twice against the door. A minute later the door was
drawn open by an elderly man dressed in the voluminous flowing white robes and
turban of a Coptic monk. The smile he offered was missing so many teeth that
his mouth looked distinctly like a picket fence with half of the slats missing,
but both the smile and the greeting were filled with a warmth that Jason
understood immediately even though the man’s words were unintelligible. At this
point Ras stepped forward, bowed and spoke to the man, pointing alternately to
Jason, himself and toward the inside of the building. They chatted back and
forth in what seemed, to Jason, to be amiable terms for a few minutes, at which
point the monk bowed, smiled and closed the door.


“So?” Jason
raised his eyebrows enquiringly, anxious for an explanation as to why they were
standing on the wrong side of a closed door.


Ras grinned with
all the innocence of a cat with feathers around its mouth. “I told him you were
a famous archaeologist who has come all the way from England just to see Fr
Marcos – that’s the guy who is the guardian of the treasures. I told him
you had written a letter and that it must have gotten lost in the post, but
that it was really urgent for you to see the guardian. The guy said he would
ask Fr Marcos if it was ok for you to come in.” Ras scratched his head and gave
his shoulders a small jerk. “I hope that was all ok.”


“You did great,
Ras. So, what? Is this Fr Marcos in? Will he see me?”


“Evidently he’s
always in. When somebody gets elected to be the guardian of the treasures
they’re never allowed to go beyond that iron fence.”


“Ever?”


“Ever.”


As they stood
there talking, the door opened again and the old monk smiled, bowed slightly
and waved a hand, saying something to Ras who then grabbed Jason by the sleeve.


“He says just
you. I can’t come in.”


“How am I
supposed to talk to this Fr Marcos?”


Ras waved a hand
vaguely in the general direction of the old monk. “He says Fr Marcos speaks
really good English.”


Jason patted Ras
on the shoulder and nodded. “Look, you stay right here in case I need something
translated. I don’t know how long I might be in there but don’t go away.”


“Hey, I’m not
going anywhere. You’re my meal ticket.”


“Good man.”


Jason had
explored the massed treasures of the British Museum numerous times; he had seen
the Met in New York and spent days plowing through the endless ancient
manuscripts in the Buddhist monastery in Mongolia, but the contents of the treasury
building of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church made them all pale by comparison. Although
small and cramped, every square inch of the interior was jam-packed with the
rarest and finest artifacts of two millennia of church history. Shelf upon
shelf of gem-spangled gold crowns represented the reigns of hundreds of Coptic
Orthodox bishops and the kings of Ethiopia. Shelves, racks and tables were
piled high with Bibles, codices, gospels and manuscripts of every shape,
description and culture, most of them illuminated in glorious color and tipped
with the purest gold.


Transfixed and
too stunned to absorb even a fraction of what he was seeing, Jason was only
brought back to reality when the old monk gave his sleeve a gentle tug and
signaled that he should step forward. Ahead of him, in a small alcove near the
rear wall of the main room, an old man in a white monk’s robe sat on a pile of
cushions, smiling up at Jason and motioning him to come forward. So ancient and
withered that his skin looked as shiny, black and wrinkled as a prune, the
irises of the man’s eyes were still quick and as black as Merlin’s were blue,
and his short, snow white beard was neatly trimmed. Instantly, Jason wished
Merlin were here; he knew the old wizard would revel in meeting this man even
before he spoke a single word.


“Come in young
man.” Fr Marcos grinned so broadly that his face nearly split in half as he
motioned toward a pile of cushions next to him. “Come sit close to me. I am a
little deaf so you need to come nearer if we are going to talk to each other.” Jason
stepped forward, bowed in the way he had seen Ras bow to the monk, and
introduced himself before taking a seat. When he appeared to be comfortable Fr
Marcos spoke again.


“Don’t tell me,
let me guess. You want to see the Ark of the Covenant. To find out if it is
really here. Am I right?”


Jason felt like
he had just had the wind taken out of his sails. “How did you know? I mean,
that can’t be the only reason people come here.”


“No. Of course
not. Historians, religious scholars and ethnographers all come here to consult
our manuscripts and Bibles but,” here Fr Marcos leaned forward and winked “the
only reason an archaeologist would possibly have to come here is to see the
Ark. So tell me, Mr Carpenter, just how much do you know about the it?”


Jason tried to
remember everything Fr Cunningham had told him but so much information had been
thrown at him over the course of the last few weeks it was impossible to
remember it all. “I know it was built to house the Ten Commandments, and that
after Solomon built the temple in Jerusalem it was kept in the inner sanctum
and nobody but the high priests were allowed to see it.”


“So far, so
good. But what do you know of its eventual fate?”


“All I know is
that it was probably already gone when the Egyptians sacked Jerusalem and the
temple around…I think it was about 900 BC.”


“927 BC to be
exact and you are quite right. But do you know why it wasn’t there?”


“I heard that
King Menelik had brought it here, but I don’t know the details.”


“That is
correct. It was not in the temple in Jerusalem because it was already here…in
Ethiopia; more specifically it was in what was then the Kingdom of Sheba, which
would eventually become Axumia and is now Ethiopia.” Fr Marcos leaned back and
studied Jason for a long moment before speaking again. “You seem like a nice
young man, not one of those crazy conspiracy theorists who think the Ark is a
secret atomic weapon or a device to communicate with aliens from some other
world…”


By this point
Jason was certain it would be nearly impossible to keep the guardian’s respect
if he told him what his suspicions about the Ark and its contents really were,
and that telling him would only make the rest of the conversation even more
difficult.


“You wouldn’t
believe some of the silly stories I hear. Now, would you like to hear how the
Ark came to be in such an unlikely place as Axum?”


“Yes, Father, I
really would.”


“I must warn
you, the story is a bit risqué. I assume you are familiar with the story of
King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba?”


“Sure. Solomon
was the richest king in the world and she went to meet him and open diplomatic
channels and while she was there they had an affair.”


“Very good. And
you know that Sheba was what is now known as Ethiopia. But what is not
generally known is that the outcome of the affair between Solomon and the Queen
of Sheba - whose name was Makeda - was a son named Menelik. Twenty years later
Queen Makeda sent Prince Menelik back to Israel to visit his father who, by
that time, was very old. It seems that Solomon wanted to convert the people of
Sheba to Judaism so he assigned the sons of several of the high priests and the
sons of some of his noblemen to return to Sheba with Menelik, and when they
left, Solomon gave them the Ark to take with them.”


“Why would he do
that? I mean, it was the holiest object the Jews had.”


The old guardian
raised the palms of his hands skyward. “Who knows? All we know for certain is
that it saved the Ark from being stolen by the Egyptians in 927 BC or, later,
by the Babylonians when they sacked Jerusalem. Most importantly, Menelik
assumed his mother’s throne when she died and he founded the Solomonaic dynasty
which ruled Ethiopia until 1974 when those communist pricks murdered the
emperor.” Jason almost choked at Fr Marcos’ decorative description of the
regime, but he managed to hide it by pretending to sneeze. The old man seemed
not to notice and continued with his story. “I know that some historians say
there is no record of Ethiopian kings before 700 BC and others say that Solomon
only sent a copy of the Ark with Menelik, but the records from three thousand
years ago are so vague that they are as likely to be wrong as they are to be
right. Face it, young man, there are almost no surviving, original records of
King David, King Solomon or even of our Lord Jesus Christ, and yet no
reasonable person doubts that they lived. Besides, we have the proof of the
story. We have the vessel of God’s Covenant – the Ark.”


Finally, Jason’s
eyes lit up and he snapped to attention. “So you really do have it?”


“Of course. We
have had it for nearly three thousand years.”


“Has anyone
actually seen it in those three thousand years?”


“I have seen it
many times. I prayed before it at Christmas and again last month at Timk’et.”


“I don’t suppose
you would let me see it?”


“My son, the
Ark, like so many treasures of the church, is more about faith than about
physical proof.” Here he gave a small shrug. “If you had only come here before
1974 you could have seen it. We took it out every year during the Timk’et
festival when we placed it on a catafalque and processed it through the
streets.”


“So why did you
stop?”


Fr Marcos gave a
great, sad sigh and wiped his face with one wrinkled hand before answering. “Because
with the deposition and murder of Emperor Haile Selassie and his son the line
of Solomon came to an end. Think about it, young man, our Emperor was the only
man on earth who could prove that he was in any way related to Christ. I
believe his death signaled the beginning of the end of all time and of all
things. And now the millennium has passed and things are becoming steadily
worse than ever. So no, no one will ever see the Ark again.”


“May I ask you a
question?”


“Of course. I am
afraid I have depressed you and I did not mean to do so. What is your
question?”


“Are there any
photographs of the Ark during the Timk’et festival taken prior to 1974?”


“Yes, of course.
Would you like to see some?”


“I’d really
appreciate that.”


This might not
get Jason close to the Ark, but at least it should provide proof of its existence.
The photos, when Fr Marcos handed them to Jason, showed a procession much like
the one he had witnessed earlier that day; row upon row of men in Coptic
clerical gowns parading through the streets of Axum. Finally, as he flipped
through the stack of photos, Fr Marcos pointed to one in particular.


“This is great,
Father, but the thing on the catafalque is all covered up.”


“Of course. We
never allowed the Ark to be displayed to the public. It is much too sacred. Even
the ancient Hebrews were forbidden to look at it. Are you aware that all
guardians, like myself, are forbidden to ever leave this compound once they
have beheld the splendor of the Ark of the Covenant?”


Jason nodded and
sighed. “I heard you weren’t allowed to leave. I didn’t know that was the reason.”


“Now you
understand.”


This approach
obviously wasn’t working at all. If Jason was going to do anything more than go
around and around with this sweet old man he was going to have to try a more
aggressive tactic.


“Father, please
understand – and I am going to be as honest as I can with you – I
have very serious reasons to believe that the entire future of mankind depends
on one of the objects that may be inside the Ark. Millions and millions,
probably billions, of lives are at stake here. It is essential that I see the
Ark and look inside of it.”


The guardian of
the Ark smiled and patted Jason’s knee. “The lives of millions of people always
depend upon someone doing, or not doing, something. And usually that something
is not done, or is not accomplished, and the world continues on its rather sad
course much as it always has. As a Christian, and a man of God, I often think
of two ancient Hebrew words – Sarx
and Pneuma. Do you know these words?”
Jason shook his head. “Sarx is the
flesh of the body; Pneuma is the
spirit - the soul, if you will. Often the flesh must suffer greatly if the
spirit is to flourish. Life is suffering. It is the way of things.”


Jason only knew
two ancient Hebrew words and they were Urim
and Thummim and one way or another he
was going to find them and take them to Merlin. As he mulled over the old
guardian and his place in church history, Jason decided it was time to put all
of his cards on the table.


“Father Marcos,”
Jason began after coming to a possibly disastrous decision and letting out a
long sigh “are you familiar with an ancient semi-religious sect known as the
Gnostics?”


Surprised at the
abrupt change in the direction of their conversation, Marcos blinked several
times before responding.


“Of course. The
Coptic Church was a central player in suppressing the Gnostic heresies.”


“You disagree
with the Gnostics, then?”


“It is not their
approach to scientific investigation that we disagreed with but with their
contention that all matter – that is to say virtually everything in the
world – was basically evil. How could any sane person consider all of
God’s vast and wondrous creations to be evil?”


“And the Coptic
Church considers itself – this treasury - a great repository of religious
and scholarly writings?”


“Of course.” Fr
Marcos raised his sparse, fuzzy white eyebrows in surprise and waved one arm in
a broad arc that encompassed the room. “Just look around you. You have already
seen some of our collection.”


Jason leaned
forward and pulled his briefcase into his lap. He hesitated for a moment before
opening it but steeled himself against the guardian’s possible rejection of his
last, best offering. Finally, he opened the lid of the briefcase and lifted the
Gnostic gospel out, passing it gently to Fr Marcos.


“Here. I want
you to give me your honest opinion of this.”


The old man
accepted the book with the gentle hands of someone who truly loves and respects
both the written word and all ancient things. Silently, he laid it in his lap
and began turning the brittle pages, one after the other. He had only moved to
the third or fourth page before turning to Jason and pointing to one of the
many languages on the page.


“This is a very
strange mixture of languages. Do you know what this one is? I do not recognize
it.”


“That’s Old
Persian. The others are Hebrew…”


“Yes, yes. Hebrew,
Latin and Greek. I am fluent in Hebrew and know the others, it is just that I
have never seen the – what did you say it was, Persian?”


“Yes.”


For nearly a
half an hour the old man leafed through the book, sometimes reading as much of
a given page as he could, at others, skimming quickly. Finally, he closed the
book with a sigh and delicately stroked the cover with one hand before offering
it back to Jason.


“Are you aware
of the rarity of what you have here, young man?”


“I have a pretty
good idea.”


“May I ask how
you came by this book?”


“It was given to
me and a friend by the head Lama of a Buddhist monastery on the border between
Mongolia and Russia. Do you agree that it is Gnostic?”


Fr Marcos nodded
sagely, still holding the book out toward Jason. “Oh, yes. Absolutely. What I
cannot understand is why you brought it to me. You already knew its provenance,
and presumably its value. Why did you not sell it to the British Museum, or to
the Vatican? Either of those could have paid you very handsomely for such a
treasure. We have no money.”


Jason leaned
forward and gently pushed the book back toward Fr Marcos’ lap. “Because you
have something far more valuable than money.”


Marcos made a short,
sharp snorting sound. “I won’t assume you are foolish enough to think I would
trade the Ark for any object on earth?”


“No. I just want
you to let me see the Ark and open it up. There may be two small stones inside
and, if so, I need them.”


“Stones?” The
old man shook his head in bewilderment. “I know nothing of any stones, but I do
know that in three thousand years no one has ever discovered the secret of
opening the Ark of the Covenant.” Pausing in his answer, the guardian looked
down at the book in his lap, stroking the crumbling leather cover. “Even if I
did agree to let you see it, you would not be able to get inside.”


The old man’s
resolve was cracking. Jason could feel it; he could see it in the priest’s
eyes; in the way he looked at the Gnostic Gospel. “Let me worry about opening
it. You just show it to me and give me permission to try to open it and the
book is yours.”


The guardian of
the Ark moved his eyes away from the book to lock with Jason’s, but his hands
never stopped fingering the book. Slowly, he lifted it and offered it back to
Jason.


“I will need to
pray on this. Only God can decide whether it is time for someone other than the
guardian to look upon the Ark of the Covenant.”


Jason accepted
the book, laid it gently back in his briefcase, closed and locked the lid and
stood up. This was not the time to press the old man. Anything he said now
would be as likely to spoil the deal as to close it. Finally, he bowed, looked
at Fr Marcos and said “Tomorrow?”


“Tomorrow, then.
At noon.”


Jason nodded,
turned and walked silently out the door. Now he needed to call Merlin. Together
they had to figure out the best way to give God a shove in the right direction.
















Chapter Eleven



 

Beverley was at
the door of Jason’s flat minutes after finishing her early morning class at
King’s Manor, insisting she had just stopped by to tidy up for Merlin. Merlin
smiled and gave her a hug before taking her coat and waving an encompassing arm
around the small living room, dining room and kitchen areas, silently
indicating that after spending nearly sixteen centuries inside a ball no larger
than a grapefruit he had learned how to pick up after himself.


“I just
thought…”


“You wanted to
make sure your young man is alright, isn’t that it?”


Beverley
conceded with a nod. “I know he’s Ok. He called me night before last. I guess I
just wanted to make sure you’ve been checking on him too.” After a short pause
she smiled and added “The last time he wandered off alone he only went as far
as Liverpool and Morgana still nearly managed to kill him.”


“Well, if it’s
any comfort to you, I can report that he is keeping well and doing just fine. I
have alternately been keeping track of him and Mistress le Fay, and last
evening I spoke with him on the telephone. I even projected my image to where
he was and we had a nice long face-to-face chat about his progress toward
getting in to see the Ark of the Covenant.”


Beverley had
wandered toward the tiny kitchen alcove, filled the kettle and dug out a large
mug which she now waggled in Merlin’s direction. “Cup of tea?”


“That would be
lovely. Thank you.”


“I’m dying to
know, so tell me. How is the Ark project coming on?”


“All I know is
that today he has an appointment to see the old priest who guards it. From
there on out things must be allowed to take their own course. I’m sure that as
soon as he has any news he’ll let us know.” Merlin smiled and extended one arm,
motioning for her to follow him. “Come on. Let’s go spend some time spying on
Morgana.”


“Oh, that would
be absolutely brilliant. Could we?”


Beverley linked
arms with the old man and together they moved into Jason’s bedroom. Beverley
pulled a small wooden chair next to the big desk chair where Merlin was
ensconcing himself, and by the time she made herself comfortable he was busily
waving his hands in front of the ancient mirror, leaving sparkling tracers
chasing through the air each time his fingers passed its face. By any standard
the badly deteriorated mirror was amazingly unprepossessing, but despite its
humble physical appearance it was only a matter of minutes before the sheet of
crystal, and the occult powers Merlin had bestowed on it, began to work their
magic. Beverley rubbed the palms of her hands together like an anxious child
and snuggled closer to Merlin, the steaming mug of tea balanced in her lap as
the glass alternately clouded and cleared until, a minute later, they were
staring at the figure of Morgana le Fay, who appeared to be riding in the rear
seat of a large luxury car. In front of her they could see the back of an
elderly man’s head as he steered the vehicle down a broad, four lane motorway
that appeared to be streaming toward the edges of the mirror as the car
barreled forward.


“It’s amazing. It’s
just like watching telly with the sound turned off.”


For a moment
Merlin stared intently at the image in silence, finally pointing at the mirror.
“Can you tell where this road is, Beverley?”


Beverley leaned
forward, peering over Merlin’s shoulder. “Dual carriageways all look pretty
much the same but the signs should tell us. Just wait, one should be along in a
minute.” After several minutes of watching open fields punctuated only by cows,
sheep and the occasional fast food restaurant, Beverley pointed to a small,
narrow blue rectangle as it appeared on the left side of the mirror. “There. What
does that say? Wait. There it is. They’re coming up to the Bradfield turning
and then there’s Theale and then Reading.” Leaning back in her chair, Beverley
patted Merlin on the shoulder. “That’s it then, they’re travelling east on the
M40. That means they’re heading in toward London.


Merlin turned in
his chair to look directly at Beverley. “So she’s headed away from her offices
in Cardiff?”


“Oh, yes. She
can be at the M25 ring road around London in twenty minutes from where she is
now.”


Merlin turned
his eyes back to the old mirror, rested his chin in the palm of one hand and
stared at the image of the woman in the car. “Where do you suppose she might be
going?”


“Maybe she has
business in London.”


“No.” Merlin
shook his head. “She’s too single mindedly intent on the belief that she is free
to open the gate and bring the dragons back to earth. I don’t think anything as
mundane as drug deals or crude oil is on her mind at this point.”


“Wait. Look
there.” Beverley’s hand shot toward the mirror. They’re taking the turn off. The
sign says it’s the A33 toward Reading. No wait, they’re turning off onto a
smaller slip road. The A4155.”


Again Merlin
turned around. “Do you know where that goes?”


“It’s just a
small secondary road. I’ve never even heard of it so I have no idea where it
might go, but I have my A to Z out in the car. I’ll be right back.”


In a matter of
minutes Merlin heard the door slam twice, the second time brought Beverley
scurrying back to his side, clutching the map book. Throwing off her coat, she
thumbed through the pages until she found what she was looking for.


“Here it is. The
A4155 will take them to…here it is…Henly-on-Thames and then…” Her eyes were
glued to her fingertip as it traced the brown line upward and toward the
right-hand side of the map. “And then it crosses the A404 and…Oh, my God.”


“What?” Merlin
twisted around in his chair as far as he could, his hypnotic blue eyes staring
intently into Beverley’s face.


“The A404 takes
them right into High Wycombe.”


Merlin slapped
his knee and clapped his hands together, a huge grin plastered on his face. “I
knew it. She’s on her way to the caves.”


* * *


“Slowly now,
George. It’s been rather a long time since I’ve been here, but I know it’s
somewhere just ahead on the right.”


The old butler
gently applied the brakes to the huge Bentley, alternating his gaze between the
small road winding up the hill toward St Lawrence’s Church and the trees lining
the right side of the road, looking for a turn-off.


“There. That’s
it, on the right.”


George brought
the car nearly to a halt, scanning the line of trees and underbrush in search
of the place Morgana indicated, but the only evidence he could find of anything
that might once have been a road was a sparse patch in the undergrowth.


“Madame, if that
sheep path is the roadway I fear the Bentley may not be up to the rigors of the
task. We should have brought the Humvee…or possibly a tank…if we but had one.”


“Too late now,
George. Just take it slow and if the roadway becomes impassible I’ll get out
and walk.”


Shrugging,
rolling his eyes skyward and offering only a small “Very good, Madame” the old
retainer ploughed the nose of the big car gently into the scruffy underbrush. Slowing
their advance to a crawl, ten minutes later George pulled to a halt only two
feet from a fallen log that partially blocked the overgrown path. No more than
sixty feet ahead of them stood a collection of stone walls that appeared to be
a ruined building set deep into a hillside. Growing over and around everything,
vines and a wild profusion of undergrowth showed the unmistakable signs of long
years of abandonment and neglect. Surveying their surroundings with a look of
dismay, George got out, moved around to the rear door and opened it.


“I believe we
have arrived, Madame.”


Morgana stepped
out of the car pulling the collar of her pale violet, sable coat close around
her throat. Drawing a long breath of fresh country air into her lungs, she
stared at the entrance to the Hellfire caves and smiled.


“I fear, Madame,
that our destination has rather fallen into disrepair.”


“Not at all. It
was built to look like a ruin; just think of it as a garden that needs a bit of
tending, that’s all.”


“Of course,
Madame, how stupid of me. I do apologize.” As Morgana picked her way through
the weeds, stinging nettles and brambles, George dutifully fell in line behind
her. “Would Madame like me to – what is the phrase - blaze a trail for
her?”


Ignoring her
servant, Morgana stopped dead in her tracks a dozen feet inside the encircling
enclosure of the mock ruins. Staring at the mouth of the cave she could plainly
see where the timbers and sheets of plywood that served to cover the entrance
had only recently been torn away; the scars where the nails had been pulled
from the surrounding wood still stood-out in stark white against the weathered
gray-brown of the surrounding wood. Finally, after standing immobile for
several minutes she turned and looked at her servant.


“No, George. You
stay with the car. I’m going in to have a poke around. This might take a while
so don’t worry if I’m not back for an hour or two.” With that, she turned back
to the cave and made her way toward the entrance, whistling a tune from an old
Walt Disney cartoon from the nineteen thirties; ‘Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad
Wolf’.


Bowing slightly
toward her receding back, the old man turned around and headed back toward the
big car; under his breath he muttered to himself “I believe I should somehow
manage to survive adequately even if Madame failed to return at all.”


Stepping
carefully over the fallen barricades, Morgana moved out of the light and into
the dank mouth of the limestone cave, taking a deep breath as she did so. “Odd.”
She twitched her delicately shaped nose, catching a faint, errant scent in the
air. “I ought to recognize that smell. It reminds me vaguely of someone I ought
to know but I can’t quite place it.”


Shrugging off
the question as inconsequential, she extended her hands in front of her, palms
outward, and moved them in opposite directions with a fan-like motion. Instantly
the walls of the cave began to glow with a pale, sickly green phosphorescence
that grew and grew, spreading out in front of her, along the length of the
cave, until the entire scene glowed with an unearthly light. As Morgana began
her descent into the cave she smiled when she reached the first of the devil’s
heads carved into the walls. Reaching out with one finger, a smile flickered
across her shapely mouth as she touched the slime covered grotesque face,
changing its incandescent glow from green to deep red, making it stand out
weirdly from the surrounding wall. Stepping back, she smiled again and moved on
down the tunnel until she came to the first of the incised inscriptions reading
XXII. There she stopped again, nodded and thought of the man who had owned the
caves more than thirteen centuries after she had first come here to ally
herself with the Dragon Lords and offer her services in their quest to conquer
mankind. Now, shoving her hands deep into the pockets of her sable coat, her
mind carried her back a mere two and a half centuries.


“Oh, Francis,
Francis, you certainly did know how to throw a party – and you were so
devastatingly handsome. You were a right randy bastard, too, weren’t you? No
doubt about it, you did beguile me. You and your friends would screw anything
that moved. God, I loved it.”


By the time she
reached the small collection of Roman era catacombs Morgana had become
completely immersed in her memories. Pausing in the tiny maze of niches she
idly nudged a large rat aside with the toe of her shoe as she struggled to
remember something. Finally it came to her. “Ovaries. You silly bugger, you
called this place the ovaries. Why in God’s name anybody would name the
different parts of a cave after a woman’s internal organs, I can’t imagine, but
anything that sounded like sex sounded good to you. You were never as dedicated
to your work as that nice Hitler chap, but you were a whole lot more fun at
parties.”


Hurrying up the
short incline, she stepped into the huge, circular room that Dashwood had used
as his dining hall. Looking up, in the gently fluctuating light of the glowing
walls she could just make out a massive, rusted hook embedded into the center
of the ceiling that had once held a chandelier nearly fifteen feet in diameter.


“And you called
this the womb because it was where everything else grew out of. My God, the
banquets. And the brilliant names you gave all the dishes; I remember one night
you served each of us half of a swan’s breast with a single cherry on it and
called it Breast of Venus.” Rushing toward the small alcoves clustered along
one side of the room, she stuck her head into one after the other, grinning
maniacally, talking to herself. “Ah, yes, the confessionals. Bloody hell, but I
loved to dress up as a nun, always in a red habit, and I’d drag you in here and
roger the living daylights out of you.”


Wandering back
into the dining room she leaned against the cool, damp limestone wall for a
final look, taking in the vast hemispherical space hewn from the living rock,
remembering how it had looked all those years ago.


“Oh, why not?” That meddling old cretin is finally dead;
you deserve to treat yourself, old girl. Take a moment to enjoy life. “Go
on. Carpe deim, as they say.”


Pushing off from
the stone wall, she walked back to the center of the floor, judging her location
by the chandelier hook high in the ceiling. Once in position, Morgana stretched
her arms out to the sides and slowly began turning counter-clockwise - against
the direction in which all time flows. At first turning slowly, she began
picking up speed – faster now; faster and faster, spinning until the cave
became a blur. Faster and still faster yet, until her own body began to vibrate
and disappear, melding with the elements of the air. When she was spinning so
fast that anyone who might have inadvertently wandered into the cave would not
have seen her at all, but would only have been aware of a high-pitched humming
noise like the sound of distant bees on a warm summer evening, she stopped.


Looking around
at what had been an empty, lichen covered cave only a moment before, the room
had come alive once again. Above her, the ceiling was draped with a mammoth
crimson silk canopy, in the center of which hung a gigantic, forty armed
chandelier, its candles flickering and wavering in the constant movement of the
subterranean air. Off to the sides, the walls were adorned with dozens of
fanciful paintings depicting comically imaginative scenes of dark, satanic
rites and erotically vivid witches’ Sabbaths. Around her, in the center of the
room, was a ring shaped table set with sparkling, gilt-edged china, the finest
Venetian crystal stemware and gleaming silver flatware. All around the table
were laughing figures who remained eerily silent despite appearing to shout at
each other. The men were all dressed in monks’ robes and the women costumed
like nuns, and all of them were gorging themselves from mountains of food and
drink that made the table groan under its weight. In silent pantomime of
celebrations long dead and gone, the figure of Sir Francis Dashwood leaned to
his right long enough to stick his tongue into the shapely ear of the grinning
young woman dressed in a scarlet nun’s habit before rising from his chair,
lifting his glass high and proposing a silent toast to the cheers and cat-calls
of dozens of ghostly figures. Morgana smiled at the flickering specter of the
handsome Dashwood and then snapped her fingers, returning the entire tableau to
the forgotten past where it belonged. But just before returning to the tunnels
she burst out laughing when she suddenly remembered the evening she conjured a
lesser demon for the entertainment of Dashwood’s debauched, drunken friends.


“Oh, God, it was
so bloody hilarious” she muttered to herself. “If poor old Baron Marston had
just kept his fat bottom in his chair rather than trying to dance with the
thing it wouldn’t have ripped him limb from limb and painted the walls with his
blood.” Laughing so hard she had to hold her sides, Morgana leaned against the
coolness of the wall long enough to collect herself. That’s enough levity for now, old girl, serious work to do. You’ll have
all the time in the world to laugh once our allies are through the gate and all
the lovely burning and death begins. Aloud, with a broad grin on her ruby
lips, she muttered “We’ll just see who’s laughing then.”


With one final
glance around the cave she turned her back on the past and continued down the
next section of tunnel, past the triangular shaped intersection that Dashwood
had laughingly called the vagina, and on toward the River Styx, where the
future of Morgana le Fay, the Excalibur Holding Corporation and the entire
world lay waiting to be unleashed. This far below ground level even the pale
incandescence with which Morgana had imbued the walls barely cut through the
thick gloom of the tunnels. By the time she neared the spot where the manmade
tunnel intersected the natural cave of the river she found that running one
hand along the wall was a necessary aid to keeping herself oriented. Finally,
there it was; the sound of gently flowing water and the sudden widening of the
tunnel announced that she had reached the shores of the River Styx.


Funny. Morgana sniffed the air again. It
was the same strangely familiar odor she had detected when she first entered
the tunnels; it was stronger here but she still couldn’t place it. Her thoughts
were brought suddenly back into focus when the tips of her fingers fell on the
final set of Roman numerals that she had instructed Sir Francis Dashwood to
carve into the walls of his cave. XXII. She had never explained why he should
put them there, instead just teasing him, saying it would be one more mystery
to give the peasants and wags something to gossip about. The number, along with
what everyone thought was nothing but a silly, confusing, nonsensical rhyme.


‘Take twenty
steps and rest awhile


Then take a pick
and find the stile


Where once I did
my love beguile.’


The numerals
appeared seven times in the caves but this was the only place they really
mattered. Francis thought he knew what it meant; twenty paces forward from this
last set of numbers, across the slimy little river and you wound up at the
opposite wall – the spot where Morgana and Sir Francis Dashwood had first
had sex, standing up, pushing each other against the hard stone wall. Dashwood
was a lot of fun but he had no idea what he was really dealing with or what the
numbers, the rhyme, and the caves on his land were really about. She always
told him the number twenty-two, rather than the twenty paces from this last set
of numerals to the opposite wall, was gleaned from their private joke that they
had banged each other so hard they had nearly driven themselves two paces into
the cave wall. Now Morgana crossed the stream by way of the tiny, invisible
bridge she had built a millennia-and-a-half before, and approached the far
wall. Pressing herself against the rock she rubbed her body back and forth
across the hard surface of the stone in a drooling frenzy of anticipation. One
meter away, a scant forty inches behind what appeared to be a solid rock wall
lay the gate the Dragon Lords had revealed to her sixteen long centuries ago. The
gate she had promised to guard until she could rid the world of that horrid,
meddling old bastard Merlin. And now the gate would once again open wide and
deliver the world to the cleansing wrath of dragon fire.


“Soon, my
lovelies. Soon I will release you and then you can fly, fly, fly.” Then, with
an almost inaudible whisper, she added “And burn.”


With a long,
self-satisfied sigh Morgana laid one hand gently against the cold stone wall
before turning and making her way back up the long tunnel. As she passed
through the dining hall a second time she decided this would be the most
practical place to install the communicating device. It provided plenty of room
for all of her equipment as well as temporary living quarters - and there would
be no congestion as the creatures came and went on their way in and out of the
cave when they made their forays to sear the petty evils and laziness from the
face of a vain and diseased world. Chuckling at her own cleverness, Morgana
dubbed the protective shell of the dining hall her ‘fallout shelter’.


Exiting the
cave, she paused long enough to snuggle deeper into her fur coat and allow time
for her eyes to readjust to the midday sunlight. Across the courtyard and down
the road two dozen yards stood the Bentley, where George sat with his chin
nodding against his chest in sleep. Just as she was about to move toward the
car, she heard a rustling sound and the sharp, sudden snap of a dead branch,
not far to her right.


“Oy. You there,
wi’ the posh motor. What the devil you think you’re doin’, tearing down the
barricade and wanderin’ into them caves. Don’t you know you could get yourself
bad hurt in there?”


Eyeing up the
man confronting her, the first thing Morgana noticed was the double barreled
shotgun slung over his forearm; it was there, but it was also broken open. She
took a small step in his direction, offering him her most seductive smile.


“I’m so sorry,
but you see, the barrier was already down when I arrived. It must have been
local vandals. I was just having a look around. I do hope I didn’t do anything
wrong.”


“Yeah, well I’d
be the local gamekeeper and it’s my job to keep people from gettin’ theyselves
in trouble, pokin’ round in them old tunnels. Ain’t safe in there.”


“Oh, you’re the
gamekeeper. I’m so glad to meet you.”


Morgana stuck
out her hand in greeting but the ruddy-faced man only looked at it momentarily
before returning his hard stare to the face of the expensively dressed woman to
whom the hand belonged.


“And who might
you be and why would you be glad to meet me?”


“Oh, I’m so
sorry; I’m the new owner of the caves. I’m going to refurbish them and open
them back up to the public. Won’t that be nice?” Her smile was big, white and
shiny, but totally ingenuous.


“And how would I
know you’d be who you say you are?”


Opening her
small handbag, Morgana fished around for a moment. “Oh, how silly of me. Let me
show you some identification. Ah, here it is.”


Still smiling
broadly, Morgan extracted from her purse a magnificently tooled and engraved,
silver plated Sphinx .380 pistol, fitted with a tiny silencer. Without even
giving the man time to react to the sight of the weapon, she pulled the trigger
three times, pumping all three shots into his chest. With a stunned look on his
face, the gamekeeper opened his mouth in an attempt to shape words that he
never spoke. After spitting a small stream of blood from his lips, he dropped
to his knees before slowly toppling over onto his right side. Unhesitatingly, as
calmly as someone else might select the ripest piece of fruit from a bin at the
super market, Morgan replaced the pistol in her purse, tucked it under her arm
and stepped to where her victim lay dying.


Delicately
kneeling in the weeds - careful not to snag her stockings or scuff her scarlet
Prada shoes - she lifted the man’s head and whispered “Never, ever talk back to
your betters, little man”. Then, with a small, bitter grin she leaned forward,
pressed her lips over his and inhaled, extracting the last of his life force. Pulling
a delicate, lace handkerchief from her coat pocket she dabbed the few small
smears of blood from her lips and stood up. Walking to where George sat napping
in the driver’s seat of the car she tapped gently on the side window.


“Wa, wa…what?” The
butler-cum-chauffer snapped to attention, nodded and stepped out of the car. “Madame
is ready to leave, then?”


Waggling a
finger vaguely behind her, Morgana smiled, nodded in the direction of the
corpse and said “Almost, George. Just a small spot of bother to deal with
first. Then we can go.”


Staring at the
dead man, George muttered delicately “Oh, dear me. How awkward. Does Madame
wish me to dispose of the rubbish?”


Nodding, Morgana
answered by saying “I’ll be in the car, George. Take your time and do a nice,
neat job. It would never do to leave a mess.”


Nodding
silently, George opened the rear door of the Bentley and allowed Morgana to
make herself comfortable before closing it again and moving to the rear of the
car. Opening the trunk he extracted a black rubber apron, yellow rubber gloves
and picked up a meat cleaver, a saw and a box of black bin bags before letting
out a single great, weary sigh and turning to his task.


* * *


“Oh, my God, oh
my God, what kind of a monster is she?”


Merlin waved his
hand across the face of the mirror, causing the image to fade and blink out of
existence. “Don’t look, my dear. That’s not a proper thing for anyone to see,
particularly a woman.”


Beverley pulled
herself together, straightening her back and clearing her head. “Merlin, I have
to know, what in the hell was that horrible woman doing to that poor man she
shot?”


“You have just
witnessed one small example of the evil magic she has used to remain young and
beautiful for sixteen centuries. You see, among the many things the Dragon
Lords taught her was the secret of immortality – or near immortality. She
literally drains the life force out of her victims to replenish her body.”


“You mean she’s
a vampire?”


“More like a
succubus; a female creature found in Roman mythology which was reputed to drain
the life from men through the act of sexual congress.”


“She didn’t have
sex with that poor sod. She just…I don’t know what she did but it wasn’t sex. God
she’s as cold and bitter as two-day-old coffee.”


“No, it wasn’t
sex, but the principal is the same. She drains the life force from her victims,
and it doesn’t matter whether they are male or female. And I assure you this is
both the least of her powers and only the smallest sampling of her capacity for
cruelty. Believe me when I tell you, you do not want to come into contact with
this woman under any circumstance, my dear.”


“She’s like some
barking mad auntie they used to keep locked away in the attic.” Then, after a
moment’s pause, Beverley stared hard at the old wizard, making it plain that
she did not want any dissembling or sugar-coating. “Tell me honestly, Merlin,
is that what she did to Jason in Liverpool last autumn?”


Merlin started
down at his hands for a moment before answering. “No. It’s what she attempted to
do to him. Had she succeeded he would have died.” Putting his arm around
Beverley he steered her toward the bedroom door. “Now, I think you have had
quite enough excitement for one day. Let me take you out for a nice drink; I
just discovered something called a lemon drop martini and I think you’ll love
it. Then a bit later we can come back and call Jason to see how he fared with
his quest for the Ark.” While holding out her coat for her, he nodded, smiled
and said “Shall we?”, but in his own mind he was wondering how long it would
take for Morgana to move the communicating device out of her office and into
the Hellfire cave, and how on earth he was going to go about destroying it once
it was there.
















Chapter Twelve



 

By the time
Jason exited the treasury to rejoin Ras the desert sun had sunk low enough to
paint the sky with fingers of bright orange fire. For more than three hours Ras
had been sitting on the dusty ground with his back against the blue iron fence.
Now, even before he could stand up and dust off the seat of his faded jeans,
Jason was already headed toward him, fingering the phone in his pocket, anxious
to coordinate his next move with Merlin.


“So how did it
go, boss? You were in there a really long time.”


After giving his
assistant a rough outline of the meeting, ending with Fr Marcos’ promise to
meet with him again at noon the next day, Jason extracted a small wad of
crumpled Ethiopian currency from his pocket and shoved it toward Ras.


“We’re going to
need someplace to stay tonight and I don’t know about you, but I’m famished.” Almost
as soon as the words were out of his mouth Jason realized this was probably not
the best possible phrasing in a country where death by starvation was a common
occurrence, and hoped Ras hadn’t taken offense. To cover his momentary
embarrassment he handed over the cluster of bills. “You take this and go get us
a hotel and then grab us something to eat. You can eat whenever you want but
bring mine back here. Just make sure you wait till after dark.”


Ras screwed up
his forehead in confusion. “You want me to leave you sitting here alone until
after dark?”


“Right. I’ll
move outside the walls so the monks don’t chase me away or something, but I
need to stay here for a while.”


“I can get some
take-away and be back in an hour or so.”


Jason shook his
head. “No. Thanks for the offer but I need you to wait for at least two hours
before you come back.”


Glancing briefly
at the money before stuffing the little wad of bills into his pocket, Ras
turned away shaking his head. “Ok, boss, whatever you say.” Still shaking his
head, the boy wandered toward the gate of St Mary of Zion compound muttering to
himself, “You are one seriously weird dude.”


As soon as Ras’
willow slim shape disappeared from view, Jason followed him out through the big
wooden gate. Rather than go back toward the main road he made a hard left and
followed the high stone wall to its northernmost point. There he pulled his
phone out of his pocket, sat down and leaned his back against the warm stone
wall as he punched in the number of his flat in York.


“Good evening,
Jason. Thank you for calling so promptly after your meeting with the old
priest. Was it fruitful?”


Jason nearly
dropped the phone. Merlin’s uncanny ability to know things that no one had any
business knowing unnerved him almost as much now as it had when he first met
the old man the previous autumn.


“I’m not even
going to ask how you knew it was me and why I’m calling.”


“But deep down
you really want to know, so I’ll tell you. I’ve been watching you in the scrying
glass. I saw you at breakfast with a young black boy; you had some kind of
thick coffee and unleavened bread. Later, I followed you to your meeting with
the old priest. I’ve watched you several times today between bouts of keeping
an eye on our friend Miss le Fay.”


“Damn. You get
inside people’s head; you spy on them; there’s just no limit to the way you
invade people’s privacy, is there?”


“You seem to
miss the point, Jason. The question is: why am I able to see you in my scrying
glass? If you were wearing the monks’ ointment you should be invisible.”


“The damned
airline lost my luggage and my jar of that invisibility ointment stuff was in
it. So why were you tuned into me? Is there a problem?”


“I simply passed
through your frequency while I was tuning in on Morgana. More importantly,
since I have no way of getting you any more ointment, you must be extremely
careful. If I can see you, so can she.”


“I know. I’m
trying, I’m trying. Now tell me what she’s been up to.”


“If it’s any
comfort I have no reason to suspect that she found you by accident like I did. She
probably doesn’t even know your harmonic frequency. In any case, she’s far too
busy elsewhere.”


“Doing what?”


“Confirming all
of our suspicions. She’s just been to the caves at West Wycombe.”


“You mean
today?”


“Correct.” Omitting
the bloodiest details of her visit to the caves, Merlin brought Jason up to
speed on what seemed to be Morgana’s intention to make use of the caves in her
upcoming attempt to release the dragons.


“But you think
she is going to move the communicator there?”


“I do.


“Is there any
way we can stop her from setting up her headquarters there? I mean…maybe we can
blow up the cave or something.”


“My boy, even
blowing up the cave would not eliminate the gateway to the dragon’s realm. It
would be further underground but it would still be there. No, we need to seal
it permanently and the only way for me to do that is by using the Urim and Thummim.” Jason let out a huge sigh and mumbled his acquiescence
before Merlin continued. “Now, tell me about your meeting with the guardian of
the treasures. All I know for certain is that you have not seen the Ark.”


Jason relayed
the pertinent details of his meeting with Fr Marcos, ending with his offer of
exchanging the Gnostic Gospel for access to the Ark and the guardian’s closing
statement that he would ask for God’s guidance and see Jason the next day. As a
closing note he suggested a gentle nudge from Merlin might be in order.


“Are you
seriously suggesting that we interfere in God’s business, Jason?”


“Absolutely.”


Jason could hear
the grin in the old mage’s voice when he answered. “I suppose it’s true that
God helps those who help themselves.”


“Great. Now how
do we convince him that God wants me to see the Ark?”


“I think we can
probably rely on one of faith’s oldest standbys - signs and portents, a grand
vision of some sort. I think we should give him the full performance.” After a
short pause for thought, Merlin offered a suggestion. “I could make a ball of
light hover over the church…”


“Naw. Too much
like the Christmas star. We need something more Old Testament and Arky.”


“I could appear
to him in a dream…or possibly a vision…”


“What’s the
difference?”


“A dream is a
dream but a vision would take place while he was wide awake.”


“You could to
that?”


“It’s no
different than the times when I appeared to you here in York or when I made us
both appear in Morgana’s office.”


“But you were
really close when you did those things; this is thousands of miles away.”


He could hear
Merlin chuckle as he answered. “It’s not about distance, it’s about tuning in
to the correct harmonic vibrations of the individual.”


“So, do you have
Fr Marcos’ harmonic vibration things?”


“No. But I know
yours and you’re only a few yards from his location. If you would be so good as
to go back into the compound and stand by the fence near the treasury for a few
moments, I can tune into your specific location. Later, when the good priest is
at prayer, I’ll pay him a little visit.”


Remembering the
first time Merlin appeared to him at the Archaeology Department reception in
the guise of the long-dead Irish playwright George Bernard Shaw, Jason
speculated aloud as to what form he might take when he visited Fr Marcos. “Are
you going to go as God?”


“Certainly not. I’m
shocked that you would even suggest such a disrespectful and blasphemous
thing.”


“Ok. So who
then?”


“I haven’t
decided. But I guarantee it will get his attention.”


Still chuckling,
Merlin said his goodbyes as Jason wandered through the gathering purple
twilight toward the fence that enclosed Fr Marcos and the long-hidden object
that had become the entire focus of his mission.


* * *


It was nearing
the noon hour when Jason returned to St Mary’s church. Today, rather than
leading the way, Ras was following close in his wake. As they approached the
compound Jason could see that the heavy wooden doors were again flung wide, but
inside the scene was entirely changed. Rather than the sleepy tranquility that
had met them the day before, there were now monks and priests running aimlessly
here and there, and wandering clutches of churchmen were talking to each other
in hushed tones while other groups jabbered excitedly, waving their arms in
every direction. As they crossed the dusty courtyard, Jason and Ras could see
Fr Marcos pacing furiously back and forth along the raised walkway in front of
the treasury building, his white robes billowing out behind him, making him
look like a square rigged ship under full sail. Realizing immediately that the
excitement had almost certainly been caused by whatever Merlin had done, Jason
hurried toward the gate in the high, wrought iron fence. As he approached, Fr
Marcos spotted him, waved his arms over his head and ran down the ramp to meet
him.


“Mr Carpenter,
Mr Carpenter” the old man shouted. Clearly he was seriously over-wrought. His
trembling hands fumbled with the lock on the gate and he nearly jerked Jason
off of his feet in the rush to get him inside. “The most wondrous thing has
happened. All of the brothers and fathers are talking about it. The bishop was
here before dawn and is now holding services in the church to celebrate.”


“Slow down,
Father, you’ll hurt yourself. Let me come in and sit down and then you can tell
me all about it.”


“Yes, yes, of
course. Come right in.”


Still pulling
Jason by the arm, the guardian led the way up the ramp and toward the door to
the treasury building. Turning back over his shoulder, Jason motioned Ras to
stay put, offering him a reassuring nod before disappearing into the perpetual
gloom of the treasury. Stepping around Fr Marcos, Jason and one of the acolytes
helped the old man to his seat, trembling with excitement and completely out of
breath. Even as he allowed himself to be lowered onto the pile of cushions, the
priest was tugging at Jason’s arm, drawing him nearer.


“You will not
believe me when I tell you, but I have had the most glorious vision.”


Jason eased
himself down on a pile of pillows next to Fr Marcos and leaned forward thinking
Whatever Merlin did he really must have
outdone himself this time. Looking as innocent as he could, Jason asked
“Does this have something to do with the Ark?”


“Yes, yes. I
prayed for guidance and was granted a vision of no less than the prophet Moses
himself. Think of it, young man, the greatest of all prophets and the savior of
the Hebrews and God chose to send him to me.” The old priest’s leathery black
face appeared to be in a state of near ecstasy as he recalled the events of the
previous evening.


“You must tell
me, Father, what did Moses look like?”


Anxiously,
Marcos leaned to within inches of Jason’s face and grabbed his hand, squeezing
it painfully as he talked.


“He was quite
tall…and very slim. His hair and beard were long, white and flowing and he was
dressed in a gown with an over-jacket of some kind of fur…”


Jason smiled to
himself. Merlin hadn’t altered a single thing about his appearance.


“…and he glowed
with the glorious light of heaven.” Laying his palm on his shrunken old chest,
the treasurer continued in a hushed, reverent tone of voice. “And he spoke to
me.”


“What did he
say, Father?”


“He only
confirmed what I have vaguely suspected for years. That great serpents were
about to bring the end of the world down upon us and that it was time to reveal
the Ark of the Covenant so that its healing properties could work for the good
of mankind.” Raising his eyes expectantly, he continued “Would you like to know
what I believe he meant?”


Jason already
knew what Merlin meant and what he had done. He had spoken in vague terms and
let the old man fill in all the blanks with whatever he believed. It was the
con man’s oldest ploy. “By all means, Father, tell me what he meant?”


“I already
explained to you that it is my belief that the murder of Emperor Haile
Selassie, more than four decades ago, marked the beginning of the end of the
world.” Jason nodded in agreement. “But I had always thought it would be a
religious war that would bring about the end of civilization – something
brought on by al Qaeda or some other violent faction - but now I see that I was
wrong. It is what Moses said about the great serpents that showed me the way to
the truth. You see, there is an ancient Coptic prophesy which says that the end
of the world – also known as the Night of the Drop - will come during the
month of Paoni – the period between June eighth and July seventh in your
Western calendar.”


“And?” Jason was
now completely lost, shaking his head in confusion.


“And in the
ancient Egyptian calendar there was also a month of Paoni and it was during
this month that the Egyptians believed that their serpent god, Apep, would rise
up and attempt to devour the disk of the sun – symbol of the god Ra. Do
you understand now?”


“No.” Jason
could see how the old priest made the connection between this ancient Egyptian
legend about the serpent god and Merlin’s vague allusion to the dragons but he
wasn’t sure why this seemed so important to Fr Marcos. “I’m sorry but I don’t
know the legends well enough to make the connection. I mean, I’m really glad
you’re going to give me the access to the Ark, but I don’t understand the connection
to the Egyptian gods Apep and Ra.”


“Then possibly
the way to the clearest explanation lies not in telling you, but in showing
you. Come.”


Hauling himself
to his feet, Jason offered the old guardian a hand, which he took gratefully,
admitting that the wonder and excitement of being visited by a messenger from
God had left him exhausted. Moving across the room to an antique trunk, he
opened it and produced two flashlights, one of which he handed to Jason.


“The electricity
has been out all day,” he said with a wan smile. “One of the pleasures of
living in the third world. It really doesn’t matter; no lights have ever been
installed in the place where we are going. Now, if you will follow me, I will
answer all of your questions by showing you that which only a handful of men
have been privileged to see over the past three millennia.”


“You’re actually
going to let me see the Ark of the Covenant?”


Making his way
to a small alcove in which hung an elaborately embroidered tapestry, Fr Marcos
never said a word but nodded solemnly as he drew the tapestry aside to expose a
small door made of roughhewn planks. From around his neck he extracted a
delicate gold chain with an ancient iron key attached to it. Leaning forward,
he inserted the key into the lock of a door so low he would have to duck to
pass through it. When the door creaked open he disappeared down a dark, narrow
stairway, motioning for Jason to follow.


With no light
except the thin, constricted beams of the flashlights to guide him down a steep
set of stone stairs worn hollow by centuries of use, Jason felt like he might
pitch forward and fall on top of Fr Marcos, sending them both crashing to the
bottom. Throughout the first two flights of stairs the walls of the stairwell
were made from cut stone blocks of the same type used in the construction of
the treasury building, but after the second landing Jason’s fingers told him
that they had now descended below ground level into a subterranean passage hewn
from the living rock. Further and further down he followed the old priest until
they finally came to a level floor. Father Marcos stopped long enough for Jason
to catch up with him before he started to speak in hushed tones.


“This is the
treasury within the treasury, the sanctum sanctorum. Here the most precious and
sacred objects of the Christian faith are kept. There is almost no moisture in
the Ethiopian soil so nothing deteriorates here.” Then, turning away again, he
motioned Jason to follow him into the impenetrable blackness of the tunnels
ahead.


Desperate not to
trip over his own feet, and equally anxious to examine his surroundings, Jason
flicked the wan beam of his flashlight back and forth from the floor to the
walls of the tunnel. In the wavering beam of light Jason saw row after row and
rank upon rank of niches carved into the stone walls of the passageways. Like
shelves in some mythical museum of the strange and arcane, in each of the
hollows he caught fleeting glimpses of objects whose use and meaning he could
not even begin to imagine. Sometimes neatly arranged as if they were on display
in some Victorian parlor, and sometimes piled in haphazard jumbles, the only
thing Jason could occasionally define was the passing flash of light reflected
back from some surface of purest gold or the twinkle of white, red, green and
blue gemstones. It was all he could do not to scream at Fr Marcos to stop and
let him examine some of these wondrously tantalizing things, but he was not
here to browse through what might well be the most amazing museum on earth. Somewhere
up ahead the Ark of the Covenant stood waiting, and without the anti-scrying
ointment every second he wasted put him – and by extension Beverley and
Merlin – in ever greater danger of being discovered by Morgana le Fay.


“Mr Carpenter.”
Fr Marcos’ hushed tones floated back through the darkness. “We are there.”


Snapped out of
his reverie by the sound of the guardian’s voice, Jason snapped to attention. “We
are?”


“Please shine
your light over here.”


Jason moved the
beam of his light to where Fr Marcos’ light was playing along a section of
ancient stone wall. Moving in tandem, the lights fell on the edge of a dusty
crimson tapestry. Then, signaling Jason to move closer, the priest slipped
around the edge of the cloth, holding it back for Jason to follow.


The first thing
Jason saw were two huge, glowing red eyes staring at him out of the dark
nothingness. With panic rising in his throat, Jason fumbled behind his back to
find the curtain, ready to make a mad break for the passageway. But once his
eyes adjusted, and as the combined flashlights brought clarity to objects in
the room, Jason realized he was looking at a pair of hanging votive candles
shimmering inside their red glass globes. Letting out a huge sigh of relief,
Jason leaned against the cool stone wall only to find that it, like the
doorway, was covered with tapestry panels. Shifting his light from side to
side, Jason now saw that every surface of the room, including the floor and
ceiling, was covered with incredibly fine tapestries, each one intricately
embroidered with Hebraic religious designs executed in thread of the purest
gold, which caused the light to splinter and sparkle like a fireworks display.


Jason was so
awestruck by the magnificence of the sacred coverings that he hardly heard Fr
Marcos’ voice calling him. When he finally refocused his attention, he saw the
old man standing between the two votive lights, one hand holding the fringed
edge of one of the tapestry panels. Bowing reverently while drawing back the
curtain, Fr Marcos muttered the single word “Behold”.


As the curtain
was withdrawn, the weak light from the flashlights was suddenly magnified a
thousand times, bouncing back and forth across the face of the massive golden
object standing deep inside the nave. Completely unable to move, Jason could
only stare in wonder at the most sacred and fabled object in the history of the
planet. It was not until Fr Marcos offered him a small smile, motioning him
forward that Jason finally found his feet and moved to within an arm’s length
of the Ark.


The body of the
Ark appeared to be about thirty inches in both height and depth, and it must
have been very close to four feet in length. Around the bottom of the box ran
an ornamental molding, beneath which were four large feet in the shape of lion’s
paws. Jason allowed his eyes to linger over every inch of the ancient
tabernacle, slowly moving his line of vision across the panels of gold which
formed the sides of the box, up to the richly carved decorative molding marking
the point where the top overlapped the body. Near the uppermost corner of each
side panel were large golden rings where the priests of the ancient Hebrews
would have inserted carrying poles. Above the rings, on the flat surface of the
top, stood a pair of solid gold figurines. The figures faced each other with
outstretched wings which nearly met at the tips. Jason estimated that each of
the figures must have been slightly more than a foot tall and nearly eighteen
inches from the tip of its golden wings to the end of its delicately carved
tail.


Wait. Angels don’t have tails. Why do the
angels have tails?


Suddenly
confused, Jason leaned back on his heels for a more objective look at the Ark. Examining
the wondrous gilded object with the detached eyes of an archaeologist, Jason
could clearly see that the designs and details on the body of the Ark had a
distinctly Egyptian look to them and that the winged figures on the top were
not angels at all, they were birds; more specifically, they were hawks. Weighing
the physical evidence before him against everything he had ever learned about
the Ark of the Covenant, Jason recalled what Fr John Cunningham had told him
only a few weeks earlier ‘It’s possible that it was stolen out of Egypt…You
see, the Egyptians used ark's too.’ If the Ark had actually originated in Egypt
then the figures that legend held to be angels were actually representations of
the hawk god, Horus. Stunned, Jason looked up at Fr Marcos who was nodding his
head sadly.


“That’s why
you’ve kept it hidden all these centuries, isn’t it? It’s Egyptian.”


“It would be
rather embarrassing for people to find out that the most sacred object in the
Hebraic-Christian tradition was actually stolen from a pagan temple.”


“But you still
think this is the original Ark?”


“Oh, without
doubt. The provenance is unquestionable.” With a small jerk of his shoulders he
added “And if it really contains the tablets of the law it is no less sacred to
God than it would be if the Hebrews had built it themselves.”


“Then the Ten
Commandments and the other things are still inside it.” Jason said it as a
statement but his eyes questioned Fr Marcos.


“If they were in
it when it arrived in Ethiopia with Menelik at the time of Solomon, then they
are still in there. We have never discovered how to open it.”


Wishing he could
shake it to see if anything inside rattled, Jason returned his attention to the
Ark, leaned forward and bent low enough that he could peer underneath the top’s
decorative edge. Shining the beam of his flashlight upward, he could see that
there was a slim gap between the side panel and the inner edge of the lid;
which meant that the lid must come off somehow. But how? Where was the latch,
or the lock, that had kept the lid so firmly sealed for thousands of years? Jason
ran his hands gently around the edge of the lid, up and down the side panels,
around the feet and under the bottom, pushing and prodding as he went, but he
found nothing that moved, depressed or pulled even a fraction of an inch.


Refusing to
admit defeat he turned his attention back to the statuettes on the lid. The
birds were finely worked, exhibiting amazingly lifelike detail in every
feather. The only thing that seemed in the least unnatural was the position of
their wings. While a bird could extend its wings outward in flight and slightly
forward, Jason was not aware of any bird that could bring its wings completely
forward until they nearly met over its head. Craning his neck up and over the
hawk figures, Jason looked directly down on top of them for the first time. Immediately
he noticed that while the rest of the birds’ figures were naturally rendered,
the space between their wings looked artificial; the gap being clean, straight
and knife-edge smooth as though something had once set between them.


Staring down
through the three-quarter-inch wide gap between the wings, Jason’s gaze fell on
the smooth surface of the Ark’s lid. There, incised on the perfectly smooth,
reflective surface of the gold, he could just make out a pair of nearly
indistinguishable lines. They appeared to be the same distance apart as the
slot between the birds’ wings was wide. Strange.
Leaning back to look at the birds side-on, Jason cast his mind back to the
picture Fr Cunningham had shown him of an Egyptian ark. In the illustration the
hawk figures had supported a large disk – the disk of Amun-Ra, the sun
god – the symbol of the sun that the serpent Apep was supposed to eat at
the end of the world. He held his hands up, trying to gauge the physical size
of the missing disk. Assuming the widest point of the disk was about as large
as the distance between the birds’ tails, it would have to be about three feet
in diameter. Somewhere, Jason had seen a disk just about that size. Where did
he… Shit. Morgana’s library. The
communication disk. Jason jumped to his feet, grabbing Fr Marcos by the
shoulders and staring hard into his deep, black eyes.


“Father, do you
know there is a part missing from the Ark?”


“We have long
assumed that the disk of the sun god Ra may once have rested between the
creatures’ wings.”


“But did you see
the hidden slot where the edge of the disk goes down into the lid?”


“No. What are
you talking about?”


Jason kneeled
back down, signaling the priest to squat next to him. When they were
side-by-side Jason instructed him to look down between the birds’ wings while
simultaneously feeling for the edge joints on the surface of the top. It took
the old man’s aged eyes several minutes to see what Jason had seen almost
immediately, but eventually he located the tiny incisions in the golden
surface.


“Look, I could
be completely wrong about this, but I think the disk is the key. If I’m right,
when the disk is inserted between the birds’ wings, its weight depresses that
section of the top and unlocks the lid.”


Father Marcos
lifted his head, turned his face toward Jason’s and offered a wan smile. “You
may well have solved a three thousand year old mystery, young man. But without
the disk we are no closer to opening the Ark than we have ever been.”


Jason’s mind was
racing so fast he could hardly keep his thoughts straight; this was getting
more complicated by the minute. The whole point of this expedition was to find
a way to seal the dragon gate forever, and at least a part of that plan
included destroying Morgana’s ability to communicate with the Dragon Lords. To
seal the gate they needed the Urim
and Thummim and to get to them they
had to open the Ark which, it now seemed, they could only do by stealing the
communication disk.


“Father,” Jason
turned the old man around so they were nearly nose-to-nose “if I can find the
disk of Amun-Ra and open the Ark for you, will you give me the two stones that
I believe are inside?”


“My son, if you
can open the Ark of the Covenant you may have the stones with the blessings of
the Coptic Church and all the rest of God’s children.” Smiling broadly, the
guardian added slyly, “Who knows, with the back of the Mercy Seat reunited with
the rest of the Ark, the Schechinah
may return and bring God’s grace back to a perilously troubled world.”


Jason
impulsively gave the old man a warm hug before jumping to his feet, hauling Fr
Marcos after him.


“Come on,
Father, lead me out of here. I have a lot of work to do and I have to get back
to England to do it. Oh, and when we get upstairs, don’t let me forget; I owe
you one ancient Gnostic book to add to your collection.”


Clapping Jason
on the back, Fr Marcos led the way through the treasure-filled labyrinth and
back up toward the real world.


* * *


“It would appear
that despite frightening the old priest half to death, the little show I put on
had the desired effect.”


“You have no
idea. Were you following me in the scrying glass when he showed me to the Ark?”


“I followed you
through the little door and down the first few steps but then it was too dark
to see anything clearly. But tell me, please, did you actually see the Ark of
the Covenant?”


Merlin’s voice
was so overcome with emotion that it was shaking, and Jason had to remind him
to calm himself before telling him all he had seen and learned. Slowly, trying
to put each detail into some coherent order, Jason explained the Egyptian
legend of the snake god Apep devouring the sun and how he had come to believe
that Morgana’s communicator disk had actually been an original part of the Ark
of the Covenant. Most importantly, if the disk was returned to the Ark, he
thought it would allow him access to the Urim
and Thummim.


“So you believe
that if the disk from the communicator is rejoined to the Ark it will act as a
key and allow you to open the lid?”


“Absolutely.”


“Then your
friend, Fr Cunningham, was right. The Hebrews stole the Ark when they fled from
Egypt to begin their wanderings in the desert.”


“Merlin, don’t
you see, that’s only half of it. This means that Moses knew exactly how
dangerous the disk is. I think he stole the Ark to keep pharaoh or his high priests
from contacting the Dragon Lords.”


There was a long
silence before Merlin’s voice came back through Jason’s mobile phone. “Do you
have any idea of the implications of what you are saying, Jason?”


“That the
Egyptian legend of Apep is at least partly based in truth; that the dragons
have been trying to find a way into the world for at least three-and-a-half
thousand years; that the Ark of the Covenant was actually part of the first
communicating device that allowed the dragons to talk to people here on earth? Yeah,
I think I have a damn good idea of the implications. The question is; what are
we going to do about it?”


“I think you had
better come home as soon as you can. Destroying the disk is now out of the
question; you need it to open the Ark.”


Jason nodded to
himself in silent acknowledgement of how impossibly complex this was all
becoming. “I know. And that means we need to figure out a way to steal the disk
and get it back here to Ethiopia as soon as possible.”


“But you told me
months ago that Morgana has security devices and guards and other means of
protecting her offices that would make it virtually impossible to break in to
Excalibur Holdings.”


“And we have to
assume she is going to have just as much security installed in the cave before
she moves the communicator there.”


“Jason, that
doesn’t leave us much of…what do you call it…a window of opportunity?”


“I think the
only chance we have of stealing the disk is to grab it while it’s in transit
between her offices in Cardiff and the caves.”


“Do you realize
the complexity of what you’re suggesting, my boy?”


“I guess I’d
better start back first thing in the morning, huh?”
















Chapter
Thirteen



 

As Morgana le
Fay paced back and forth in front of the large white screen, light from the
overhead projector rippled across her shapely form, obscuring the brilliant
crimson hue of her raw silk business suit. Behind her, on the screen, a map of
the Hellfire caves was alternately revealed and distorted with Morgana’s
continual passing. Down one side of the long mahogany table that dominated
Excalibur Holding Company’s boardroom, Peter Haskell and four members of his
engineering team kept their eyes riveted on their CEO as she marched one way
and then the other, alternately giving orders and demanding that they repeat
her instructions like recalcitrant school children doomed to recite their
teacher’s every word.


“Do you have all
that, Peter?”


“Yes, Mrs
Morgan. The locations where you want us to install the motion detectors and the
heat sensors are perfectly clear. We can have both systems installed and
operational in the big circular room before the end of this week but the ones
at the mouth of the cave can’t be turned on until the security doors are in
place. It’s purely a physical problem; until we can keep out the rain and fog,
we don’t dare turn on the security system without running the risk of having
moisture shorting out the entire system.”


Even in the
semidarkness everyone in the room could follow Morgana’s head as it turned to
bore a hole through her executive assistant, Jerry McGuire, who sat on the
opposite side of the conference table from Peter Haskell and his people. The
only one who was not looking at either Morgana or Jerry McGuire was Jerry
McGuire, who had his eyes fixed firmly on the note pad laying in front of him,
even though he could not possibly read what was on it in the subdued light.


“Well, Jerry,
that one is your problem. How is my security door coming along?”


Jerry raised his
eyebrows, cleared his throat and spoke directly to his note pad. He did not
fail to look at his boss because she terrified him – which she did
– but because everyone terrified him. For Morgana le Fay this was the
best kind of employee – the ones who were too frightened of losing their
job to do anything or say anything or think anything other than what they were
instructed to do, say and think. When he finally spoke his voice cracked
slightly before he found the courage to continue.


“The lads in the
physical plant have the gate nearly finished. They just have to sort out the best
type of weatherproof seal to go round the perimeter. They say the whole unit
should be ready to install by the end of this week.” As a bold afterthought,
and after a long pause punctuated by a jerking smile, he added “I’ve seen it
and its really nice looking.”


“Thank you for
that, Jerry. If I cared bugger-all for an aesthetic opinion on blast proof
security doors I would have rung up Martha fucking Stewart.”


When Morgana
turned back to the whiteboard and tapped one scarlet fingernail on the circular
area representing Sir Francis Dashwood’s dining hall – and now her own
center of operations - faces around the table winced in sympathetic
embarrassment for McGuire, knowing they all suffered the same humiliating
treatment with painful regularity.


“Now. Peter, will
you have the portable generator ready to install once the door is in place?”


“Absolutely,
ma’am.”


“Good. Then I
think that’s all for now. If you can all get yourselves in gear after this
little fun fair you can crawl back to your garrets and get some serious work
done. Jerry, get the lights and clean up this mess.” By the time the overhead
lights flickered to life Morgana had already left the room, the last remnant of
her to make its way through the slowly closing door was the fluttering tail of
the pale violet scarf pinned over one shoulder. Without so much as
acknowledging the presence of anyone she passed in the corridor, she headed
straight toward the private elevator which took her directly to the top floor
of the Excalibur building and the expensively impersonal décor of her penthouse
apartment. In the long, low-ceilinged lounge George was carefully arranging a
huge vase of fresh Bird of Paradise flowers, identical to the bouquet which had
been delivered every day since she moved in to the penthouse and identical to
the one which would be delivered tomorrow and every day thereafter. As Morgana
moved purposefully across the plush Berber carpeting the butler never raised
his eyes from his work.


“I’m going to my
library, George. I don’t want to be disturbed.”


“Very good,
Madame.”


After she passed
out of the room, George rolled his eyes heavenward and sighed before returning
his attention to the bright orange blossoms in the vase.


The normally
well-ordered tranquility of Morgana’s library had given way to near chaos as
the maze of crystals and computer hardware from the communicating device were
stripped from their alcoves and niches in the oak bookcases and packed into
crates and boxes. Morgana refused to allow a single piece of the equipment to
be removed from the room until the cave was finished and ready to receive its
most important installation. Elsewhere in the room the big desk had been moved
from its accustomed place, the sumptuous Persian rug was rolled up and slid to
one side, and all along one wall of bookcases stood heavy wooden crates. The
presence of the crates made it nearly impossible for her to access the
profusion of ancient manuscripts and scrolls that had been removed from their
accustomed place in the alcove to be distributed among the hundreds of modern
books lining the shelves.


Surveying the
confusion, Morgana shook her head, pulled out her desk chair and turned her
back on the disorder, concentrating her full attention on the small antique
hand mirror she pulled from the top drawer of her desk. The mirror had been a
gift from Lucrezia Borgia whom Morgana had considered a close, if rather
indiscrete, friend. The mirror’s face was crystal, rather than glass, and it
was backed not with silver but with crushed diamonds. The delicately worked
oval frame and handle were pure gold. As an antique the mirror was undoubtedly
worth hundreds of thousands of pounds sterling, but its greatest value lay in
its use as a scrying glass.


Nearly every day
Morgana dedicated at least an hour to spying on her enemies, checking up on
their whereabouts and their activities, just to make sure she always remained
one step ahead of any plans they might be making – particularly if those
plans concerned her or the Excalibur Holding Company. Similarly, she kept tabs
on anyone foolish enough to trust her or do business with her because she was
always keen to find an opening to ruin an associate’s business or indulge in a
harmless spot of blackmail. But sometimes, like today, she simply surfed. Relying
on the mirror’s nearly endless capacity to remember the physical vibrations of
anyone to whom it had ever been aligned, she could release control and allow it
to shift from individual to individual at random. Even when it proved to be a
futile exercise it was relaxing to spy on the small, petty existence of people
whose mayfly lives lasted only a handful of decades. Now she had the added
pleasure of knowing that the vast majority of these pathetic creatures would be
reduced to nothing more than charred cinders before the year was out.


“Mirror, mirror
in my hand” she muttered dreamily “who’s the cleverest girl in the land?”


Allowing the
tensions of the day to wash away, she gazed into the glass as it moved from a
high-ranking member of the Chinese Communist Party who paid well for her
silence, to the office of a Wall Street broker who she was considering
destroying, and then on to the back of a young man bending over a bed, piling
toiletries into a briefcase. She could not see enough of him to identify him,
but as he stood up she saw a head of long, dirty blond hair tied back in a
ponytail. Instantly, she leaned forward, waiting for him to turn around.
Finally, he did.


“YOU. Bloody
fucking hell, Jason Carpenter. What rock did you crawl out from under you vile
little turd?” Jumping up from the desk she began pacing the floor, the mirror
clutched tightly in one hand. “Goddamit, you’re supposed to be dead. How the
hell have you managed to hide from me all these months?”


Morgana waved
her hand across the mirror’s face, preventing it from moving on to another
person in a different location. All of a sudden everything else became
insignificant by comparison to Jason’s stubborn refusal to be dead and, the far
more important question, was Merlin still alive, too? Her eyes fixed intently
on Jason’s back as she waited to see something that would tell her where he was
and whether the old man was there with him. When Jason finally turned away and
moved across the room, another young man – a mere boy, really - came into
focus. This one was black and he was arranging an assortment of odds and ends
on another bed.


What is this? Have you suddenly become rich
enough to hire a servant, Jason? What the hell is going on?


Beyond the fact
that it was obviously a seedy hotel room, the space they were in revealed
absolutely nothing about their location. It looked like any cheap hotel that
might be anywhere from Brixton to Timbuktu. Realizing that it might be hours
before Jason left the hotel and thereby provide her with a clue to his
location, Morgana twisted the mirror slightly to the left and downward so she
could peer over his shoulder as he rummaged through the contents of the
battered briefcase. He picked up an American passport and slipped it into the
rear pocket of his jeans before sorting out several airline tickets. Waggling
one finger at the mirror she tried to maneuver close enough to read the
locations and airport names listed on the tickets but Jason would not stand
still long enough for her to make out the words. She finally realized some small
gratification when Jason and the boy left their room and exited the hotel,
revealing what appeared to be a Middle Eastern or North African town where
ancient, crumbling adobe brick buildings were randomly mixed with more modern
structures. By the time Jason and his companion stopped at a sidewalk café for
breakfast she had come to the conclusion that they were somewhere in Africa,
thanks to the heavy predominance of black faces in the street. But it was not
until two agonizingly long hours later when they disembarked from the bus at
Axum Airport that she finally knew where they were.


“Ethiopia. What
are you doing in Ethiopia? And why? And is that horrid old man dead, or not?”


None of the
questions were answerable until Jason and his companion disembarked from their
plane in Addis Ababa and made their way to yet another down-at-the-heels hotel
that sported a faded sign over the front door proudly proclaiming it to be the
Hotel New York. Once Jason checked in and made his way to his room she knew
exactly where he was staying and, as a result, she knew how to get to him. The
big questions now were: how long would he stay put before moving on, and where
would he go when he did? Obviously time was of the essence. Morgana waved one
delicately manicured hand across the face of the mirror, causing the image to
blur and fade. Laying the scrying glass aside she picked up a cheap,
untraceable mobile phone and punched in a number.


“Yes, yes,
Allahu akbar to you too, Abu…Yes it is and I want to know if you and the Somali
Front for Righteousness are still as anxious to get your grubby hands on those
FIM-92 stinger missiles as you were last month but didn’t seem to have the
money to pay for?...That’s quite alright; this deal won’t cost you a thing. I
just need to you to do me a little favor. There is a young American man named
Jason Carpenter staying in Addis Ababa and I have a few questions I’d like to
ask him, so I thought that with you being right next door you wouldn’t mind
kidnapping him and asking him politely on my behalf. No, no, you just snatch
him, get him across the border to someplace safe in Somalia and then ring me
back; I’ll tell you what information I need and when I have it I’ll send you
the missiles…Sorry, what was that again?...Oh, not at all, I have them safe and
sound in Zimbabwe so they can be in your hands in a few days…What was
that?...Well, it’s very thoughtful of you to ask but frankly, my dear, I don’t
give a damn.. Once I have the information I need, you can eat him for all I
care…Good…You can find him in room 216 of the Hotel New York in Addis
Ababa…That’s right. Oh, and there is just one more thing, Abu. I don’t know how
long he’s going to be there so you have to grab him tonight. No, that’s not ok.
Tonight or no missiles, do you understand? Good, then we have a deal.” Then,
almost as an afterthought, she added “Oh, Abu, if you bollox this up I promise
I will hunt you down, slit the throats of you and your entire family and bury
the lot of you face down next to hog carcasses and you will never get your
seventy-two stinking virgins. Have I made myself perfectly clear?...Good. Now
you have a nice day and call me as soon as you get my boy safely to your camp.”


* * *


Walking back to
the hotel with Jason, Ras rubbed his stomach with one hand and screwed his face
into a painful grin.


“Don’t get me
wrong, boss, I think it’s great, but I don’t know how you westerners eat the
way you do. No wonder you all get so fat.”


Jason scowled in
confusion. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, we
hardly get done with breakfast and now we have lunch.”


“Ras, breakfast
was seven hours ago and it was just coffee and bread.” Then, after looking down
at his ironing board-flat stomach, “And I’m not fat.”


“Hey, what we
had for breakfast is as much as I have most days. On a really good day I maybe
get to eat twice, you eat three times every single day. And believe me, if you
keep eating like that you’ll be the size of Egypt before you turn fifty.” Then,
after a prolonged pause, he added “But thanks anyway. It was really good. I’ve
always wanted to go to a McDonalds, I just never had the money.”


Jason laughed
and nodded his acknowledgement of the kid’s gratitude but couldn’t help running
his hand across his stomach to check for even the slightest hint of a bulge. He
had almost convinced himself that he was not turning into a bloated pig when
they came to the dirty glass door that announced their arrival at the Hotel New
York. Ras grabbed the handle, pulled the door open and offered a sweeping bow
accompanied by a muttered “After you, boss man” and a grand gesture signaling
Jason to enter.


While Ras leaned
against the peeling ochre paint of the lobby wall, Jason walked to the desk to
retrieve their room key. The desk clerk’s chair was empty so Jason tapped the
button on the old fashioned lobby bell standing on the counter. When the clerk
failed to appear from the back room, Jason hit the bell again, turned, looked
at Ras and jerked his shoulders in confusion. In response, Ras started across
the room toward the counter. Before he could cross the twenty feet of open
space, Jason leaned over the counter to check whether the clerk had left their
key on his desk or jotted a note that would tell them when he might be back. There
was no key, and no note, but on the floor, wedged between the legs of the chair,
the clerk’s head and shoulders protruded from under the desk. His chocolate
brown face was now a sickly gray and his unseeing eyes were fixed lifelessly on
the ceiling, a surprised look still in place from the moment when the bullet
penetrated his forehead. Jason was still frozen in place, staring at the
corpse, when Ras stepped up next to him and raised onto his toes to see what
Jason was staring at. Before averting his eyes from the dead man, Jason reached
out and grabbed Ras by the wrist, squeezing hard.


“Ah, shit, man,
I’ve got a really bad feeling about this, Ras. You remember I told you about
that woman who was trying to kill me?” Jason left the thought unfinished but
inclined his head toward the corpse.


Ras craned his
neck to look at the body one more time before answering. “Boss, that guy’s
still oozing blood.”


Jason forced
himself to look back at the lifeless clerk. Sure enough, the large pool of
sticky red gore under the man’s head was still growing, creeping outward along
the edges, moving slowly across the worn linoleum of the floor. Finally, he
looked back at his companion.


“But I think
he’s beyond help.”


“I know that. What
I mean is, he was only shot within the last one or two minutes; after that you
stop bleeding. Trust me, I know about this shit.”


Jason forced
himself to flick his eyes toward the stairs, the ancient elevator and the front
door before looking back toward Ras and whispering “Then they’re probably still
here, aren’t they?”


Ras’ only
responce was an almost imperceptible nod.


“They’re still
in the hotel.” Jason’s strangled voice rose in frightened realization. “HOLY
SHIT, they’re in our room.”


Ras clamped a
hand over Jason’s mouth and nodded again.


“Oh, fuck.”
Jason grabbed the counter long enough to prevent panic from overtaking him. After
closing his eyes and allowing himself just enough time to take in and exhale a
single, long breath, he looked back at Ras. “Ok, we gotta’ go and we gotta’ go
now. I need you to get us to someplace safe, someplace I can stay at least long
enough to figure out what the hell to do.”


Silently, Ras
headed toward the front door, motioning for Jason to follow. When they reached
the door, they both glanced back toward the stairs and elevator, straining to
pick up the slightest sound. Assured that nobody was creeping up behind them,
Ras opened the door and stepped onto the dusty sidewalk. Once they were in the
open air, Ras leaned close to Jason and spoke in a low voice, just loud enough
that Jason alone could hear him.


“Now, boss,
we’re going to move at a normal pace. Not too fast, not too slow. We don’t want
to attract any attention to ourselves.” When he asked, “Got it?” Jason only
nodded silently.


Without another
word, Ras grabbed Jason by the elbow and pulled him down the street at a calm
walking pace for what felt like days, but was actually only long enough for
them to reach the first dark, narrow alley wedged between two small commercial
buildings. There, they turned in and entered the world of protective shadows
that would be their best and only ally until they reached a place of safety. Moving
at a measured pace they slipped from one shadowy place to another, avoiding the
light and groups of people, only emerging from alleyways when they had to cross
major roads and even then they only stepped into the light after Ras checked to
make sure the streets and sidewalks were relatively free of people. The idea
was to remain as unobtrusive as possible – a goal which, considering
Jason’s six foot height, blond hair and pale complexion, was nearly impossible
in Ethiopia.


In one narrow
alleyway lined with ramshackle, mud brick houses, Ras reached out a hand and in
a single motion snagged a dingy gray, hooded tee shirt from a clothes line. Wadding
it into a tiny ball he crammed it under his arm and moved off without ever
breaking his stride. Two streets later he handed the shirt to Jason,
instructing him to put it on and pull up the hood to help hide his hair.


“Now maybe you
won’t attract attention like a police siren. Man, I never noticed just how
white you are.”


Struggling to
get the slightly undersized shirt over his shoulders, Jason stopped long enough
to adjust the hood.


“I’m sorry. It’s
never been a problem before.”


Two streets
later Ras bent down next to a blue plastic fifty-five gallon drum that was being
used to collect what little rainwater drained off of a building’s roof. Splashing
a handful of water into the dust of the road, he mixed a small amount of mud. Scooping
it up, he pushed Jason against a wall and began smearing the mud across his
face until it formed a thin, relatively even coating.


“It won’t pass
close inspection but at least it should make you look a little more normal from
a distance. Maybe they’ll just think you’re an Arab or a zombie or something.” A
moment after they resumed their furtive journey southward, toward the far side
of Addis Ababa, he added “And keep your hands in your pockets.”


After a
seemingly endless, gut-wrenching forty-five minutes of dodging in and out of
the shadows, slipping from one dark alley to the next like feral cats, they
moved toward a brightly lit open area bordering a broad, four lane road that
Jason recognized. It was Ras Mekonin Avenue and directly across from where they
stood was the abandoned hulk of La Gare Railroad Station. Jason and Ras leaned
against opposite walls of the alley, staring at each other across a distance of
no more than four feet. Ras raised his eyebrows, grinned and inclined his head
toward the old yellow brick building eight hundred feet away, across the width
of the road and the broken remnants of the parking lot.


“Home.”


Jason stared at
Ras and shifted his eyes to the railroad station for a few seconds before
looking back.


“Do you live
there?”


“Sure. I was
going home when I first ran into you.”


Jason stared at
the depressingly dilapidated old building. There were holes in the tile roof,
most of the windows were either boarded over or broken out and the doors had
all been covered with corrugated steel to discourage trespassers. Even the most
charitable assessment could not make La Gare sound inviting.


“Wow.”


“Hell of a lot
better than sleeping in the streets.”


Looking in both
directions to make certain pedestrian and vehicular traffic were both at a low
ebb, Ras stepped gingerly onto the sidewalk prior to exposing himself to almost
three hundred yards of open roadway and parking lot before reaching relative
safety. After pausing for several minutes, balanced on the edge of the curb,
Ras motioned to Jason and made a mad dash across the street, not stopping until
he was under the shadowing arches of the railroad station. Seconds later Jason
leapt in beside him and slammed his back against the brick wall, panting for
breath.


“Ok. So far so
good. Now how do we get inside?”


Still gasping
for breath, Ras pushed off from the wall and jerked his head, indicating that
Jason should follow him. After crawling through a hole in a chain link fence,
they made their way around to the track-side of the building. Here the old
portico roof hung at a crazy angle and long unused shops and waiting lounges
stood boarded over and graffiti covered. At the base of a blank section of
yellow brick wall Ras pushed the toe of one shoe against a cellar window that
swung inward with the pressure. Smiling, Ras lay on the ground, face down, and
slid backward through the window which fell shut as he passed through. A moment
later the window reopened and his face reappeared in the darkness.


“Come on in. Just
make sure your feet land on the table, otherwise it’s about eight feet to the
ground.”


With a shrug
Jason did as instructed and a minute later was following Ras through a maze of
malodorously decayed subterranean passages toward a rickety staircase leading
up to the cavernous main concourse of La Gare. Half way along the length of the
building they ascended an impressive grand staircase to the upper floors where
the defunct railway company had once had its offices. Along both sides of a
wide hallway, rows of heavy wooden doors with frosted glass windows occupying
their upper halves offered access to dozens of nearly identical offices. Ras
marched unhesitatingly up to one of these, opened the door and walked in, Jason
close on his heels. Filled with oddments of rescued furniture, the room
contained an old office desk with a map of Addis Ababa tacked to the wall above
it, a table and four mismatched chairs, and along one wall stood a dilapidated
leather sofa flanked by two large chairs. Over a pair of large windows that
overlooked four rows of railroad tracks, a single worn curtain and one old bed
sheet had been tacked into place and swaged to the sides. Here and there, stubs
of candles and an old kerosene lantern appeared to be the only source of
artificial light. Despite the worn condition of the furnishings the room was
nearly as neat, clean and orderly as Jason’s own apartment.


“Welcome home,
boss. Take a seat.”


Jason smiled,
nodded and collapsed into one of the big arm chairs by the couch.


“You never saw a
dead body before, did you, Jason?”


“Actually I did.
A few months back I saw a bunch of Buddhist monks die in a fire.”


“Oh, sorry about
that. You just looked sort of rattled so I thought maybe…” When Jason failed to
respond, Ras continued speaking to prevent the silence from making them more
depressed than they already were. “So you think this has something to do with
that woman you say is trying to kill you?”


“I know a lot of
really bad things happen at random here in Ethiopia but…yeah…I was afraid she
might find me after I lost my luggage and it looks like I was right. I mean,
seriously, what are the odds against a bunch of revolutionary guerilla fighters
charging into our hotel and murdering the desk clerk less than two hours after
I check in?”


Ras scowled and
nodded thoughtfully. “I know it isn’t any of my business, and you didn’t want
to tell me before, but I’ve got to ask: What did you do to this woman to make
her hate you so much?”


“Actually, it
isn’t me. She is trying to kill a friend of mine and I just sort of got in the
way.”


“Man, that is
one seriously vindictive woman.”


“You have no
idea, Ras. You just have no idea.”


Now that he was
safe for the moment, Jason’s mind had started working again and mention of
Morgana made him realize that he had tickets booked on a flight to England
early the next morning.


“Ras, I’ve got
to find a way to get to the airport without getting killed. Do you think you
can get me there?”


“I hate to be
the one to break it to you, Jason, but if they found your hotel there is no way
they aren’t covering the airport. I mean, it was almost as if they knew what
time you were coming in from Axum. Till we get this figured out, and find a way
to keep you hidden until we can get you out of the country, I don’t think you
can risk going anywhere.”


Jason ran a hand
along his forehead, crumbling off the layer of dried mud Ras had spread across
his face.


“Fuck.”


“Look. I have to
run out and get us some food and pick up something to disguise you a little
better.” Jumping up from his chair, Ras jammed his hands into his hip pockets
and started pacing in a circle. “I’ll be back as soon as I can, but you can’t
leave here till we figure this thing out. Do you still have your phone?”


Jason fumbled in
his pockets and extracted his wallet, phone and passport. He pulled a few bank
notes from the battered wallet and handed them to Ras, telling him to get
whatever supplies he thought they needed.


Taking the
bills, Ras nodded. “You’re really lucky you still have your passport. If you
had left that behind you would never have been able to get out of here.”


“Yeah, but I
left my plane tickets in our room.”


Heading toward
the door, Ras looked back over his shoulder. “Can’t worry about that now, man,
because no matter what you do, you are not going to make that flight.”


“Ok. You go and
I’ll try to get this worked out on my end.”


Ras nodded and
left, leaving Jason to ponder what he should do next. The logical first step
was to call Merlin, explain what had happened and try to figure out how to keep
their plan from unraveling completely.


“I’m glad you
called, my boy. Morgana seems to be approaching completion on the caves and you
can’t get back here a moment too soon. We need to be…”


“I can’t come.”


Jason hated to
put it so bluntly but there just wasn’t any polite way to break the news. As
slowly and carefully as he could, he explained exactly what had happened at the
hotel, their subsequent escape to the abandoned railroad station and Ras’
belief that the airport was probably swarming with Morgana’s agents.


“Well, that does
put us on the spot, doesn’t it?”


“Ras is going to
try to camouflage me the best he can but I don’t think it’s going to be safe to
go anyplace where I might make an easy target – especially not someplace
as obvious as the airport.”


“No. You’re
quite right. You have to protect yourself. Give me a day or so to try to come
up with a plan. I could come to Ethiopia but our primary attention needs to
remain focused on obtaining the communicating disk. The only chance we’re
likely to have to steal it will be when it’s in transit between her offices and
the caves.”


“Yeah, well, I
don’t know what to tell you. I’ll see if things look safe in the morning but I
don’t know how that might play out.”


“Jason, promise
me that you won’t take foolish risks with your life.”


“I won’t. I
promise. I just don’t want you to do anything that is likely to get you or
Beverley hurt.”


“We’re fine. Morgana
can’t find us as long as we use Sun Wang To’s ointment.”


“And if the
airline hadn’t lost my ointment none of this would have happened.”


“Be that as it
may, right now we have to concentrate on getting you out of Ethiopia and then
getting you and the communicator disk back there so you can open the Ark.”


By the time
Jason finished his call to Merlin and made another one to Beverley, Ras had
returned with his small bag of treasures. In addition to food and drinks he had
a cheap pair of scissors, a small, stiff-bristled brush, a pair of aviator
style sunglasses and two tins of shoe polish; one black and one light brown.


“Ok, boss,
you’re not going to like it but I’m going to cut off that pretty yellow hair of
yours.”


Following Ras’
directions, Jason pulled a chair into the middle of the room, sat on it and
allowed Ras to tuck a towel into the collar of his shirt. Five minutes later a
full foot of ponytail lay forlornly on the floor and Jason’s hair barely
reached to the bottom of his shirt collar.


“Just be glad
Arabs have fairly straight hair, otherwise I would have to figure out a way to
make it kinky.”


“Very funny,
Ras.”


Ras grabbed the
tin of black shoe polish and the little brush from the table and began dabbing
the greasy substance into Jason’s hair, brushing it out and adding more as
necessary to give it an overall, smooth black sheen. When he was satisfied with
his work, he exchanged the black polish for the brown and, with a small square
of cloth, began changing Jason’s face, throat and neck from pale cream to light
brown. Now and again he would step back, examine his work and either add more
color or rub some away as he felt necessary. Eventually, after a prolonged
examination, he nodded his approval.


“Not a thing I
can do about your eyes so you’ll have to wear the sunglasses whenever we go
out. Now give me a hand.”


“Give you a hand
with what?”


“No. I mean give
me one of your hands; they’re as pink as raw pork.”


With a huge sigh
Jason offered first one hand and then the other so Ras could spread a thin
layer of shoe polish across every inch of exposed skin and several inches up
his arms. When he was finished, he ushered Jason toward a cracked mirror
hanging to one side of the entry door and handed him the sunglasses. Examining
the image before him, first without the glasses – for the clearest view
– and then with them on – for overall effect – he had to
admit that he would never recognize himself.


“Isn’t this crap
going to smear off on everything I touch?”


“Nope. A couple
hours in the sun and it’s going to be almost permanent.”


“Oh, great.”


Snickering to
himself, Ras turned to the door and opened it.


“Come on,
Mohammed, let’s go.”


“Go where?”


“We’re going
back to the hotel.” Jason started to object but Ras cut him off. “Don’t worry. Nobody
will recognize you. Of course, you still can’t try to leave the country because
now you don’t look anything like your passport.”


“Ok. So why are
we going to the hotel?”


“Because we have
to find out what the police have learned about the murder and the suspects.”


“You don’t
seriously think they’ll tell us anything, do you?”


“You still have
some extra money?”


“A little.”


“Then the police
will tell us everything they know.”
















Chapter Fourteen



 

For more than
two days Merlin had kept an almost constant vigil on the comings and goings of
Morgana le Fay. Anxious not to miss any important developments that might take
place in the matter of the communication device, he alternately tuned the
scrying glass to pick up the harmonic vibrations of Peter Haskell, Jerry
McGuire and a short, bald man who appeared to be in charge of assembling the
security gate. Consequently, every additional step the maintenance workers made
toward completing the big iron door, each time members of the engineering team
came or went from the Hellfire caves with a van load of tools or equipment, and
everything Morgana herself did were scrutinized by the wizard on an almost
minute-by-minute basis.


While Merlin was
busily tracking activities at Excalibur Holding Company, Beverley kept tabs on
Jason and his efforts to find out whether the murder of the hotel clerk was
simply an astoundingly improbable coincidence or if Morgana really had
discovered his whereabouts. Two days after the incident the only thing the Addis
Ababa police seemed to have learned, or cared to learn, was that three
unidentified men had stormed into the Hotel New York, murdered the desk clerk,
broken into room 216 and thoroughly ransacked it before leaving without
disturbing any of the other rooms. This last bit of information convinced the
police that the two men who were registered in room 216 were involved in some
illegal activity which had obviously gone sour. Their efforts to locate the two
men which the desk registry identified as – one male American named Jason
Carpenter and one male Djiboutian named Ras Araya Melekot – had come to a
dead end. These facts, which Ras had wormed out of a fat police sergeant with
the aid of a British twenty pound note, pretty much confirmed that the murder
had been committed by some of Morgana’s thugs. It also made it painfully
obvious that Jason was now on the police radar and his escape from Ethiopia
seemed less likely than ever.


It was late in
the afternoon of the third day of Jason’s enforced isolation that Merlin
watched Morgana and Peter Haskell lead a group of workmen into Morgana’s
library. One of the men was dragging a low furniture mover’s trolley behind
him. Merlin’s concentration on the scene was interrupted by the sound of
Jason’s front door being opened and closed.


“Beverley, is
that you?”


“Hi ya. Just me.
I just got back from class, what would you like to have for tea?”


“Can you come in
here?” Merlin’s deep voice drifted out of the bedroom to the place where
Beverley was hanging her coat by the door. “I think you need to see this.”


Sensing the urgency
in the wizard’s tone, Beverley hurried to position herself next to him,
brushing her hair back with her fingers and leaning forward to stare at the
images moving across the crystal mirror.


“Oh, dear. They’re
moving the communicator, aren’t they?”


“I’m afraid they
are; which means we’re out of time.”


“Damn. Oops,
pardon my French. It’s just that Jason told me this morning that his Ethiopian
friend was trying to get him a forged passport. Looks like there won’t be time
for that.”


“Unfortunately,
I think your assessment is correct. I believe that that man,” Merlin pointed to
Peter Haskell’s tall, gaunt figure, “is Morgana’s chief engineer. He has
overseen each step of the disassembly and packing of the communicating system. And
now, as you can plainly see, they are finally removing the crates from her
office. I think we have to assume they’re moving them to the cave.”


As Beverley and
Merlin stared at the mirror, the workmen loaded the trolley with the first four
wooden crates - including the large, flat box containing the disk - and began
pulling it carefully toward the door. Peter Haskell was close on their heels. Behind
them, Morgana stood tapping her foot while staring pensively at the remaining
ten or twelve crates scattered around the perimeter of the room. Merlin and
Beverley followed the men’s movements to the elevator, down to the ground level
of Excalibur Holdings and through a maze of hallways to a loading bay at the
rear of the building where two white vans sat with their noses pointed toward a
pair of overhead doors that were lowered and padlocked. After one of the men
opened the back doors of one of the vans, he and his companion carefully slid
the wooden crates inside until they touched the back of the driver’s seat. The
first crate to go in was the one containing the communicating disk. After it
was strapped securely to the wall of the van the other three, smaller crates
were nudged up against it.


Beverley removed
one hand from the side of her head where it had been holding her mane of ginger
hair from tumbling into her face. Extending her index finger she touched the
face of the scrying mirror.


“That’s the
crate we need, isn’t it?”


“I’m afraid it
is. Inside that box is the communicating disk which both Jason and I believe
will open the Ark of the Covenant and reveal the Urim and Thummim. If we
could get our hands on that crate, we could effectively keep Morgana from
contacting the Dragon Lords and, simultaneously, be provided with the means of
permanently closing their means of entering our world.”


Merlin dropped
his chin to his chest, pressed the palms of his hands against his eyes and
shook his head slowly back and forth in utter frustration.


“So, why,
exactly, aren’t we on our way to the caves to intercept the van?”


Merlin lowered
his hands, blinked and turned to stare blankly at Beverley.


“My dear, I’m
here in York, the van is still being loaded two hundred miles away in Cardiff
and Jason is trapped half-way around the world.”


Beverley reached
behind her, pulled up an old kitchen chair that stood near the wall and sat
down so she and Merlin were at eye level. Leaning forward, she held up one
finger calling for his complete attention.


“Ok. Let’s
pretend Jason were here. What would your next move be then?”


Merlin pointed
to the scrying glass where a second group of boxes were now being loaded onto
the trolley in Morgana’s library.


“I would wait
until I knew if they were leaving for the caves tonight, or going in the
morning, and then Jason and I would immediately head to West Wycombe and try to
intercept them as soon as they began unloading.”


“And how would
you get to West Wycombe?”


Merlin blinked
twice and rubbed his head before answering. “I assume we would take your little
car.”


Beverley patted
him on the shoulder and leaned back, smiling. “Then the only difference between
the way things actually are, and the way things would be if Jason were here, is
that I’ll be the one driving.”


“No.” Merlin
flailed his hands furiously back and forth as though he were erasing a chalk
board. “Absolutely not. I appreciate your desire to help but I cannot allow you
to take that kind of risk. This could be dangerous.”


“Merlin.” Beverley
smiled, stroked the old man’s shoulder and kept her voice as calm and even as
she could. “Have you seen any of Morgana’s people with guns?”


“In Mongolia,
all of them were armed, but here, I must confess, none that I’ve seen.”


“Then there’s a
limit to just how dangerous this is.”


“Beverley, if we
were to be taken prisoner…”


“If we were to
be taken prisoner I wouldn’t be in any more danger than if you and Jason were
taken prisoner, she killed the two of you and then opened the dragon gate and
let those…those things lose on the world.” Merlin lowered his eyes and shook
his head but she could see that her point had been made. “Seriously, Merlin,
would I be in any less danger if Morgana killed you than I would be if she took
both of us prisoner tomorrow?”


“No. But that is
still no reason for you to risk your life trying to steal that disk.”


“I think it’s
the best reason in the world to help you steal the disk.”


Merlin stared
hard at Beverley, locking his intense blue eyes with hers.


“If I allow you
to come along, do you promise to follow my instructions to the letter and under
no circumstance take any unnecessary chances of any kind?”


“I’ll get my
coat.”


Jumping up to
follow her out of the room, Merlin almost shouted. “Beverley, we don’t even
know when the van is going to leave.”


“Cardiff is a
LOT closer to West Wycombe than we are. If we leave at the same time they do,
they will arrive at least an hour, maybe two, before we do. If we leave now, we
can be there waiting for them.”


“Are you aware
that you can be a very difficult woman?”


“Yes I am. Thank
you. Now, are you coming?”


“Wait.” Merlin
dashed back into the bedroom, grabbed his ratty old bearskin coat and the
little jar of anti-scrying lotion before looking around the room, shrugged once
and returning to where Beverley waited by the door. Holding the jar between a
thumb and forefinger, he showed it to Beverley before dropping it into her pocket,
smiling and saying “Now we’re ready.”


“I just put some
of that stuff on this morning.”


“It’s raining
out there, my dear, and we have no idea how long it might be before we come
back. This journey won’t end in West Wycombe, you know. If we obtain the disk
we may well be in Ethiopia for days or weeks and Jason doesn’t have any
ointment. Always better to be safe. Now, are you certain you’re prepared for
this?”


“Ready as I’ll
ever be.”


As Beverley and
Merlin drove southward, they left Yorkshire’s mizzling rain behind and entered
and area where mile after mile of wispy fingers of fog skittered across the
roadway to play hide-and-seek in the hedgerows before running away into the
gathering darkness. By the time they arrived in West Wycombe the fog had settled
across the landscape with a will, reducing their speed to a crawl and obscuring
the scattered lights of the village until they looked like tiny balls of soft,
yellow fuzz strewn across an endless gray carpet.


“Can you still
navigate, my dear?”


Beverley was
hunched over the steering wheel of the Mini, craning her neck as though
pressing her face to the windscreen would somehow make the miasmic fog
dissipate.


“I’m fine. Besides,
we’re almost there.” Pushing herself even further over the dash she released the
steering wheel with one hand long enough to point toward a tiny, horizontal
smudge of grayness mounted on a faint, white signpost. “That’s it. That’s the
road to St. Lawrence’s Church.”


Merlin suggested
that the safest place to leave the car would be in the little parking area at
the rear of St. Lawrence’s. Since the church was further up the hill than the
overgrown lane leading back to the caves it would be unlikely that Morgana’s
people would discover it; and even if they did they would most likely assume it
belonged to a night watchman or the parish verger. From the car park they hiked
back down and around the long hill to the point where the deteriorated lane to
the cave diverged from the main road. Even through the fog it was evident that much
of the undergrowth that had obscured the lane during their last visit had been
removed and a pair of black steel bollards now flanked the entrance to the
lane. Between the bollards a length of stout iron chain, securely padlocked in
place, barred the way against unwelcomed guests. As they walked around the
barrier, Merlin stopped long enough to extend his arms out to the left and
right as far as they would go.


“What are you
doing?” Distorted by the water in the air, Beverley’s whispered voice sounded
both loud and yet very far away.


“I’m trying to
decide whether we have room to drive a van between this post and that tree. The
only way to get the disk out is going to be to steal a van and if they replace
the chain when they come in…” The sentence was left incomplete but his meaning
was clear enough: Getting in was going to be easy, the problem would come when
they tried to leave.


Between the
gentle way the lane curved around the hill, the darkness, and the swirling fog
it was impossible to see more than five or six yards down the road. Having no
way of knowing whether the vans might have arrived ahead of them, or whether
Morgana had stationed guards at the cave’s entrance, Merlin pulled Beverley
gently out of the center of the road and into the forested verge where the
combination of darkness and fog would ensure their safety. Creeping as silently
as possible through the entangled underbrush, Merlin took the lead,
occasionally stepping out of the shadows and into the roadway to check their
progress, a process constantly hampered by the tangled briars, wild ivy and
nettles covering the hillside. “Merlin.” Beverley’s shouted whisper sounded
thick and heavy on the still, fog-soaked night air. “I’ve tangled my foot in
these bloody creepers and I can’t get it loose.”


“Wait, wait. I’m
coming.”


Merlin turned
around, starting to back-track the dozen or so strides that separated them, but
before he had gone more than a few steps he heard Beverley’s panicked scream
followed by the unmistakable thud of someone falling into the underbrush. Immediately
after the sound of the fall, Beverley’s screams turned to terrified shrieks. Mingled
with her horrified cries were the sounds of something being dragged across the
woodland floor. Running wildly through the dark forest, just as Merlin got
close enough to see Beverley’s prone form being pulled along the ground by
invisible hands, he felt something make a grab at his ankle. As he tried to
jerk his leg free, another and then another tendril of ivy snatched at him. With
the speed of a striking snake the vines entwined his feet and shot up his legs,
wrapping themselves around and around, jerking him off balance, dragging him to
the ground and pulling him forward, deeper and deeper into the bracken. Desperately
attempting to reorient himself and collect his thoughts, Merlin remained
acutely aware of Beverley’s frantic cries for help.


“Hold on,
Beverley. Try not to panic.”


The vines now
ensnared Merlin’s right hand and were working their way up the old bearskin
coat toward his throat before he realized the exact nature of their situation. Raising
his left hand he pointed his fingers toward his feet and the encircling vines,
tracing runic designs in the air and muttering to himself. As he worked, his
head bounced across the stones and fallen limbs littering the ground. In a
matter of seconds the vines began to retreat but it was a full two minutes
before they loosened their grip enough that he could scramble to his feet and
start searching for Beverley, whose terrified screams were now little more than
muffled, distant cries. Crashing wildly through the undergrowth, turning first
left then right, it was nearly another five minutes before he quite literally
stumbled over Beverley’s prone body.


Now wrapped from
head to foot in a cocoon of ivy, her huge brown eyes were filled with panic and
terror. Rising to his full height, Merlin pointed the palms of his hands toward
each other and curved his fingers, pressing his palms toward each other as
though he were squeezing a ripe melon. As he compressed the empty space between
his hands the vines began to wither, first losing their strength and then,
slowly, one by one, falling away to the ground until there was nothing left
except a slimy brown goo mixed with the occasional withered gray leaf. As the
vines lost their grip, their prisoner regained mobility, and by the time they
were gone Beverley had rolled onto her side gasping for air with great, ragged
breaths. Dropping to his knees, Merlin raised her head gently, laying it in his
lap while cleaning the plant debris from her face.


“Are you
alright?”


“Oh, God. Thank
you.” Beverley flailed her hands helplessly, picking at her clothes and skin.
“I couldn’t breathe. I think it was trying to choke me.” Then, finally focusing
her attention on Merlin; “What the hell was that?”


“That, my dear,
was a spell of protection. Just a nasty little thing Morgana installed to keep
out unwanted visitors.”


Finally pulling
herself upright enough to get reoriented, Beverley shook her head in disbelief.
“How does she do that?”


“Never
underestimate Morgana’s power; she is nearly as skilled at wizardry as I am. But
believe it or not, this little trap tells me that she still doesn’t know I am
alive.”


“How’s that?”


“If she even
suspected that I might be here, the spell would have been many, many times more
powerful.”


Merlin pulled
Beverley to her feet, helping her pick the remaining tendrils of dead ivy from
her clothes and brushing the dirt from her back where she had been pulled
across the wet, loamy ground.


“Do you think
there are any more surprises like that out here?” Beverley cast suspicious,
fearful glances in all directions, straining to see what other bogeymen might
be lurking in the night.


“I doubt it my
dear, but we need to stay together and I promise to be extra vigilant.”


Leading Beverley
back down the hill toward the edge of the road, Merlin was careful to steer her
away from the prone forms laying only feet from the spot where he rescued her. He
had only seen two of them, but there could have been more. All he could tell
for sure was that the vines covered them as completely as an Egyptian mummy’s
wrappings, that they were both human and that they were very, very dead.


“Did things like
this happen to you and Jason while you were in Mongolia?”


Merlin leaned
close, speaking softly into her ear. “Don’t ask questions to which you really
don’t want to hear the answers.”


“Oh, Lord, I
should never have made such a fuss about him not ringing me.”


Fifteen
nerve-grinding minutes later they nearly stumbled against the fog-shrouded
stone walls of Francis Dashwood’s faux monastic ruins. Merlin had already
concluded it was unlikely that there would be a guard present; if one had been,
it was inconceivable that he wouldn’t have come running at the sound of
Beverley’s screaming. Still, there was no such thing as being too cautious. Signaling
Beverley to stay where she was, he crept along the wall until he reached the
entrance to the courtyard. Obscuring his image so anyone who might be in the
courtyard would be unable to see him, Merlin leaned around the corner. Ahead of
him all was dark, calm and fog shrouded. Apparently they were the first ones
here and that, Merlin knew, would give them the element of surprise as well as
the luxury of choosing the most opportune time to make their move. Returning to
where Beverley stood waiting, he explained the situation and suggested that the
best place from which to observe activity in the courtyard would be on the
hillside directly above the cave entrance, at the top of the folly’s main wall.


Leading the way
up the slope, Merlin chose a spot that was relatively protected from any wind
that might arise and obscured from view by a fallen tree. Once Beverley had
settled herself on a flat stone, he pulled his bearskin coat beneath his rump
and sat down next to her. There was nothing to do now except wait and watch the
shifting mists rise up from the ground like ghosts in a cemetery.


Before the vans
arrived at the caves the first soft tendrils of a soggy March morning had
already reached West Wycombe. The yellow-gray light crept across the valley,
shooing the fog ahead of it. Fortunately, the trees ensured that the gray light
did not reach above the cave entrance, leaving Merlin and Beverley in deep
shadow. Along with the dawn came a limp rain that washed the night’s fog out of
the air and soaked the ground. Merlin had removed his old bearskin coat and
pulled it over his and Beverley’s head, helping to make them invisible and
offering some protection from the wet.


When the first
of the white vans pulled within sight of the cave, the driver pulled past the
entrance to the courtyard, reversed and backed between the encircling arms of
the mock ruins, drawing to a halt when the rear doors of the truck were no more
than eight feet from the big steel door. Tense with excitement, Merlin and
Beverley watched as a man in a lab coat emerged from the passenger door of the
van, scrunched his neck against the rain like a turtle retracting into its
shell, and ran to unlock the door. Minutes later the second van backed in next
to the first and soon, five men, including Peter Haskell, were unloading tools
and equipment from the first van. Nearly an hour-and-a-half later they had
moved everything from the first van inside the cave, and taken the first few
wooden crates out of the second van.


“All right, my
dear, this seems to be our cue. Are you quite sure you’re up to this?”


Before answering,
Beverley snuggled close, keeping her voice low, her entire body quivering with
the adrenaline rush. “As long as I don’t get dragged bum-first through the
woods again I’m up for anything.”


“You’re very
brave.” Merlin reached out and patted her hand reassuringly, pressing down
lightly when he felt it shaking. “Take several long, deep breaths and let them
out slowly. It will help keep you calm and steady.”


Beverley
complied, repeating the breathing exercise several times as Merlin laid out his
plan. Knowing that the big disk had gone into the van first, it would have to
come out last; this would give them ample time to make their way down the hill
and around to the front of the courtyard ruins as silently as possible. Merlin
pointed out that Peter Haskell had not come out of the caves since the last of
the tools had gone in, leaving the other four to off-load the crates. Whether
they were moving large crates requiring two men to shift, or small ones that
could be carried by a single man, the four always moved in and out of the cave
as a group, leaving the vans unguarded for as long as fifteen minutes at a
time. As long as they kept to this pattern, Merlin and Beverley should have
plenty of time to steal the van with minimal risk of being discovered.


“Now. I want you
to take my hand and follow me down the hill. Mind your footing and be as quiet
as you can.”


“I’ll be
alright. I don’t need to hold hands.”


“You don’t
understand. I’m going to obscure my image – essentially make myself
invisible. As long as you are in direct, physical contact with me you will be
invisible too.”


“Really?” she
grinned, “Oh, that’s brilliant.”


Following
Merlin’s lead, Beverley stood up and stretched the stiffness out of her knees
and back before taking hold of the old wizard’s hand and tiptoeing down the
slope as delicately as if she were walking on a carpet of eggs. By the time
they reached the front corner of the ruins they could hear the banging and
bumping of heavy crates on the van floor as the men prepared to take another
load of boxes into the cave. Holding one finger to his lips for silence, Merlin
leaned close and whispered into Beverley’s ear.


“We’re going to
cross to the other side of the courtyard and wait behind the far corner of the
ruins. They won’t actually be able see us when we cross in front of the
entryway, but we could appear as a negative area in the rain. Most people
wouldn’t notice, but I don’t want to do anything that might draw their
attention, so keep down and stay out of sight.”


Accepting her
nod as assent, Merlin pulled Beverley from behind the safety of the wall and
into the open space in front of the vans. Stepping silently, they walked around
the noses of the vans and across the line of vision of two men who were
hoisting a large crate, jerking it back and forth, jockeying to get a firm grip
on their load. As Merlin and Beverley took refuge behind the opposite edge of
the ruin, the men moved slowly away from the van and toward the big iron door. Because
one of the men was walking backwards it took them a full two minutes to
disappear inside the mouth of the cave and leave Merlin and Beverley alone in
the courtyard.


After waiting
nearly another full minute to ensure that the men had made their way far enough
into the cave that they would not be able to hear any sound from the outside,
Merlin pulled Beverley into the courtyard, stepped around to the open side door
of the van and ushered her inside. While Beverley watched, Merlin dashed around
the rear of the van and ran to the steel door that now covered the cave
entrance. Stepping inside the entrance but seeing no one there, he pushed the
door shut as quietly as he could. Laying the palm of one hand over the locking
mechanism he pressed the flesh against the cool metal, retaining contact until
he heard the satisfying ‘clunk’ of the tumblers falling into place. Maintaining
the pressure, he concentrated on a different spell, muttering in Latin until
the lockset became so hot it threatened to sear his skin. Backing off a
fraction of an inch, he continued the spell long enough for the mechanism
inside the lock to bend and sag with the heat. Removing his hand to rub the red
spot on the palm, he smiled at the lock’s warped faceplate.


Content with his
work, he returned to the van and stepped in behind Beverley who was smiling at
the objects on the opposite side of the van; two small wooden boxes stacked in
front of a single crate forty inches square and ten inches thick. In what she
judged to be a major coup, they had successfully taken possession of the
communicating disk. By the time Merlin pulled the door closed behind him,
Beverley had already taken the driving seat, looked down at the key slot and
turned her face in horror toward Merlin. When she spoke, her voice was
panic-filled.


“There’s no key.
What am I going to do. I can’t…”


“Calm yourself.”
Laying a steading hand on her shoulder, Merlin eased into the passenger seat,
leaned toward Beverley and laid his left index finger gently against the key
slot. Instantly the van engine coughed once and purred to life. “Now, my dear”
Merlin said as he got up from the seat and moved around to close the cargo
door, “I suggest you get us out of here as quickly as you can.”


Beverley flashed
him a broad grin and a ‘thumbs up’ signal, put the automatic shift lever into
‘D’ and pulled away from the Hellfire cave. At the end of the lane she was
relieved to see that Haskell and his men had not replaced the chain barrier,
and as the van turned onto the roadway leading into West Wycombe she let out a
heavy sigh of relief.


“You did very
good, my dear. I’m proud of you. But I don’t think you should let down your
guard just yet. Maintain your speed and drive to Heathrow Airport as fast as you
can without putting yourself in any danger.”


“You think
Morgana will find a way to follow us?”


“I know she’ll
follow us. I don’t know how and I don’t know when, but if I’ve learned one
thing over the course of all these centuries it’s that only a fool underestimates
the wiles of Morgana le Fay.”
















Chapter Fifteen



 

“Absolutely, Mrs
Morgan. We already have the lock burned away and are back outside. That’s how
we know somebody nicked the van.”


Peter Haskell
twisted his wrist to point his mobile phone away from his head in an attempt to
avoid permanent damage to his hearing. He didn’t catch everything Morgana said
but there was no doubt of its meaning.


“…kill you where
you stand but I’m not going to let you off the hook that easily. Now listen and
listen good, you sniveling incompetent piece of garbage; there is a GPS
tracking device on every one of my vehicles, so if you’re smart enough to
figure out which of the vans they took I can have security relay its position
to you so you can follow it. Do you think you can manage that?”


“Yes ma’am.”


“Well. I’m
waiting. Which van did they take?”


After a long
pause, Haskell whispered into the phone “How do I tell? They both look the
same.”


“Bloody fucking
hell, man, give me the registration number off the one standing in front of
you. We only have two bloody vans so the one that isn’t there must be the one
that was stolen.”


While they were
waiting for Excalibur’s security team to log onto the GPS tracking system and
enter the information on the missing van, Morgana continued to harangue her
chief engineer, pumping him for any possible details as to the identity of the
car thief.


“Yes, ma’am, I
know someone should have stayed with the vans but we were trying to get
everything inside before it got wet; it’s raining really hard now…Yes, ma’am, I
know I should have…I am aware of that…I am so, so sorry, Mrs Morgan.”


Peter Haskell
knew just enough about his employer to know that not even the worst of her
unspeakable threats were completely hollow. Over the years more than one Excalibur
employee had met an unexpected and gruesome demise or simply disappeared
without a trace. Haskell had always managed to stay on Lou Morgan’s good side
but now he was, quite literally, pleading for his job, his life and the lives
of his family.


“And when you
find the van and my equipment I want the thieves hunted down and killed. Is
that perfectly clear, Peter?”


“Please, Mrs
Morgan, my men are engineers, not mercenaries.”


“Not any more,
they’re not. I want the dead, lifeless carcasses of the thief, or thieves,
delivered to my office. And I am not being euphemistic. Do I make myself
perfectly clear?


“Now I’m going
to patch you through to security and they will tell you where my van is headed.
Do you think your men can manage to follow their directions?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Good. And
Peter…”


“Yes, ma’am?”


“Be smart enough
to leave someone to guard the cave till I can get a team out there to fix the
door.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


* * *


By the time
Beverley pulled onto the four lane M40 motorway the late winter rain had returned
with a vengeance. It sluiced across the black tarmac with tropical intensity,
depriving the tires of traction and slammed onto the roof of the van, cascading
across the windows in waves, destroying visibility and making the noise inside
the van as deafening as machinegun practice at a military firing range. Beverley
was hunched over the steering wheel, trying desperately to keep the van from
sliding out of control on the wet macadam while maintaining as much speed as
possible.


“Merlin, we have
to book tickets to Ethiopia and try to get the disk classified as oversized
luggage. We can’t ship it as freight, it might not go on the same plane and we
can’t risk losing it.”


“Absolutely. How
can I help?”


“Well, the first
thing I need you to do is get my phone out of my pocket.”


Slowly,
remaining as calm as possible in the face of the combined obstacles of slamming
rain and Merlin’s complete inability to navigate a mobile phone, she talked him
through her phone’s index until he pulled up a travel booking app. She risked
the occasional quick glance at the small screen to make sure he was where he
needed to be, and after he found the flight planner, chose an afternoon flight
and finally reached the booking screen, she instructed him on how to book two
tickets. Rather than book the flight as instructed Merlin smiled and lowered
the phone to his lap.


“I think we only
need to book one ticket, my dear.”


“Oh, no. I
didn’t go through all this nonsense just to get left behind when all the really
good bits are about to start.”


A huge grin
broke across Merlin’s craggy face. “Of course you didn’t. I was referring to
me. You take the disk to Jason and I’ll remain here. I think my time is better
spent keeping a close watch on Morgana. She is going to be absolutely livid
when she finds out her disk is missing and someone needs to relay her movements
to you and Jason. And that someone is obviously me.”


Pulling her eyes
from the rain-washed windshield, Beverley turned to stare at Merlin.


“We’re
two-hundred and fifty miles from York. How on earth are you going to get home?”


“My dear, you
should know by now that Merlin is self-sufficient in ways you cannot even
imagine. I can be anywhere I need to be on this small island in less than two
days. Trust me.”


Alternating her
attention between the water-drenched road and the rearview mirror – at
which she kept peering intently in case she might spot someone pursuing them
even though everything outside the van was reduced to a watery blur –
Beverley tried to maintain a coherent level of conversation, mostly just as a
method of soothing her nerves and keeping herself calm.


“So you and
Jason both think this disk will open the Ark and that these stone things, which
you think are inside it, will lock the dragon gate for good. Do I have all that
right?”


“I know this
relies on a number of assumptions but if those assumptions are correct –
which I believe they are – then, yes, we should be able to close the gate
permanently.”


“And what if any
one of those assumptions is wrong?”


Beverley turned
to stare at Merlin, tilting her head to peer at him over the top edge of her
glasses frame.


“Then, my dear,
we hope Morgana doesn’t find me before I find her, because if she does the
world may well face a catastrophe the likes of which it has never seen.”


“Jason explained
a little of your theory about the dragons and the Book of Revelations and
stuff, but let me see if I have all of this straight. You think the dragons are
working for the Devil, or they are the Devil, or what, exactly?”


“When you say
‘the Devil’ I assume you are referring to Satan?”


“Well, they’re
pretty much the same thing, aren’t they?”


“Not at all. Satan
is the name given to the Archangel Lucifer after he was cast out of heaven. He
is the great deceiver, the Prince of Darkness, the instigator of all evil and
the devourer of mankind’s souls. Devils, on the other hand – and there
are thousands of devils – are Satan’s minions. Whereas Lucifer was an
archangel, devils and demons were lesser angels who followed him in his
rebellion against God.”


“Ok, it’s a
technical point, but I understand what you’re saying. What I’m trying to get at
is that trying to fight Satan, or Lucifer, or even devils and demons –
whether they look like dragons or not - is kind of like trying to fight God. Nobody
could fight God; so how can we hope to fight Satan?”


“Technically it
isn’t the same thing at all, my dear. God is the only uncreated being, the
architect of the universe who has existed from before the beginning of time. Lucifer
is nothing more than the coequal of any archangel; say Michael or Gabriel.”


“Gabriel? The
one who’s supposed to blow his trumpet and signal the end of the world? And
that’s supposed to make me feel better?”


Merlin tugged at
one eyebrow and grimaced sympathetically. “I’m afraid I wasn’t very encouraging,
was I?” Beverley sighed and shook her head. “All I was trying to say is that no
matter how difficult it may be to fight these horrid creatures, it’s not
impossible. Difficult, yes, but not impossible. My biggest concern is that if
they get through the gate it means that Morgana has managed to kill me and
break the spell of closure I placed on the gate. And without my power and
knowledge it will be much more difficult – if not impossible - to fight
them.”


“So how do we
fight ex-archangels and devils in the form of fire breathing dragons?”


Merlin cocked
his head and smiled a small, wan smile as he reached across the console and
laid a gentle hand on Beverley’s shoulder. “Carefully, my dear, very, very
carefully.”


After a
conversation that Beverley hoped would be both distracting and enlightening,
but which turned out to be nothing but depressing, the pair fell silent. Beverley
found it was becoming more difficult to keep the vehicle steady as the wind
rose, driving the lashing rain with greater and greater force against the flat
sides of the van. Gashes of lightning now tore the sky apart, illuminating the
landscape of outer London, and the inside of the van, with instantaneous
flashes of sickly blue-white stroboscopic light. Hard on the tail of each flash
of light came resounding peals of thunder that shook the van like volleys of
cannon fire. By the time Beverley finally spotted the turn-off sign directing
her to London Heathrow Airport, the slamming rain had begun seeping in around
every window in the van, marking snail trails across the glass before jumping
into the air to splatter across Beverley’s glasses, further obscuring her
vision. When she finally pulled to a halt under the sheltering portico in front
of Turkish Airways passenger terminal, she let out a huge sigh and slumped over
the steering wheel, allowing the tension to wash out of her body.


“Be glad you
weren’t with Jason and I when we ran into a very similar storm in Mongolia; at
least this time we didn’t have any elemental demons or Chinese wizards to
contend with.”


Beverley rolled
her head to one side, cocking an eye at Merlin who was smiling broadly at her. Finally,
she raised her head, returned the smile and punched him gently on the arm.


“What do you
suggest we do now, my dear? I’m afraid dealing with airports is a bit out of
my…what’s the term…job description?”


Twisting around
in her seat and flashing one hand toward the crated disk, Beverley shook her
head and mumbled.


“Our biggest
problem is going to be the box.”


“In what way?”


“No airline will
take a thing like that as luggage. They’re going to insist that I take it to
air freight and we just can’t afford to waste hours and hours dealing with
forms, bureaucracy, paperwork and all the generally being mucked about that it
involves.”


Merlin looked
out of the window as a uniformed skycap took an elderly lady’s luggage, piled it
onto a cart and accepted a five pound note with a smile, a nod and a tip of his
hat.


“I have an idea.
Follow me.”


Without another
word Merlin jumped out of the van, ran around to the side and opened the door. By
the time he pushed the two smaller boxes aside and started jockeying the big
crate toward the door, Beverley was standing next to him.


“What can I do
to help?”


“Bring one of
those luggage trolleys over here and hold it tight against the door sill so it
doesn’t move when I pull this crate onto it.”


A minute later
Beverley was sliding the van door shut as Merlin brought the crate to a halt
next to the skycap station. From the second Beverley had grabbed the cart,
neither of the two skycaps had taken their eyes off the oddly dressed old man,
the young woman with him or the big wooden crate they were pushing and pulling
onto the trolley – but neither had either of them volunteered to help. Now,
as Merlin stood there smiling, the skycap at the podium stared hard at the odd
old man with the waist length beard, long hair and ancient, mud splattered fur
coat. It was only when his eyes traveled high enough to look directly into
Merlin’s face that the wizard spoke.


“I was wondering
if you would mind looking after this while the young lady and I park our
vehicle.”


“Matey, there
ain’t no way they’re going to let you check that thing in as luggage. That’s
air freight and you have to take it to the air freight terminal.”


The smile never
leaving his face, Merlin reached into the small pouch hanging from his belt,
extracted a single, crisp one hundred pound note and smoothed it out on the
surface of the skycap’s podium.


“I will deal
with that at the appropriate time. For now, I would appreciate it if you just
watch our box while we park. You wouldn’t mind doing that, would you?”


“Not at all,
mate.” The skycap eased his hand toward the note and flashed a huge toothy
grim. “Let me just roll it over here against the wall where it will be tucked
up all safe and sound till you get back.”


Merlin broadened
his smile, tore the note in half, handing one section to the wide-eyed skycap
and said, “And the other half is yours when we reclaim our box.” Turning
around, he headed back toward the van and signaled for Beverley to follow. Buckling
his seatbelt, Merlin turned to Beverley, replacing the grin with a more serious
countenance. “We’re not safe yet. I have no idea what manner of bewitchment
Morgana may have conjured that might allow her to track this van. She can’t see
us, but as long as we are anywhere near this vehicle I won’t feel safe. Therefore,
I suggest we leave it as far from Turkish Airways as physically possible.


“I can take it
to one of the farthest lots in the long term parking area. They might guess we
flew the disk out of the country but they won’t have any way of knowing where
we might be headed or which airline we used, and there must be hundreds of
airlines at Heathrow.”


“Do you have
sufficient time?”


Beverley glanced
at her watch and nodded.


“I’ve got four
and a half hours till my plane leaves. We should be able to get back to the
terminal in thirty or forty minutes.”


Parking in an
auxiliary lot nearly two miles from Turkish Airways left Beverley and Merlin at
the mercy of the inconsistencies of the Heathrow shuttle service. Consequently
it was nearly an hour before they returned, cold and wet, to the skycap
station. The smiling skycap nodded politely to Merlin, pulled the cart with its
oversized load from its corner, swirled it around and passed the handle to
Merlin. In exchange, Merlin handed the man the missing half of the hundred
pound note, leaned in close and whispered “We were never here.”


“I understand
perfectly, guv’. No worries.”


Unlike the
obliging skycap, the attendant at the Turkish Airways ticket desk was less than
accommodating. After they had waited in line for nearly half an hour, the
attendant handed Beverley her ticket but when confronted with the forty inch
square crate adamantly refused to deal with it. She insisted it was too big to
fit on the conveyor belt and therefore it had to be classified as freight. Freight
had to be checked-in at the freight terminal.


“Excuse me, my
dear, that is such a fetching color of nail polish. Do you mind if I have a
closer look at it?” Merlin inserted himself between Beverley and the obstinate
woman and began talking as though he was the attendant’s oldest friend. “I
believe my granddaughter would love some just like that. Do you happen to know
its name?”


Merlin’s flurry
of non sequitur questions left the ticket agent simultaneously angry, flustered
and flattered. Jerking her eyes from Beverley to the big box and then to Merlin
she had no idea what to do or say. While she was distracted, Merlin reached
across the counter and asked if he could look at her nails up close. Too
confused to refuse, she instinctively lifted her hand. When he gently took her
fingers in his hand, she automatically looked him in the face and was riveted
by the hypnotic blue eyes that drew her in and held her mind captive.


“Thank you my
dear. I’m so sorry to have interrupted you. I believe you were about to check
in this young lady’s small parcel.”


With eyes as
wide, blank and unfocused as a cow’s, the woman at the counter smiled absently,
nodded her assent and helped Merlin hoist the crate onto the scales before
struggling valiantly to move it onto the conveyor belt running along the wall
behind her counter. When she returned to her station she blinked several times,
shook her head to clear away the odd, slight sense of confusion she felt and
smiled at the elderly African man who stepped up to the counter. She had no
memory of either the young woman with red hair or her elderly, bearded
companion who had left the counter while her back was turned.


Once they were
well away from the Turkish Airways counter Beverley turned and smiled at
Merlin. “I have to do the security thing now, so I guess I’ll see you in a few
days, or whatever.”


Beverley reached
out to embrace Merlin but he held her back, pointing down at the long smears of
mud encrusting his ancient bearskin coat. Laughing, Beverley nodded but
proffered a cheek when he took both of her hands in his and leaned forward with
the offer of a fatherly kiss. When he withdrew, he pulled one hand from a
pocket of the old coat and held up an envelope marked Bureau de Change.


“Take this. I’m
sure Jason is running out of funds and I wouldn’t want him to have to resort to
anything questionable.”


“So you did it
for him?”


Merlin offered a
lop-sided grin but deftly ignored the question by changing the subject.


“You make sure
to call Jason from the waiting lounge so he knows you have the disk. And don’t
forget to tell him when you’ll be arriving.”


“Will you be
alright on your own?”


“I’ll be fine my
dear. After all, I’ve been on my own for far longer than you can possibly
imagine.”


A look of real
concern creased Beverley’s brow and she stared hard at the old man, trying to
will him to be truthful while knowing deep down that truthfulness was simply
not a part of Merlin’s nature.


“Are you sure? You’ve
never had to shift for yourself in the twenty-first century before.”


“I’m sure. All I
have to do until you return is keep a close eye on our friend and inform you
and Jason if she gets out of line.”


Touching his
whiskery cheek with one hand, Beverley turned and walked toward the long line
signaling the entrance to the security checkpoint. Only after she disappeared
from view did Merlin turn and begin walking toward the exit sign.


Now, he thought to himself, setting his
jaw and grinding his teeth, I’m going to
do what everyone except Arthur told me to do sixteen hundred years ago. I’m
going to find that hateful creature and kill her before she can destroy any
more lives. And then the world will be safe even if the Ark of the Covenant is
empty. 


* * *


Telephone reception
in the Heathrow long term parking area was terrible; the engineer stood between
the two white vans turning one way and then the other, pacing up and down in
the heaving rain, trying to maintain a connection long enough to relay the
information to his boss, Peter Haskell.


“Yes, that’s
right, gov’nor …We found it at one of Heathrow’s long stay car
parks…What?...No, no. I don’t know where they went but the van looks
abandoned…Two boxes. I can see them through the window…What?...No. I don’t
remember…Well, they’re both roughly cube shaped. About two feet to the
side…What? No. The big one isn’t in there…Yes, I’m sure. It bloody well isn’t
in there…So what do you want me to do?...Righty-ho. I’ll ring the auto club and
have them open the door and make me a master key…I’ll drive this one and Phil
can drive the other one…Brilliant…We should see you back in West Wycombe in a
few hours, then, guv’…Cheers.”


Jumping back
into his van, he looked at his companion and grimaced.


“Thank God I
don’t have to be the one to tell that old witch they snatched one of her
precious boxes.”


“They did?”


“Yup. Seems that
big flat one with the bronze disk in it should have been in there. Poor Peter,
she’ll have his guts for garters for sure.”


“Know what,
Colin? Why don’t you make arrangements to have one of the lads pick up the
other van at the railway station in High Wycombe. I think maybe I’ll take the
train home to Cardiff straight away, grab the wife and wee ones and go to my
Mum’s place up in Scotland. Fuck Lou Morgan and fuck whatever she’s doing in
that bloody cave. I don’t like it and I won’t be a party to it.”
















Chapter Sixteen



 

Beverley
shuffled slowly forward with the exhausted, milling crowd as it made its weary
way along the corridor connecting the passport control area to the main
concourse of Bole International Airport. As the crowd ahead of her exited from
the narrow hallway it began breaking up and disbursing, providing a better view
of the anxious faces awaiting the arrival of friends, loved ones and business
associates.


Somewhere among
the rows of expectant faces Jason should have been waiting but every person she
saw was either black or brown, not a single blond head appeared among them. Stopping
in her tracks, Beverley stared at the crowd, scanning it with her eyes. It was
only when she came to the cluster of taxi and limousine drivers holding up
crudely printed signs bearing the names of their expected fares that she saw a
tall, Arabic looking man in sun glasses holding a piece of cardboard with ‘Bev
McCullough’ scrawled across its face. Raising her eyes to the sign holder’s
face, she saw him grin and motion her forward. Warily, she walked toward the
man. When she was almost within an arm’s length of him he lowered his
sunglasses just far enough for her to see his deep green eyes. Although she was
completely confused by Jason’s weird disguise she was about to throw her arms
around him when he shook his head and whispered “Don’t do anything; don’t say
anything. Just nod and follow me till we get away from this crowd.”


Walking around
the barrier, Beverley mumbled in a barely audible whisper, between nearly
closed lips, “What’s with the fancy dress?”


“I couldn’t very
well waltz in here all white and conspicuous. The cops still want me for questioning
and whoever killed the desk clerk is still looking for me - and the airport is
a pretty obvious place to watch.”


“Oh, right. Sorry.
I just wasn’t expecting…” Beverley fluttered one hand toward Jason’s shoe
polish-covered face and hair as her eyes finally registered the teenaged boy
who had followed them from the reception line, across the lobby and was now
standing at Jason’s elbow, staring intently at her.


“Oh, I’ve seen
you. You had breakfast with Jason one morning.”


“How did you see
me?”


Ras cocked his
head to one side, opening his eyes wide. Beverley knew immediately she had said
the wrong thing but before Ras could press the point, forcing her to come up
with something to cover the gaff, Jason interjected himself into the
conversation.


“Oh, I’m sorry. Bev,
this is Ras, my guide, interpreter and now my partner in crime. Ras, this is my
friend Beverley.”


Ras’ grin was so
wide his dark face nearly split in half, exposing a huge set of sparkling
teeth.


“Wow, lady, you
have the reddest hair I’ve ever seen. It’s as shiny and orange as an Ethiopian
sunset.”


Beverley nearly
burst out laughing but covered her face with one hand, checking herself.


“Easy, Romeo.”


Ras pulled his
riveted gaze away from Beverley’s head, casting his huge eyes at the ground but
the grin never left his face. “Oh, sorry, Boss. Sorry, Miss Beverley. It’s just
really nice hair.”


“Thank you,
Ras.”


“Look, guys,
we’ve got to cut this short.” Turning to Beverley, Jason put on his serious
face. “We need to pick up that disk and get out of here ASAP.” Then, after
looking around to orient himself, he pointed to his left and said “The luggage
claim area is down this way. Ras, you grab a trolley somewhere and meet us at
the luggage office. That crate is too big to come in with the rest of the stuff
so I’ll bet we have to go to the office.”


During a short
exchange with the baggage handler Ras once again proven himself invaluable as a
translator and salesman, and the three of them walked out the front door into
the sweltering Ethiopian sun with the crated disk in tow.


Ignoring the
signs stating that all luggage trolleys must remain in the immediate area of
the terminal, Jason kept the cart and its contents within arm’s length at all
times. He had no intention of letting it out of his sight until it was safely
inside the treasury building at St Mary’s of Zion church and Axum was a long
way from Addis Ababa. Rolling across the glaring, reflected heat of the parking
area, Jason and Ras directed Beverley toward an ancient Ford pickup truck. The
original bed had long ago fallen apart and been replaced with a crudely built
wooden one; one front fender was missing and the doors were different colors
from the body and from each other. As Jason and Ras struggled to hoist the
crate onto the bed, Beverley surveyed the vehicle.


“I know you
didn’t hire this thing and you sure didn’t steal it. You would have stolen
something better.”


“It belongs to a
friend of Ras. Ras talked him into renting it to me for a few days. I couldn’t
risk renting something from Avis because I need to stay off the radar, so it
was either this or rent an ox cart from one of the farmers. Besides, I’m about
out of cash.”


“That reminds
me.”


Beverley dug
deep into one pocket and extracted the envelope of money Merlin had given her
along with the jar of ointment. She handed the cash to Jason and unscrewed the
lid on the salve. After peeking into the envelope Jason smiled, nodded and
tucked it into his back pocket. Then he dipped one finger into the liniment and
dabbed it on the center of his forehead. While Jason and Beverley climbed into
the cab of the decrepit pickup, Ras scrambled into the back, declaring he would
stop the crate from sliding around. Twenty minutes later they pulled into the
ruined parking area adjoining the old railway station. Jason maneuvered the
truck under the colonnaded portico along the side of the building where it
would be nearly invisible from the street.


“What is this
place?”


Beverley stood
near the rear of the pickup, staring in disbelief at the derelict building,
while Jason and Ras manhandled the crate off the back of the truck and through
a small side door that they had jimmied open earlier in the day.


“Home sweet
home, my dear. We can stay here tonight and head to Axum in the morning.”


“So, how far is
it from here to Axum?”


“Four hundred
and fifty miles, give or take.”


Beverley stared
at Jason’s sweating back as he heaved the crate through the door, before
casting a long, unhappy look at the truck. Finally she shook her head in silent
bewilderment and followed him into the abandoned railway station.


* * *


“We have to get
that stuff off of your face.”


“Bev, I don’t
dare take it off. If those guys that killed the hotel clerk see me without it
they’ll probably recognize me and then they’ll kill me for sure. Hell, they’ll
kill you too, just because you’re with me.”


Beverley didn’t
answer immediately but twisted around in the jostling seat of the decrepit Ford
and stared out the back window. Behind her were Ras’ head and shoulders, the
crate and at least four miles of visibly empty road stretching away into the
dusty, arid Ethiopian plain.


“Now that you
have the invisibility goo on, Morgana can’t find you anymore and I know her
henchmen aren’t following you. There hasn’t been anybody behind us for more
than an hour now.”


Jason glanced
into the cracked rearview mirror and looked at Beverley before returning his
eyes to the road.


“I hadn’t
thought of that. I guess I’m just a little paranoid after seeing that guy with
a bullet hole in his forehead.” Then, after a long pause “Ummm, actually, I
don’t know how we’re going to get it off.”


Beverley scowled
momentarily before answering. “What did you use?”


“Shoe polish?”


Jason’s weak
smile was met with a look of wide-eyed disbelief.


“Oh, pull the
other one, Jason. You’re joking, right?”


“No.”


“Men. Why didn’t
you just use women’s makeup? Women in Africa are dark skinned so they use dark
makeup and black hair dye. It has to be in every drugstore on the entire
continent. My God, shoe polish.”


Jason’s only
defense was the same fallback line used by every child since the beginning of
time: “Ras did it.”


“Honestly. Look,
when we get to Axum I’ll find some medicinal alcohol and see how much of it we
can soak off. We can’t have you going to see the guardian of the Ark looking
like that.”


Almost before
the last words were out of her mouth Jason was leaning forward, staring over
the top of the steering wheel, his gaze riveted on the road ahead. Following
his stare, Beverley turned her attention to the black ribbon of highway running
away before them toward the distant horizon. Halfway to the point where the
road vanished, something big, brown, undulating and twice the width of the road
was blocking their way forward. Whether it was moving toward them, away from
them, or just standing still was impossible to tell but as the truck rolled
forward Jason began to slow down, unwilling to take the chance of running into
another of Morgana’s unpleasant surprises like the ones she had laid out for
him and Merlin in Mongolia. Finally, leaning out of the window, Jason shouted
toward the back of the truck. “Hey, Ras. Can you stand up and see what’s
blocking the road up there?”


A clatter from
the open bed of the pickup was followed by the klunking sound of someone
leaning their elbows on the roof of the cab. A minute later, Ras’ voice floated
in through the window.


“I see it. So
what?”


“So what is it?’


“Camels.”


“What?”


“Camels. You
know, like a caravan. It’s a big one, too. I’ll bet that thing’s a mile long.”


Within a matter
of minutes the truck had moved close enough for Jason and Beverley to see the
shaggy rumps of eight or ten camels spread laterally across the width of the
road and the hard shoulder on both sides. Each of the beasts was loaded with
boxes and bags of every size, shape and description, their rear ends swaying
gently with the nautical roll of the huge animal’s clumsy gait. Jason slowed
the truck to a stop as he and Beverley looked at each other and grinned. When
one of the camels took a gigantic dump in the middle of the road their smiles
turned to giggles followed by uncontrollable, hysterical laughter. After days
of stress, strain, separation and constant danger the absurdity of their
situation triggered a long-needed catharsis of laughter. By the time they
managed to control themselves Ras had climbed off of the truck and was standing
next to the driver’s door scowling in confusion.


“You guys ok?”


“Yeah, we’re
fine Ras.” Jason had to wipe the tears from his eyes before he could continue,
and even then his words were interrupted by ragged giggles. “Look, if we don’t
get around that thing we’re never going to get to Axum. Do you think the ground
is hard enough for me to drive around?”


“Out here? No
way. That’s all sand.”


“Then could you
run up and find the head guy and see if he would mind moving them off the road
long enough for me to drive through?”


“I can tell you
right now it’s going to cost you.”


“How much do you
think?”


“English? I’ll
bet he’ll move them for fifty pounds.”


Shaking his head
and muttering “robber” between the dying giggles, Jason handed over the money. Forty
five minutes after Ras returned to the truck, they were back on their way to
Axum.


Thanks to the
fitful performance of the tired old truck, and the delay caused by the caravan,
it took eleven exhausting hours to get from Addis Ababa to Axum. By the time
they found a hotel that would let them wrestle the big crate into their room
they were all exhausted and Beverley was giddy and thoroughly disoriented from
jet lag. There was full agreement that contacting Fr Marcos would have to wait
until morning, but despite their exhaustion Beverley insisted on sending Ras on
a scavenger hunt for a list of items necessary to remove Jason’s semi-permanent
makeup. By midnight Jason’s face appeared no more than lightly suntanned and
his hair was slightly more than halfway back to its normal color. Admitting
that it would be nearly impossible to remove more of the shoe polish without
giving Jason a serious rash or breaking off so much hair that he would look
like a dog with mange, Beverley declared her work finished. Within minutes all
three of them were sleeping the sleep of sheer exhaustion.


* * *


“He says we
can’t drive inside the gates.”


Ras was standing
beside the truck, running linguistic interference between Jason and the
indignant Coptic monk who stood blocking their way, waving his arms and
shouting.


“Ras, tell him
Fr Marcos is expecting us. If he has any questions he should go ask Fr Marcos
if it’s ok for us to pull up to the treasury fence.”


After another
round of shouting, head shaking and wild gesticulations, the monk finally
stomped away toward the tall blue fence in a huff. Minutes later he reappeared
on the balcony, pulled along by a frantically excited Fr Marcos. While Marcos
ran back and forth along the gallery in front of the treasury, shouting hellos
and waving his arms, the monk returned to the entry gate, signaling for Jason
to pull the truck up to the fence.


“Do you have it
Mr Carpenter?”


The old priest’s
wrinkled, prune-like face glowed with anxiety and anticipation as Jason jumped
out of the pickup and ran up the ramp to greet him with a warm hand shake and a
grin.


“I told you I’d
bring you the sun disk.”


“And do you have
it with you?” The old man’s excitement was almost more than he could contain. He
was marching in place like a small child that needs to go to the toilet but is
too excited to leave his new toy.


“It’s in that
crate in the back of the truck.”


“Please, bring
it inside. Quickly, quickly”


With the help of
Ras and the monk, Jason pulled the crate from the bed of the pickup and scooted
it up the sloping ramp. When they reached the door to the treasury building
Jason signaled everyone to take a rest while he leaned the wooden box against
the warm stone wall.


“If it’s ok with
you, Father, I think we should unpack it here and then move it inside.”


Looking first
one way and then the other, scanning the courtyard, Fr Marcos finally nodded
his assent. Jason sent Ras to the cab of the old Ford to retrieve the tire iron
and whatever tools he could find behind the seat. Fifteen minutes later, after
much prying, grunting and twisting of nails, one side of the crate pulled away
to expose layers of Styrofoam sheeting. For no other reason than to make the
excitement of the moment last as long as possible, Jason removed the packing with
infinite care, setting each piece to the side until the polished, golden face
of the bronze disk stood revealed in the glare of the bright Ethiopian
sunlight. All five of those present, priest, monk, Jason, Beverley and Ras,
stared in wonder at the glittering circle despite the fact that only Jason and
Beverley actually understood the awesome, dangerous power it held.


“It is truly
magnificent”, said the old priest as he stood transfixed, staring at the
object.


Suddenly feeling
exposed and vulnerable, Jason glanced around nervously. “I think we better get
this inside.”


“Yes, yes,
certainly.” Fr Marcos opened the door and stood aside, allowing Jason and Ras
to lift the disk gently from its crate and carry it a few feet inside the
building where they leaned it against the wall.


“Father, this
thing is really heavy and the edges are sharp. I think we’re going to need
gloves to carry it down the stairs.”


“Oh, certainly,
how thoughtless of me. I have several pair of leather gloves I use when tending
my garden, just let me…” Still muttering to himself, the guardian crossed the
room to a small cupboard from which he extracted a pair of heavy work gloves
which he handed to Jason.


“I’m going to
need another pair, Father. I can’t move this thing down all those stairs alone
and, no offense, but this is a job for young men.”


“No one else may
see the Ark. You are the first outsider in thousands of years to behold its
glory and I cannot allow it to suddenly become a public spectacle.”


“I’ll help you
move it, Jason.”


Fr Marcos stared
in open-mouthed shock at Beverley’s words.


“You are a
woman. No woman has ever beheld the glory of the sacred Ark of the Covenant. Never.
Not even in the days of Moses or Solomon.”


“With all due
respect, Father, I just risked my life to steal this thing from some very bad
people and then smuggle it out of England and into Ethiopia. Now if you think
I’m going to miss seeing the Ark, well…well, you’re just wrong.”


“I am sorry,
young lady. Your risk and sacrifice on behalf of the church are deeply appreciated,
but allowing a woman inside the Holy of Holies is out of the question.”


Beverley took a
deep breath as the color crept up her neck, and it was only Jason’s restraining
hand on her arm that silenced her.


“Father, she’s
right. And besides, it’s going to take four of us to do this.” Counting off on
his fingers, Jason enumerated the team necessary to move the disk safely down
the long, worn staircase and through the maze-like cellar. “We need two of us
to actually carry this thing. I should go first, and go down the stairs
backward, because I’m the tallest. Then we need somebody to take the opposite
side of the disk, and because they will be two or three stairs behind and above
me, they should be shorter than I am. We also need two people with lights, one
to take the lead – that would be you, Father – and one to follow
and shine a light on our feet so we don’t trip.”


Pacing back and
forth, muttering to himself, the guardian of the treasure finally turned
around, sighed and flapped his arms helplessly like a crippled bird. “If the
whole world is coming then the boy might as well come along too.”


“Too Cool. Thanks,
Father. So, um, where are we going?”


Next, they
sorted out who was to do which job. It was decided that Jason and Ras would
carry the disk. Fr Marcos led the way and following him would be Beverley who
helped light the way forward. The monk, whose name turned out to be Ma’amphela,
would come last, illuminating the stairs for Ras. Navigating the narrow,
heavily worn stairs with a three-foot-wide, perfectly round bronze disk
weighing nearly two hundred pounds dictated that progress was very slow. Every
few steps either Jason or Ras had to halt long enough to reposition their grip
to ensure that the curved edge of the disk did not slip through their hands.


Traversing the
maze of tunnels and litter-strewn passageways of the undercroft was no less
taxing than descending the stairs had been, and the entire journey took more
than half an hour to complete. By the time they reached the ornate curtain
covering the tiny room where the Ark rested both Jason and Ras were exhausted
and slick with sweat. Resting their burden on the floor for a moment, Jason and
Ras stretched their spines back into position. As they bent to retrieve the
disk, Fr Marcos laid a hand on Jason’s arm and spoke.


“The boy cannot
enter. Brother Ma’amphela will take his place. The boy and the woman may
observe from the doorway but they must not enter the Holy of Holies.” Turning
to Beverley the old priest hiked up his shoulders in apology. “I am sorry, but
this is our way and you must respect it.”


As Ras removed
his gloves and handed them to the monk, Beverley returned the priest’s shrug,
conceding to his wishes. Fr Marcos pulled the richly embroidered curtain aside
while Jason and the monk carried the disk into the tapestry lined room. From
the doorway, Beverley and Ras shone flashlights into the darkness, scanning the
strange space with its thousands of ancient Christian and Hebrew symbols worked
into the tapestries in thread of purest gold. As the old priest shuffled across
the small room, the bobbing circles of light followed his every step until he
pulled aside the final curtain. When exposed to the light the golden face of
the Ark of the Covenant picked up each beam, magnifying it a dozen times,
washing the room with a shimmering aurora and filling each of the witnesses
with awe and wonder.


“Before you set
the missing disk in place, Mr Carpenter,” began the old priest, “I feel it is
important to note that this is unquestionably the first time the Ark has been
complete since before Prince Menelik brought it out of the land of Israel
nearly three thousand years ago. While there are no records to give us proof,
we can only assume that Moses brought both pieces out of Egypt during the
Exodus. We can assume this because the disk is the key to unlocking the lid of
the Ark, and without it the sacred Ark could not have been opened to act as the
repository of the Ten Commandments. Why Solomon, in his great wisdom, did not
send the disk to our land with Menelik, one can only wonder.”


“Actually,
Father, I think I can answer that.” All heads turned toward Jason. “You know
how you told me about the legend of the Egyptian snake god Apep eating the disk
of the sun?” The guardian nodded and mumbled his assent. “Well, I think Moses
knew the Egyptians were going to turn Apep and hundreds of his kind lose on the
world and he stole the Ark to prevent that from happening. I also have reason
to believe that these serpents were actually some kind of demons and that Moses
and every one of his successors knew how dangerous it was to have both pieces
of the Ark in one place. So, to prevent anyone from freeing the serpent demons,
Solomon sent the Ark here but kept the disk in the temple in Jerusalem.”


“Demons?” Are
you certain of this, Mr Carpenter?”


“As certain as I
can be, Father. I promise you that the serpents are real and there is strong
evidence that they are actually demons.”


“Are you
familiar with the passage which says ‘Nonne
Solomonus dominates daemonum est?’”


“I’m sorry, I’m
not very good at Latin, Father.”


“I said, ‘Had
not Solomon dominion over demons?’. The quote is from a Gnostic Gospel –
not the one you brought to me, but one known as The Wisdom of Solomon. The
story says that Solomon commanded one of Satan’s chief demons, a creature known
as Asmodius, to bring the minions of hell to help in building the great temple.
It would serve as a further humiliation to Satan’s followers to be forced to
construct a building dedicated to the worship of God. If what you say is true,
then it not only supports the legend of Solomon and the demons, but explains
how he conjured them. He used the Ark of the Covenant.”


“But the demons
don’t come directly through the disk and the simple act of opening the Ark
doesn’t call them up.”


“Then, Mr
Carpenter, it should be safe to set the disk of the sun in place and see if it
really is the key to opening the Ark.” Marcos gestured toward the gleaming
coffer as it rested quietly in its tiny alcove. “Shall we?”


Jason nodded
toward Brother Ma’amphela who, in turn, nodded back. Together they picked up
the bronze disk and stepped sideways toward the Ark. As they lifted the disk
above the top of the hawks’ wings, and lowered it gently into the slots, a
nerve wracking silence gripped the room. When the weight of the disk came into
contact with the Ark, the slightest click could be heard and a sliver of lid
corresponding in width and length to the bottom three inches of disk depressed,
allowing the disk to settle into place. With the disk attached to the Ark for
the first time in three millennia, Jason, Fr Marcos and the monk stood back,
admiring the sight and waiting tensely for something – possibly something
unspeakable – to happen. After several tense minutes had passed, it was
clear that human intervention would be needed to open the great Ark.


Jason looked at
Fr Marcos and raised his eyebrows in question. In answer, Marcos only extended
a hand toward the sacred object and nodded. Following a quick glance at
Beverley, Jason approached the gilded sarcophagus, squatted down on his knees
and laid the palms of his hands against the edge of the lid. After drawing and
exhaling a long, deep breath he pushed gently against the top of the Ark. With
astonishing ease the lid rolled back and instantly a searing white light and a
thunderous whooshing noise flooded the room, momentarily blinding everyone
there. Stunned, Jason instinctively threw his hands across his eyes and lost
his balance, causing him to fall backward, hitting the ground with his right
shoulder. As the room’s five occupants tried to reorient themselves, the light
slowly dissipated to a more tolerable level, but there remained no doubt that
they were in the presence of something truly ancient and unbelievably powerful.


Shielding his
eyes, Jason picked himself up and leaned over the edge of the Ark. Before his
vision could adjust, Fr Marcos was kneeling next to him, straining to see what
wondrous things might be inside. Much of the inside of the Ark was covered with
banks of glowing crystals; long ones and short ones, some thinner than a pencil
and others thicker than a man’s thumb, red, green, clear and blue, each
throbbing as it emitted a different hue of the visible spectrum. While the
guardian of the treasures was completely befuddled by this odd discovery, Jason
realized immediately that these crystals were nearly identical to the ones in
Morgana le Fay’s office; the ones connected to, and powering, the
communications disk. So it was true; the Ark of the Covenant was the original
power source for the communicating disk; the connecting link between the realm
of the dragons and the court of the Pharaohs of Egypt. Pulling his mind away
from this stunning revelation and back to the contents of the Ark, Jason stared
at the small collection of astonishing objects lying on the bottom of the
gold-covered chest.


Most obvious
were two finely hewn and polished slabs of nearly black rock. Measuring no more
than a foot in width and thirty inches in length, one face of each tablet was
engraved with rows of ancient Hebraic writing. Realizing the significance of
what they were witnessing, both Fr Marcos and Jason leaned forward
instinctively. As Fr Marcos reached out a hand, Jason grabbed his wrist.


“I think maybe
you shouldn’t do that without gloves on, Father. I’m not even sure it’s safe to
reach in there with gloves on.”


As Fr Marcos
turned to withdraw his hand, the large pectoral cross around his neck swung
outward on its chain, pulled toward the tablets bearing the Ten Commandments
with such force that it nearly jerked the old man against the edge of the Ark. Too
stunned to move, Fr Marcos simply stared at the cross while Jason reached out
and forcefully pried it and the chain free before dropping it on the outside of
the Ark where it hung limp and lifeless. By this time Ras and Beverley’s
gnawing curiosity had drawn them into the room and, along with Brother
Ma’amphela, they were clustered tightly around Jason and the old priest.


“Everybody watch
this. I think I understand what’s going on here”, Jason said as he removed one
glove, stuck his hand into his pocket and pulled out a few Ethiopian coins. He
held the coins above and slightly outside the upper lip of the Ark before
letting them fall from his hand. Instead of dropping to the ground, the coins
flew forward at an angle, slamming onto the face of the uppermost stone tablet,
sticking fast at the point of impact. “Would you look at that; the Ten
Commandments are carved on loadstone.”


“Loadstone? What
is this loadstone?”


“Naturally
magnetized rock, Father.”


“But why would
they be magnetic?”


“I can’t say for
sure, but I’ll bet the loadstone neutralizes the crystals.” When four confused
faces stared at him in silence, Jason tried again. “I think the Ten
Commandments keep the thing from calling up the serpent demons. I think that’s
why Moses put them in here in the first place. It kept the world safe by
shutting the thing down.”


A ray of
understanding and revelation glimmered in Beverley’s eyes. “And the thick layer
of gold plating on the Ark is completely nonconductive, so it holds the power
of both the Commandments and the crystals safely inside the Ark.”


“And I think we
can assume”, interjected Fr Marcos, “that Solomon was aware of all these
things. He removed the Commandments when he wanted to conjure the demons and
then, to protect the future from unscrupulous men, he separated the disk from
the case.”


“That’s the
problem, isn’t it? I hate to do this, but we have to make sure nobody can ever
use this thing to call up the demons again.”


With one quick,
hard, backward swipe of a heavily gloved hand, Jason smashed through dozens of
the crystals protruding from the back wall of the Ark. As Fr Marcos stared in
stunned silence, he struck twice more before withdrawing his hand.


“Sorry about
that, Father. I think it had to be done.”


The old priest
hung his head, shaking it sadly and then nodded in agreement. “Sometimes we
must make hard decisions to protect mankind from itself. As difficult as it is
to say, you did the right thing, Mr Carpenter.”


“So what’s that
other thing in there?” Desperate to be a part of the historic moment, Ras was
leaning over Jason’s shoulder, pointing to an odd, spindly crumpled object
laying at one end of the Ark.


The thing looked
like nothing more than a woven wire frame with precious and semiprecious
gemstones threaded onto the wires at irregular intervals. Here and there wispy
remnants of long deteriorated fabric clung to the ruined framework. Staring at
it for a long moment, Jason finally nodded with realization.


“I think we’re
looking at the apron worn by the ancient Hebrew High Priests when they made
really important decisions. They called it the Breastplate of Judgment and,
unless I’m mistaken…”


Jason carefully
reached into the Ark with one gloved hand, lifting the tangle of wires and jewels,
staring down among the maze of ruined crystals. Shifting the mass of twisted
wires and jewels one way and then the other, eventually he found what he was looking
for. Laying amidst the pile of broken crystal were two small, irregularly
shaped, polished stones.


Unlike the gems
on the Breastplate, these were not diamonds or emeralds or rubies, they were
simple stones, not unlike those which could be found along the banks of streams
and rivers all over the world. Jason picked them up and rolled them around in
his hand. One was slightly more square and the other a bit more round, and one
was greenish while the other one was brownish. At no point did either of them
have a dimension greater than one inch. Odd as it seemed, unbelievable as it
might be, a simple process of elimination demanded the conclusion that these
must be the Urim and Thummim, the diviners of good and evil.
And one of them was the key that would lock the door to the dragon’s realm for
all time. Holding the stones in the palm of his open hand, he held them out
toward the old priest.


“Father, may I
have these?”


“That is what
you came all of this way for? What you and the lady risked your lives for? For
these two simple stones you were willing to give away the Gnostic book and the
disk which completes the Ark of the Covenant? Not to mention the fact that you
have proven that the Ten Commandments still survive.”


“I know it
sounds strange, but this really is all I want.”


The old guardian
stared hard at Jason, his deep, dark eyes trying to see what it was that
motivated this young man.


“They must be
very important to you, Mr Carpenter.”


“To me, to a
friend of mine and, I honestly believe, to the future of the whole world.”


“I have no idea
why, but a line from an ancient text which is said to have been discovered by
Sarah, the wife of the Prophet Abraham, comes to mind. It says ‘Thus thou shalt
possess the glory of the whole world; and all darkness shall flee from you’.”


“Well, I don’t
know about the glory part, but with any luck these stones will make the
darkness flee.”


“Then take them
with the blessing of the elders of the Coptic Church, and may they bring you
whatever good fortune it is that you seek. Now that the great disk has been
reunited with the Ark, possibly the Schechinah will return to the Mercy Seat
and make God’s will known to us. You have done a great service to all of God’s
children; is there nothing more that we can do for you?”


Jason pondered
for a moment, sliding the lid of the Ark closed before glancing at Beverley and
Ras and then looking back at the old priest.


“Actually,
Father, there are two things.”


“Name them. If
it is within my power to grant them, you shall have them.”


Jason pointed to
Ras. “Father, without my friend Ras, here, I would never have found my way to
you. Ras is homeless and I was wondering if you could offer him a job and a
decent place to live.” Ras started to protest, but Jason held up a hand. “Ras
can speak English, French and five Ethiopian dialects.”


Fr Marcos looked
at Ras, blinked and nodded his head sagely.


“We always have
a place for willing young lay personnel. The pay is modest but I can promise
him a clean bed and plenty of good food for as long as he wishes to remain in
the service of the church.”


“Is that ok with
you Ras?”


“Wow. I don’t
know what to say. Thanks boss. Thank you, Father.”


Fr Marcos smiled
and nodded at the boy and then turned back to Jason.


“And the other
thing?”


“There are some
very bad people trying to kill me. I know they’re watching the airports and I
need you to help me and my friend Beverley get out of Ethiopia.” After pausing
for a beat, he added “And the sooner we leave the better.”


The old priest
rocked back on his heels, remaining deep in thought for several minutes before
opening his eyes and smiling. “One of our wealthier local benefactors has
several large lorries that travel between Axum and Eritrea and Djibouti on a
weekly basis. Eritrea is a small country directly north of here on the shore of
the Red Sea and it abuts Djibouti. From there you can take a boat into Yemen and
from there catch a flight back to your home in England. Would that suffice?”


“That would be
wonderful. We are so, so grateful to you.”


“And I and the
Coptic Church are grateful to you. So both of us come away happy; and so should
all of life be.”
















Chapter Seventeen



 

Merlin turned up
the collar on the ratty bearskin coat to protect his neck from the drizzling
rain that had been dogging his steps every minute of the three hours since he
walked away from Heathrow Airport. He had no way of knowing the actual distance
between the airport and the Hellfire caves but he knew from Beverley’s A to Z
map book that they lay west and slightly north of his current position. Now he
traveled by the same method he had used for more than seven decades of life in
the fifth century before being dragged into this strange, twenty-first century
world where every move a person made was plotted and planned and speeded-up by
machines and electronic devices; he followed the line of the setting sun
westward and put one foot in front of the other.


Shortly after
leaving the constant swirl of traffic that perpetually kept the lanes and
roadways around Heathrow congested, he stepped off the berm of the road and
into a small copse of trees where he found a fallen limb that was roughly straight,
as long as he was tall, and slightly more than an inch in diameter. It made a
perfect walking staff. Now, staff in hand and three hours away from the din of
Heathrow, Merlin found himself marching along the edge of the M40 motorway. A
few hundred yards beyond a sign proclaiming that the next turn-off would take
him to places called Amersham and Slough, he walked into a small paved area
where a man was selling food from a window cut into the side of a small
trailer. The sweet, greasy smell of cooking sausages and beef made his stomach
grumble menacingly, and since he knew there was no way he could possibly walk
all the way to West Wycombe today, he decided food was more of a necessity than
a luxury.


Glancing at the
sky he realized the rain had nearly stopped and the clouds were slowly
dissipating. Lowering the collar of his coat and shaking the rain from his hair
and beard, he strode toward the food stand, nodded and smiled at the man in the
window and his single customer before turning his attention to the menu board. After
placing his order he surreptitiously glanced over the shoulder of the other
customer, a fat, bald man eating a sausage sandwich. A few paces away stood a
dark green truck with the words ‘Alcott & Sons Produce, High Wycombe,
Bucks’ and a telephone number and website address painted on the side in
brilliant red and yellow letters.


“Excuse me”
Merlin said, smiling broadly at the man standing next to him, “but would you
happen to be going to High Wycombe?”


“Aye. What of
it?”


“I was wondering
if you would be so kind as to give me a ride. I’ll be happy to pay you.”


The man’s mouth
fell open and he lowered the sausage sandwich from his flaccid lips as he
stared incredulously at the soaking wet, bedraggled figure in front of him. Finally,
after nearly half a minute of stunned silence, the man threw back his head and
roared with laughter.


“You’ve got to
be joking. Have you looked at yourself, you mad old geezer?”


“I’m sorry. I
know I must be a terrible mess, but I’ve been walking in the rain for hours and
I would be very grateful for a ride to the edge of High Wycombe. I don’t mind
riding in the back of your vehicle.” Reaching into his pouch Merlin extracted a
fifty pound note and held it aloft. “I would appreciate a ride this much.”


“G’wan. Get away
with ya. I don’t want the likes of you mucking up the back of my lorry.” The
man made shooing motions with the stub of his sausage sandwich. “G’wan. Now
piss off.”


Merlin exchanged
the bank note for a smaller one and handed it to the man in the window in
exchange for a cup of coffee and a hot sandwich, rich with the smell of cooked
ground beef and sautéed onions. After dropping the change into his pouch he
picked his food off of the counter, smiled and nodded at the cook, even
offering a nod to the fat truck driver who was back at the window ordering more
food.


Walking back the
way he had come, after a few steps Merlin veered to his right and went around
behind the back of the food wagon. Leaning against the metal wall of the
trailer he took a few bites of his sandwich while studying the back of the
green produce van. It was clearly parked far enough off the road that its rear
doors could not be seen from the front of the little roadside restaurant. It
took a moment for Merlin to figure out how the odd arrangement of handles and
rods worked to open the double doors, but when he figured it out he approached
the rear of the lorry, set his sandwich and coffee on the step-bumper and
placed his index fingers in his ears. Muttering and chanting, he cast a simple spell
of partial deafness over the two men who stood only feet away; they could still
hear each other and the traffic whizzing past, but they would be unable to hear
the clatter and squeak of the truck doors being opened and closed.


Surveying the
inside of the vehicle, Merlin found boxes of fresh vegetables piled one on top
of another. Carrots and cucumbers, onions and squash, lettuce and tomatoes
filled the air with the earthy scent of their goodness. On the sides of the
boxes were descriptions of the contents written in languages that Merlin could
not identify. Smiling his approval, the old wizard tossed his walking staff
into the truck, set his food far enough beyond the threshold that it would be
safe from the closing door and clambered in after it. After conjuring a glowing
orb of light he pulled the door shut and willed the latch mechanism to close. Once
settled comfortably on two cases of Spanish onions he retrieved his food and
selected a gloriously red tomato and a golden pear to add to his dinner menu
before leaning back and sighing contentedly. Almost as an afterthought he
scribed small, airborne circles with one finger, removing the spell of silence.


Two hours later
the rear doors of the truck swung open. The fat driver and another man surveyed
the pile of boxes, sighed, climbed into the cargo area and started hefting
boxes into the small warehouse. What they did not see was the old man with the
long white beard who smiled, nodded, stepped between them and strolled out
through the warehouse door and into the late evening darkness. Stopping at a
service station long enough to wash his hands and face, comb his hair with his
fingers and brush out the matted spots on his fur coat, Merlin ambled down the
street toward a brightly lit pub sporting a sign advertising Whitbread ales and
bed and breakfast service. Tomorrow would be soon enough to walk the few
remaining miles from High Wycombe to West Wycombe and the caves where he would
finally confront Morgana le Fay.


He didn’t know
how long he might have to wait for her to appear, but he had no doubt that
sooner or later, one way or another, she would return to the caves; and when
she did, he would be there waiting for her.


The following
morning, refreshed, bathed and fed, Merlin decided it was safest to take the
small, back roads connecting High Wycombe to West Wycombe and the cave which
lay three miles beyond. Walking along the narrow, rutted lanes flanked by tall,
shaggy hedgerows which separated the dirt track from a checkerboard of neat
fields sporting their spring crops of wheat, barley and fluffy white sheep,
Merlin felt for the first time as though he had very nearly returned to his own
world where life was unhurried and the seasons, rather than a clock, determined
the changing phases of life’s endless cycle.


To ensure his
approach to the Hellfire caves went unobserved, only a few hundred yards beyond
the edge of High Wycombe, along a sheltered stretch of road where he was
completely alone, Merlin cast the small spell that would make it impossible for
others to see him. Just for the fun of it he allowed himself to remain visible
to the uncomplicated minds of animals. As he passed a field where a farmer was
shooing a dozen sleepy cows from their barn into the fresh growth of spring
grass, two or three of the black-and-white beasts looked up at him with huge,
blank eyes, following his passage along the road. When the farmer glanced
toward the lane to see what had attracted his herd’s attention, he saw nothing
except an empty road where the only motion was a few branches stirring in the
morning breeze.


An hour later,
as Merlin moved purposefully down the newly cleared track leading to the cave,
he veered toward the edge of the road, taking care to reconnoiter any possible
activity both ahead of, and behind, his position. The road leading to the
staging point of Morgana’s planned assault on civilization was no place to take
foolish chances even for those who are invisible. No cars or trucks passed him
and the first sign of life he saw were two men in grey uniforms stationed
inside the encircling mock-ruins that flanked the entry to the cave. While one
of the men relaxed inside a hulking range rover, the other was standing
outside, one arm flung carelessly on the roof of the car as he leaned forward
to chat amiably with his companion. At his side the butt of a Glock pistol
peeked out of a black leather holster. Pausing long enough to make an initial
assessment of the men, Merlin moved on to the far side of the turn-around area
and stepped behind a clump of wild rhododendron where he removed his heavy coat
and settled to the ground, resting his back comfortably against the base of an
ancient oak.


Hour after hour
he patiently watched the men, learning the pattern of their day’s activity and
coming up with the best poly to get them out of the way. He needed time to
investigate Morgana’s set-up and locate the dragon gate, which he was now
certain lay somewhere in the depths of the cave. Waiting for Morgana was the
easy part – if he sat here by the old oak long enough and she would
undoubtedly show up – but it was essential that he have time to examine
the cave at his leisure, time to locate the dragon gate in case Jason and
Beverley were successful in their search for the Urim and Thummim and
– possibly most importantly - time to sort out the best way and place to
set a trap for Morgana. The idea of simply putting the men to sleep had serious
drawbacks. While it would be easy enough to incapacitate them temporarily with
a sleeping spell, he wanted more long-term access to the caves than that would
safely provide. Undoubtedly they were required to report to their superiors
regularly and if they failed to do so it would certainly arouse suspicion. He
had been listening intermittently to their idle conversation since shortly after
his arrival with nothing to show for it, but finally, as the sun crept below
the hill across from him, his patience paid off.


“I sure could do
with a few pints about now. How ‘bout you, Phil? You fancy a run into the
village?”


“Don’t be daft. We’re
on watch for more’n thirty-six more hours afore we get relieved. You can take
first sleep in the back and then I’ll wake you at midnight.”


“I know. I know.
But bein’ out here all day is thirsty work and a few pints would go down a
treat.”


And there it
was. A few minor adjustments to the thought processes of the man named Phil and
Merlin should be able to manage at least twenty-four, and possibly as much as
thirty, precious hours alone in the caves.


“I do have a
mite of a thirst as you come to mention it.”


The other man
broke into a broad smile and slapped his hand on the roof of the Range Rover. “Good
lad, Phil. Good lad.”


“Oy. But we
ain’t gonna’ stay long. Just a quick pint and its back to work, you
understand?”


As the other man
dashed around the front of the car and jumped into the passenger’s seat, he
slapped his companion on the shoulder and nodded. “Just one pint…maybe two.”


“But no more.”


“No more.”


As the Range
Rover drove down the lane toward the main road and West Wycombe, it carried
three occupants; the two guards and the consciousness of Merlin which remained
hidden inside Phil’s head. If he was going to execute his plan successfully he
had to follow them to whichever pub they decided to visit. The rest he would
deal with in due course.


Even seen through
the eyes of the security guard, Merlin had no trouble recognizing the layout of
The Slaughtered Lamb where he, Beverley and Jason had received such a cold
welcome on their first visit to the village. Now, rather than the maudlin,
suspicious lunch crowd of a month earlier, the pub was filled with noisy,
laughing patrons washing away the cares of the day on a bubbling cascade of
alcohol. While the security guards ordered drinks Merlin carefully separated
his consciousness from that of Phil and manifested himself in the form of an
elderly man in a rumpled tweed suit. To guarantee that the figure did not
simply materialize in the middle of the crowded room, he appeared as though he
was in the process of exiting the men’s toilet. Staking out a vantage point at
one end of the bar counter, Merlin surveyed his surroundings. Careful planning
was an essential part of any well-executed plan.


First he scanned
the customers lined up at the bar counter, slowly appraising their potential
for stirring up mischief. Next, he judged the appropriateness of the customers
sitting at the tables lining the walls and finally those standing in the center
of the floor as they laughed and chatted amiably. Two or three seemed to offer
some limited potential, but nothing really piqued his interest until his eyes
came to rest on the group of six youths clustered around the pool table. Three
young men and one young woman were attempting to play a game of rotation, but
their shots were sloppy, often missing the cue ball entirely. As he counted the
number of empty glasses littering the nearby tables and listened to their badly
slurred conversation, Merlin decided their performance on the pool table may
not have been entirely due to a lack of skill.


While the four
at the table were making vain attempts to sink the colored balls into the
appropriate pockets, two young women sat at a table piled so high with empty
and half-empty glasses that they had to hold their drinks in their hands. One
of the women stared blearily at the floor, constantly swearing under her breath
while the other chain smoked cigarettes, lighting each new one off the butt of
the last before dropping the glowing stump into a beer glass. Eventually, the
one who had been staring at the floor heaved herself onto unsteady feet, pausing
to collect her balance, and approached a shaven-headed young man with multiple
piercings and tattoos who was leaning against the bumper of the pool table,
sucking the last mouthful of beer from his pint.


“Buy me ‘nother
gin, Bobby. ‘M thirsty.” The girl ground her black sequined halter top into the
boy’s heavily tattooed bicep.


Shoving the girl
roughly away, he snarled, “Fuck off, ya drunken slag.”


“Aw, c’mon,
Bobby, don’ be like that. Buy me ‘nother drink.”


Without saying a
word the boy upended his pint glass, allowing the last few drops of lager to
trickle onto the girl’s blouse. Finally, while the drunken girl stood
open-mouthed, he handed her the empty glass. “Get ‘cher own fuckin’ drink ‘n
get me one too.” Before turning back to the pool table he shoved the girl
toward the center of the room where she collided with one of the other patrons
before managing to regain her balance.


“Woah. Watch yer
step, girly.”


“Fuck off.”


As the girl
weaved across the room in the general direction of the bar, Merlin knew exactly
what needed to be done next. Two miles away from the noise of The Slaughtered
Lamb, snuggled down in the cozy warmth of his bearskin coat, Merlin waggled one
index finger, leaving streamers of faint, blue light in the air as it wove
strange runes in the night.


Like a badly
aimed bank shot, the girl careened off of two more customers before slamming
into the bar counter, bruising her ribs and dropping her boyfriend’s beer glass
into a puddle of beer, sending up a splash of sticky, yellow liquid that clung
to her neck and shoulder. Fumbling awkwardly in a failed attempt to right the
glasses and simultaneously wipe beer from her body, her hand was pushed aside
by the hand of a man wearing a grey uniform.


“Here. Let me
help.”


“You a copper?” The
girl weaved unsteadily back and forth, finally moving one foot behind her to
broaden her wobbly stance.


“No. Private
security guard.”


“You’re cute. You
want to guard my privates Mister s’curity?”


None too sober
himself after his fifth pint, Phil grinned awkwardly.


“Sure. I’ll
guard your privates.”


The girl
giggled, tried to move toward Phil, stumbled, caught herself and finally
elected to remain where she was but grabbed the hem of her sequined halter top
and pulled it upward, past her face and over the top of her head with a loud
squeal.


“Do me, s’curity
guard.”


Phil grinned a
gap-toothed grin and reached for the girl’s breasts. His booze-numbed fingers
were within a scant inch of their target when the girl was whisked out of
Phil’s line of vision and thrown to the floor with a loud shriek. In her place
stood a six foot tall youth with a shaven head and piercings across his
eyebrows, lips and nose – a nose which was now only three inches from
Phil’s face.


“Hands off, fuck
head. She’s mine.”


When the boy
slammed his fist into Phil’s midriff, Phil doubled over and whirled into the
center of the room, leaving ample space for his uniformed companion to land a
round-house punch on the boy’s left cheek. With the exception of the boy’s
companions from the pool game – all of whom jumped into the brawl with
drunken glee - it was impossible to tell who was trying to break up the fight
and who was joining in. In a matter of minutes half of The Slaughtered Lamb’s
patrons were assaulting each other with fists and chairs, while the remaining
half were ducking for cover and scurrying for the door by whatever looked like
the safest route at the moment. While the barman vaulted over the bar wielding
a cricket bat, his wife frantically dialed 999, screaming at the police
operator to send every available car as quickly as possible.


The eighteen
arrestees who were led out of the pub in handcuffs, to be bundled into cruisers
and two paddy wagons, included all six of the pool players, ten random
customers and two men in grey security guard uniforms. Setting amidst the ruins
of his establishment on one of the few chairs that remained intact, the
publican surveyed the room and shook his aching head, a damp bar towel pressed
to his throbbing, bleeding temple.


“It were like
they was possessed, sergeant…”


“That’s
detective sergeant and how, exactly, do you mean ‘possessed’?”


“I dunno’, sort
of like som’thin evil just took over their minds and made the lot of ‘em go
half mad. One minute they was all gettin’ quietly legless and the next minute women
was pullin’ off their tops an’ the lads was tossing everythin’ they could get
their hands on at each other. It were like a bleedin’ war zone in here.”


“Do you intend
on pressing charges against the detainees, then, Mr Timson?”


The publican’s
jaw dropped in disbelief as he swiveled his head from one side of the room to
the other, mentally calculating the extent of the damage. At least three dozen
two-liter bottles of expensive liquor lay smashed on the back bar, more than
two dozen pieces of furniture lay broken, two windows were shattered, half of
the pictures and photos that had decorated the walls were smashed and an
incalculable quantity of glassware lay in millions of tiny, sparkling shards
that glimmered in the light of a broken, dangling chandelier. Finally, the
publican looked back at the detective sergeant in sheer disbelief.


“Sodding right
I’m gonna to press charges. I want the bloody book throwed at every one of
‘em.” Almost as an afterthought, he added “And one of them security blokes
walked in wearin’ a gun; I made him take it right back out to his motor, so you
might bloody well look into that, as well.”


The detective
jotted notes in a small notebook before flipping it closed and inserting it and
his pen into the breast pocket of his suit coat.


“I think that
should be all for now, Mr Timson. You and your wife should try to get some
rest. You can come into the station in High Wycombe tomorrow morning and we’ll
have you sign a full statement.” The publican squeezed his eyes shut and nodded
his head. On his way to the door, the detective paused and turned back. “Oh,
and Mr Timson, if you know anyone who can board-up those broken windows you
might want to see to that tonight. Keep out the vandals.”


“Why? What do
you think they might do, break in ‘n wreck the place?”


Far from the
pandemonium of The Slaughtered Lamb, Merlin smiled to himself and chuckled. Satisfied
that the caves would remain unguarded for some time, he pulled himself up from
the ground and managed to dust off the rump of his coat before he burst out
laughing. After taking a minute to lean against the friendly old oak he shook
his shaggy head and walked toward the big steel door that barred the entrance
to the Hellfire cave.


The locking
mechanism he melted only days earlier had been replaced with a shiny new unit
and Merlin laid the palm of his hand flat against the new lock, examining the
mechanism with his mind. Opening a lock was slightly more complicated than
simply melting one because it was essential that he understand how its internal
system worked. Slowly, one at a time, the six metal tumblers fell into place,
causing the bolt to retract. At the satisfying ‘thunk’ sound of the bolt
withdrawing, Merlin pulled open the door and stepped across the threshold of
the cave for the second time in three days and the third time in almost
seventeen centuries. As he stood orienting himself, his eye was caught by a
tiny flashing red light.


There, about a
foot from the door, a small box had been mounted on the limestone wall. On the
box were twelve numbered buttons not unlike the ones on the telephone in
Jason’s apartment. Above these were two small lights - one green and one red -
and it was the later one which was now blinking. Contemplating the object,
Merlin recalled the time when he had suggested breaking into Morgana’s office
and Jason explained the concept of modern security alarm systems and how they
could be triggered by physical movement or by the heat from a human body. Concluding
that this must be the control center for such a system, Merlin laid his hand on
the box, trying to see how the interior mechanism worked.


Curiously there
were no tumblers or other moving parts like the ones inside the lock on the
door. Here there was nothing but thousands upon thousands of minute silver
lines running across the faces of dozens of small, green cards. He could feel
the electrical current running through the system, but how could such a thing
function in any predictable way? Realizing that his time to disarm the thing
was undoubtedly limited, Merlin merged his mind with the trickle of electrical
current, feeling for the place where it could be diverted but was being
prevented from doing so. There - in the center of that small board - a switch
connected to the numbered buttons on the face of the box. In less than the time
it took to blink an eye, a series of minute, electronic switches had been
thrown and the red light on the box ceased blinking, to be replaced by the
steady glow of the green light.


What a very strange, miniature world these
people have created to serve them.


Satisfied that
the alarm system would not alert Morgana or her soldiers, Merlin began
investigating his immediate surroundings. Inches away from the security alarm a
light switch had been mounted on the stone wall. One quick flip and the long,
dark tunnel flashed brilliantly to life, making the old sorcerer smile and
shake his head at the startling things modern society had produced. Satisfied
that he would be safe at least until midday, when the security men now in the
local lock-up would undoubtedly be released or replaced, he closed the steel
door and re-engaged the lock.


 Somehow, the long, narrow tunnel of the
cave looked very different than it had when he was here with Jason and Beverley
and he had illuminated the inky darkness with dancing orbs of fairy light. Of
course, at that point he had not yet remembered what had taken place here so
many centuries ago. Now, the tunnel ahead – illuminated by the harsh
glare of artificial lighting - seemed not only a place of vast, unspeakable
emptiness, but a direct conduit to the far distant past and the nightmare
horrors that had been unleashed on Uther’s realm and the surrounding kingdoms. Later,
during Arthur’s time, Morgana must have come to this place to strike her unholy
bargain with the dragons. Had she somehow contacted them or had they come to
her, sensing that she would betray her own kind into their hands? Walking
slowly along the first section of tunnel, Merlin could almost hear the rustle
of monstrous leathery wings as they scraped along the limestone walls, anxious
to break out into the world to begin burning every living thing in sight,
sucking up the released energy like obscene, gluttonous banquet guests who,
after devouring all the food, ate the table, chairs and finally the banqueting
hall itself.


By the time
Merlin had drifted past the first bend to the left and on into the small
cluster of catacombs jumbled together near the halfway point in the tunnel, he
broke out of his reverie and returned to the business at hand. Traversing the
web of niches where the ancient dead had once rested, he moved upward, through
the short hallway leading into the huge, circular room where Sir Francis
Dashwood had entertained his guests and where. More than a thousand-and-a-half
years earlier, the boy Merlin had envisioned a scene of two dragons fighting to
the death in this very room, snarling and clawing, turning and twisting, around
and around, their saber-like teeth slashing and gnashing, until one lay torn
and dying at the feet of the other. Now, however, the scene suited neither the
fifth century nor the eighteenth; the walls of the room were lined with sleek
metal desks, tables and row upon row of electronic equipment, much of which
Merlin recognized as having come from Morgana’s library. There, to his right,
stood the banks of strange crystals, connected to modern computer terminals and
a keyboard. On the wall above, waited the empty space where the brass disk
should have been. Merlin could not resist a private smile and chuckle at the
thought. Turning one hundred-eighty degrees, on the opposite wall he saw a
refrigerator, stove, sink and table, obvious signs that Morgana planned to make
this her headquarters throughout the duration of the dragon’s attack on earth
and until such time – as she foolishly believed – they would make
her ruler over the ashes of human civilization.


Stupid, stupid woman. Merlin shook his
head in disbelief.


Peering into the
semicircular area behind the kitchen facilities, he found that the small
cubicles had been transformed into a sleeping chamber with bed, dresser and
other necessities tucked into the alcoves. After all these years Merlin was
unsure what amazed him the most, Morgana’s continued ability to plot the
destruction of the entire world or her foolish belief that the Dragon Lords
would allow her to survive so she could reign over whatever remnants of
civilization survived their onslaught.


Exiting the
dining hall and reentering the passageway leading toward the triangular divide,
Merlin saw, for the fifth time, the strange Roman numerals XXII. Reaching out
one hand, he touched the wall, running his finger through the neatly chiseled
grooves. As he moved down the long, final stretch of tunnel, in the distance he
could hear the murmuring sound of the underground river jokingly referred to as
the Styx. In the glare of the newly installed lighting it became clear that the
cavern which the twenty foot width of the Styx had carved for itself in the
soft limestone was at least a hundred feet long from end to end and about half
as large in width and height.


As Merlin
stepped out of the tunnel and into the river cave, he craned his head to the
right to stare at the last of the enigmatic engravings reading XXII. Turning
back to face the fat, sluggish snake of black water, he leaned his back against
the cool stone wall and slid slowly to the ground. Coming to rest on the floor,
he stared at the murky Styx for a minute before leaning his head back against
the wall, closing his eyes and allowing his mind to travel back through the
centuries during which he had been his own prisoner in the small blue orb and
then, further back, through the decades of his own life to the time when a nine
year old boy and a terrified monk had been taken prisoner by a brutal
half-German-half-Welch mercenary known as Vortigern. Even after all these
centuries he could still hear the grating rumble of Vortigern’s voice.


“What’s your
name, boy?”


“Myrddin Emrys
ap Morfryn.”


Now, he even
remembered Vortigern’s excuse for behaving so irrationally as to kill a man of
God even though it was commonly believed to be bad luck.


“I have an
advantage over other men: they think before they act, whereas I always act
before I think.”


The statement
was as bizarrely irrational now as it had been almost seventeen centuries
before, but it served to focus Merlin’s mind on the death of Brother Jerome.


Vortigern’s
soldiers had brought him here, inside the cave, to murder him at the edge of
the river. They wouldn’t have bothered to ford the river when it would have
been so much easier just to kill him on this side. There would have been no
reason to bury him, but the natural cycle of flooding would have eventually
covered the skeleton with silt. I need to
know the things Jerome saw in here. I need to know if he saw the entrance to
the dragon’s realm and whether his last moments of vision can lead me to it;
and for that, dear brother, I will need your help.


Opening his
eyes, Merlin scrabbled to his feet and looked around the area immediately to
the left and right of the entrance, trying to put himself in the place of the
soldiers. He decided they would have moved a few steps to one side or the other
of the tunnel’s end - not too far, just a few feet. The only question was,
which way did they go, to the left or the right? After only a moment’s
hesitation he decided he would start digging where he was; if he found nothing,
he would simply move to the opposite side of the tunnel entrance.


Crouching down
on hands and knees and crawling along the base of the wall, he found a flat,
dinner plate-sized stone that would serve as a shovel. Crawling back to his
starting point, he began scraping away the soft, muddy soil, breaking the
surface of the river bank with the rock and scraping the dirt off to the sides.
An hour later he was working at the far end of a small trench, two feet wide,
two feet deep and now about four feet in length, when the edge of the stone
exposed a narrow strip of white. Laying his improvised shovel aside, Merlin dug
into the soft dirt with his fingers until the slash of white proved itself to
be a femur - a human thigh bone. Enlarging and expanding the grave site,
fifteen minutes later the side of a deteriorated skull appeared. Gently
cleaning away the wet earth, careful not to damage the fragile find, Merlin reverently
lifted the skull out of the soil and stared into the grinning, hollow-eyed
face.


“Hello, old
friend. Please forgive me for disturbing your rest, but I need your help one
more time. You‘ll have to be patient with me, now; necromancy was never my strongest
skill.”


Cradling the
skull lovingly to his chest and wrapping his arms around it, Merlin slowly
merged his thoughts with the long dead mind of Brother Jerome. For more than an
hour he sat immobile, clutching the muddy skull to his chest, trying to recall
a few, fleeting seconds of images that had been witnessed nearly seventeen
centuries earlier. When they finally came, Merlin initially thought he had
inadvertently opened his eyes – the river and the cave looked exactly as
they had when he walked into the room hours before. But, no, the light was not
the steady white glare of incandescent bulbs, it was the flickering
illumination cast by rush torches. Now he could see the hands of the soldiers
moving back and forth, in and out of his line of vision. One of them held a
gleaming bronze knife that flashed in the wavering light. Looking up, across
the dark water, the terrified monk caught a glimpse of a shimmering circular
area on the far wall of the cave. Desperately trying to focus on the strange
apparition, while the monk whose last, frantic thoughts he was sharing,
struggled against his captors, Merlin tried to memorize the shape and texture
of the wall so he would be able to find it again. Finally, as the yellow-brown
blade of the knife again passed across his line of vision and lowered itself
toward his throat, Merlin broke the link with Brother Jerome.


Leaning back on
his heels, exhausted, Merlin finally found the energy to lay his childhood
friend’s skull back in its grave, placing it as near to the position in which
he found it as possible. Before enclosing his friend in the earth again, he
took time to say a short mass for the dead. Then, anxious to be done with the
nasty business of disinterring the deceased, Merlin began shoving the piles of
earth back into the hole. As he pushed against the wet soil, his hand slipped,
sending a spray of dirt and stones across the shallow grave to splash and
bounce into the lapping edge of the river. Except that it didn’t. A handful of
dirt and small stones had somehow managed to remain suspended in midair no more
than four inches above the surface of the water.


“Hello, what
have we here?”


Crawling around
Jerome’s remains, Merlin crept to the edge of the water, where he extended a
curious hand. When it reached the level of the scattered debris, his hand fell
on something which was both quite solid and completely invisible. Grabbing
first one handful of dirt out of the grave, then another and another, he
quickly exposed an invisible footbridge that spanned the River Styx. Rising
from his knees and walking toward the center of the bridge, Merlin raised his
eyes to the opposite wall. There it was, the exact same combination of ridges
and striations that Jerome had seen in his last few seconds of life. The only
difference was that the odd, shimmering effect was no longer there.


Striding across
the bridge, Merlin laid his hands on the surface of the limestone wall. Just as
he thought, the wall was not quite as solid as it appeared to be. Solid,
certainly, but artificially created through some kind of magic spell. Finally,
there was no longer any doubt. This was the very place where the hideous dragon
creatures had come through from whatever hellish realm spawned them, and it was
here that he would have to lock the gateway forever if Jason actually found the
Urim and Thummim. Merlin desperately wanted to remove the spell and examine
the dragon gate, but this was not the time. It would be far better, and safer,
to wait until he had disposed of Morgana le Fay. And if the Urim and Thummim proved to be myth, then there would be no reason to expose
the gate at all, because without Morgana the beasts could not get through. Content
that he had accomplished all he could for the moment, Merlin finished reinterring
Brother Jerome, smoothing away the evidence of disturbed earth by gently
washing it with hands-full of water. After murmuring a small final prayer for
his friend, Merlin left the cave of the River Styx and started back toward the
outside world where he would wait for Morgana’s return.


He had traversed
nearly half the length of the cave and was just a few steps beyond the
catacombs, when his foot touched the edge of the small pressure plate buried in
the dust of the floor. Only luck and shear chance had kept him from stepping on
it on his way in. Merlin clearly heard the soft, hollow popping sound behind
him, but before he could turn around a thumb-sized cylinder struck him in the
back. Considering the thickness of the bearskin coat he was wearing, it was
only by the smallest of margins that the electrodes of the XREP electronic
projectile made contact with his skin; but Merlin didn’t know any of this. All
he knew was that his mind and body were suddenly engulfed by nerve jarring,
shaking tremors and wave upon wave of searing hot pain. Seconds later he lay on
the ground, unconscious and twitching violently.
















Chapter Eighteen



 

By the time the
African sun began burning its way across the parched Ethiopian plains,
Beverley, Jason and Ras were back at the main gate of St Mary’s of Zion compound;
Ras ready to begin a new adventure and Jason and Beverley anxious to end their
current one, which had left them both near mental and physical exhaustion. As
the three of them entered the compound they could see Fr Marcos standing at the
iron fence which defined the perimeter of the treasury grounds and the limits
of the old priest’s world. Resting his elbows on top of the gate, Marcos was
leaning forward to chat with a short, bald, Arabic looking man who stood with
one foot hooked over the front bumper of a gleaming white Mercedes Benz box
truck. The motion of Jason’s waving hand caught Fr Marcos’ attention and he
returned the gesture, motioning for the trio to join him.


“Mr Carpenter,
Miss McCullough, this is my friend Meles Zenobi; he will be your escort to the
coast and, pray God, the beginning of your safe return to your England.”


During a round
of frantic handshaking, smiling and nodding, the effusively friendly Zenobi
insisted on hugging everyone including Ras. While reorienting himself to the
business at hand, Jason studied the man who had agreed to smuggle him and
Beverley out of Ethiopia. No taller than the fifteen-year-old Ras, Meles Zenobi
was distinctly elf-like. Round and cherubic, his smiling face may have lacked
an adequate head of hair but sported a neatly trimmed goatee and mustache and
an immense Semitic nose on which was perched a massively oversized pair of
aviator style sunglasses. While Jason studied the man on whose good graces
their escape from the Ethiopian police and Morgana’s assassins rested, Father
Marcos had continued to speak.


“…and I shall
say prayers of thanks for your generous gifts to the Coptic Church and all of
humanity for many years to come.” Shifting his gaze from Jason and Beverley to
Ras, he continued. “And now, young man, if you are ready to begin your tenure
here at St Mary’s, I will turn you over to Brother Ma’amphela who will show you
to your quarters and help you get settled in.”


Thrusting his
hand toward Jason, Ras beamed from ear to ear. “Thanks for everything boss.”


“No problem,
Ras. You’re a good guy. I’m glad we got to share an adventure together.”


“No foolin’. Me
too. And I hope that bad news woman doesn’t find you, so you remember to keep
your guard up.”


Once Ras and the
monk disappeared around the corner of the treasury building, everyone’s
attention turned to the lorry driver.


“If you are both
ready, please to get into the cab. We have a long drive ahead of us and must be
on our way quickly.”


After jockeying
the lorry through St Mary’s narrow gate and turning toward the main north-bound
road out of Axum, Zenobi’s cheerful expression turned serious.


“I don’t know
how much Fr Marcos has told you about this journey, but I am taking you to the
port of Djibouti where I have secured your transportation into Yemen through a
friend of mine who has a large fishing boat…what do you call it…a trawler.”


“Oh, I didn’t
know you were arranging a boat and everything. Thank you. That’s really nice of
you.”


As he spoke,
Zenobi seemed to become more nervous and agitated. “Yes, yes. You are most
welcome, I am sure, young man. However, the problem is that to avoid the
Ethiopian police we will be forced to travel through Eritrea, whose border lies
only about thirty-five kilometers north of here.”


Both Jason and
Beverley were staring at their driver, their own expressions slowly becoming
more doubtful.


“And why,
exactly, is going through Eritrea a problem?”


“Well, umm…you
see, the unfortunate truth of the matter is…umm… Ethiopia and Eritrea are at
war with each other.”


The shroud of
dead silence that descended was finally broken by Jason’s high pitched cry of
“WHAT?”


“Oh, oh, not to
worry. It is not really a very big war, but it has been going on for some
years.”


Beverley forced
a strained smile onto her face, patted the agitated driver’s shoulder and
mumbled “Could you maybe tell us a little bit about this ‘not very big war’, Mr
Zenobi?”


“The nation of
Eritrea has a difficult, violent history and has always been involved in
fighting with someone. Now they fight with Ethiopia since the late nineties. I
don’t know why. What I do know is that the war itself is not the root of the
problem. The real problem is the Eritrean government which is the most
totalitarian police state in all of Africa which, I am afraid, is not a
continent known for its democratic institutions. They trust no one and suspect
everyone of everything and are prone to an exaggerated sense of paranoia. I
would avoid taking you through Eritrea if I could, but sadly our only
alternative route to Djibouti would be to go back through Addis Ababa where, it
is my understanding, the national police are actively looking for you.”


“Oh, great”
Jason mumbled with a scowl. “So, are we going to have a problem getting through
this place? I do NOT want to get shot at; I get shot at WAY too much.”


“I think there
will be no problem, but I believe we are about to find out.”


Pointing his
finger toward the windshield, Zenobi indicated a cluster of black dots scattered
across the road at the furthest edge of their vision. The nearer they rolled
toward the horizon the clearer the shape of the objects became. A ramshackle
green building standing at the edge of the road came into focus first, followed
by several military vehicles pulled nose-to-nose across the macadam to form a
roadblock. One of the vehicles was an old halftrack with a wicked looking twin
barreled machinegun positioned behind the front passenger’s seat. Flying high
above the checkpoint was a red, green and blue tri-color flag sporting a gold
design in the middle. As Meles Zenobi and his passengers approached, four men
in military uniforms scrambled out of the guard post and manned their weapons. While
one of the men climbed into the halftrack and swung into position behind the 50
caliber machinegun, the other three raised ugly looking Kalashnikovs and
pointed them directly toward the nose of the oncoming truck. Rolling to a stop,
Zenobi turned to Beverley and Jason and forced a smile as two of the guards
came toward them.


“I go through
this all of the time. These people know me. Please try to remain calm. If you
appear nervous they may think we have something to hide.”


For ten
nail-biting minutes Zenobi and one of the guards shouted at each other in what
sounded to Jason like Arabic. First the guard shouted and then Zenobi shouted
back. Back and forth they went until finally they were shouting simultaneously.
At one point in the screaming contest Zenobi paused long enough to collect
Jason and Beverley’s passports and hand them, along with his own, to the
soldier. After a perfunctory look at Meles Zenobi’s papers, the guard examined
Beverley’s passport more closely, repeatedly looking from her photo to her face
and running his finger over the laminated photo looking for telltale signs of
tampering. Finally, after slipping Beverley’s passport to the bottom of the
small pile, he came to Jason’s. Looking at the dark blue cover with the
gold-embossed eagle in the center, his eyes grew huge as he shifted his gaze to
the interior of the lorry where Jason was doing his best to look at ease. Dropping
the passports into the dust the soldier jerked back the bolt on his
Kalashnikov, brought the butt to his shoulder and pointed the muzzle toward the
driver’s window. Jason had no idea what the man was screaming but in seconds
eight more soldiers streamed out of the guard shack and surrounded the truck
with weapons raised.


“Meles, what in
the hell is going on?” Jason was trying to remain calm enough to offer Beverley
some small degree of reassurance but he could feel the clammy sweat starting to
ooze down his sides and back.


“I am so sorry
Mr Jason, but it seems that because you are an American they think you are CIA.
They insist we get out so they can search us. How do you say it…the frisk?”


“You’re shitting
me.”


“I think we must
do as they say…and do so immediately or they may arrest us…or worse.”


As he fumbled
for the door handle, trying not to stare at the machineguns pointed at his
face, Jason’s primary thoughts were of the two small stones resting in the
pocket of his jeans. Looking so innocuous that any child might have gathered
them from the bank of any one of a thousand rivers anywhere on earth, the Urim and Thummim were more than the culmination of weeks of work, risk and
deprivation, they represented the world’s best hope for permanently thwarting
Morgana le Fay and the Dragon Lord’s attack on the planet. Earlier that morning
he had contemplated hiding them in a makeshift money belt tied around his
waist, under his jeans, but Beverley had convinced him that the simplest
approach was the best. Now, as he slowly opened the passenger’s door, careful
not to give the guards provocation to do something stupid, he let go of
Beverley’s hand, slid his hand deep in his pocked, slipped the stones out and
let them drop to the floor of the cab; two stones laying among a scattering of
sand, grit and other small pebbles. Waggling his hand, he tried to get Beverley
to see what he had done. He heard her mutter ‘yep’, just as his rump slid off
the seat and his feet hit the ground.


Before Jason
could turn around to help Beverley down from the lorry’s high seat, one of the
soldiers grabbed him by the shoulder, spun him violently around and
body-slammed him against the truck. With his face crushed against the hot metal
of the cargo box, held there by a machinegun pressed forcibly across his
shoulders, he could hear Beverley’s feet hit the surface of the road. When one
of the soldiers pressed the muzzle of an automatic pistol against his temple,
Jason heard Beverley let out a strangled scream as he gritted his teeth and
scrunched his eyes closed.


Amid a
continuous chorus of shouting and arguing the Eritrean guards systematically
stripped-searched Jason. First his shoes, then his jeans and tee shirt and
finally his underwear and socks; each item of clothing examined minutely for
any signs of whatever these men thought a CIA agent might be carrying. Finally,
exhausted, shaking and naked, the soldiers released him and simply walked away.
While Beverley talked Jason down from his emotional cliff and helped him dress,
Meles rescued their passports from the side of the road as one of the soldiers
climbed into the halftrack and backed it up just far enough to allow the
Mercedes truck to squeeze past.


Proceeding in an
uneasy, stricken silence, they were no more than two miles into Eritrea when
the road degenerated from a well-kept, smooth, black macadam highway into a
dusty, deeply rutted single lane path that seemed to wander aimlessly between a
range of high hills filling the eastern horizon and a bleak, rock-strewn
wasteland. Except for the equatorial heat, Jason could easily have convinced
himself that he was back in Mongolia with Merlin. Thoughts of Merlin prompted
Jason to pull out his mobile phone and turn it on. He had tried to reach Merlin
the night before but had gotten no answer at his flat in York. Beverley’s
suggestion that it might be taking Merlin longer to make his way home from
Heathrow Airport than he had planned seemed logical and Jason had shrugged it
off, but now he was anxious to tell Merlin they were finally on their way back
and that, despite the best efforts of the Eritrean armed forces, they were in
possession of the Urim and Thummim.


“I am sorry, Mr
Jason, but that will do you no good. Mobile telephones won’t work in Eritrea.”


Jason stared
hopefully at the tiny screen but when he could not find any signal bars he
sighed and slipped the phone back in his pocket.


“The Eritrean
dictator is very paranoid. He will not allow any relay towers or internet
connections in the country – except in government ministries –
because he is afraid that his people are plotting against him.”


“And are they?”


“Oh, my yes. Constantly.
Eritrea is a terrible place. The average income here is less than one US dollar
per day, per person and everywhere there is great repression. Who would
willingly stay in a horrible place like this?”


For the next
five hours Jason and Beverley had nothing to hold their attention except the
barren, scorched Eritrean countryside. Every few miles they drove through what
apparently passed for a town or village. Collections of mud brick huts with
roofs made of corrugated metal lined the main road and shimmered in the heat,
while in the distance behind them stood the less prosperous parts of town,
tumble-down hovels seemingly built from whatever material the inhabitant had
scrounged from alongside the road and across the desert floor. Occasionally
they would see a scrawny, malnourished villager or a child so skinny they
appeared almost like a stick drawing, wander aimlessly from one building to
another with a listless shuffle that reminded Jason of characters in a bad
zombie movie. There were no crop fields, no animal enclosures, not even a
rudimentary store or shop to provide the most basic necessities to those who
lived here. The overall effect was less that of established communities and
more like some make-shift refugee camp cobbled together along the road to hell.
All in all it was the most depressing day either Jason or Beverley could
remember and it was with an overwhelming sense of relief that Meles pointed
toward another guard post straddling the road in the far distance.


While Meles
Zenobi argued with the border guard, Jason tapped Beverley on the arm and
pointed to the distant horizon. There, beyond a billboard proclaiming that they
were about to enter Djibouti, was the jagged skyline of a real city. There were
even a few tall buildings reaching skyward, their bases rooted in a landscape
sprinkled with dots of green. Even the road improved dramatically; only a few
hundred feet ahead of them the bumpy, rutted dirt road was again replaced by a
smooth, black ribbon highlighted by cheerful yellow lines. Unfortunately, as
had happened earlier, the screaming match between Zenobi and the guard took a
turn for the worse. As the tension built, Jason patted his pocket, reassuring
himself that the Urim and Thummim were safe but he remained ready
to drop them on the floor of the cab again if necessary.


Within minutes
negotiations broke down and the guard pushed the barrel of a shiny new AK47
through the open window and against the side of Meles Zenobi’ face. The instant
the rifle came up to eyelevel, Meles, Jason and Beverley’s hands shot into the
air signaling their surrender and compliance. For nearly half an hour a gaggle
of guards swarmed over, under and around the lorry. They banged on the tires,
examined the undercarriage, pulled the seat loose from the floor and inspected
every corner of the cargo area, opening the half-dozen small boxes it contained
and scattering their contents across the floor. Even the tool box was
overturned, its contents kicked across the floor of the cargo compartment. Finally,
when they were convinced that Meles and his passengers were not conspiring to
bring down the government of Eritrea with a tire iron they allowed them to
return to the lorry and handed their passports to the driver. With a loud sigh
of relief Meles passed Jason and Beverley their passports, rolled up the window
and pulled forward.


“What the hell
was that all about, Meles? This morning they thought I was a spy, now they
didn’t give a crap about me, they only wanted to tear your truck apart.”


“They thought we
were smuggling people out of the country. You see, no one is allowed to leave
Eritrea. The government does not trust the people but it cannot allow them to
leave; for if there were no people, then they would have no one to hate and
oppress. Escape from Eritrea is punishable by imprisonment – sometimes
for decades – but no one lives that long in an Eritrean prison.”


“That is just so
sick.”


“True, Mr Jason,
but it is a fact. It is best not to dwell on such depressing things. Let us now
continue on to Djibouti.”


The broad smile
returned to Meles’ elfin face as they rolled past the brightly colored sign
which welcomed them to Djibouti in six different languages. And the further
into the tiny city-state they drove the more impressed Beverley and Jason
became. Wedged between the lawless anarchy of Somalia to the southeast, the
crushing police state of Eritrea to the north, the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean
to the east and Ethiopia – its closest ally - to the west, the Republic
of Djibouti was the most cosmopolitan seaport in all Africa. Shipping tens of
millions of tons of goods into and out of the horn of Africa, the port of
Djibouti gave the immediate impression of being a place where ancient Africa
collided head-on with the twenty-first century but where each tradition
maintained a polite respect for the other.


As Meles
navigated his way smoothly through the suburbs and into the heart of the
metropolitan area, he swerved and dodged, ducking donkey carts, Rolls Royce and
Mercedes limousines, caravans of bleating camels, sub-compact cars, herds of
goats, taxi cabs and everywhere hoards of people scurrying into, and out of,
thousands of tiny shops that lined every street and roadway. Where no store
fronts were available, merchants simply pitched a gaudy umbrella on the
sidewalk and hawked their wares from the tiny patch of shade. Neither Jason nor
Beverley had ever seen so much commerce being carried out on so many levels; on
the sidewalk in front of the local headquarters of international banks,
jewelers and spice merchants appeared to be doing every bit as much business as
the conglomerates towering above their heads.


“Get a lot of
smuggling here, Meles?”


Meles threw back
his head and roared with laughter. “I see you have already discovered the key
to Djibouti’s success, Mr Jason. Yes, yes, this is where the Somali pirates
come to sell their booty. It is also Ethiopia’s only port and thousands of
ships from every nation pass through here every year, so it is hardly
surprising that sometimes little things fall out of the ships’ holds and end up
in the market place. It is also a good place for those, like yourselves, who
find themselves in a less than comfortable position with the law.”


Jason shifted
awkwardly in his seat before answering. When he finally spoke it was with an
obvious effort to divert the subject from his fugitive status. “Yeah, well,
umm, they must be doing something right here, because it sure looks happier
than anyplace else I’ve seen in Africa.”


“Oh, my, yes. The
people of Djibouti have very great success. And because Somalia and Eritrea
both rely on Djibouti’s shipping port they do not attack it and keep away
anyone who might interfere with Djibouti’s unique trade policies. This may be
the safest place in the world.”


“I can see that”
Jason said as he stared out the window ogling a sidewalk vendor standing next
to a display of shimmering gold jewelry. With thousands of dollars in wares
spread across a brightly stripped blanket the man was apparently unconcerned
that he might be robbed by any casual passersby.


Meles gestured
broadly toward the bright array of shops and stalls lining the streets in every
direction for as far as the eye could see.


“I would love to
take the time to show you around. I have a cousin here who could get you the
very best deals on almost anything your heart might desire, but we must get to
the sea front. My friend’s boat will be leaving with the evening tide and the
next ferry to Yemen will not leave until the morning after tomorrow. If you do
not go now you will be forced to remain here for another full day.” Then, after
a pause “Of course, it is up to you.”


“No. No. We need
to leave before the Ethiopian police decide to extend their search into
Djibouti.”


“And of course,
the ferry port would be the first place they will look. Which is why I arranged
alternative transportation with my friend, Pierre.”


“Ok. So let’s go
meet this friend of yours.”


The section of
Djibouti’s harbor front allocated to the local fishing fleet stood only a
fraction of a mile north of one of the vast, sprawling container yards where
thousands upon thousands of twenty and forty foot shipping containers stood
stacked in neat rows, towering four, five and six containers high, for as far
as the eye could see. Now and again, a four-story-tall crane could be seen
lifting a brightly painted container from the endless pile, swinging it out
over the edge of a dock and lowering it gently into the hold of a waiting ship.
Beyond the last crane, and the last row of containers, the paved road gave way
to a wide gravel lane running parallel to the rocky shoreline.


Less than a mile
from the container yard, jutting outward into the bay, pointing their slender
bodies toward the late evening horizon, floated rows of wooden docks; and to
each of these were tied several dozen small boats, some no more than a twelve
foot motorboat and some as large as sixty feet in length. After pulling his
lorry off the road, Meles jumped down from the cab and called for Jason and
Beverley to follow. Minutes later they halted near the far end of a
hundred-foot-long pier that bobbed and dipped with the gentle movement of the
water. In front of them was a sixty foot wooden craft painted in the most
tasteless combination of blues, greens and yellow that Jason could possibly
imagine. From the rear deck sprouted two, thirty foot booms designed to lower
fishing nets into the water.


Meles stood on
the dock and called out a greeting once, and then a second time, before a head
appeared in the pilot house towering high above the main deck. Following a
quick wave, the man climbed down and marched across the deck to the railing,
calling and motioning them to come aboard. As the distance between them closed,
the man bounded down the gangplank grinning, before grabbing Meles in a massive
bear hug. When Meles finally extracted himself from the embrace he stepped back
and motioned Jason and Beverley forward.


“This is my
friend, Pierre Omar Ismail, the owner and captain of this fine ship. Pierre,
this is Miss Beverley and Mr Jason; they will be making the crossing with you
tonight.”


The tall,
strikingly handsome man who smiled, bowed perfunctorily and shook their hands
could not have been more than thirty years old and looked more Caribbean than
African. His chiseled features and long, straight nose were set off by a
massive mop of shoulder length dreadlocks that bounced and bobbed with the
slightest movement of his head. When he spoke his accent held more than a trace
of French.


“Welcome to my
humble boat, Mademoiselle and Monsieur. Please to come aboard.”


“Pierre, I must
leave now and I entrust these nice young people’s wellbeing into your care.”


Only one step
onto the gangplank, the skipper turned around and stared at Meles. “You do not
even stay long enough to share a cordial drink with us, Meles?” Clutching a
hand to his chest in mock pain, he groaned “You strike me to the heart mon ami. What have I done to offend you
so?”


While Jason and
Beverley turned back to say goodbye to the man who had escorted them through
the hostile wastes of Eritrea, Meles smiled, waved and nodded his head.


“I am so sorry,
Pierre. I truly am, but I must return home and I want to stop at the cloth
market and make purchases to pay for my trip.” Nodding and winking, he added
“And I think a bolt of nice cloth for my wife would be a wise investment, as
well.” Shifting his gaze to Jason and Beverley he winked again. “But I think I
shall return home by way of Addis Ababa, don’t you agree?”


Remaining on the
gangplank of the trawler until Meles retraced his steps halfway along the
length of the floating dock, Jason and Beverley were prompted back to reality
by Pierre’s voice descending from the deck above.


“Come, please. Allez, allez viens.”


Pointing to a
cluster of folding lawn chairs scattered around the rear deck as he moved away
from them, heading toward a low door beneath the pilot house, the captain
instructed his passengers to make themselves comfortable. By the time he
returned a few minutes later the ship’s engines were thrumming steadily, making
the wooden deck vibrate gently.


“We will be
leaving in a few minutes; I want to catch the crest of the evening tide.” Then,
pointing toward a built-in bench along one gunwale he grinned and said “Under
that cushion you will find many refreshing drinks; beer, wine, whatever. Help
yourself, S'il vous plaît. I will
join you once we are at sea.”


Grinning and
nodding, Jason sprang from his seat and dove toward the cooler, extracting a
beer for himself and a split of sparkling wine cooler for Beverley. Turning his
head toward Pierre Ismail’s back as it descended the stairs, he shouted “Thanks
much, captain, you’re a life saver.”


Twenty minutes
later, after the sun had descended below the western horizon in a blaze of
scarlet and orange fire, the boat backed out of its mooring and slipped
alongside a rusty old freighter as it pulled out of the harbor, heading into
the Gulf of Aden. Nearly an hour later the freighter started into a long,
gentle turn to the south and the trawler separated itself from its escort,
adjusting its course slightly toward the east-northeast. Now, traveling in
almost total darkness, Captain Ismail turned on a small map light in the pilot
house and a low wattage floodlight aimed toward the rear deck; a very small
island of pale light in the immensity of a very dark ocean. After checking his
watch, Ismail turned around, backed down the ladder and strode across the deck,
extracting a bottle of dark red wine from the cooler and flinging himself into
a deck chair with an audible sigh.


“So, Mademoiselle Beverley and Monsieur Jason, my dear friend Meles
tells me you are having quite the adventure. Police chasing you, some secret
dealings with the Coptic Church, dead bodies in hotels. Is this so?”


“Yeah, I’m afraid
so.”


“Tres bienne. How MARVELOUS” Pierre
shouted. “You must tell me all about it. I want all the details. But first, I
see that the Mademoiselle’s drink is
empty. Here, let me refresh you both and then you must tell me all of your
great adventures.”


Over the next
hour, with many diversions, switchbacks and sidetracks, Jason and Beverley
offered a heavily expurgated version of how they came to be fugitives from the
Ethiopian police. The disk and the Urim
and Thummim were carefully left out
and the gaps in the story did not fool their skipper for one minute.


“That is not, I
think, quite all of the story, but I understand and respect your discretion.” Throwing
his hands in the air in a sign of surrender and cocking his head to one side,
he continued. “But, still, I think it must be a wonderful story if it put the
much esteemed Fr Marcos so much into your debt that he arranged your escape.”


“You know Fr
Marcos?”


“Let us say that
I know of him. He is a Copt and I am Roman Catholic, but his reputation is
known by everyone in the horn of Africa. He sees almost no one and grants
favors to even fewer, so if he has helped you elude the police and smuggle you
out of the country, you must be very important people, indeed.”


“Oh” Jason
almost shouted, his mind spurred suddenly to action. “Excuse me for a minute,
captain. I have to make a call to a friend.” Hoisting his tired rump from the
chair he extracted his phone and switched it on, scrolling through his speed
dial, searching for the land line at his flat.


“That will do
you no good out here, Monsieur. There
are no relay towers on the sea.”


“Damn.”


For the first
time since Ismail rejoined them, Beverley spoke. “Just out of curiosity, how
far out do you have to be before you start fishing, Captain Ismail?”


“S'il vous plaît, call me Pierre.” Offering
a smile followed by a long pull on his bottle of wine, he added, almost as an
afterthought. “And the answer to your question is that it depends upon what it
is that I am fishing for.”


“And what are
you fishing for tonight?”


“Tonight, Mademoiselle Beverley, I already have my
catch.”


Now confused,
Beverley looked at Jason who just shrugged and turned to stare at Ismail.


“I see you do
not understand. My cargo tonight is you - both of you.”


As their host
offered a toothy grin, tiny alarm bells started going off in Jason’s head. Was
this man somehow one of Morgana’s agents? Were they being Shanghaied or
kidnapped? Jason could feel his muscles tense, ready for whatever weird turn
the situation might be about to take.


Laughing, Ismail
raised his hands in the air, waving them back and forth.


“Please, Mademoiselle and Monsieur, do not be alarmed. Possibly you do not understand. Did
Meles not explain to you?” Then, shaking his tousled head and rising from his
seat, he continued. “Here, follow me, S'il
vous plaît.”


Walking across
the deck a few paces to a large hatch cover, Ismail raised the lid to expose
the depths of the gaping, black hold of the ship and the first few steps of a
ladder leading downward into the darkness. Stepping onto the ladder and
descending a few steps he reached out and flipped a switch, illuminating the
sixty-foot-long cargo hold.


“Come, come.” Not
waiting for a response, he descended to the deck below. Hesitantly, Jason
followed, determined that if he was forced to fight it would be a lot safer in
an enclosed space where he could at least be assured that he wouldn’t wind up
being pitched into the depths of the Indian Ocean. As his head descended to
deck level, he whispered to Beverley. “You stay here. If this goes bad, you
slam that hatch lid and don’t let him out.”


Below decks, the
hold was lined from bow to stern with twin storage bins, one attached to each
side of the ship’s hull. Between the bins ran a walkway just wide enough for a
man to move the length of the ship. Each bin was piled high with ice packed
tightly around thousands and thousands of fish.


“I don’t
understand.” Jason looked up and down the hold. “Why didn’t you unload your
catch in Djibouti?”


Smiling, Ismail
pulled one of the fish out of the ice and tossed it to Jason. The fish had no
weight and only a cursory examination showed that it wasn’t a real fish at all,
but a plastic stage prop.


“What the hell
is this?”


Pierre Ismail
chuckled and kicked the side of one of the bins which should have been filled
with ice and fish. At the touch of his foot the sidewall of the bin popped open
to reveal a vast, empty storage compartment running the length of the ship. While
Jason stood staring in confusion, Ismail took the plastic fish from his hand,
jammed it back into the ice and pointed toward the ladder.


“Please to
proceed. I will follow.”


When they were
back on deck and Ismail had refreshed their drinks, he explained.


“You see, like
many men in Djibouti, I am a smuggler. Sometimes I move one thing, sometimes I
move another. It all depends upon what is available and what needs to be moved
from one place to the other.”


A small light
bulb came on inside Jason’s head.


“Oh, now I see. The
fake fish makes it look like you have a catch and you use the bins to hide your
real stuff.”


“Close. You see,
I never use the storage compartments either. They would be too easily
discovered, n'est-ce pas? When the
naval patrol stops me, the first place they search is the hold; they see
instantly that the fish are not real, so then they look for secret
compartments. So that I do not make them disappointed, I provide secret
compartments for them to find. When they see that the compartments are empty,
they go away and leave me in peace.”


Beverley’s brow
wrinkled in confusion and Jason rubbed his temples. “Now I’m completely
confused. So where do you put your real cargo?”


“In the fishing
nets, but of course. That way I can haul my cargo beneath the boat and if I am
intercepted I simply cut it loose and let it sink to the bottom rather than
risk being arrested and possibly going to prison.”


“And they’ve
never caught on?”


Ismail shrugged
a great, Galic shrug. “It is a game. They play their part, I play mine,
everyone is happy. The crime is not so much in smuggling, but in being stupid
enough to get caught. So that is my story, and tonight you are my cargo. N'est-ce pas?”


Now, rather than
frightened, Beverley looked concerned. “Look, Captain Pierre, this is a really
brilliant thing you’re doing for us, but who’s paying for your boat and your time?”


“It is of no
consequence Mademoiselle. Meles has
done many favors for me in the past and I am happy to do this small thing for
him.”


“At least let us
chip in on the fuel.”


“A gentleman
should never accept money from a lady, but as you put it so delicately, it
would be deeply impolite of me to refuse.”


The rest of the
night passed in quiet, mellow conversation and by the time the first fingers of
dawn crept across the gleaming green surface of the Gulf of Aden, Ismail’s
trawler was chugging into the port side of Aden’s harbor. Now nearly
twenty-four hours without sleep, both Jason and Beverley felt shaky with
exhaustion and woozy after a night of drinking, but they mustered the last of
their energy to scramble off the boat and onto the pier.


“And remember
what I told you, Mademoiselle and Monsieur. Do not take a hotel too near
the docks. Take a cab, go into the city, eat and then sleep. You will feel much
better in a few hours.”


“Thanks for the
help, Pierre.”


“No thanks are
necessary. Be safe and Dieu soient sur
vous – May God be with you.”


“Come on, babe. Let’s
find a place to crash. I know I should try calling Merlin, but I’m just too
tired. I’ll do it later when I can find my brains.”
















Chapter Nineteen



 

“I know you’re
worried about Merlin - I’m worried about him too, but ringing your flat every
two minutes isn’t going to make him come home any faster.”


Beverley laid a
calming hand on Jason’s uplifted mobile phone and pressed it down toward his
lap. When she felt the tension drain out of his rigid fingers and the tight
muscles in his arm relax she gave his fingers a perfunctory squeeze and laid
her hand on top of his to keep him from automatically raising the phone and
dialing again. Now, deprived of anything to occupy his thoughts, he sat with
unfocused eyes, staring blankly through the train window. The fact that spring
had returned to England during his weeks of absence escaped him entirely; the
soft green shoots of new grass and tiny, budding leaves on the trees made no
impression on his distant, preoccupied mind. Inside his head he couldn’t decide
which was more frustrating and confusing, the fact that Merlin’s absence was so
obviously wrong, or the fact that because he did not have the vaguest idea what
might have happened to his friend, he was completely unable to formulate any
kind of a plan that might help him deal with the situation.


Jason had not
thought much about his inability to contact Merlin during the long morning they
spent hanging idly around the airport in Yemen before catching their flight
back to England. Merlin wasn’t a prisoner and he was allowed to come and go as
he pleased. Later, during the flight itself, the use of mobile telephones was
prohibited, but Jason comforted himself with the thought that by the time they
landed at Heathrow, Merlin would have returned to the flat. Almost immediately
upon landing Jason had begun calling and now, three hours and connecting rail
trips from Heathrow to King’s Cross Station and from King’s Cross half way to
York, he had been frantically pounding the buttons on his mobile phone. He had
reached the point of being simultaneously furious at Merlin and frantic about
the old man’s safety.


“If we would
have just had your car we could have at least gone looking for him.”


“Jason, we’ve
already talked about this. I left my car at St Lawrence’s church when Merlin
and I stole the disk.”


“Maybe we should
have gone to West Wycombe and got your car.”


“After Merlin
and I made off with Morgana’s van and the disk I don’t think we could even get
close to the place. She probably has a whole flock of her knuckle-dragging yobs
crawling through every inch of the caves, all around the hill and probably all
over the village.”


“But maybe
Merlin went back there.”


Beverley was so
exhausted from the endless rounds of ‘what if’ and ‘maybe’ conversations that
she had to force herself not to snap at Jason.


“Why would he go
back there before we got back with the stones? That’s what this whole thing has
been about since the start, finding the key to close the dragon gate. For Merlin
to go back to the cave empty handed wouldn’t make any sense at all, and he just
doesn’t do things without a good reason.”


“I know.” Beverley
could tell by the look on Jason’s face that he was grasping at straws, trying
to find some logical reason for Merlin’s failure to answer the phone. “Maybe
Morgana found him somehow and kidnapped him.”


“And if that
happened – which I doubt – she would probably have found him at
home; so the most logical place to start looking is back at your flat. Right?”


“Yeah. I guess
you’re right.”


She patted his
hand again and leaned over to give him a small, comforting peck on the cheek. “Then
we’re doing the right thing. We’re going back to your flat and that’s the most
logical place to start looking for him – or at least it’s the best place
to look for clues to tell us where he might have gone.”


When their train
finally pulled in to the rail station at York, Jason insisted they take a taxi
to his flat on St Mary’s rather than make the twenty minute walk through the
center of the city. Even then, as the taxi wound its way up Parliament Street,
Jason was frantically dialing the number of his land line which was now less
than a mile away. Even before the cab pulled over to the edge of the road Jason
had one hand on the door handle, the other one still holding the ringing phone
firmly against the side of his head. Inside the taxi Beverley sighed and paid
the driver before following Jason up the path to the house where he had left
the outer door standing ajar. At the top of the stairs she could hear the sound
of his footsteps filtering out of the little student flat he shared with
Merlin, so she knew he had left the door to the main room open as well. Inside,
standing in the middle of the combination living room-dining room-kitchenette, Jason
was still holding the phone in one hand but was now making a slow, distracted
circumnavigation of the room, looking for any evidence of Merlin’s return.


As she walked
past Jason, Beverley didn’t say a word but brushed one hand slowly across his
upper arm. From the bedroom door she studied her surroundings. Piles of ancient
scrolls and manuscripts lay scattered across the floor and piled under the old
kitchen table which served as a desk. On the desk, Merlin’s antique scrying
glass stood upright, leaning against the pile of books, exactly where it had
been for most of the last seven months. Although there were maps and books
spread out on the table around it, they appeared to be the same ones she and
Merlin had been poring over before they went to West Wycombe to intercept
Morgana’s men and steal the communicating disk. After a few moments of staring
blankly at the desk, Beverley walked back to the main room where Jason stood
with his back to her, hands on his hips, shaking his head.


“Jason, I don’t
think Merlin ever came back here after he and I went to the caves and stole the
disk.”


Whirling around,
eyebrows knitted together in a confused scowl, Jason stared at her for a long
minute before he spoke. “I don’t think so either, babe. There aren’t even any dirty
dishes in the sink.” Motioning Beverley toward the battered sofa, Jason plopped
down, threw his head back and let out an exhausted sigh. “We have to figure
this out; I need you to tell me again, where, exactly, was the last place you
saw him at Heathrow and what did he say to you when you left him?”


* * *


The first thing
Merlin was aware of was a shrieking headache as sharp and unforgiving as
icepicks driven into his temples. It hurt too bad to open his eyes so, as he
slowly regained consciousness, he kept them pressed shut while he concentrated
on taking stock of his overall physical condition. When he tried to move his
limbs he discovered two things; first, the searing pain was not limited to his
head - it flowed and pulsed through every nerve and muscle of his body. Second
– as he began to separate one kind of pain from another – he
realized he was bound in a sitting position. His hands were tied behind him and
he could feel the edges of the back of some kind of a chair rubbing painfully
against the inner surface of his forearms. His ankles were tied as well,
probably to the legs of the chair. He was also restrained around the waist and
chest. As his senses slowly returned and the worst of the pain subsided, he
felt a cool draft moving through the air, playing with his ankles beneath the
edge of his long gown. Feeling slightly refreshed by the tiny breeze, he
realized that since his first seconds of consciousness he had been aware of a
barely audible sound, the soft gurgling noise made by moving water, and it was
somewhere not far from where he sat. Where was he? How had he gotten here? His
mind and body were too racked with pain for him to think. Memory would
undoubtedly come back when he was able to think clearly and take stock of his
surroundings.


Eventually,
after several failed attempts to open his eyes, Merlin was able to bring his
immediate surroundings into focus. There was dirt at his feet - a dirt floor. And
a few feet in front of him was the edge of a dark river. Finally he raised his
head but had to lower it again when his eyes met the glaring light of a row of
exposed incandescent bulbs strung from the ceiling. Still, he had seen enough
to reorient himself and bring memory flooding back. He was in the cavern at the
end of the Hellfire cave, and no more than three feet in front of him the River
Styx gurgled its way toward the opposite end of the cave where it disappeared
and continued along its subterranean course.


Raising his head
and leaning it back Merlin could feel the hard rock wall behind him. Then,
twisting his head slightly to the left, he opened his eyes again. A few feet
away was the entry to the tunnel leading back toward the round dining room and
the outside world. That was where the draft was coming from; fresh air
traveling along the tunnel. Judging from his proximity to the tunnel and the
river he must be very close to the end of the invisible bridge. That meant the
illusory rock wall hiding the entrance to the dragon gate must be almost
directly across the river from where he sat. At least he knew where he was. What
might have struck him hard enough to knock him out and how he ended up tied to
this chair was unimportant at the moment. The only thing that mattered now was
getting loose. Sometime later – possibly after another short bout of
unconsciousness – he awoke to the soft sound of feet traveling toward him
down the long corridor. Merlin raised his head, determined to appear as
dignified as possible. A moment later, Morgana le Fay stepped out of the
corridor, a malignant grin distorting her perfect, heart-shaped face.


“Well, well,
well. Ring around the rosy, a pocket full of spears. Come to finish our little
game, old man? It certainly took you long enough to get here. I’ve been waiting
ever so long to see you again; but what’s a millennia or so among old friends?”


Merlin managed
to pull himself erect and return her steady gaze with what he hoped would look
like calm equanimity. “You don’t frighten me, Morgana.”


“Really?” Her
perfectly arched eyebrows shot upward and she pulled her head back. “Well you
certainly frighten me; you’re so damned ugly you make my gums ache.” Then,
leaning down to bring her face within inches of his ear, she hissed, “You’ve
caused me centuries of frustration by keeping the dragon gate closed with your
spells, old man. And if that weren’t bad enough, over the past six months you
sabotaged my entire computer system, you destroyed my heroin processing plant,
you killed my pet dragon and finally you stole the disk to my communicating
system. You’ve been a very, very bad boy.”


“Good. And one
way or another I am going to stop you permanently.”


“Not in your
condition, you’re not. And certainly not while I have you tied to a chair. How
do you feel, by the way? Still have that searing pain and those muscle spasms?”
Merlin glared at her but refused to give her the satisfaction of letting her
see how much pain he was actually in. “What you have been experiencing over the
last twelve hours is the result of being tagged with what is properly known as
an X26 long-range Taser. The US Army developed it, clever lads. It has a range
of nearly two hundred feet and can be fired from any standard twelve bore
shotgun; the one that hit you was buried in the wall of the cave – that’s
why you didn’t see it when you came in.” Walking back and forth in front of her
prisoner, Morgana warmed to her lecture with all the enthusiasm of a sales rep
giving their best pitch to a ripe customer with a fat wallet. “Would you like a
review of what you’ve been experiencing? Severe and uncontrollable muscle
spasms, pain throughout the muscle and nervous system, complete loss of bladder
control and general disorientation. The pain must be incredibly intense since
the United Nations classifies being hit by the X26 as torture. So, how am I
doing so far?”


“I am not going
to play your little game.”


Now on a roll,
Morgana ignored Merlin and continued as though she had a thoroughly enraptured
audience. “I’ll give you one thing, magus, you certainly are a tough old
geezer. Most professional soldiers in top physical condition would be telling
me anything I wanted to know and a dozen things I didn’t, after being hit with
an X26. It’s a shame all that bravery didn’t do you any good at the end of the
game, isn’t it? As much as I would love to just get it over with and kill you
right now - so I could let my friends lose - there are a few things I really do
need to know. After all these centuries a few more days one way or the other
won’t make any difference at all.” Pulling herself up straight and crossing her
arms over her shapely chest she glared at Merlin. “Now I want some
information.”


“Well, you won’t
get it. Not from me.”


“Oh, I will. By
hook or by crook, I’ll get every last bit of information I want out of you. So
now let’s play twenty questions, shall we? First question: how did you and that
boy make yourselves invisible to my scrying glass? No one has ever been able to
do that before and knowing how you did it would be a brilliant addition to my
little store of curious facts.”


After a moment
of mutual silence ticked off by the soft puffing sound of Morgana tapping her
foot on the dirt floor, she finally leaned forward, her face again only inches
from Merlin’s. “No? That’s Ok. I have a lot more questions where that one came
from. Let’s take a different tack and try this one: What was pretty-boy doing
in Africa?”


When Merlin
refused to give her the satisfaction of even looking at her, Morgana cocked her
arm and slapped him as hard as she could across the face with the back of her
hand; the sharp, snapping sound echoing off the walls of the cave.


“Ok, you old
troll. Let’s try a really easy one. Where is my bloody DISK?”


Merlin refused
to acknowledge the question.


“I know you took
it. My men found the van at Heathrow Airport so I know you had help. Curiously
it couldn’t have been your boy Jason. He was off in Africa playing with the fuzzi-wuzzis,
but I have this gnawing feeling that he was somehow involved. You may not know
it but I sent agents all the way to Ethiopia to get some answers out of that
young man but the blundering fools lost him at his hotel in Addis Ababa. Still,
I know all these threads will eventually come together somehow and they all
relate back to my communicator. Now, since I don’t have time to run all over
Africa looking for clues, why don’t you save us both a lot of time – and
yourself a whole world of pain – and just answer this one small question
for me. WHERE THE FUCK IS MY DISK?”


Finally Merlin
looked up, a smile squeezing its way around the trickle of blood oozing from
the corner of his mouth. “You can’t let them out until you have the disk, can
you?”


“Oh, I can. Let’s
just say they aren’t the kind of people you want to spring surprises on. I’ll
let them out without notifying them if I have to, but I’d really rather not. So
why don’t you play nice, tell me where the disk is and then remove the spell so
I can open the gate?”


Merlin allowed
himself a deep, throaty chuckle. “I’m not going to help you, Morgana. Even if
you haven’t learned anything else over all these centuries, you should know that
much. My mind is still strong enough to resist any torture you can think up.”


“Don’t try to
teach your granny to suck eggs, old man. I know more about strength of will
than you could ever know. I’ve been out here fighting to rebuild my kingdom
while you were wiling away the centuries in your warm little nest. So now I’m
going tell you something you may not have learned in the months since that boy
let you out of your little sphere, old man. Are you ready? Well here it is: A
lot has changed over the last sixteen centuries and the world has completely
passed you by.


“We do things
differently now than we did in your day. Nobody but the barbarians at the
American CIA still use physical torture, and as much as I might enjoy tearing
your withered old carcass limb from limb – and believe me, I would enjoy
it - we have much more effective ways of extracting information in the
twenty-first century. I have an entire cornucopia of drugs that can cause you
more pain than you could ever imagine existed, and not a single one of them
leaves so much as a bruise. I have drugs that will make a man betray his own
mother in exchange for one sip of water and others that will totally and
permanently incapacitate the human body while leaving the mind perfectly
intact. And I can make any one of those conditions…or all of them…last for the
rest of your miserable life.


“And after you
have told me everything I want to know, I would love to leave you powerless and
mindless, to wither away slowly in some insane asylum, but since you won’t be
nice and release the spell on the gate, I’m just going to have to kill you. Oh,
let’s be completely honest, shall we? I’m going to kill you no matter what you
do – and for no other reason than because I’m going to enjoy it so damn
much.


“Myrddin Emrys
ap Morfryn, you despicable creature, you are out of date, out of touch and now,
at long last, you are out of time.”


Morgana had been
leaning closer and closer to Merlin as she spoke. Now she pulled back,
straightening to her full height, and stared down at his impassive face. After
a moment she opened her shapely mouth into a huge ‘o’ and laid one hand to her
cheek in a campy, theatrical gesture of surprise. “Gracious, where are my
manners? You came here looking for something, didn’t you? And how dreadfully
rude of me not to have shown it to you.”


When Merlin
raised his eyes to look at her, Morgana removed the hand from her face and
pointed across the cave, to the wall on the opposite shore of the dark river.


“By your lack of
surprise I see you even located the entrance to the passageway. Oh, God, how
divine. You were so damn close you actually found it, and now you don’t have
the slightest chance of sealing it permanently. How delicious. Well, you’ve
been such a good sport about the whole thing, the least I can do is show it to
you.”


Raising her
hands, palms outward, thumbs touching, Morgana le Fay slowly spread her fingers
apart as though she were opening a fan. As the area encompassed by her hands
increased, the artificially created area of wall began to shimmer, slowly
fading away to nothingness, leaving in its place only an intense blackness that
appeared to be more of an absence of matter than an actual hole in the rock
wall.


“There you are,
my dear. Now, isn’t that lovely? It will give you something to ponder while I’m
away. And if you are really, really lucky, I might even leave your rotting
carcass here so you have a front row seat when my friends come through. You can
serve as a very small aperitif for the first one through the gate. But enough
of these pleasantries. It really is my time to be off.” Turning away, she took
a single step toward the tunnel entrance before turning back and leaning down
so that her crimson lips were less than an inch from Merlin’s ear. “And now I’m
going to leave you alone for a while to ponder all the wonderful things I’ve
told you. I always find the drugs act more quickly and more effectively when
the victim has had time to let the prospect of what’s going to happen to them
sink in.”


Morgana swept
out of the cave, retreating along the rough-hewn passageway, whistling ‘Who’s
Afraid of the Big, Bad Wolf’.


Alone at last,
Merlin was simply glad for the relief of not having Morgana gloating and
harping at him. Every fiber of his body still ached horribly and his head was
pounding. After taking a few minutes to marshal his energies and calm his
burning muscles and nerve endings, he felt strong enough to assess his
surroundings - the first step in planning his escape. Surveying the length and
width of the cavern he examined the point where the river flowed out of the
rock wall, escaping from its hidden course deep underground and into the
short-lived freedom of the cave.


At the other end
of the cavern he strained to see the point where it again disappeared back into
the ground beneath West Wycombe hill. Neither of these points of egress seemed
to offer any immediate opportunities for escape. During the ensuing hours spent
in minute inspection of his surroundings, Merlin’s eyes were repeatedly drawn
back to the yawning nothingness of the dragon gate.


The sheer
absence of matter that revealed itself at the mouth of the gate seemed to be a
malignant, living thing; hungry, needful and deeply disturbing. It was during
one of his repeated examinations of the gateway which his powers had held
closed for so very, very long, that he spotted a rat scurrying along the point
where the wall of the cave met the floor. When he reached out to the small
rodent with his mind it stopped, rose on its haunches and stared myopically
across the watery gulf separating them.


“Hello. Don’t be
afraid. I won’t hurt you. I saw you in the catacombs when I was here with Jason
and Beverley, didn’t I?”


The rat remained
upright and attentive, curious about the mind that had invaded its own.


“Come over
here.”


The little creature
approached the edge of the river, scurrying back and forth, squealing,
unwilling to commit itself to a fight with the current for fear it might be
swept away. When it reached the point on the river bank where the invisible
bridge stood, he spoke again.


“There. Stop
there. That’s right. Now put out one foot. See, you didn’t fall into the water.
Now come across.”


Minutes later
the rat had scampered across the bridge, scurried up the rough cloth of
Merlin’s gown and was perched on his knee, staring intently at his face. For
long, careful minutes Merlin programmed the rodent’s tiny brain, staring into
its beady black eyes, telling it everything he needed it to know. Finally, as
the sound of feet came shuffling along the dusty tunnel leading into the cave,
Merlin sent the rodent scampering back across the river where it disappeared
into a tiny crack in the rock.


“Wakey, wakey,
you old sleepy head.”


Morgana leaned
her head around the corner of the tunnel entrance, a huge grin plastered across
her shapely mouth.


“I have a big
surprise for you.”


Stepping into
the cave, she extended a hand holding a small, ornately worked silver tray
containing a number of hypodermic needles filled with a variety of different
colored fluids. In her other hand was a delicately carved, three-legged table. Placing
the table in front of her, she set the tray on it with a flourish and made a
deep bow.


“Your imminent
demise has been served, sir. May I be so bold as to suggest a first course?” Picking
up one of the hypodermics, she held it aloft, depressing the plunger just far
enough to force a few drops out of the needle. “I think you will find this to
be a delightful little number, sir, excruciating yet subtle in its assault on
the central nervous system.”


Approaching
Merlin, she jammed the needle roughly into his arm through the coarse, dirty
cloth of his sleeve, murmuring a line from the Pink Floyd song ‘Comfortably
Numb’. “Relax. Just a little pinprick, but you may feel a little sick.”


Drawing herself
erect, she replaced the empty hypo on the tray. Crossing her arms and cocking
her head to one side, she watched Merlin’s face as the color slowly drained
away. In a matter of seconds she could see the muscles tighten in his cheeks as
he gritted his teeth against the encroaching effects of the drug. As the
chemicals cascaded through his system, she muttered to herself “What a world,
what a world. So many questions and so little time.” Then, leaning down close
to Merlin’s ear, she giggled and said “Is anybody in there? Just nod if you can
hear me. Is there anyone at home?”


Somewhere, in a
distant, fog-shrouded place, far beyond time and space, long, long after the
last thing Merlin remembered had slipped away, he thought he heard the distant
echo of someone in pain. He knew they were in pain because he could hear them
screaming. But no matter how he tried he could not tell which direction the
screams came from and he couldn’t figure out how to get from wherever he was to
the place where the terrible screams were coming from. It seemed like a million
years later when he finally realized that the screaming voice was his own and
there was no way he could make it stop.


* * *


For three days
Jason and Beverley had done everything they could think of to discover Merlin’s
movements since he and Beverley parted company at Heathrow Airport nearly two
weeks earlier. While Beverley checked with the few people in the Archaeology
Department who might recognize the elderly man who had been seen around York
with her and Jason, Jason checked with Bunny the bartender and the regulars at
the Minster Inn, and scoured his computer for any notes Merlin might have left
or any websites he might have visited that would provide a clue to his
whereabouts.


After two days
of intense, and utterly frustrating, effort they were left with the same
conclusion they had come to within minutes of walking into Jason’s flat; Merlin
had never made his way home from London. Consequently, they rang hospitals and
county police headquarters at every town of any size between West London and
York, asking if anyone had any news concerning an elderly man with a
waist-length beard, hair down to the middle of his back and who was last seen
wearing a long gray gown and a coat made of animal hide. It was not the kind of
description anyone would likely mistake, but it yielded no results. In fact,
for all intents and purposes, Merlin had simply vanished from the face of the
earth.


Through a simple
process of elimination they were left with only one viable conclusion: for
whatever reason, Merlin had chosen to return to the Hellfire caves alone. There
seemed no alternative left except to return to Buckinghamshire, reconnoiter the
situation and see what they could discover.


Late Wednesday
evening Jason was sitting in front of his computer, looking up the telephone
number of the Buckinghamshire Constabulary. He had moved Merlin’s antique
Venetian scrying glass off to one side of his worktable and leaned it against
the wall so it would not be in the way of his monitor. While in the process of
moving the mirror, he wished for the hundredth time in the past few days that
Merlin had shown him how to use the thing. If he could have tuned in to Merlin’s
vibrations at least he would have been able to see the old wizard. It might
take hours to sort out his exact location, but at least he would know that he
was alright.


Now, staring
into the brightly lit monitor screen, his chin resting wearily in the upturned
palm on one hand, Jason almost missed the tiny flashes of movement occurring
inside the old mirror, eighteen inches to his right. The quick, white flash
repeated once, twice and, finally, a third time before it caught Jason’s
attention. Looking away from the bright screen into the darkening room, Jason
squinted to bring the image in the mirror into focus. There, staring him in the
face, was a white card with the words ‘Hello Jason’ scrawled across it in black
marker.


“Bev.” Jason’s
voice, at first low and tentative, quickly rose in volume and urgency. “Bev. I
think you’d better come in here, quick.”


Beverley raced
around the corner of the doorway, her mobile phone still raised in one hand. In
front of her, his head turned to the right, she saw only Jason’s back but even
before she could speak he motioned her forward with a wave of his hand. There,
grinning maniacally out of the broken mirror, was the beautiful face of Morgana
le Fay. When Beverley leaned over Jason’s shoulder, Morgana waved at her before
lowering her head. A second later, another hurriedly scribbled sign appeared in
the mirror. ‘Hello Jason’s whore’.


“What in the
bloody hell?”


“It’s Morgana.”


“I can see its
Morgana. How can she see us?”


“I have no idea,
but I really don’t like this.”


“But what does
it mean?”


“I don’t know,
but it’s nothing good. What the hell is she doing now?”


As Jason spoke,
Morgana had disappeared from view again. With the removal of her head the only
thing visible in the glass was a blank, roughhewn rock wall some distance in
the background.


“Jason, I think
that’s the inside of the cave.”


Jason leaned
forward, scrutinizing the disconnected chunk of stone wall. Suddenly, Morgana’s
leering face popped back into view. Puckering her shapely scarlet lips, she
pressed them against the surface of her scrying glass. When she withdrew, she
raised another scribbled card and pushed it between her face and the mirror. ‘Hey
kids ~ Want to see your friend?’


“You
son-of-a-bitch. What the hell did you do with Merlin?”


“Easy, Jason. She
can’t hear you. Just wait…”


Beverley did not
have time to finish the sentence. After bringing her face back into view long
enough to offer an evil grin and a quick wink, Morgana turned the mirror
around, revealing the image of her abused and tortured prisoner.
















Chapter Twenty



 

“Look, Babe, I’m
really sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you, it’s just that I’m…” Jason lifted
one hand away from the steering wheel long enough to flutter it helplessly in
the air and then shake his head.


He and Beverley
had been arguing with each other for hours, driving a rented Vauxhall southward
toward West Wycombe and uselessly rehashing the same limited body of
information again and again to absolutely no good effect except to make each
other wearier and more anxious than they already were.


Outside of the
car the air had taken on the freshening scent that so often follows an
overnight rain shower, and the late morning sky was coming up so clear that,
had either of them bothered to look at it, they might have felt that if they
stared hard enough they would be able to see all the way to Alpha Centauri. But
neither Jason nor Beverley noticed the sky or the first perfect English summer
day of the year. Angry at the whole world, when they were not arguing with each
other they fell into a morose silence punctuated by furrowed brows and heavy
sighs.


The testy
atmosphere had been their almost constant companion since Morgana le Fay’s
appearance in Merlin’s scrying glass the day before. When Jason declared that
he had to try to rescue Merlin, Beverley agreed but insisted on coming along. Jason
wanted her to stay well away from the danger that was certain to follow any
attempt to gain access to the Hellfire caves, particularly now that Morgana was
so obviously using Merlin as bait. Jason had no idea what Morgana might have
planned, but it would certainly place his life, and the life of anyone accompanying
him, in immediate and mortal danger. Beverley had won the argument but now, as
a result, their moods were so black that even the speed of the car hurtling
down the M1 motorway could not manage to stir the heavy air that engulfed them
like a concrete shroud.


Jason tried
desperately to clear his mind enough so he could think logically, but it was
impossible. He was worried about Merlin, he was worried about himself and now
he was frightened half to death for Beverley’s safety, as well. It was an
additional burden he really did not want to deal with.


“I know, Jason. I’m
worried about him too.”


“It’s not just
Merlin, it’s you too. You don’t belong here. I don’t think you understand just
how dangerous this is going to be. Tangling with Morgana is about as safe as
kicking a hungry tiger with a sore paw.”


“You’re right. I
don’t know how dangerous this is going to be and neither do you. We can’t know
until we get there and I think we had better come up with some kind of a plan.”
She glanced at the road sign as it whizzed past the window and then looked down
at the map laying across her knees, tracing a line with her finger. “We’re
almost at the M25 and we should be in West Wycombe within an hour, so we don’t
have much time to figure out what we’re going to do. We can’t just blunder in
there.”


All Jason had
been able to think about for an entire day was how stupid he had been not to
have insisted on Merlin teaching him at least a few rudimentary spells. Any
scrap of mystical knowledge that would have given him even the tiniest edge if
he was forced to confront Morgana on his own. But instead he had just stumbled
along following Merlin’s orders. Stupid,
stupid, stupid. Maybe that was what made him the angriest; the fact that at
least some of this madness was his own fault and he could have prevented it if
he had just taken the time to think ahead.


“Jason, we have
to think ahead and we have to stay calm. If we panic now – if you panic
– we’re sunk.”


“I know, I know.
You’re right.” Shaking his head to clear away the dark cobwebs of
self-recrimination, he turned to look at Beverley. “Let’s look at this
logically. All I know for sure is that Morgana did it to us again. Last autumn
she lured Merlin and me all the way to Mongolia and now she is luring me
– us – to that damn cave. It just really pisses me off that she
manages to stay one step ahead of us no matter how much damage we inflict on
her operation. It’s like some horrible, recurring nightmare; I can’t make it go
away, I can’t make it stop and it just keeps repeating over, and over and
over.” Again, Jason turned his eyes from the road to look directly at Beverley.
“This can’t happen again, Babe. One way or the other we have to figure out how
to kill that bitch before she turns her dragons loose, ‘cause if she does, the
whole world is going to be royally fucked. And I think this is our last
chance.”


“Ok, so what do
we do?”


“Well,” Jason
paused long enough to draw a great, deep breath and collect his scattered
thoughts. “Our first problem is getting inside the caves.”


“How are we
going to do that? I mean, she obviously has guards posted.”


Jason slipped
his right hand under his lightweight jacket and slid it behind his back. When
he brought it out his fingers were wrapped around the butt of a small black
pistol. By the standards of a gun fancier it was not much to look at; cheaply
made, it carried no name or marks other than to proclaim that it had been made
in Spain and that it was a .380 caliber. When it emerged from its hiding place
beneath Jason’s belt, Beverley’s eyes grew large and round.


“Jesus, Jason. Where
did you get that thing?”


“It took some
doing, believe me. Let’s just say that I found a guy who knew a guy.”


Unable to take
her eyes off of the weapon, Beverley asked what seemed, to her, to be the next
logical question. “Is it loaded?”


“An empty gun
isn’t much good to anybody. It’s got a full clip in it and I have three more
full clips in my pocket. That gives me a total of thirty-six shots.”


Beverley had
never seen a gun of any kind this close and she was unable to tear her eyes
away from it. As she spoke, she stared at the chunky black object with the
fascination of a bird hypnotized by a snake.


“Do you have any
more…things. You know. Bullets.”


Jason leaned
forward over the steering wheel as he slid the gun back into the small holster
clipped inside the waistband of his jeans.


“Nope. That’s
it. Thirty-six shots then I’m out.”


“You think
that’s going to be enough to get us inside?”


Jason snorted. “With
all the noise thirty-six shots will make I’m hoping to be able to get us inside
without firing even one. The aim is to do this as quietly as possible, not to
get the attention of Morgana, all of her goons and the county cops.”


“And how are we
going to get inside without making any noise?”


“Haven’t figured
that part out yet. We’ll have to reconnoiter the situation once we get there. When
we know what’s what we can figure out the best way forward.”


“Ok. I guess
that makes sense.” Beverley canted her head to one side in thought, idly
adjusting her glasses while her mind moved ahead, trying to give some semblance
of order to all the fragmented bits and pieces of this madness. “So, let’s
assume we actually get all the way in. What then?”


“Babe, I only
know two things. The first is that we have to get Merlin out of there no matter
what else we do, or don’t do. That is absolutely priority number one”


When he failed
to continue, Beverley prompted him. “And the second thing?”


The halt in
Jason’s dialogue had been prompted by his rising in his seat far enough to
shove his hand into the front pocket of his jeans. When he pulled it out, he
extended his fist toward Beverley and opened his fingers to reveal the Urim and Thummim.


“The second
thing is that we give him these and hope he knows what to do with them, because
I sure the hell have no idea how to lock Morgana’s fucking intergalactic dragon
gate with two stupid rocks.” And after a pause, “And, of course, there’s still
the other thing.”


“Which is?”


“We have to kill
Morgana.”


“Oh.”


* * *


Morgana le Fay
paced back and forth along the undulating black edge of the River Styx, her
hands clenching and unclenching at her sides in nervous anticipation. For more
than seventeen straight hours she had alternately injected her ancient nemesis
with one cocktail of drugs after another, forcing him to divulge certain
information that she needed for her plans to unfold in an orderly fashion, and
other information she wanted for no reason beyond the satisfaction of her
perverse sense of humor. Sometimes she would administer a drug that deadened
the nerve endings, and then she would inflict pain on Merlin because she found
it amusing that he was unable to feel it. At other times she injected him with
a concoction that would starkly heighten the senses and then inflict more
physical torture, enjoying the fact that it felt ten times more painful than it
normally would.


Now she had
grown bored with inflicting one round after another of abuse on the old man and
she was waiting until the drugs wore off sufficiently for Merlin to wake. Then
she would gloat over her ability to torture an old man tied to a chair. But
consciousness was returning more slowly than suited her and she was becoming as
peevish as a spoiled child. She had been pacing back and forth along the bank
of the murky river for more than an hour and her patience was wearing thin.


She considered
giving Merlin yet another infusion of drugs to waken him, but with his system
already flooded with half a dozen deadly drugs the risk of a fatal overdose,
and the accompanying end to her fun, had become an increasing possibility. So
she paced and waited. When a small brown rat appeared on the opposite bank of
the Styx and paused long enough to stare alternately at Morgana and her
prisoner, she whirled around on one foot, leaned forward and pointed a finger toward
it, sending up a shower of dirt at the point where the laser-like stream of
energy slammed into the dirt, making the animal squeal in terror as it dove
toward the safety of a dark crevice in the rock wall.


“Oh, good
gracious me. What have we here?” Morgana squatted down next to the chair where
Merlin had begun to moan quietly, one eye trying valiantly to pull itself open.
She grabbed a handful of lank, white hair and lifted his head so his eyes were
level with her own. “The sleeper awakes. How are you feeling, love? Things
still just a bit foggy in there?” Pretending to pat his cheek she slapped him
viciously.


“Damn you. I
should have killed you when you were a child.” Merlin’s words were still
slurred and indistinct, but his meaning was clear.


“Now, now, is
that any way to talk? For sixteen centuries I have patiently put up with the
results of your sanctimonious, holier-than-thou meddling in my affairs and now,
just when I catch you out, you lose your sense of fair play.” Her leering grin
disappeared to be replaced with a venomous scowl. “You make me want to puke. Still,
just to prove that I’m not one to hold a grudge, I’m going to show you just how
helpful you’ve been since your rudely unannounced arrival at my door.”


Morgana released
Merlin’s hair, straightened up and began pacing again, this time with her hands
clasp behind her back.


“I have to
admit, old man, I never knew a person could project their own image through a
scrying glass. Did you even remember you knew how to do that? I used that
little trick to renew my all-too-brief acquaintance with your boyfriend,
Jason.”


“Leave him out
of this. This is between you and me.”


“Oh, I’m afraid
you are just SO wrong about that, old man. You see, the one thing you have
still managed to keep from me is where that snot-nosed little bastard hid my
disk after you stole it. Now I suppose I’m simply going to have to ask him
myself.”


Merlin raised
his head and stared at his captor, his brilliant blue eyes were now severely
bloodshot, their hypnotic gleam extinguished.


“Oh, I see that
got your attention.” Morgana’s sadistic smile returned and she began pacing
again, a smug look on her face. “I only gave him a quick peek at you but I’m
sure it was enough to let him know exactly where you are. He’s a fairly clever
boy, so that should be enough to bring him running like the good little doggy
he is. Then he can keep you company and I promise you that I will only work on
one of you at a time so the other one can watch. I don’t want either of you to
miss one second of the excitement. And I’m going to keep at it until somebody
can’t stand it any longer and tells me where in the hell you put my bloody
DISK.” She whirled around and stared daggers at Merlin. Then, her voice rising
to a piercing shriek, she screamed, “DO YOU HEAR ME OLD MAN OR DID YOU LEAVE
YOUR EARS IN YOUR OTHER COAT?”


After an extended
pause during which she walked the length of the cavern and forcibly brought her
emotions back under control. Morgana sauntered back toward her prisoner and
smiled benignly down at him. Leaning forward she encircled his head with her
arms and drew him to her breast, hugging him as gently as a loving mother might
cuddle her child.


“I really
shouldn’t yell at you. For all the problems you’ve caused me over the years you
finally made up for them in the end…at least a little bit. And for that I am
supremely happy and grateful.”


Releasing
Merlin’s head she leaned over far enough to look directly into his face. There
she saw exactly the small scowl of confusion she had hoped to find.


“Oh, that’s
right. I forgot. You were unconscious at the time, weren’t you, you poor old
thing? You see, while you were spilling your guts in a drugged stupor it seems
you lost control of your mind and could no longer hold the gate closed. Its
mine again and the only thing that keeps me from opening it right now is that
teensy sense of propriety that demands that I tell my friends on the other side
what’s happening before I let them out.”


While Morgana
was gloating over her triumph, Merlin twisted his head toward the limestone
wall on the far side of the river. It stared back at him, black and blank, no
more than a particularly nasty looking spot on the rough grey wall.


“Hey. Do you
want to see what it looks like when I open it?” Merlin snapped his head around to
stare at Morgana. “You really do, don’t you? You’re just dying to know what it
looks like after holding it closed for all these centuries. Ok, just for you,
but only for a second.”


Standing erect
and thrusting her hands out in front of her, Morgana spread her fingers wide
and began casting a spell, muttering to herself, reciting a series of
incantations she had been waiting sixteen centuries to repeat. As she worked,
the dull, black face of the dragon gate began to change; shifting and moving,
becoming a swirling kaleidoscopic vortex, a gaping, devouring maw swirling away
into infinity. As the gate opened, a howling, shrieking, fetid wind rushed from
it, filling the cavern, whipping the river into a froth and driving the dirt
from the riverbank into the air to rip motes of limestone from the cave walls
and use them to tear at Morgana and Merlin’s flesh and clothes. Leering and
laughing, Morgana leaned down toward Merlin, shouting over the roaring tumult.


“Behold, old
man, the end of the world as you know it.”


Seconds after
the hurricane began, Morgana reversed the spell and the gate closed, returning
tranquility to the cave and the River Styx. A broad, vicious grin spread across
Morgana’s perfect lips and over her lovely face.


“And just think,
the next time I open it, it’s going to be permanent; and then there will, quite
literally, be hell to pay.”


* * *


The sun had just
passed its zenith when Jason jockeyed the rented Vauxhall into a narrow parking
space in a small public lot two streets off the main thoroughfare of West
Wycombe. Knowing that Morgana would be expecting them to mount a rescue
mission, he and Beverley decided that parking in the village and walking to the
Hellfire caves was probably the best way to avoid any observation points or
ambushes Morgana’s guards might have set up along the road leading to their
destination. They also agreed that darkness would be their best and only ally,
and that the longer they lurked around in the woodland near the cave, the more
likely they were to be discovered. Now they stood on the sidewalk in front of
The Slaughtered Lamb, staring up at the grotesque image of the wolf’s head, its
muzzle smeared with blood. Curiously, one of the pub’s front windows was now
covered with a sheet of plywood.


“This place
gives me the creeps, Bev.”


“Me too, but I
think it’s the only pub in the village.” Beverley craned her neck in one
direction and then the other, looking at the signs and shop fronts along the
high street before continuing. “At least I haven’t seen another one anywhere,
and we really should get something to eat. Who knows when we might have another
chance at a hot meal?”


“Yeah, Ok,
you’re right. And if they don’t try to throw us out like they did the last
time, maybe we’ll run into that old bum and he can give us an update on life
around the Hellfire caves.”


Beverley grabbed
Jason by the arm and nudged him through the heavy oak door. One quick glance
behind the bar was enough to cause Beverley to steer Jason into an abrupt left
turn. The same man who had given them such a hard time on their last visit was
behind the bar, but as it turned out he was too occupied with other customers
to notice them.


“Over there.” Beverley
pointed to a small, unoccupied table in the far corner of the room. Surrounded
by booths and tables filled with midday customers, the table was nearly out of
sight of the bar. Leaning close to Jason as she propelled him across the room,
she whispered into his shoulder. “I don’t think the landlord is going to notice
us over here.”


A waitress
holding a tray piled with dirty plates and empty glasses came around the corner
almost before they were seated. Smiling, she asked if they wanted something to
drink and if they would be having lunch. Taking their drink orders before
handing them menues she scurried away into the crowd.


From tables all
around them random bits of conversation floated on the air and Beverley and
Jason strained to listen without appearing to be eavesdropping.


“I don’t think
the bloody coppers have so much as a single lead. Don’t suppose they even
looked.”


A man seated
across the small booth from the speaker shook his bald head. “Poor old Charlie.
Gamekeeper for the council for nigh on thirty years, he was, and they can’t
even be bothered to find out what happened to him.”


“Just vanished,
he did.”


“Just like them
two German tourists never came back from their ramble.”


And from a tiny
round table behind Jason’s left shoulder: “Something’s not right up there,
Lizzy, I’m telling you.”


“Oh, Mary, you
worry too much; always have. New owners and things are bound to change. Everything
changes.”


“That’s no
excuse and you know it. I’m telling you Janie’s nephew and his mate were run
off by some bloke with a gun.”


“A gun? Are you
sure that’s not just kid’s talk?”


“Yes I’m sure. Janie
said the lad was near hysterical.”


“If that’s true
then something’s really not right. Did your Janie tell the police?”


“She did and
they said they’d look into it. You know about how much good that did.”


“Humm.”


Throughout their
meal Jason and Beverley listened in near silence, only exchanging occasional
knowing glances and a few whispered words as they gathered more information
than they could have hoped for about the goings on around the Hellfire caves. Unfortunately,
they learned nothing that might tell them how many men Morgana might have
guarding the cave and where they might be stationed. Already feeling
apprehensive by the time his fish and chips arrived, Jason stared at the
steaming food and thought to himself: And
the condemned man ate a hearty meal. Trying not to let his anxiety rub off
on Beverley he nodded toward her plate. “Everything ok, Babe?”


Showing more
enthusiasm than she felt, Beverley smiled and nodded, her mass of auburn hair
bobbing around her head. Trying to ease the tension and inject at least a tiny
smile into their otherwise grim day, Jason pointed his fork toward a pale green
mound on her plate.


“Mushy peas?”


“Yes. So?”


“God, how can
you eat that stuff?”


“Oh, brilliant. A
commentary on international cuisine from the nation that invented the hot dog
and the crisp.”


“Chips, Babe. They’re
potato chips.”


“Well here
they’re crisps.”


“Then you can’t
blame us for them.”


She elbowed him
gently in the ribs, eliciting a low ‘uumph’ sound. A momentary smile passed
between then but they quickly fell back into an uneasy silence.


When they left
the Lamb they wandered toward the northwest corner of West Wycombe and the
general direction of Wycombe Hill and its caves. Following an old walking path
that began just beyond the edge of the village, they skirted the edge of two
fields standing green with ripening winter wheat before coming to a wooden
signpost with a painted arrow and words that read ‘St Lawrence Church’. As the
path veered away from the open fields and headed into a spotty patch of
woodland, Beverley dredged up frightening memories and reluctantly relayed the
encounter she and Merlin had with the deadly creeper vines.


“You WHAT? Why
didn’t you tell me about this before?”


“This is why. I
didn’t want you to get all upset and freak out.”


Jason rubbed a
hand over his face and shook his head. “I’m not freaking out. I just think you
should have told me sooner.”


“It didn’t
matter then. It might now. So keep your eyes open for vines moving toward us.”


“Moving vines. Dragons.
Guys with guns. Lions and tigers and bears, oh, my.”


Beverley pulled
her eyes away from the forest floor, glancing at Jason. “What are you mumbling
about?”


“Nothing. Just
ignore me.”


By the time they
realized how close they had come to their destination, the land was already
rising up to meet the foot of Wycombe Hill.


“Look, Bev. I
really wish you’d reconsider…”


“Don’t even
think about it, Jason Carpenter.” Beverley held up an index finger, cutting him
off in mid-sentence, knowing exactly what he was going to say. “I appreciate
that you’re concerned about me but I’m not some fainting violet and I’m not
letting you go in there alone. We’re going in there together, we are going to
help Merlin lock the gate, and then we’re going to get him out.” Jason let out
a long, loud sigh of resignation. “Besides, you’re the one with the gun. Right?”


Jason nodded as
he patted the small of his back, extending the body search to check the three
clips in his hip pocket and the small irregular lump made in his front, right
pocket by the Urim and Thummim. Satisfied that he was as ready
as he was ever going to be, he stepped close to Beverley and spoke in a hushed
voice.


“Ok, look, I
think we’re getting close now. We’ve got to be really quiet and move slow. If
any of her goons spot us they won’t hesitate to shoot. Believe me, I know. Merlin
and I danced with some of those morons in Mongolia.”


Beverley nodded
and fell in line behind him. Following in his footsteps she was careful not to
step on even the smallest twig whose snapping might give away their presence,
while remaining constantly wary for the crawling tendrils of Morgana’s guardian
vines. Moving as silently as a pair of street mimes, it took them another twenty
minutes to spot the gray walls of Sir Francis Dashwood’s folly.


When the first
glimpse of weathered stone caught his eye, Jason held up a hand, stopped
walking and turned to face Beverley. Silently he pointed through the
undergrowth. Beverley leaned forward, moving her head until she saw the wall
and then nodded. Together, they inched forward, keeping their bodies low, until
they reached the base of a venerable old oak tree surrounded by high
rhododendron bushes. They were now situated directly across from the front of
the folly and had a clear view of the steel door barring entrance to the cave. Four
vehicles were parked inside the courtyard; one compact Ford, two white vans and
a massive Bentley, and it didn’t take a Sherlock Holmes to figure out who the
last of these belonged to.


In addition to
the vehicles, they could see two security guards. One was pacing back and forth
in front of the steel door, alternately appearing and disappearing behind the
vans. On his right hip was an automatic pistol in a covered leather holster. The
second guard was much closer to where Jason and Beverley crouched, leaning
against the outermost corner of the folly wall. Lying loosely in the crook of
one arm was an ugly looking automatic rifle with an extended clip. With his
free hand he was excavating one nostril, occasionally examining his discoveries
before flicking them into the dust of the roadway.


As they settled
into the underbrush to wait for nightfall, Jason’s mind kept replaying the
scene from Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer
where Tom and Becky Thatcher escape after being lost in Injun Joe’s cave. Except
in Jason’s mind the story ended differently and they didn’t escape. In this
new, nastier version, Injun Joe cuts Tom’s throat before raping Becky and
choking her to death. Jason knew he couldn’t afford to lose focus, but try as
he might, he couldn’t get the images of the two dead children out of his mind.


For more than
two hours Jason and Beverley waited, their legs becoming numb with inactivity
and the only distraction beyond the occasional warm breeze stirring through the
trees was the moment when a pair of glistening ravens suddenly swooped along
the length of the roadway leading to the cave. The flash of the birds’ wings
and their raucous cries startled the armed guards as much as it did Jason and
Beverley and both men ran into the road looking left and right in case the
birds passing heralded the approach of trespassers. Finally, the sun dipped
behind the crest of Wycombe Hill, its last ruby fingers painting the leaves and
worn stones of Francis Dashwood’s clubhouse a bright copper color before it
snatched away the light and the warmth it brought with it.


As the shadows
settled over the trees, Jason patted his weapon, his ammunition and the stones
in his pocket one last time to make certain everything was in place. After only
a second’s hesitation he pulled out the pistol, weighing its heft in his hand. Turning
to Beverley he whispered “Ready?”


Leaning toward
him she pressed her lips next to his ear, whispering “What are we doing?”


Jason motioned
silently to indicate a circuitous path through the trees. Then, passing the
pistol to Beverley, he added. “Stay really close behind me, Babe. I’m going to
grab the guard. When I tell you, you hit him on the back of the head with this
as hard as you can. Aim for the base of his skull.”


“But I might
kill him.”


“I seriously
doubt it, but it’s him or us. Remember, as hard as you can. Just don’t make any
noise. We don’t want to alert the other guy.”


Stealthy as
cats, they crept through the trees until they reached the corner of the stone
wall. There they hunkered down again and waited for the guard to make some type
of move that would present them with an opportunity. After more than twenty
grueling minutes the guard took several steps toward them, leaned his weapon
against the stones, turned his back toward the spot where Jason and Beverley
waited and began to urinate against the wall.


After taking a
deep breath and nodding his head once, Jason stepped out of his hiding place
and, in a single stride, drove his knee into the small of the man’s back with
all his might, slamming him against the wall and knocking the wind out of him. Simultaneously
he reached around the man’s shoulders, grabbed the lapels of a light jacket
that was zipped halfway up, and pulled down with all of his might, pinning the
man’s arms at his side. With the single whispered shout of “Now” Jason ducked
his head and Beverley stepped forward, slamming the butt of the pistol into the
base of the man’s skull with all her might. The only sound the guard had time
to make was a heavy ‘oof’ before collapsing. Jason moved back just far enough
to allow the man to slide silently to the ground.


After turning
around long enough to give Beverley a quick kiss and a pat on the shoulder, he
turned back around, placed his knee between the fallen guard’s shoulders,
grabbed his head and gave it a violent twist that ended with a sickening crack.


Jason had never
killed anyone before and he needed a moment to steady himself. He leaned his
head against the rough stone wall until he was sure he was not going to throw
up or pass out. Then, steeling himself yet again, he grabbed the man’s rifle,
pulled back the bolt, leaned around the corner of the wall and squinted through
the dark at the other guard. Two shots in quick succession slammed the man
against the wall. When he slid to the ground, a pair of ugly crimson smears
followed him down.


Stepping over
the still-twitching figure, Jason and Beverley approached the steel door. Beverley
reached out, touched Jason’s hand and whispered “I’m ready when you are.” With
that tiny bit of encouragement, Jason grabbed the door handle and gave it a
turn. To his complete surprise the door swung outward without hesitation.


“You know this
could be a trap?”


Beverley nodded
in the dark and whispered “Just be careful.”


“Ok, Babe, down
the rabbit hole.


At the opposite
end of the Hellfire cave, on the bank of the River Styx, Merlin raised his
eyebrows, opened one swolen eye to make certain Morgana was not within hearing
distance and mumbled “Careful, boy.”
















Chapter
Twenty-One



 

Stepping into
the depths of the Hellfire cave inevitably reminded Jason of the nightmare
passages he and Merlin had stumbled through while they were in the labyrinth
beneath Morgana’s Mongolian lair. Now, rather than a series of surreal
protective spells that imposed mind bending images onto his consciousness, there
was only a yawning silence so vast and deep that it felt like it might devour
him and Beverley at any second. Alone and isolated from everything normal, they
might as well have been on another planet. The silence enfolding them was, of
course, a very temporary illusion and they had tip-toed no more than two
hundred feet into the mouth of the cave when they heard the hollow sound of
running feet coming toward them.


Reaching behind
him, Jason touched Beverley’s wrist, pulled her into a crouch and choked out a
strangled whisper. “They’re coming, Babe. Get down, stay behind me and keep
tight to the wall.”


A slight
narrowing in the tunnel’s shaft provided some slight cover and Jason leaned
hard against the cool limestone wall in a desperate attempt to make himself as
small a target as possible. Risking a quick peek into the tunnel, he judged
they were no more than one hundred feet from their first position of real
safety, a protective corner provided by a sharp turn to the left in the tunnel.
But they had to get there and there was no way to tell how far away those
running feet might be. The question was answered when a figure leapt around the
corner, his appearance followed immediately by a deafening crack that
reverberated down the tunnel’s shaft. Only inches from Jason’s face a small
chip of limestone exploded off of the wall and sailed across the passageway. Behind
him, Beverley squealed something into his back but it was impossible to hear
her over the sound of the gunshot echoing in his ears.


Ahead of them
the guard leaned around the corner of the tunnel and opened fire, shooting
again and again, hoping that if he threw enough lead into the air he would hit
the intruders. Judging by the random positions of the stone chips flying off
the wall, Jason guessed the man was firing wild. Motioning Beverley to move
back, he stretched out prone on the floor and pulled himself to the edge of
their narrow hiding place. Ahead of him he could see the man’s face appear and
disappear each time he fired a shot. Taking careful aim with the confiscated
rifle, Jason cocked the bolt, held his breath and waited. Seconds later the man
stuck his head out again and Jason fired. The tiny hole that appeared between
the man’s eyes must have come as a complete surprise because he had a look of
utter amazement on his face before he dove, nose first, onto the dirt floor.


“C’mon, Babe. Let’s
go.”


Grabbing
Beverley by the wrist, Jason lunged to his feet and leapt forward, shooting
wildly to deter anyone from coming around the corner before they got there.


Panting,
sweating, hearts banging so loud in their ears it sounded like more gunfire,
Jason and Beverley huddled behind the corner of the tunnel, Jason’s right knee
only inches from the dead guard’s head. Ahead of them they could hear the sound
of more scurrying and shouting but it was too muffled and distant to pose an
imminent threat. Another hundred or so feet down the length of the tunnel was a
support column that Francis Dahswood’s workers had left standing in the center
of the passageway. Breaking for it now would be a seriously calculated risk,
but so would waiting until later. The column would provide more room to move
and more cover than their current position but it also left them vulnerable on
two sides. What to do? Taking this all in, and balancing the possibilities
against the very probable risks, Jason only hesitated for the time-span of two
heartbeats.


“C’mon. Go, go,
go.”


Nearly jerking
Beverley off of her feet, he dove forward, keeping his head down and remaining
in as near to a crouching position as possible while still running at full
tilt. Behind him, Beverley followed suit, keeping her head down and her body
hunched forward. This time it would do no good for Jason to fire ahead of him
to clear a path – the column blocked his view of whatever might be coming
toward them in the tunnel ahead. As they ran blindly onward, a figure appeared
from around either side of the column. The man on the left already had a rifle
raised so Jason pumped two shots toward him immediately. When the man screamed
and pitched forward, his associate paused for only a second to stare at his
collapsing companion. That second’s hesitation cost him his life and two shots
from Jason’s rifle sent him hurtling backwards, a gaping hole in his chest.


Approaching the
two prone figures, Jason saw the first man reach haltingly toward his lost
weapon. Never hesitating, Jason paused, intending to pump a final shot into the
back of his head. The dull metallic click told him his rifle was empty and he
kicked the man under the jaw with all of his might and finished the job. Exchanging
the guard’s rifle for his empty one, he slung it over his shoulder and then
leaned, panting, against the column. He pulled Beverley close to him and stared
at her.


“You doing Ok?”


Wide eyed and
shaking from the surge of adrenalin and proximity to death, Beverley dredged up
a weak smile and nodded furiously. Glancing down, she leaned forward and
retrieved the pistol the second guard had been wielding.


“How do you
shoot this thing?”


“You know, you
can stay here if you want to.”


Beverley
scarcely paused for a breath before offering her answer. “Bollocks that.”


Jason gave her a
lopsided grin, took the pistol to make certain a fresh round was cocked into
the chamber and handed it back.


“Just hold it
real tight so it doesn’t kick, point and squeeze the trigger.”


Beverley looked
with displeasure at the dull sheen of the nine millimeter pistol and nodded
grimly.


“Then I guess
I’m ready.”


“Ok, listen,
it’s a long way to the catacombs but there’s no place to stop till we get
there. Once we’re there, at least they’ll provide some cover.” Nodding toward
his left, Jason continued. “Just give me a second to check and see it’s clear
and then we both go this way when I say ‘go’. When we get into the tunnel, start
firing and don’t stop till we get to the catacombs. Got it?”


Wide eyed and
breathing hard, Beverley only nodded.


Jason leaned
carefully to his left. Ahead of him, far up the length of the tunnel, he could
see two men standing at the entrance to the tiny catacombs, heads together,
conferring in low tones.


“GO.”


* * *


“Damn, damn,
damn. And just when you were coming around far enough that I could give you
another dose of happy juice.”


The intermittent
sound of gunfire had been echoing down the long corridor leading to the river
cave for nearly five minutes and Morgana was pacing back and forth, torn
between her desire to watch while her guards subdued Jason and the burning need
to continue the brutal interrogation of her prisoner. Deciding that the pursuit
of Jason was taking far too long, she finally came to a decision and leaned
down until her face was level with Merlin’s.


“Listen, lovey,
I really hate to torture and run, but I think our new guests are being
uncooperative. They should have been here all neatly trussed up next to you by
now, and since they obviously aren’t, it might be best if I go hurry things
along a bit.” Stepping into the tunnel, she turned back, laughing maniacally
and waggled her fingers at Merlin. “Don’t go away now, ‘cause I’ll be right
back.”


The instant
Merlin was satisfied that she was gone, he closed his eyes and concentrated on
the only mind within reach that he still had the strength to control. Come. Come to me. Come now. Squeezing
his eyes shut fiercely, he sought and probed until tiny beads of sweat began to
break out on his blood streaked forehead. It took nearly an entire precious
minute, but eventually he heard a frantic squeaking sound coming from the far
side of the river. When he was certain he had its attention he opened his eyes
and smiled at the rat.


“Ah, there you
are. I need you to come here. That’s it. Don’t be afraid. You remember where
the bridge is, don’t you? That’s right. Right there. Good. Now come across and
come to me.”


The rodent
sniffed the air and, seemingly satisfied, scurried across the invisible bridge
and ran to where Merlin sat. Standing on its hind legs it poked its head above
his knee and onto the edge of his lap. The old wizard leaned forward and
smiled, his concentration divided between the rat and the continuing sound of
gunfire far, far down the tunnel.


“Chew the ropes.
I want to you eat the ropes binding my hands.” The rat stared at him
uncomprehendingly. “The ropes. Eat them. Do it now.”


Lowering itself
to the floor, the rat scampered behind the chair, stretched as far as it could
and rested its tiny front paws on Merlin’s hands. Sniffing out the hemp rope,
it began to chew frantically.


“Good boy. Hurry.
Hurry. Chew as fast as you can.”


Despite the
occasional painful nip from the rat’s razor-like teeth, Merlin held as still as
he could while his small servant labored dutifully at its task. Finally, after
keeping his hands nearly immobile for fully two minutes, Merlin felt the ropes
slacken. Pulling his hands apart, the tension of the rope released as his bonds
dropped into the dust. While he rubbed his wrists to restore circulation to his
fingers, the rat gnawed the ropes binding his feet. When all of his bonds had
been loosened Merlin attempted to stand. Still extremely woozy and unsteady on
his feet, he nearly fell over but righted himself by grabbing the back of the
chair and pushing himself upright. Directing his wobbly legs toward the tunnel
while trying to shake the circulation back into his legs, he turned long enough
to smile at his small rescuer.


“Thank you. You
can go home now and I promise never to forget you.”


The rat squealed
once before running back toward the bridge, but long before it found its way
home Merlin had disappeared into the stone corridor. The way ahead was clear as
far as he could see, but he still had to get past the strange triangular
section of passage before he could be certain no one was lying in wait.


With extreme
difficulty focusing his eyes and controlling his legs, every step required a
monumental effort and although circulation to his legs improved with each
painful step, his vision was so badly blurred from the drugs that he had to
feel his way along the corridor walls and cover one eye with his free hand. As
he reached the triangle, he veered to the left, trusting to luck that no one
was coming toward him from the opposite direction. Once clear of the blind
section of tunnel, he was less than one hundred feet from the banquet hall, and
now the gunfire and screaming had resumed after a nearly two minute hiatus.


Merlin was glad
the fighting had resumed; the minutes of silence had brought fears that Jason
and Beverley had been captured…or worse. With those fears dissipated, he rushed
blindly ahead, frantic to save his friends and settle accounts with Morgana le
Fay.


Across the
banqueting hall, at the entrance to the short tunnel leading into the
catacombs, a furious fight was taking place. Jason and Beverley had fought
their way through the catacombs but a new group of guards had come into the
tunnels from the outside and were now forcing their way into the open space of
the big room. Beverley and Jason had taken cover behind the massive banks of
electronic equipment lining the southern wall of the room and were firing
toward the entrance to the catacombs where they had their pursuers trapped.


In the noise and
confusion, Morgana slipped across the huge, circular room, past Jason and
Beverley and joined her guards who she was now haranguing at the top of her
voice, threatening to kill everyone if Jason and Beverley were not captured
immediately. When Merlin stepped into the mouth of the tunnel, Morgana’s
screams shifted topic and she began screaming for her guards to kill the old
man. In her fury, Morgana curled her fingers like the claws of some great bird
of prey and loosed a massive flaming bolt of energy that blew a bathtub sized
hole in the cavern wall only feet from Merlin’s head.


Still
disoriented and barely able to focus his eyes, Morgana’s attack gave Merlin a
point of origin toward which to focus his own counterattack. Stepping boldly
out of the shadowy protection of the tunnel and into the incandescent glare of
the main room, he drew back his arm and, as he shouted for Jason and Beverley
to take cover, loosed a rapid-fire series of fireballs as bright and deadly as
earth-bound comets. Still unable to see or hold his arm steady, the shots went
wildly off target. Some of the flaming missiles chewed great chunks of stone
from the cave walls, throwing boulders and shards of limestone in every
direction. Others careened crazily to the left, blowing the faces off banks of
computer towers and electronic equipment, sending cascades of white-hot sparks
in every direction, burning and searing furniture, other pieces of equipment
and anything else they struck. In seconds the room was filled with a rainbow of
deadly comets showering down in an endless array of bright colors. The fifty
foot diameter space of the banqueting room looked like a thousand Roman candles
had all gone off at once, leaving a fantastical lightshow of death and
destruction trailing in their wake.


Given the
concentration of the barrage it was inevitable that some of the fiery
projectiles found their mark. When one of the guards tried to fight his way
through the doorway and into the dining hall at the same moment an incoming
energy blast happened to find its mark, the man was blown in half, his legs
blasted in one direction, his torso thrown back into the tunnel where it
knocked two other attackers off their feet as his exploding entrails painted
the surrounding walls a delicate pink. The stink of roasting flesh and burning
hair filled the passageway making it nearly impossible for those taking shelter
there to breathe.


Somehow, despite
the kaleidoscope of flaming death that filled the space around them, Jason
managed to signal Beverley, who was crouched beneath the smoldering ruins of
Morgana’s communicating device. Acknowledging her furious nod, he lunged toward
her, grabbed her hand and had just started to pull her through the confusion
and tumult when Morgana broke free from the pall of smoke and death choking the
entrance to the tunnel.


Heading directly
toward Jason and Beverley’s back, Morgana emerged from the smoke and kicked
Jason in the side with a foot backed by every ounce of strength she could muster.
While Jason was stumbling violently backward, Morgana grabbed the disoriented
Beverley by the hair and dragged her across the room toward Merlin, fending off
the deadly waterfall of electrical sparks and stone chips with an umbrella of
energy waves issuing from her free hand. With one hand grasping her captive and
the other protecting her life, Morgana may not have been able to attack Merlin,
but she knew he would be unable to see her coming through the smoke and
blinding flashes of light. Charging directly toward him, she elbowed him in the
ribs with such force that she clearly heard the sound of a cracking rib. Barreling
past her nemesis, Morgana knocked him against the wall of the tunnel, hauling
her screaming victim in her wake.


Ignoring the
danger showering down from above, Jason scrambled painfully to his feet and
tried futilely to grab Beverley but missed her by inches as Morgana nearly
jerked her off of her feet and lunged toward the passageway on the far side of
the room. Racing after the two women, Jason made it to the mouth of the tunnel
just as Merlin tumbled forward, clutching his wounded side. Tripping over each
other, the two men landed on the dirt floor in a hopeless tangle of flailing
arms and legs. As Jason fought to extricate himself and resume the chase,
Merlin lay on his back and pulled one arm free to fire another salvo toward the
far end of the banqueting hall where the last of the guards was charging toward
them, gun at the ready. With a loud crack followed by a scream and a horrible
sizzling sound signaling a direct hit, Merlin shouted to Jason as they
scrambled to their feet.


“The keys,
Jason. Help me up and give me the keys.”


His mind focused
entirely on Beverley’s rescue, Merlin’s order momentarily confused Jason. Finally
he understood and dug frantically in his pocket for the Urim and Thummim. Thrusting
them into Merlin’s waiting hand, Jason lunged down the tunnel after Beverley
and Morgana only to be drawn up short by a searing pain in his right ankle. “Damn.
Sprained it.” Limping but undeterred, Jason lunged forward, struggling to keep
pace with the halting gate of the battered old man running beside him.


Thanks to
Beverley’s furious resistance Morgana’s progress was even slower than that of
her pursuers. On more than one occasion the sorceress had paused in her flight
long enough to administer a furious backhanded slap across Beverley’s face, but
the favor had been returned when Beverley lashed out with one leg, catching
Morgana in the back of the knee, causing her to collapse like a broken lawn
chair. Shrieking with rage and frustration, Morgana stubbornly refused to let
go of the other woman’s hair, fending off a barrage of Beverley’s blows with
her free hand long enough to regain her footing and continue her race toward
the River Styx and the dragon gate beyond.


By the time
Jason and Merlin hobbled into the river cavern Morgana and her prisoner had
already reached the far side of the bridge. Now only a few feet from the gate,
Morgana was completing the series of enchantments that would finally allow the
dragons back into the world. Even as she lowered her arm with a flourish, a
screaming maelstrom of fetid air surged out of the opening and into the cavern,
a raging horror of blinding, tearing wind whose only coordinates were the point
where malignant darkness meets mindless fear. Like a cyclone that descends
without warning, a swirling, howling, shrieking whirlwind ripped and pulled at
everyone and everything in the cave. Even as it whipped the river into a
foaming fury and tried to tear the clothes from those in its path, there was an
inescapable sense that it was also trying to release something from deep within
its bottomless vortex.


“How do we get
across?” Jason’s scream was nearly ripped from his throat by the force of the
wind.


Motioning with
his hand toward the invisible bridge, Merlin hollered back. “Follow me.”


Heads down
against the force of the hurricane, Merlin and Jason plunged forward,
effectively blocking Morgana’s only route of escape. Cursing and spitting like
an enraged house cat, Morgana fired a salvo of energy bolts at pointblank range
but the force of the wind whisked them away and disbursed the flaming balls
like motes of dust carried away on a gentle summer breeze. Unwilling to
surrender the fight, Morgana made a desperate grab for Merlin as he elbowed his
way past her, clutching the two small stones tight against his breast. Immediately
behind him came Jason who made a bee line toward Morgana and Beverley.


When Jason
lurched forward and grabbed Beverley, the forward momentum of his body,
combined with the force of the wind, knocked all three of them off balance,
sending them tumbling to the ground and skidding across the rough pebbly,
wave-lashed shore of the raging River Styx. Forced to release her captive in order
to claw her way back to her feet, Morgana’s first thought was to look toward
the bridge and the only route to safety - the only way she would escape the
onrushing flight of the Dragon Lords when they realized the gateway to the
world had finally been opened. It was only when she caught sight of Merlin
standing in front of the gate, waving his arms against the turbulence of the
storm, that she reversed course.


Despite his
wounds and the effects of long days of torture, the great wizard was standing
as tall and straight as a magnificent old oak tree in the face of the onrushing
tornado, moving his hands through the torrent, calmly writing images of glowing
runes in the churning air, and chanting as fast as he could. “…libera nos a malo…”


The scene at the
gateway unfolded before Jason’s eyes like a series of still images, changing
and shifting as though it were all taking place in slow motion and somehow
removed from the normal flow of time. Trying frantically to regain his feet,
Jason watched in deadly fascination as a screaming Morgana le Fay closed the
distance between herself and Merlin, whose back was turned and whose
concentration was riveted on the work of sealing the dragon gate for all time. As
Jason rose and rushed frantically forward, far away, beyond his fingers, which
he could see extended in front of him, he watched in horror as Morgana slammed
the flat of her hands into Merlin’s back as he stood holding the two ancient
stones to the mouth of the surging vortex. Pulled sideways by the force of the
blow, but retaining his footing, Merlin simultaneously continued chanting while
trying to fend off Morgana’s assault.


As one hand
lashed backwards, Merlin muttered “…in the midst of great perils, we beg you,
Lord, banish the deadly power of the evil one. St Michael the Archangel, defend
us in battle.”


Stumbling,
pulling and struggling, Morgana and Merlin flailed at each other in the heart
of the storm. Just as Jason reached their side, Merlin ended his chanting,
shouted “Get thee to Hell, bitch” and threw his entire weight into a massive
roundhouse punch that threw Morgana backward, tipping her shrieking form into
the vortex as the hole began to shrink in size and definition. Falling,
desperately trying to regain her lost footing, Morgana grabbed at the dangling
end of Merlin’s sleeve. Already thrown off balance by the force of his own
punch, the old wizard twisted around in a desperate attempt not to follow his
ancient enemy into the pit.


Terrified by the
scene being played out in front of him, Jason flung himself forward, grabbing
at Merlin’s hand as the old man was pulled sideways into the rapidly shrinking
opening. For a fraction of a second their fingers entwined, grasping, touching,
frantically searching, but as a small, blue spark passed from Merlin’s finger
to Jason’s, history’s greatest wizard disappeared into the dark abyss as the
dragon gate blinked into nothingness and disappeared forever.


Suddenly alone
in the still quietness of the river cave, Jason and Beverley stared at each
other across the ten feet of shoreline separating them. Too stunned to move,
Jason slumped against the rough wall as Beverley stood on shaky legs and came
over to kneel next to him.


Slowly,
painfully, she helped Jason to his feet. For long minutes they stared at the
rock face where only moments ago a gaping hole had reached from the back of a
cave in Buckinghamshire County, England into an unknown place that had no
business existing in the real world. To all appearances the limestone wall was
made of the same, roughhewn mineral deposit as the rest of the Hellfire cave
and gave no evidence that it had ever been anything different. There was no
opening into the dragon’s realm, no Morgana le Fay and no Merlin the magician. Just
two dirty, battered young people standing by a sluggish river running through
an abandoned cave. Jason ran the flat of his hand over the wall again and
again, mumbling Merlin’s name, until Beverley feared he would tear the flesh
off the palms of his hands. Finally he allowed her to pull him away and lead
him through the devastation of torn bodies and shattered electronic equipment
that were the only remnants of Morgana le Fay’s mad, eons-long quest to conquer
the world with the allegiance of a strange, half-mythical life form who were
finally sealed inside whatever strange and terrible realm that had spawned
them.


“He’s gone,
isn’t he?”


In answer,
Beverley could only nod. “I’m sorry, Jason. I loved him, too, you know.”


Taking Jason’s
face between the palms of her hands, Beverley looked hard into his eyes.


“Jason, he did
what he came here to do. He destroyed Morgana, sealed the dragon gate and kept
those things from coming back into the world. In the end, he won the battle
he’d been fighting for sixteen centuries. You do understand that, don’t you?”


Jason nodded his
head, took her hands in his, gently kissed her fingers and let out a great,
exhausted sigh.


“Let’s go home,
Babe.”


* * *


Falling.



 

Falling.



 

Falling.



 

Merlin knew he
was falling, but whether he was moving up, or down, or sideways it was
impossible to tell. When he tumbled through the dragon gate he had entered a
cloying, festering blackness as deep and fathomless as the space between the
stars. For a few seconds he could hear Jason screaming his name from somewhere
far in the distance, but the sound ceased when the gateway closed. With Jason’s
shouts cut off, Merlin was still vaguely aware of Morgana le Fay’s shrieking
voice cursing, swearing and shouting oaths somewhere in the distance, but he
could neither see her, nor anything else. And yet, somehow, he was not sure if
this place he was in existed without light or if there was simply nothing to
focus his eyes on. All he knew for certain was that he was in a place of mind
warping confusion. There was absolutely no point of anchorage to which his mind,
or body, could attach themselves. All directions had simultaneously become one,
and yet none at all. Arms and legs flailing, he grappled for purchase where
there was none, like a drowning swimmer fighting to break through the surface
of the water. And then the terror closed in.


From all sides
arose a cacophony of rushing noises, unbearable stenches and kaleidoscopic
colors that were maddening in their intensity, threatening to crush his mind,
spirit and his very soul. From every side and direction came a relentless
assault of horrific smells, insane visions and flashes of blinding light that
engulfed him like a shifting, quavering aurora borealis. From above, around and
below, the shuddering images descended. Waves of red, blue, gold and green
interspersed with white-hot firework-like explosions pressed in from everywhere
with blinding, deafening intensity. Then, suddenly, from out of its midst rose
images of sheer, gibbering madness; shrieking wraiths, clanging bells, dancing
mice, bloody entrails and grappling claws that streamed forth from the hands of
shrouded figures mounted on skeletal horses. Mindless insanities and ancient
terrors beyond description surged both toward him and away from him, reaching
out and fading away to be replaced immediately by others even more nightmarish.


Mingled with the
visual torture was a mind bending wall of sound. The shrieks and screams of the
damned were overlaid with garbled voices speaking in a thousand, thousand
tongues, some known and some unknown, while all around him the roar of thunder
as loud as a thousand jet planes smashing through the sound barrier tore at his
mind. The noise of crackling fires mingled with the stench of rotting flesh and
burning sulfur, while rushing wind as fierce as a dozen hurricanes, and sticky,
moist tearing sounds like the rending of flesh filled his head until he thought
his brain would explode.


Struggling to
escape the devouring madness, Merlin winced, pulling his head deep between his
shoulders and covering his eyes in a vain attempt to stave off the mind and
stomach churning effects of an encroaching panic that could only end in
complete insanity.


Then, out of the
confusion, arose the shrieking, inhuman roar of the dragons followed by a
single, thunderous voice that brought the old wizard’s attention back into
sharp focus. By the time he calmed his shattered nerves enough to open his
eyes, the echoing words were becoming clear.


“You disappoint
me deeply, Morcant le Fay. I have been patient with you for endless eons, but I
am Astaroth the eternal, lord of this realm; I am legion and my numbers are
many and we will not be denied by the incompetence of a mere human.”


From out of the
nothingness descended half a dozen massive dragons, their wings beating like
dark, leathery nightmares, massive crocodile-like mouths surrounded by dozens
of sparking, prehensile tentacles and filled with row upon row of twisted
yellow fangs. Closing in from all directions, the creatures rushed past Merlin,
closing in on some invisible point in the distance that Merlin could only
vaguely identify by the sound of Morgana’s blood curdling screams which were
quickly cut off in a wet gurgle.


Astaroth. Merlin
knew that name. From where? Frantically twisting his head in an attempt to
locate the source of the voice, he saw the nightmarish face of one of the
Dragon Lords loom indistinctly, gigantic in form, out of the cacophony of
sounds and images. It was huge, distorted and disgusting beyond any words he
could think of. Astaroth. Yes. Now he
remembered. Astaroth was the name used by one of the chief warlords of hell,
commander of sixty legions of demons and patron of all corrupt and politically
powerful humans. Finally, after more than sixteen centuries of guessing,
fearing and wondering, Merlin finally knew beyond all doubt who and what the
dragons were, where it was they came from and where he was now trapped.


While floating
aimlessly, simultaneously falling upwards and downwards, contemplating what it
might actually mean to be in hell, Merlin saw another of the dragon creatures
float toward him on leathery wings, its slimy black tail lashing the air behind
it. Would this be how his life ended? Had he somehow displeased God so much? As
the thing came closer, it opened its hideous mouth and spoke.


“This place is
not for you, sorcerer. The righteous do not belong here, nor is there any place
for your kind in our realm. Take your sanctimonious stench and be gone. Leave
us in peace.”
















Epilogue



 

The initial
promise brought by the warm, gentle spring slowly dissolved into a cold, nasty
summer that turned out to be depressingly damp even by British standards. The
season’s only distinguishing feature was an almost perpetual pall of heavy grey
clouds that remained stubbornly closed over the English sky like the lid of a
lead coffin.


Jason’s mood was
every bit as dark and unhappy as the weather. Deep down he knew that Merlin had
ended his life accomplishing what he had set out to do more than a thousand and
a half years earlier, and for that Jason was grateful. He also knew that the
old man had never belonged in the twenty-first century and that he had never
felt comfortable here. But Jason’s overriding emotion was one of bitterness;
for seven months he had been in almost constant contact with one of the
greatest, most legendary figures of history, and he had never had the time to
really get to know him or learn the thousands of facts, both small and large,
about Dark Age Britain that historians and archaeologists had been pondering
over for centuries. The greatest archive of firsthand historical knowledge in
the world had slipped through his fingers because of one insane, bitter woman. Worst
of all, he felt bad because Merlin had been his friend, and life didn’t offer
an abundance of real friends.


Beverley missed
Merlin too but because her involvement with the old wizard had not been as
close, as constant or as intimate as Jason’s had been she did not feel the pain
of his death as acutely as Jason. She knew the best route through grief lies
along the road of distraction and hard work, so she kept Jason busy, convincing
him to start catching up on his lost year of school by taking summer classes
and pre-registering for the makeup classes he would need to schedule for fall
term. Some of the bureaucrats in the admissions office insisted that Jason
should not be allowed to re-enroll at all because he had not filled out the
proper withdrawal forms the previous November. Dealing with the turmoil of
salvaging his academic career helped keep Jason’s mind occupied; and eventually
Dr Carver Daniels not only convinced admissions to allow Jason to re-register,
but he waved the final papers that Jason still owed him from the autumn term,
relieving Jason of the burden of repeating one of his uncompleted seminars. While
Jason worried over his classes and autumn schedule, Beverley struggled to catch
up on the seemingly endless task of completing her Doctoral dissertation.


Without Merlin
to clutter his small student flat with noise, confusion and a mountain of
moldering manuscripts and scrolls, Jason felt more and more alone and
uncomfortable. The books and papers were still there, of course, now neatly
stacked underneath the old table that served as Jason’s desk and covered with a
disused bed sheet to keep them safe from dust and sunlight. But every time Jason
looked at them they looked like a sad, crumpled ghost, huddled forlornly under
the old table, afraid to come out and unable to vanish back to the netherworld
from which they came.


Jason avoided
dealing with the bleak unhappiness of his apartment, and the question of what
to do with Merlin’s papers, by spending more and more time at Beverley’s tiny
flat where he felt needed and loved. Even more cramped than his own digs,
Beverley’s student accommodation was simply too small for two people to inhabit
without tripping all over each other and getting on each other’s nerves. It
didn’t take them long to decide the best solution was to pool their resources
and take a larger flat which would cost less than the combined rent on their
two small ones.


After looking at
dozens of places – most of which were either too small, too expensive or
too dilapidated to consider – they found an attractive two bedroom flat
on the ground floor of a big, old red brick building on the Bootham Road, less
than a half mile from Jason’s old flat. With the high ceilings typical of
buildings from the late Victorian era and large, south-facing windows that
invited the afternoon sunlight to flood into the main room, it was both
spacious and cozy.


Between classes
Jason tackled the job of repainting the new flat, obliterating the obnoxious
lime colored kitchen and the equally unpleasant dark rose color in the two
bedrooms, one of which they turned into a shared office space. After days of
fruitless arguing and trying to decide what color to paint which room they
agreed on the easiest, most practical solution; all of the walls and ceilings
would be a warm white and all the trim would be a soft gray. It may not have
been an inspiring decorator choice, but it was clean, fresh and bright –
and bright was what they both needed at this point in their lives.


It was during
Jason’s third weekend of struggling valiantly to get more paint on the walls
and ceiling than on his face and hands that the battle-scarred old cat
appeared. One of the other tenants had evidently left the building’s main door
open and the feline had wandered in looking for food, friends or attention
– all of which it obviously needed. Old, skinny and battered, the
creature’s gray fur was matted and filthy and the white hair on his chin and
face was splattered with what might have been clotted blood or his last meal. Jason
shooed him out repeatedly, closing the outside door securely, but somehow the
forlorn creature kept finding his way back inside. Out of sheer pity Jason
eventually threw him a few scraps of meat from his sandwich and after that
there was no getting rid of him.


When Beverley
returned home from a grueling ten hour slog at the library she stopped in at
the new flat to see how the work was coming along and nearly tripped over the
cat as she stepped across the threshold. Squalling and scurrying to one corner
after nearly being stepped on, the cat stared at Beverley with huge, round blue
eyes. Dropping her books on the floor, Beverley walked to the corner, knelt
down and talked to the frightened animal in low, calming tones until it allowed
her to pick it up. Holding it at arm’s length for a moment, she turned it
toward Jason.


“Who does it
look like?”


“Babe, it
doesn’t look like anybody. It looks like a poor, sad, bedraggled cat.”


Beverley sighed
and shook her head. “Ratty gray clothes, white beard, big blue eyes…”


“No. It just
looks like a cat.”


“Let’s keep it.”


Jason shrugged,
leaned over to kiss Beverley on the cheek and whispered “Sure” into her ear.


“And we’re going
to call it Merlin.”


Jason threw up
his hands, let them drop to his side, shook his head and turned back to his
painting.


“Whatever. But
you have to clean him up. He’s filthy and I can’t stop painting right now.”


Walking toward
the kitchen, murmuring comforting things to the cat, reassuring it that a bath
wouldn’t kill it, she called over her shoulder “We’ll keep him at my place till
we move house.”


Merlin the cat,
along with its two human friends, brought the last load of clothes from Jason’s
flat on St Mary’s Terrace during the third weekend of July and they only had
one week to get their new digs into some semblance of order because Beverley’s
parents had just called to announce that they and Beverley’s younger brother,
Jonathan, were driving up to York from their home in Chester. They insisted
there was no special reason for the visit but both Beverley and Jason knew it
was occasioned by their daughter’s decision to move in with her American
boyfriend. They had all met Jason the previous autumn and liked him immensely
but now he was becoming a part of the family and they wanted spend more time
getting to know him better.


Two days before
Jean, Ian and Jonathan McCullough arrived in York, an exhausted Jason and
Beverley realized how desperately they needed an early night and decided to go
to bed and watch the dullest movie they could find in the hope that bad cinema
would induce sleep sooner rather than later. Jason insisted he needed food even
before he could muster the strength to take a shower, so Beverley headed to the
kitchen while he finished painting the last window frame in the spare bedroom
and cleaned the brushes.


Later, with
Merlin the cat rubbing figure eights around his ankles, Jason set out the
plates and silverware while Beverley finished making the salads and waited for
the oven timer to signal that the chicken Kiev and roast potatoes were ready. With
a huge, melodramatic sigh Jason flopped his long frame down onto his chair,
smiled and nodded his ‘thanks’ when Beverley set the small green salad down in
front of him. While she went back to the kitchen to retrieve their drinks,
Jason began dribbling a trickle of vinegar and oil dressing over his salad.


After recapping
the bottle and setting it next to Beverley’s plate, he stared blearily across
the expanse of the table toward the salt and pepper shakers. They were
absolutely miles away and he wasn’t sure whether he had the energy to reach
that far. With a grunt he pulled himself erect in his chair, leaned toward the
edge of the table and extended a balled fist as far as he could. The salt and
pepper were now tantalizingly close, but still out of reach. He was going to
have to pull his rump off of the chair. In frustration, Jason opened his fist
and grunted loudly, staring at the salt shaker. Before he had a chance to
surrender to reality and get up from his seat, the salt shaker shot across the
five or six inches separating it from his hand, banging softly against the
flesh between his thumb and forefinger. His eyes growing big with surprise,
Jason had no idea how he should react. Was his mind – or his eyes –
playing some bizarre trick on him? Was he so tired he was hallucinating? Pushing
the salt shaker away with the tips of his fingers, he withdrew his hand until
it was nearly a foot away from the little container of seasoning. Opening his
hand, he thought the single word come,
and without hesitation the salt obediently slid across the table and into his
hand.


“Babe.” His
quavering voice sounded strangled and cracked when he spoke. When Beverley
failed to answer from the next room, he called again, slightly louder. “Babe. Could
you come here, please?”


“What’s wrong? You
sound weird. Are you alright?”


Without looking
up from the table, Jason pushed the salt across the table again and murmured
“Watch this.”


Again he opened
his hand and thought about the salt and again it slid across the table, coming
to rest neatly in his hand.


“Bloody hell. What
a brilliant trick. Where’d you learn that one?”


“’S no trick and
I didn’t learn it. It just happened.”


Now Beverley
came into the room, crossed to the table and took her chair, her eyes never
leaving Jason’s long, thin face. “You’re joking, right?”


Finally, Jason
looked up, locking eyes with her. “I’m not kidding and I have no fucking idea
how that happened.”


“Do it again. I
want to watch this.”


Dutifully Jason
pushed the shaker away, withdrew his hand, opened it and thought about the
salt. Instantly it came to him as obediently as an old dog.


“Blimey. That’s
not at all right.”


“No shit.”


For the next
half hour they alternated between watching a variety things slide across the
table and speculating on how and why Jason had acquired this strange power. Finally,
when Beverley went to the kitchen in answer to the oven timer’s summons, Jason
rose and followed her. Standing in the doorway while she dished out the food,
when she was ready to return to the table, Jason motioned her to stand aside. Extending
one hand toward the counter running along the opposite wall of the kitchen, he
concentrated on an empty coffee mug resting next to the sink. Seconds later the
mug rose into the air, wafted gently across the room and snuggled into his
waiting hand. Without saying a word Jason set the dirty mug back on the counter,
turned around and walked toward the dining table. Much of the meal passed in
silence until Beverley could not stand it any longer.


“So what in the
hell is happening here?”


Jason laid down
his fork, flipped his hair around and began playing idly with the end of his
pony tail, which had regrown over the months since he returned from Ethiopia.


He opened and
closed his mouth several times before finding the words he was searching for. “I’ve
been thinking about that. You remember when Morgana pulled Merlin into the hole
and I tried to grab his hand?’


Seeing the
moisture of painful memory starting to collect in the corner of Jason’s eyes,
Beverley reached out, laying her hand over his before answering.


“Of course I
remember. What about it?”


“I just managed
to brush his hand with my fingers and I swear I felt some kind of a little
spark pass between us.” Again he paused and scratched his head before
continuing. “I wasn’t even sure if it really happened of if I just imagined
it.”


“And now you
think it did happen?”


“Yeah. I do. And
I think he gave me something.”


“Jason. If
you’re right – and I’m not doubting you – but if you are right,
what are you going to do about it?”


“I think I’d
better sign up for some Latin courses so I can start deciphering Merlin’s
manuscripts because I’m going to have to understand this before I can decide
what the hell it all means and figure out how to deal with it.”


“Are you going
to get help deciphering them?”


“I’ve already
considered sharing them with Dr Daniels and Father Cunningham but, to be
honest, we don’t know what all might be in there and…and I don’t know how I
could explain what they were and how I got hold of them.”


Beverley could
see that the thought was unfinished, and after a pause she added “And you think
they might be dangerous.”


“Uh-huh. A lot
of them came from Morgana’s library, after all, and we can’t risk creating
another Morgana le Fay.”


For a long, long
time Jason and Beverley stared at each other in silence, while in the corner
Merlin the cat sat washing his face.
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Seventy miles
west of London the gentle sun that epitomizes the English summer hung in a
cloudless sky, shining down on the chalky soil of the Wiltshire countryside,
warming Jason Carpenter’s lean back as he squatted in one corner of a
rectangular pit fourteen inches deep, twelve feet wide and slightly more than
one hundred feet in length. All around the dig the low, scrubby grasses
struggled valiantly to grow in the dry, inhospitable soil while small armies of
wandering sheep worked with equal dedication to keep the grass trimmed to an
even one inch length. In three directions from where Jason knelt the landscape
was nearly flat, undulating slightly but with little variation. Slightly more
than four hundred yards to the north rose a circular, manmade hillock covering
more than a dozen acres and rising nearly three hundred feet above the
surrounding plane. Constructed more than two and a half millennia ago, the Iron
Age hill fort known as Barbury Castle was an outstanding testament to primitive
technology. It was also a public park, and although the area of Jason and
Beverley’s dig was clearly marked by ropes and police tape the occasional
clutch of tourists was sure to gather at the edge of the cordoned area, staring
inward as though the lone archaeologist might, at any moment, hold up something
amazing and shout ‘Eureka’. Of course, in the real world of archaeology,
amazing finds only occur on the rarest of occasions and even when they do they
normally appear inordinately mundane and disappointing to the casual viewer.


Jason raised his
head, pressing one hand into the small of his back to work out an annoying
kink, the result of remaining twisted at an odd angle for nearly an hour. Glancing
past the small spot where he was working, Jason looked across the intricately
patterned section of ancient mosaic floor which ran away from him in two
directions. From his low angle the design was indistinguishable but he knew
virtually every inch of it by heart, having spent the better part of a month exposing
it to the light of day, one painstaking inch at a time, for the first time in
fifteen centuries. Viewed from above the mosaic depicted an aquatic scene
richly populated by a variety of waterfowl including ducks, geese and great
herons floating in and out of a stand of tall marsh grass. Compared to other
Roman period floors in Italy it was slightly above average quality work, but
judged against its few surviving contemporaries in Great Britain, it was not
only artistically masterful but spoke of a major estate that had been owned by
a family who were cultured, educated and impressively wealthy. Despite
Beverley’s enthusiasm over this extraordinary find Jason’s real interest lay in
the shallow trench in which he was now digging.


Leaning back to
his work, Jason discarded the whisk broom he had been using to brush bits of
dirt away from a small, round area of earth about the size of a dinner plate. Turning
to his left and reaching for a small trowel, he spotted it resting on the white
earth nearly ten feet away next to another in the series of postholes he was
currently excavating. With the casualness that comes from long practice and
familiarity he extended his right hand and opened his fingers. Obediently, the
trowel slid effortlessly along the ground before rising slightly into the air
and coming to rest in his hand. Without once considering the physical
impossibility of what he had just done – or the strange gift of magic
that Merlin had imparted to him during his last seconds of life - Jason turned
his attention back to the indentation in the ground. The small excavation had
once held an upright post – long since rotted away - which had been one
in a series of more than twenty such posts that were the main support beams for
a small addition to the already extensive Roman villa. Here, in the area
encompassed by these postholes, he hoped to find evidence of post-Roman
occupation and reconstruction dating to the period which was popularly referred
to as the early Dark Ages.


As he scratched
away another thin layer of accumulated sediment Jason heard his name being
called from the direction of his and Beverley’s campsite. Laying down the
trowel and straightening up with a grunt, he twisted around to see what she
wanted. Walking toward him, dressed in a tan tee shirt and matching trousers,
her ginger hair tied behind her to keep it out of her eyes while she printed
the photos from yesterday’s dig and collated them with her on-site sketches,
was Beverley accompanied by a slightly stooped figure that Jason did not
immediately recognize. As the pair approached the trench the smiling face and
shining, hairless scalp of his former professor, Dr Carver Daniels, came into
focus. Wiping his dusty hands on his trouser legs, Jason stood up, smiled and
waved. Picking up his pace, Daniels approached the dig and extended a hand.


 “It’s good to see you Dr Daniels. What
brings you all the way out here to the wilds of Wiltshire?”


They shook hands
enthusiastically, grinning, before the old man answered.


 “It’s good to see you, too Mr Carpenter. Although
I guess I should say Dr Carpenter, now, shouldn’t I?” Turning his head and
nodding toward Beverley he added “Oh, dear me, I guess we are all Doctors,
aren’t we? Dr Daniels, Dr Carpenter and Dr McCullough. My goodness, that’s
become quite a mouth full. I think we had best dispense with the formal titles
now that we are all academic equals or we may never make any progress.”


Jason motioned
toward the grassy edge of the trench, inviting their guest to have a seat. When
Daniels hesitated, Beverley stepped into the trench and extended a helping
hand, which the old man took gratefully, easing himself down the slope and onto
the low shelf of earth. As she helped the old man find a comfortable spot, Beverley
grinned and spoke. “Actually, Doctor, it’s not McCullough any more, its McCullough-Carpenter,
but I think it will be a lot easier if you just call me Beverley.”


“Oh, how
wonderful.” Glancing from Jason to Beverley, his lined face broke into a huge grin.
“I do believe you are the first two of my students to marry. How marvelous.” Then,
turning to Jason, he added “And how shall you and I address each other?”


“Well, you can
call me Jason and, since you asked, I agree to dispense with the Doctor, but if
you don’t mind, I’m still going to call you professor. Without your support I
don’t think they would ever have let me back into grad school after I left in
the middle of the semester and took the entire rest of the year off.”


“Nonsense, my
boy. I just made a few small nudges and dropped the right words in the right
ears. How would it have looked to have one of my most promising students
expelled just because he had family emergencies to deal with?” Jason nodded his
thanks and waved the compliment aside as Daniels continued. “And speaking of
your family, how is your grandfather? I think it was splendid the way the two
of you took off together and went to all of those exotic places; Mongolia and
Africa and whatnot. Is he well?”


During their
time together Jason had passed Merlin off as his grandfather to divert any
questions as to why he was running all over the globe with an old man with a
waist length beard. Now, despite the understandable confusion about the old
man’s identity, he knew exactly who Daniels was referring to and the loss of
his friend and mentor still cut deeply.


“I’m afraid my
granddad passed away. It’s been almost five years ago, now.”


 “I am so sorry, Jason. He must have been
a truly extraordinary man to have had so many wide ranging interests at his
age.”


Anxious not to
see the conversation turn maudlin, Beverley tried to shift the subject to
something less sensitive.


 “So, Professor, what brings you way out
here? How did you find us?”


Cheering up
immediately, Daniels smiled and answered. “As you no doubt know, my dear, the
archaeological fraternity is a very small world and no one can hide effectively
for very long – at least not from an old tomb raider like myself. Besides,
I was attending a symposium in Oxford and since I was so close I hired a car
and drove down to say hello.”


“Thirty miles is
a long way to travel just to say hello.”


“Nonsense. Since
I retired my time is my own and I rather miss staring down into holes in the
ground. So tell me, what sorts of finds is this little dig producing for you
other than that most impressive mosaic?”


 “It is brilliant, isn’t it, Professor? I
keep telling Jason how outstanding it is but he’s only interested in post-Roman
reoccupation of old Roman sites.”


With an
apologetic cough, Daniels said “That much I already knew about Jason’s work,
Miss…er…Beverley. You see, I did have a small ulterior motive for coming down.”
While he was talking Daniels had been unzipping a small brief case that had
never left his side. Now, he extracted a book with a brightly colored dust
jacket and held it out toward Jason. On the front cover it said Shining a Light on the Dark Ages; below
were the names Jason Carpenter and Beverley McCullough. “You see, I have a copy
of your book and I was wondering if you would both mind signing it for me.”


 “I’m flattered, Professor.” Jason dusted
his hands off again and reached for the book and pen Daniels was holding out
expectantly.


 “Not at all, my boy. And Cambridge
University Press, no less. I am impressed.” As Jason opened the book and signed
his name on the title page, Daniels continued. “So tell me, how did you find
this villa? Barbury Castle has been poked and prodded since archaeology was in
its infancy more than a century and a half ago but no one had ever located any
Roman ruins before. What led you to this site?”


Jason shrugged
and passed the book to Beverley as he spoke. “The usual, actually. Dry weather
last autumn left brown spots in the grass indicating there might be walls
buried here. Then I used ground-sounding radar to confirm it. Nothing all that
creative, really.”


“But what made
you suspect that this site might have seen Roman period inhabitation?”


 “Well, like I said in my book. When
civilization collapsed after the Romans pulled out, I think it was only natural
that people started reusing both Roman buildings and older Iron Age fortifications.
They had lost so much technological know-how that reuse of existing structures
only makes sense.”


 “I understand that. But why did you
suspect the Romans had put a villa near Barbury?”


 “Oh, that’s easy. The old hill fort
provided them with readymade fortifications. Add a new stockade wall, a gate
house and presto-chango, instant fort.”


 “Very good, my boy. A logically thought
out hypothesis and one which, it would seem, is paying off for you.” Daniels
waved a hand in a broad, sweeping circle taking in the entire area of the
trench. “So have you made any finds to indicate that this villa was reused by
the Britons or Saxons after the Romans left?”


Jason scuttled
across the chalky floor of the trench, grabbed a shallow plastic tray and
returned to his seat before handing the tray to his guest. “Understand,
Professor, I’m only really interested in reoccupation by the Britons before the
Saxons became dominant.”


Carver Daniels
raised his eyes from the tray, peering at Jason over the top of his glasses. “That
gives you a rather narrow window, doesn’t it?”


“Yeah, it does. It
kind of limits me to the period between 450 and 600 AD. I know the Saxons were
in England by 450 but the Britons generally held them in the eastern part of
the country till after 550. And, as you obviously know, by 600 the Saxons had
pretty much taken over nearly all of what we now think of as England.”


Daniels declined
to answer but creased his brow and nodded absently as he stared at the contents
of the white plastic tray. In addition to a portion of a comb made from deer
antler and a few small pot shards there was a flat piece of transparent
blue-green glass about the size of the palm of a man’s hand. After picking the
objects up one at a time he carefully returned them to the tray and handed it
back to Jason.


 “The glass is particularly nice. I assume
you believe it to be Roman era window glass?”


Jason smiled and
nodded enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. But the important
thing is that I found it out here”, Jason waved his hand at the ground
immediately in front of where he was setting, “beyond the exterior face of this
later extension to the villa.”


 “So you conclude that it was reused by
the Britons when they occupied the structure after the Romans left. Is that
it?”


Excited now,
Jason scooted closer to the edge of the grassy step on which he sat, leaning
forward, talking as much with his hands as with words. “That’s exactly it. I’m
really glad you understand.”


Daniels waved
his head from side to side slightly, the slight creases never leaving his
forehead.


 “You do realize, Jason, that the glass
fragment could have wound up where you found it in any one of a hundred ways. The
fact that it was lying near what was once the exterior surface of a wall, which
may or may not have been built by the Britons, is not proof of reoccupation
during your time period.”


 “Of course I understand that, Professor.”
Jason’s voice had taken on a slight edge of urgency, hoping that he could
extract more approval than caution from his old teacher. “I know it takes a lot
more than one tiny piece of evidence to build a credible case but I have to
build my case one piece of evidence at a time.”


Daniels reached
across the corner of the trench and laid a gentle hand on Jason’s arm. “May I
be perfectly frank with you, my boy?”


 “Sure.” Jason shifted slightly
uncomfortably as he nodded. “I always appreciate your critiques.”


“I know the
period of the Britons is your special area of interest, and we know so little
about that period of history that anything new you can prove will be of the
greatest interest to the scientific community…” Now Daniels started shifting as
uncomfortably as his former student. “You see, it’s just that I as I read your
book and your theories about that era, I couldn’t help but remember some of the
rather strange things you and your grandfather seemed to be interested in. I
understand your continued interest in that extraordinary blue orb we excavated
at Tintagel, I still often wonder about that myself. But some of the other
things like the Ark of the Covenant and Arthurian legends…” He left the
sentence unfinished but his implication was clear enough.


 “No. No, professor. I appreciate your
concern but, honestly, I’m not looking for the Holy Grail of proof of King
Arthur or anything like that.”


Carver Daniels
placed his hands on his knees, levered himself into a standing position and
laid a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “I am so very glad to hear that, my boy. Forgive
me for even thinking such things but do understand that I only have your best
interests at heart.”


Rising to look
the old man in the face, Jason smiled, nodded knowingly and continued to lie. “That’s
ok, Professor. I understand, and I appreciate your concern, and I promise I’m
not developing any crack-pot theories about Camelot or anything.”


Daniels smiled,
nodded and let out a massive sigh. “Good. I’m glad I didn’t upset you. Now,
before I go, you must tell me,” here he looked back and forth between Jason and
Beverley, “is your dig on borough property or on private land?”


Having stayed
out of the discussion related to Jason’s areas of expertise, Beverley now
picked up the thread of the conversation. “Actually, we started out on private
meadow land that abutted the park, but when we started uncovering the villa,
particularly that brilliant mosaic tile floor, the borough council gave us
permission to open a section of trench on their property. Now they’re
negotiating with the farmer to buy a bit of his land and incorporate it into
the park to protect it.”


 “Oh, I’m so happy for both of you. And I
look forward to seeing your paper on the entire dig when it’s completed and if
I can be of any assistance, please don’t hesitate to ring me up. I’m always
happy to be of help.”


After a few
moments during which friendly, congratulatory words were passed around, Daniels
picked up his briefcase, tucked it under his arm, smiled and nodded. “This had
been marvelous but I really must be going.”


 “Oh, please Professor,” Beverley waved
her hands in a stalling gesture. “Stay for tea. We have plenty and would love
to have you.”


 “No. No. I do appreciate the offer but I
honestly must get back to Oxford. The symposium is having some sort of a
meet-and-greet thingy tonight and I don’t dare miss it. Besides, I think I
fancy a bit of a lie-down before girding my loins for a social evening.”


 “You used to love those things.”


Daniels winked
at Beverley and patted her arm. “I used to be the center of attention, too. Now
I’m just one more ageing duffer among a vast sea of boring old geezers.”


As Beverley
escorted Carver Daniels back toward the camp and his car, Jason returned to his
work. When Beverley paused long enough to call back to him, reminding him that
dinner would be ready in an hour and that he should avoid getting involved in
anything, Jason responded with a quick glance over his shoulder and a wave of
acknowledgement. Then, when he was sure his guest was well beyond the line of
sight, he extended his hands and grinned as the trowel and whisk broom flew
through the air and came to rest snuggly in his hands.


Later, it took
Jason just under two minutes to walk from the eastern edge of the trench to the
small encampment where he and Beverley had lived for the past eight weeks. The
most notable feature of their compound was the large, bright yellow marque tent
that served as a work space and office where their dig finds were sorted,
photographed and catalogued; here, too, was the ancient generator supplying
electricity for their equipment and for the caravan camper parked next to the
tent. At twenty-six feet in length the camper was hardly spacious but, like so
much in life, it was only a temporary arrangement, so it was bearable. The last
component to their camp was the ancient blue Range Rover that had brought
Jason, Beverley and their equipment to rural Wiltshire and ferried them back
and forth on the occasional trips to the town of Swindon located a scant two
miles north of Barbury Castle hill fort.


Jason pushed
back the flap on the tent door and stepped inside just far enough to set the
white plastic tray with the day’s finds on the long folding table. He patted
the edge of the tray once in satisfaction of a good day’s work and strode the
few yards toward the smell of food wafting from the open door of the camper. Lifting
a pair of hands holding a peeled carrot and a knife, Beverley offered a quick
peck of a kiss and a smile.


 “I’m sorry, Jase, but it’s going to be a
half hour till the chicken is ready. Dr Daniels’ visit just threw me off
schedule a bit.”


 “Don’t worry about it, Babe. I can use a
little relax time, anyway.” Letting out a great ‘oof’ sound as he plopped down
into the caravan’s small dining booth, he looked toward his wife and allowed a
small smile to wash across his tired face. “So how was your day?”


 “Oh, I got everything from yesterday
photographed and catalogued, so I guess it was a good day.” Glancing over her
shoulder at the sound of Jason digging through one of the cabinets she asked
“What are you looking for?”


Hoisting an
ornately framed antique mirror onto the dining table, Jason gently wiped a few
specks of dust from its face, staring at the badly decayed, heavily carved
frame and the oval crystal face with a large section broken off near the
bottom.


 “Thought I’d get some scrying practice in
before we eat. And afterwards I need to go out to the tent and check over
today’s stuff.” Throwing his head backward as far as it would go, he stared at
the ceiling for a moment before closing his eyes and rolling his head from side
to side. “God, I really ought to spend some time later trying to decipher
another page or two of Merlin’s Libra
Praecantatio scroll, too.”


Turning to face
him, Beverley put her hands on her hips and scowled. “Jason Carpenter, what you
really ought to do is get a good night’s sleep. You were up all last night with
that book, you worked all day today in the hot sun and now you look like death
in a bucket.”


Jason raised his
head and let out a long sigh. As he started to wave one hand across Merlin’s
old scrying glass he nodded assent. “You’re right, as always. I’m pooped and I
know it. Just give me an hour or two in the tent and I promise I’ll come to
bed.”


Turning back to
her work Beverley drew her mouth into a tight line and shook her head. “One
hour. Not a single minute more, do you understand?”


Nodding to
himself as he passed his hand across the face of the mirror, writing in the air
with one finger and mumbling half to himself in broken Latin, he paused long
enough to answer. “Yes, ma’am.”


 “I’m not kidding, Jason. One hour or I’m
coming out to get you.”


 “Seriously, Babe. One hour. I promise.”


The face of the
mirror started to cloud over with strange, amorphous gray and black shapes
until, after more than a full minute, it cleared revealing a woman in an
expensive business suit drinking wine and talking to another woman seated next
to her on a bar stool. Since the scrying glass did not transmitted sound it was
impossible to tell what they were talking about. A moment later the scene
shifted.


 “Hey, Babe, come look at this.”


 “What do you see?”


 “Quick, before I lose it.”


Beverley laid
the half peeled apple on the counter and took two steps, pausing to stare over
Jason’s shoulder. “What are we looking at?” In the mirror was the image of an
elderly man standing in front of a full length mirror, tying a necktie. Although
his face was only visible as a reflection in the glass and his head was thrown
back to expose his collar, it was obvious that he was singing at the top his
voice.


 “He’s getting dressed.”


 “I can see that, Jase, but who is he and
why should I care?”


 “Don’t you recognize him? That’s the vice
president.”


 “Of what?”


 “Of the U.S.”


 “Oh, you’re kidding.” Beverley leaned
closer, peering at the man in the mirror. Finally she smiled and drew herself
back to a standing position, snickering. “Bloody hell, it is, isn’t it.”


 “I just wish I could control this thing.”
Jason sighed again and shook his head. “Five years of work. You’d think I would
have figured out how to drive this damn thing.”


Patting his
shoulder solicitously, Beverley walked back to the counter. “You figured out
how to turn it on. You must be the first person in a thousand years to do
that.”


 “Yeah, but how much good is it if I can’t
direct where it goes. It just wanders around aimlessly spying on people.”


 “You’ll get it.”


An hour later,
after the small chicken had been reduced to a pile of bones and a wine bottle
stood empty on the table, Jason gathered up the plates, scraped the detritus
into the waste bin and put the dishes in the sink. Returning to where Beverley
was bent forward, wiping the table, he pressed himself against her and slid his
hands around her waist, giving her a quick squeeze.


 “I’m going out to the tent for a bit,
Babe.”


Rubbing against
him provocatively as she stood up and turned around, she kissed him gently and
whispered in his ear. “If your skinny carcass isn’t back in here in one hour, I
promise you there won’t be any nookie for you tonight, little man.”


Offering a huge,
shit-eating grin and a nod of understanding, Jason extricated himself from her
arms and stepped out the door toward the tent. There was still enough sun left
in the summer sky to give the interior walls of the yellow tent a soft, warm
glow making it feel like the occupants were inside a big, happy-faced yellow
balloon. The weird hue lent a slightly surreal atmosphere to their workroom
that always made Jason smile, and this evening was no exception.


Surrounded on
two sides by makeshift shelves laden with identical white plastic trays, the
two long, folding tables were set up in an ‘L’ shape that offered and orderly
progression of work from one end to the other, thanks entirely to Beverley’s
practical approach to organizing their work. At the end of the first table,
immediately inside the door, were a washing bin, a stack of soft towels and a
pile of clean plastic trays. In the middle of the cleaning area rested the tray
Jason had showed to Dr Daniels earlier in the day. Now, in addition to the
random collection of broken pottery, the comb and the piece of window glass,
there were three small opaque glass beads which were undoubtedly of Roman era
origin. After the Romans pulled out of the British Isles in the middle of the
fourth century AD the knowledge of how to make glass had disappeared with them;
hardly a surprising fact considering that the Britons had far more urgent
matters to attend to than making glass ornaments.


Jason washed the
multicolored beads carefully in a bath of distilled water before giving them a
cursory examination through a lighted magnifying glass and laying them aside in
a new plastic tray with a soft towel laid in the bottom to act as a cushion. The
beads were attractive enough - deep blue glass highlighted with bright yellow
and red swirls running through them – and since they were virtually
identical it was probable that they had come from the same necklace or
bracelet. But they were very much like thousands of other beads that had been
excavated all over the English countryside, and they were of Roman origin, and
so held very little interest for Jason. Likewise, the pot shards appeared to be
from the Roman period; sophisticated in design, thin-walled and decorated with
a richly mottled brown glaze highlighted with touches of dark green; they were
nice but neither particularly rare nor did they serve Jason’s agenda.


Saving the best
items for last, he held the antler comb over the wash basin and gently cleaned
bits of accrued soil and chalk from its surface with a soft brush dampened in
the water. He did not immerse the comb in the water for fear that even a brief
emersion in the water could adversely affect the centuries-old antler. Holding
the cleaned and dried comb under the lighted magnifying lens he marveled at the
workmanship. Certainly not as professional looking as a Roman comb, it showed
that someone working only with the crudest tools had taken the time to cut a
slice of antler to a thickness of scarcely more than a quarter inch, smooth its
outer surfaces and make dozens of thin cuts into the material to form the
teeth. Amazingly, not a single tooth had been broken out of the surviving
section of comb; each tooth was less than an eighth of an inch in width and the
spaces between them were only half the width of the teeth. Finally, the
long-ago comb maker had carved an intricate design at the apex of the spine. Still
surviving in one piece, the delicate design depicted a recumbent female deer
with her legs curled beneath her and her muzzle tucked comfortably between her
front legs. There was no doubt that this finely worked piece came from the
period between the time the Romans pulled out and the Saxons moved in –
exactly the period Jason was looking for. He stared at it for a long moment,
gently stroking the deer’s back again and again, before laying it aside and
reaching for the last item in the tray.


The window
glass, like the beads and broken chunks of pottery, was definitely from the
Roman period. But because of its location immediately outside of the post-Roman
addition, Jason hoped to establish that the Britons had removed it from a window
in the villa and re-used it in the addition they built along the southern-most
wall of the villa’s main building. The best he could hope for was to find more
pieces of broken glass near the same location. This would both affirm that the addition
included material taken from the original villa and give him an approximate
location of the new window.


Handling the
fragile, ancient piece of glass with the utmost care, Jason held it over the
wash basin and brushed clean water across its face again and again. With each
pass the glass became cleaner. Finally, he blotted the water from both sides of
the glass and held it in his hands, studying its makeup. Vaguely blue-green in
color, it was full of flaws, ripples and tiny bubbles. As he moved it one way
and another, examining its surface texture, a vague distortion moved across
– or through, or behind – the glass. Jason looked again but at
first saw nothing. Then, in a matter of seconds, the shadow came again, moving
in exactly the same right-to-left direction it had moved the first time. Jason
blinked his tired eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose to clear his vision,
acknowledging to himself that Beverley was right, he really needed to get more
rest. When the cloud moved through the glass the third time it moved slowly
enough for Jason to make out the blurred image. Somehow, impossible as it
sounded, buried inside the glass was the image of a man’s face. The man was
obviously elderly, with a long white beard and hair, and a great hawkish nose
set between a pair of piercing blue eyes. Beyond a doubt, the man in the window
was Merlin.


Fumbling,
terrified and excited, Jason nearly dropped the palm-sized piece of glass
before he could regain control of himself. With shaking hands he set the glass
down on a clean towel, afraid to touch it. Peering hard at the object in front
of him, he lifted one edge of the towel to move the glass under the light. The
next time the face appeared it moved, turning from one direction to another,
before moving away toward Jason’s left, finally disappearing from his line of
vision.


 “Bev.” Jason’s voice was calm and level
but not nearly loud enough to be heard inside the camper. Then he lost control.
“BEVERLEY, BEVERLEY. JESUS, COME HERE. QUICK.”
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Introduction



 

If you have been following Merlin’s
adventures through the previous two books in this trilogy you already know that
this story is a work of fiction based primarily on characters from the
Arthurian legends and a diverse range of historical sources.


As I did in the
previous volumes, I have worked diligently to maintain the authenticity of
historical facts, geographic locations, adherence to the Arthurian legends and
other information that serves to give a realistic setting in which our
characters live out their make-believe lives. In the previous volumes most of
the cities and physical sites referred to in the book have been real. The
places in the city of York appear much as they are described in the story and
most of the other locations I use were based (sometimes rather loosely) on
actual places. The individuals, occurrences and other details are inventions of
my imagination and should not be taken as fact. In this latest book I have
relied largely on historical documents and archaeological information, which
are sometimes a bit sketchy, to illuminate the so-called Dark Ages. Considering
that I am dealing with primarily fictitious characters set against a background
of fictitious action I suppose even the sketchiest information wouldn’t make
much difference to their lives but I have tried, where possible, to stay within
the bounds of known historical facts concerning fifth century Britain. It is
worth noting that the characters of General Ambrosius Aurelianus, King Hoel of
the Bretons, Duke Aegidius of the Franks, King Hengist of the Saxons and his
war chief, Colgrim, were all real people who lived during the late fifth century
AD time period in which much of our story takes place. Likewise, the political
map showing the British Isles of the fifth century is as near to accurate as
possible.


I should also
mention something about the Welsh language. Welsh suffers from a severe lack of
vowels and contains letter combinations that appear strange to outsiders. Suffice
it to say that the most common vowel is ‘y’ and that anywhere you see a double
‘d’ (dd) it is pronounced like the ‘th’ combination in English. Hence, the name
Griffudd is pronounced Griffith and the town Vaddon is pronounced Vathon. Similarly,
the double ‘l’ combination, such as you find in the name Lloyd, is pronounced
not unlike the sound you make when clearing flem from the back of your throat –
a kind of coughing ‘k’ sound.


‘Out of Time’ is
the third book of (at least) a trilogy covering Merlin and Jason’s adventures
and, as inconceivable as it seems, I suppose some of you may have missed the
first two installments of the trilogy entitled Revelations: book one of The Merlin Chronicles and The Sorcerer’s Apprentice: book two of The
Merlin Chronicles. While I strongly recommend reading both of these before
diving into this third volume, I am going to make your life easy by opening
this final volume of the trilogy with a prologue that gives new readers a short
synopsis of the first two books so they won’t be left scratching their heads,
trying to fill in the blank spaces with assumptions and imagination –
that’s my job. This does not leave you off the hook for volumes one and two
– go out immediately and buy them or you will never know how much fun you
have missed.


And now,
friends, fans and followers of Merlin, welcome to Out of Time: book three of the Merlin Chronicles.





























Prologue
~ Our Story So Far…



 

After robbing the library of the
flamboyantly evil sorcerous Morgana le Fay, the wizard Merlin discovered an
ancient spell which would temporarily close the invisible gate through which
Morgana’s allies, the dragons, had been attacking earth from the mysterious
realm where they exist. When the vengeful Morgana discovered the theft she sent
her mercenary thugs in search of Merlin with orders to retrieve her books and
kill the old man. Fearing for his life, the great wizard constructed a small
crystalline ball in which to hide himself until he could find a way to close
the dragon gate permanently. With the help of his lover, the water sprite
Vivian, also known as the Lady of the Lake, Merlin buried himself and his
spheroid refuge on the Cornish coast. Sixteen centuries later he was still
seeking a solution to his problem.


When archaeology
student Jason Carpenter was assigned to conduct his first dig at the site of
Tintagel castle he, his entire team, and their professor were amazed when they
unearthed a strange blue crystalline sphere in otherwise undisturbed soil. Catapulted
to fame thanks to his strange discovery, Jason’s notoriety crumbled when the
sphere exploded, ruining the laboratory in which it had been kept. But far
stranger was the bearded old man wearing a long gray gown who appeared in
Jason’s apartment insisting that he was Merlin the wizard and that he had been
hiding from the nearly eternal Morgana le Fay for 1,600 years while searching
for a means by which he could close a magical gate through which dragons were trying
to attack earth.


As Merlin spun
out a tale of deceit, betrayal and terror, Jason came to believe the old man’s
wild story and reluctantly agreed to help him rebuild his sphere; a plan which
came to a disastrous end when the laboratory where the sphere was being
reconstructed – along with the scientist working on it – were
destroyed in an explosion. If Jason had any lingering doubts that Morgana le
Fay was still alive after sixteen centuries they disappeared the night she
tried to seduce, and murder, Jason.


With Morgana and
her agents closing in on Merlin and Jason, the pair went on the offensive,
following Morgana from her offices in Cardiff, Wales to an old fortress on the
Chinese-Mongolian border where her opium processing operation was overseen by
Chinese triad gangsters. Knowing full well that Merlin and his young companion
were following her, Morgana laid a series of traps with the help of a five
hundred year old necromancer named Fu Ling Chu. Although her thugs captured
Jason and imprisoned him, Merlin engineered his escape and, in the process,
destroyed much of the fortress which served as Morgana’s Asian headquarters. Days
later, during a raging thunderstorm and flood that threatened to wash away the
car in which Jason and Merlin were escaping from Mongolia, Merlin encountered
and killed Morgana’s nefarious ally Fu Ling Chu.


Taking refuge in
a Buddhist monastery on the Mongolian-Russian border, the battered and
exhausted pair discovered a cryptic, two thousand year-old manuscript which
Merlin believed might contain the answer to his long search for a means of
permanently closing the dragon gate. There were, however, two small problems:
first, the manuscript was written in a virtually indecipherable combination of
ancient languages and, second, the vengeful Morgana was about to release the
pet dragon which she had kept in an underground cavern for more than a
millennia and a half. Following the creature’s first devastating attack on the
monastery Jason frantically devised a crude, tripod-mounted crossbow and was
ready to fight the dragon when it returned. To Jason’s amazement the machine
worked and the monstrous reptile was destroyed.


After returning
to England, Jason and Merlin felt relatively safe from Morgana’s spying thanks
to a strange ointment which the lama of the Buddhist monastery had presented to
them. Unfortunately, while they may have been safe from Morgana they were no
closer to unravelling the cryptic manuscript which held the secret to closing
the dragon gate…at least until Merlin, Jason and his girlfriend Beverley
McCullough visited a tiny island off the Welsh coast where they conferred with
Merlin’s lady friend Vivian. Speaking in cryptic, disjointed phrases Vivian
tried to explain that the secret of locking the dragon gate lay in the power of
two mystical pebbles which may – or may not – be locked inside the
legendary Ark of the Covenant, the exact location of which had not been
confirmed for more than three thousand years.


Another clue in
the strange chain of riddles leading to the precise location of the dragon gate
came when a friend of Jason inadvertently mentions a fancy dress party that he
was planning to attend. Connecting one tenuous thread of information to
another, Merlin, Jason and Beverley travel to an elaborate system of tunnels
and caves once used by a group of notorious eighteenth century rakes known as
the Hellfire Club. Eventually, Merlin comes to realize that deep in the cave is
the hidden gateway through which the dragons enter our world and it is here
that he will have to return when he possesses the stones which will permanently
lock the gate.


While Merlin and
Beverley keep a close watch on Morgana’s actions through his scrying glass,
Jason tracks down clues as to the possible location of the legendary Ark of the
Covenant and its contents. His investigations lead him to the conclusion that
the Ark may actually exist – and that it may contain the magical stones
which will lock the dragon gate forever. He also learns that the Ark may be
hidden in a church somewhere in an Ethiopian desert town named Axum. Leaving
Beverley and Merlin to keep an eye on Morgana’s movements, Jason flies to
Africa where he eventually locates the Ark only to be told by its guardian that
no one has been allowed to see it in more than three thousand years.


Thanks to
Merlin’s magical intercession, and the offer of donating the strange text
containing the riddle to the dragon gate to the church’s treasury, Jason is
finally granted the privilege of looking at the Ark. While the Ark is every bit
as splendid as biblical legend holds it to be, it seems that no one has been
able to figure out how to open it since it left Jerusalem nearly three
millennia ago. As he studies the golden box, Jason realizes that there is a
piece missing and that piece appears to be identical to a large bronze disk
through which Morgana le Fay communicate with the dragons. That evening he
calls Merlin and Beverley, promising to return to England immediately so they
can steal the disk from Morgana and take it to Africa and open the Ark.


Even as Jason
prepares to leave Ethiopia, Morgana le Fay accidently picks him up in her
scrying glass. Dispatching a gang of thugs to kill or capture Jason, their
target eludes them but when the mercenaries kill the desk clerk at his hotel,
Jason becomes the object of a police manhunt, making it impossible for him to
leave Ethiopia. Frightened, angry and frustrated, Jason goes into hiding.


As Merlin and
Beverley ponder the best way to proceed without Jason, Morgana prepares to move
the device through which she communicates with the dragons to her new
operational headquarters in the recesses of the Hellfire Caves where she plans
to open the dragon gate. Realizing that their only hope of stealing the
communicating disk is to intercept it while it is in transit from Morgana’s
headquarters to the Hellfire Caves, Merlin and Beverley set off on a mad quest
to hijack the van containing the disk. Their mission successful, Beverley and
the disk board the next flight to Ethiopia.


For reasons he
refuses to divulge, Merlin declines to accompany her, instead setting off
toward the Hellfire Caves on foot, swearing to kill Morgana and put an end to
her evil scheming for all time.


Unaware of
Merlin’s intentions, Beverley and Jason haul the bronze disk across the
Ethiopian wastes to the building where the Ark is kept. There, after long and
exhausting arguments with the treasurer, they are allowed to attach the disk to
the Ark of the Covenant, allowing the Ark to be opened. There, in the bottom of
the Ark, along with the tablets containing the Ten Commandments, lay the two
small stones Jason had been searching for. In gratitude for opening the Ark,
the guardian gives Jason the stones and arranges for him and Beverley to be
smuggled out of Ethiopia.


While Jason and
Beverley were busy in Africa, Merlin found his way back to the Hellfire Caves,
made his way inside and lay in wait for Morgana le Fay. While investigating
Morgana’s alterations to the labyrinth of tunnels he is stunned and left
unconscious by a military grade Taser that had been buried in one of the cave
walls as part of Morgana’s security system.


When Jason and
Beverley return to England and can find no trace of Merlin or his whereabouts,
they frantically telephone police and hospitals in search of their friend. Just
as they begin to discuss the possibility of Merlin’s having gone to the caves
alone, the face of Morgana le Fay appears in Merlin’s scrying glass. Gloating
over her triumph, she redirects the glass to show a beaten and drugged Merlin
tied to a chair, deep inside her lair.


Returning to the
caves in the hope that they can rescue Merlin and lock the dragon gate for all
time, Jason and Beverley wind up in a wild shoot-out with Morgana’s guards. The
pair’s progress is nearly halted when they come face-to-face with Morgana who,
in a psychopathic fury, tries to destroy Jason and Beverley. During the melee
Merlin slips his bonds and joins the fight.


As the
combatants alternate between launching assaults and dashing for cover, Morgana
seizes Beverley and uses her as a shield to make her way to the dragon gate. By
the time Jason and Merlin realize what happened, Morgana has reached the gate
and is casting the spell which will open it and allow the monstrous creatures
into the world. As the vortex opens the cavern fills with howling, hurricane
force winds, driving Jason and Merlin backward down the tunnel.


Fighting their
way toward Morgana and her struggling captive, Jason pulls Beverley free as
Merlin defies the cyclone spewing from the mouth of the dragon gate, using the
mystical stones to enact the spell of permanent closure while simultaneously
fighting off the furious attacks of his ancient adversary. In their struggle
Morgana is thrown into the yawning vortex. Toppling backwards, struggling
frantically to regain her balance, she grabs the sleeve of Merlin’s gown. Realizing
that his friend is inches from being dragged into the pit along with Morgana,
Jason lunges forward to pull Merlin back from the precipice. Their fingers
touch but it is too late and Merlin disappears into the mouth of the rapidly
closing gateway.


Later, Jason
realizes that in his final instant of life Merlin imparted some of his
supernatural powers to his friend before disappearing from sight. Jason now has
the ability to levitate objects at will. Excited and frightened by this occult
power, he vows to increase and expand his magical powers by unraveling the
information contained in the mountain of ancient scrolls and books which Merlin
left behind in Jason’s apartment.


We rejoin our
story some months before Jason discovers the strange gift he has inherited, at
the very moment when Merlin tumbles through the vortex leading into the vast
unknown place which is the dragons’ realm.
















Chapter One



 

First there was the stomach
churning unreality of falling - falling endlessly but without direction - no
up, no down, no point of reference anywhere. His waist-length hair and beard
floated in all directions, swirling around him, giving no indication that his
fall was influenced by the pull of gravity. Merlin tried to find some object on
which to focus his eyes, but there were no physical objects, nothing at all but
the fathomless darkness. Somewhere there was a voice calling his name but there
was no way to tell which direction it came from because the very concept of
‘direction’ had lost its meaning.


Desperate to
reorient himself, Merlin’s mind flashed from place to place trying to recreate
the past few moments that had brought him to this place of nothingness. He had
been trying to close the gate – the hole in the world - through which
Morgana was about to release the Dragon Lords and their armies. He had the
stone - the key to the gate - in his hand. Instinctively, Merlin felt for the
small leather pouch hanging from his belt. The other stone was still there; the
one that could unlock the gate. The one that locked the gate was gone, wedged
tight in the invisible vortex which was now sealed somewhere far, far away in
the endless darkness. He remembered fighting off Morgana, and watching her fall
through the gate into the yawning abyss. He remembered her making a grab for
the sleeve of his coarse gray gown and he remembered his friend Jason making a
lunge toward him, hands reaching out, grasping, in a desperate attempt to keep
him from losing his balance. Now he remembered. The voice he had heard was
Jason, screaming his name as the vortex drew in on itself and snapped out of
existence.


Merlin’s
attention was drawn back to his immediate situation. The darkness was changing
now. His surroundings were still black and featureless but the air had become
damp and cloying, clutching at his body and his lungs, forcing his mind toward
a state of suffocating panic. Out of nowhere appeared a strange glowing banner
bearing the words ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here’. An instant later the
letters broke up, their component parts skittering off in all directions on
hideous insectoid legs.


 Suddenly, from some indefinite point in
his directionless surroundings came a crushing tsunami of noises, stenches and
horrific sights that threatened to rip his mind and body to shreds. From above,
around and below him the shrieking insanity closed in. Torrents of
kaleidoscopic colors came in waves so intense it was like being in the center
of a nuclear explosion. His nostrils were assailed by the violently nauseating
reek of rotting flesh, feces and a thousand, thousand other nameless
atrocities. Then came the scenes of madness, some identifiable, some without
form, but all designed to unhinge the mind and send their victim into a state
of slobbering madness. Shrieking wraiths, clanging bells, dancing mice, bloody
entrails flying through the air and grappling claws that snatched at him from
the hands of skeletal figures mounted on decomposing horses. A million, million
nightmares simultaneously surged toward him and away from him, threatening to
mow him down the instant before they vanished without a trace, only to be
replaced by more and worse obscenities.


Merlin tried to
block out the horror by closing his eyes, but there was no way to close his
ears against the bombardment of sound. The shrieks and screams of the damned
competed with gibbering voices speaking in a thousand unknown languages, and
all around him the roar of rolling thunder louder than a million jet engines
ripped at his ear drums and his mind. The raging symphony of madness was
accompanied by rushing winds as fierce as a tropical typhoon and wet, sticky
tearing sounds like flesh being ripped apart by meat hooks; all of these ate
into his brain until he thought it would explode. Struggling to escape the
onset of complete and total madness, Merlin threw up his hands, spreading his
fingers to cover as much of his face as possible and began screaming so loud
the vibrations in his throat threatened to destroy his vocal cords; “LIBERA NOS A MALO. LIBERA NOS A MALO”
– Deliver us from evil. Deliver us from evil.


From out of the
confusion arose the shrieking, belching roar of the dragons and the sound of a
single human voice. Far, far away he could hear Morgana le Fay’s screaming;
hurling a string of curses, vile oaths and imprecations into the endless sea of
darkness. Against the fading, impotence of Morgana’s blind anger came the sound
of a single deep, thunderous hissing voice.


“You disappoint
me deeply Morcant le Fay. I was patient with you for endless eons, but I am
Astaroth the eternal, lord of this realm; I am legion and my numbers are many
and we will not be denied by the incompetence of human perversity.”


Then, diving
through the bleak nothingness, came a V-shaped formation of half a dozen
dragons, their huge, black, leathery wings extended out behind them like a
squadron of living dive-bombers. Their hideous crocodile jaws were opened wide,
exposing thousands of twisted, yellowing fangs and flickering forked tongues. Around
the creatures’ gaping mouths clusters of twisting, probing tentacles, like
those of some impossibly huge catfish, fired cascades of tiny electrical
charges into the atmosphere. As the airborne nightmares shot past Merlin he
caught fleeting glimpses of their massive horned skulls, sleek green-black
scaled bodies, grasping claws like some gigantic bird of prey and long,
whip-like leathery tails that thrashed left and right, twisting and turning,
acting like rudders to guide their flight toward Morgana’s voice as it faded
into the distance.


As Merlin
watched the ghastly things rocket past, he pondered the words of the first
dragon. “I am Astaroth…” Astaroth. His
mind was hardly working at maximum efficiency but he knew he had heard that
name somewhere before. Where? He twisted around in a vain attempt to find the
flight of monsters but their massive forms had vanished into the blackness. Finally
it came to him. Astaroth was the name used by one of the chief warlords of hell
- commander of sixty legions of demons and patron of all corrupt and powerful
humans. Finally, after more than sixteen centuries of guessing, fearing and
wondering, Merlin finally knew beyond all doubt what the dragons were and where
they came from. This is the place his Welsh ancestors knew as anwyn. This was
hell. And he was trapped in it.


Still floating
aimlessly, falling but not falling, the great wizard contemplated what it might
mean to be in hell. Would this be how his unnaturally long life ended? Had he
somehow displeased God so much that this was how he would spend all eternity? He
pondered these unsettling thoughts for an indeterminate period of time – possibly
minutes, possibly decades - how do you judge time in the pits of eternity? As
he tumbled slowly through the void his attention was diverted by the sound of
huge, flapping wings. When he twisted around in an attempt to find the source
of the sound he was terrified to see one of the creatures flying directly
toward him, its fifty-foot-long wings hammering the air with a steady whump,
whump, whump, its slimy black tail lashing the air behind it. As the thing came
closer it grinned obscenely, opened its hideous mouth, belched out a wave of
nauseating stench and spoke.


“How came you
here, sorcerer? This place is not for you.”


Stunned almost
beyond words, it took Merlin a moment to gather his thought and answer the
creature.


“I fell…that is,
I was pulled through the gate by Morgana le Fay.”


As it spoke the
creature’s tongue flicked in and out of its gigantic mouth as though it was
searching for the scent of something it could not quite identify, and Merlin
realized with a shudder that it was sensing his essence the way humans stare
into each other’s eyes when gauging the speaker’s veracity. Finally, apparently
content with what it sensed, the thing spoke again.


“She is ours but
you are not. The righteous do not belong here. There is no place for your kind
in our realm. Be gone. Take your stench from our world.”


It glared at
Merlin with huge yellow eyes slashed by gigantic, vertical red pupils that laid
bare its undisguised loathing of the tiny man it was talking to. No, Merlin
realized, it was not just him the thing despised, but all humans and everything
that they were and stood for. This creature lived to wreak vengeance on the
entire human race, to tear mankind’s collective soul from its body and torture
it slowly, endlessly, for the sheer joy of the experience. But apparently there
were rules governing who it could, and could not, molest.


“Am I dead?”


“No. And that is
but one of the many problems which you have caused. You have been a botherment
for an eternity of eternities and you must go back to where you came from.”


“Is Morgana
dead?”


Before it
answered the creature pulled its gelatinous lips up over its teeth as though it
were trying to form an obscene parody of a smile.


“The physical
body of that one no longer exists but her pain and suffering shall endure for
all eternity. My Lord Astaroth reserves a spectacularly creative array of
torments for those foolish enough to displease him.” The thing’s fetid breath
came in a series of short explosions that Merlin thought sounded frighteningly
like a chuckle. “He shall provide eons of excruciating misery during which she
can contemplate her shortcomings.”


“I see.”


“You do not see
but it does not matter. We do not want you here. Now go away.”


“I don’t know
how to leave.”


“My Lord
Astaroth feared as much. I have been sent to be your guide. It is but one small
part of my many agonies.”


“I’m sorry.”


The thing threw
its massive horned skull back and roared. “NO PITY! It is not permitted. Is not
my torture enough without the sanctimonious stench of your pity?”


Merlin turned
his head away from the bellowing monstrosity when suddenly, impossibly, while
the massive, looming shape of the dragon continued to tower above Merlin, it
was simultaneously on the same level he was. Stunned and confused, Merlin
stopped walking and stared at the beast. Walking? Merlin looked down, and
although there was certainly no ground beneath his feet, there was also no
doubt that he was standing on some kind of solid surface. When he looked back
up the dragon was gone. In another fantasia-like shift it had been replaced by
a grizzled, middle aged man dressed in a suit of ring mail and wearing an ugly
looking short sword at his side. With a violent start Merlin recognized the man
– it was the traitorous warlord Vortigern who had murdered Merlin’s
friend and teacher, Brother Jerome, almost seventeen centuries ago, when Merlin
was only nine years old. He had also ordered Merlin’s throat to be cut. Recoiling
in disgust, Merlin knew the instant he looked into Vortigern’s eyes that this
was not the long-dead warrior. The irises of its eyes looked like broken yellow
glass and the pupils were ugly, hate-filled vertical slits as red as burning coals.
Vortigern smiled and when he spoke his voice had the same escaping-steam hiss
as the dragon that had stood in its place a moment before.


“Is this shape
easier for you to relate to, wizard?”


“Not
particularly.”


The image of
Vortigern winked out of sight to be replaced with that of Morgana le Fay and
the dragon’s voice chuckled in a series of short wheezing bursts.


“Is this more to
your liking?”


Merlin had
already come to the conclusion that if the creature had the power to harm him
it would have done so before now. Obviously it was just trying to make their
time together as unpleasant as possible. Apparently it was manifesting itself
in the forms of people who had caused Merlin pain and distress in the hope of
terrifying him. Evidently its hatred of mankind was not just one aspect of its
makeup but lay at the very core of its being. It was clear that causing humans
to experience pain and terror excited the thing, or brought it some perverse
kind of pleasure, and Merlin had no intention of feeding its twisted emotional
needs.


“It doesn’t
matter to me what you make yourself look like. I just want to know how to get
out of this place.”


Having failed to
elicit the desired reaction, the thing’s snake-like eyes stared at Merlin with
a corrosive hatred.


“I would give me
great pleasure to tear your soul from your body and torture your still living
spirit for all time to come, but you do not belong to us and you have disrupted
the law of linear continuity. This must be corrected before you do even more
damage to the way of things.”


Merlin’s
forehead creased into a confused scowl. “I don’t understand. What is this
‘linear continuity’ and how have I disrupted it?”


The thing
morphed again, returning to its own shape, floating next to Merlin, while
somehow remaining at eye level and yet towering more than fifty feet over his
head.


“There are laws
which even those who pray to your God must obey; no matter how great a wizard
they imagine themselves to be.”


Frustrated by
the dragon’s evasive, circular answers Merlin stared hard into the fiery eyes
and flailed his arms in the air. “Great. Explain to me what law I’ve broken.”


The thing
squinted its hate-filled eyes and flicked its tongue at Merlin before
answering. “By encasing yourself in the orb to hide from your enemy le Fay you
simultaneously remained timeless and un-ageing and yet continued to move
through time. This is not allowed. That which you did must be undone.”


“You mean that I
somehow changed time?”


“You come from
what you would refer to as the past and yet you have precipitated events that
changed the course of the future long after you should have been dead.”


“You’re just
pissed off because I locked the gate, aren’t you?”


The thing bared
its teeth and shook its massive, bony head. “You give yourself far too much credit,
human. True, you locked the gate, but it is only one gate to one small place at
a single point in time in a very, very large universe.”


Stunned by the
possible implications in what the dragon said, Merlin’s jaw worked silently for
a minute before he found his voice. “You mean there are more gates?”


The thing
grinned hideously but refused to address the question. Instead, it motioned
with one gnarled talon. “We are here.”


Merlin looked
around but could only see more of the endless nothingness. “We are where?”


“The point to
which you must return to repair the damage you have done to the great linear
continuity.”


“Where? I don’t
see…”


And before he
could get the next word out of his mouth, the realm of darkness, the dragons
and the directionless void were gone. Now Merlin was standing in a sunlit
meadow with the tall golden grass of late summer whispering around his knees,
propelled gently back and forth by a freshening breeze scented with the sharp
tang of the ocean. Most startlingly, only inches in front of him stood the
figure of a pale young woman who appeared to be hardly out of her teens. Her
angular, waif-like face looked like it had been plucked from a pre-Raphaelite
painting. From her delicate shoulders hung a nearly translucent blue-green gown
and her white-blond hair flowed down across her shoulders and back, nearly
reaching her hips. On her head was a delicate silvery diadem decorated with
what appeared to be the forms of hundreds of tiny fish, each one catching and
reflecting the light so they almost looked like they were alive and swimming
around her head. She looked up at Merlin, a tiny, delicate scowl of confusion
creasing her flawless forehead. As Merlin spoke she cocked her head to one side
like a curious little bird.


“My dearest
child, what are you doing here?” Then, looking around at the meadow and toward
the cliff edge a few dozen yards away, he added “And where are we?”


Vivian looked up
across the length of Merlin’s snowy beard, staring deep into his hypnotic blue
eyes and finally raised one hand to her temple. “I came because you called me. You
asked me to help hide you from that woman.” Raising one hand she pointed to the
grapefruit sized blue crystal ball which Merlin was holding tight against his
chest. “In that.” Merlin looked down at the sphere in amazement, staring
blankly at it as the Lady of the Lake continued rambling in her perpetually
vague voice. “But I thought we had already buried you…it.” Then, shifting her
gaze back to Merlin, she added “Or are we just about to do that? I can’t seem
to remember. Would you like me to bury it now? The lines of power in the earth
are at their strongest here, and you will be safe from Morgana’s spying until
you do whatever it is you feel you need to do.”


Suddenly Merlin
felt uncontrollably nauseous. Reaching out, he laid one trembling hand on the
girl’s shoulder to steady himself, afraid for a moment that he might faint. Had
it all been a dream – some kind of a strange vision? Had he really lived
in the sphere for sixteen centuries and been thrust abruptly into the
unimaginable confusion of the far distant twenty-first century, or had it all
been some fleeting hallucination? Shaking his head to regain clarity, he raised
a hand to caress Vivian’s cheek, demanding her undivided attention.


“Unless I’m
going quite mad, you already buried my sphere, but it happened a very long time
ago.”


“I don’t
understand.’


“Neither do I.” He
began slowly, marshalling his thoughts as he went. It was so very hard getting
definite information out of a creature like Vivian, who lived simultaneously at
all points in time, remembering the future and past with equal clarity but
always vague and unsure about where in the time stream she was at any
particular moment. “Do you remember my friends?”


“You mean Arthur
and the queen? Of course I remember…”


“No. Not the
king. Do you remember my other two friends, a young man and a young woman?”


The water sprite
smiled vacantly, a bit more certain of how she should answer. “Oh, you mean the
red haired human girl who wanted to know about the keys in the golden box with
the birds on the lid.”


Merlin let out a
great, long sigh of relief. Thank God, he hadn’t gone suddenly mad,
experiencing visions and hallucinations the way he had after King Uther and his
army were destroyed by the dragons all those years ago. He had, indeed been in
the sphere for a millennia and a half, spent the better part of a year in the
far distant future and had, presumably, sealed the dragon gate and been a party
to the long overdue death of Morgana le Fay. But how did he wind up back here? Only
moments ago he was…where? Suddenly his mind refused to work again and his knees
started to feel weak and watery.


“Would you like
to sit down, my love? You don’t look at all well. In fact,” she giggled, “you
look slightly green.”


Gratefully,
Merlin allowed Vivian to help him to the ground where he laid back amid the
tall, soft grass, letting its dry, ripe scent wash over him and fill his lungs
with its sweetness. He let out another long, slow sigh as Vivian lay down next
to him, pillowing her tiny head on his chest and combing her delicate fingers
through his beard. Finally, after long minutes spent in a mutually comforting
silence, broken only by the sounds of the breeze and their breathing, Merlin
spoke.


“When in time
are we, my dear?”


She lifted a
strand of his beard, giving it a playful tug. “You know I can’t answer that.”


“Yes, but…wait. Did
you say we just arrived here a few moments ago and that we were about to bury
my sphere?”


“I believe so. But,
of course, I could be wrong.”


Now, more to
himself than to the water sprite lying peaceably next to him, Merlin continued.
“If you’re right, that means this is the year four-eighty-six, Arthur is
already dead and the kingdom is lost but Morgana is still alive. Or is she? If
I just killed her…no, she died in the twenty-first century, so she must still
be alive now.”


Inches from his
chin, Vivian giggled and rubbed her cheek against the rough cloth of his gray
gown. “Now you sound like me. You can’t remember when it is any more than I
can.” After sharing a few more moments of warm silence, she patted him on the
chest. “Do you still want to put yourself into the orb and have me bury it?”


Merlin reached
across his chest with one hand and stroked her long, soft hair. “No, my dear, I
don’t think I can go through that again.” Suddenly he hoisted himself onto one
elbow, disturbing Vivian and forcing her to sit up next to him. Laying his free
hand on her shoulder he smiled. “I believe I’ve been given an opportunity to
rectify at least some of my past mistakes and this time I’m going to find a
better way to approach things; one that won’t take sixteen centuries.”


“That’s nice.”


Merlin smiled a
sly, secret smile. “Yes, it is, my dear. But if I now have the chance do it all
over again, then I have to do it right. It’s going to take some time to figure
it all out and I think you might be able to help me.”


“Oh, good.”


“Tell me, my
dear, what do you know about the gateways that lead into and out of anwyn?”


The girl-thing’s
eyes grew large and awkward looking, heavy with an uncomfortable knowledge. “How
did you find out about the gates?”


“So you do know
about them?”


“Yes, but humans
were never supposed to have such knowledge. It’s too dangerous. How did you
find out about them?”


“I just came
through one.”


“I see.” Vivian
shifted her eyes nervously away from Merlin, staring at the grass, the sky and
a passing insect, anything to keep from letting Merlin see what she was
thinking.


“Do you know how
they work?”


“We all knew how
to use them.”


Leaning forward
until he was almost nose-to-nose with the girl, he lifted her chin gently with
one hand, forcing her to look him in the face. “Who is ‘we’?” Merlin was well
aware of the stories and legends about the naiads and other fay folk; that they
had once been angels but when the war in heaven broke out they had refused to
take sides, backing neither Lucifer nor God. When Lucifer had been defeated and
cast out, those who had remained neutral were not deemed evil enough to be sent
to hell, but not good enough to remain in paradise. Consequently, they were
sentenced to the perpetual half-life of fairies, eternally trapped between what
they were and the world of humans, living forever but denied an anchorage in
time, remembering the future as well as the past and unable to tell the two
apart. In all the years he had known Vivian she had never spoken of what she
was or from where she came. When her answer came it was typically cryptic.


“Myself and the
others used them in the before time.”


“I don’t quite
understand, my dear. The time before what?”


Vivian let out a
huge, defeated-sounding sigh redolent with the weight of unimaginable sadness
and loss. “Before I became what I am. Before those things became what they are
now.”


“You mean the
dragons?”


Her eyes grew
large and round like a startled animal’s. Shifting her gaze away from Merlin’s,
she nodded; the movement of her head pressing gently against his fingers. “Yes.
But they had not become dragons when they were allowed to use the gate.”


“What were
they?”


“In the before
time they were very beautiful.”


“You mean before
the rebel angels were kicked out of Paradise, don’t you?”


Vivian pulled
her head from Merlin’s hand and offered a single, tiny nod before turning her
attention to a small fingernail which apparently needed chewing.


Laying a hand on
her shoulder and pulling her against his chest, Merlin nodded to himself. His
friend, his lover, the water sprite and naiad know as Vivian had, indeed, once
been an angel. When Merlin spoke again it was little more than a whisper.


“Tell me, my
child, when you were all angels did you use the gates?” Again the nearly
imperceptible nod, now felt rather than seen. “And where do they go to?”


“Everywhere.” Vivian’s
tiny voice was muffled, filtered through the cloth of his gown. “They go from
everywhere to everywhere. They connect all times, all places and all dimensions
and universes.” Then, after a long pause, “But humans are not allowed to move
through time. And now I’m not allowed to use them either.”


“But you do know
how they work?”


“Oh, yes.”


Merlin gently
pushed her back from the comforting warmth of his chest, easing her away just
far enough that he could look at her when he spoke.


“In that case,
my dear, I’m afraid I have to ask for your assistance again. You remember how
you restored my life when Vortigern had me killed and how you gave Excalibur to
Arthur?” With great, round eyes she looked up at the old wizard, nodded and
offered a weak smile. “Well, sweet lady, I’m afraid I need yet another favor
from you.”


Vivian pulled
away, turned her back on Merlin and wrapped her arms around herself
protectively before answering. “Why is it that you humans are always doing
things? You find questions and look for answers to them and then take the
answers and go places and do things that will probably change the way things
are. But nothing ever changes, not really, so why don’t you just leave things
alone and enjoy your lives?”


Merlin moved to
where she was standing, positioning himself beside her but not quite touching. “My
dear, I wish I had an answer to that. Maybe it’s just that we think some things
need to be done no matter what the cost, or maybe it’s because that’s just the
way we were made. I don’t know. But I do know that there are things which I
have to do and I will need your help to do them. Will you help me?”


“If I help you
with this thing, you will have to protect me from the dragons.”


“That’s part of
what I have in mind.”


The naiad
snuggled close to the old man and looped one tiny arm through his. “Are you
going to come live with me on Ynys Enlli and be my lover again?” When she
smiled her pale, watery blue eyes lit up like those of a happy child.


Merlin smiled
and hugged her close. “Yes, my love. After all these years I am finally free to
live with you again.” Then, after a pause, “And while being with you has always
been my greatest joy, do understand that I am now very old and old men are
seldom the best lovers.”


“Are you still
old?”


“Yes. I’m afraid
that once a human becomes old there is no reversing the process.”


Vivian looked at
him with a curious, uncertain expression on her face and giggled quietly,
turning in a gentle circle on the tall grass. Having no idea how to respond to
this, Merlin said “I suppose we had best get started, it will take us weeks to
get from the Tintagel Headlands to Ynys Enlli.”


Lunging toward
him and digging her fingers into his ribs until he winced, she skipped away,
motioned for him to follow and shouted “No it won’t.” Dancing toward the steep
cliff she called again. “Come.”


Together they
walked among the huge, ancient formations of broken rocks and twisted,
weathered stone fingers that made up the exposed edge of Cornwall’s primordial
cliffs, winding their way downward toward the pebbled shingle and the sea
beyond. As they neared the narrow swatch of beach Vivian paused long enough to
gather up the translucent sides of her dress and hold them out as far as far as
her arms would reach. Cavorting in tiny circles, the balls of her feet twisted
small circular depressions in the sand. Pirouetting, she returned and took
Merlin’s hand.


“How do you
think I always come to you so quickly when you call me?”


Merlin creased
his forehead, raised his shaggy eyebrows and mumbled “I never really gave it
much thought, I…”


“Silly.”


Grabbing his
hand she led him to the lapping edge of the water. Pausing, she removed the
circlet from her head and tossed it toward the sea. As the shining s object
reached the height of its arc it broke apart, the tiny, slivery fish that had
encircled her head twisting and leaping, splashing into the ocean and swimming
away.


Looking at
Merlin and laughing, Vivian murmured “I am allowed to use the gates between
places, just not between times” as she placed one small foot after the other in
the water.


Merlin followed
suit, lowering the first of his Doc Martin hiking boots into the sea. When his
second boot followed the first, he found himself stepping back onto land. But
they were no longer in Cornwall. Ahead of them was a gently rising, grassy
slope leading toward an intricately tended maze of hedges that must have covered
fifteen or more acres. At center of the circular maze was a large open area,
making the entire garden look like a huge donut. Oddest of all was the fact
that the box hedges forming the maze were clipped to slightly below knee
height. Whereas the purpose of a maze was to challenge, or confuse, the visitor
as they tried to find their way to the center and back out, here it was
impossible to get lost. All a person needed to do to escape the maze was step
over the top of the hedges.


Pointing toward
the open area at the center of the maze, Vivian asked “Do you like my house?”


“My dear, you
know I can’t see your tower. No one can.”


“Here.” Stepping
to where Merlin stood she turned his body ninety degrees, so the open space in
the maze was aligned with his right shoulder. “Now try.”


“Now I couldn’t
see it even if it was visible. I’m not facing the right direction.”


“Of course you
can, silly. That’s the whole point. Look straight ahead and you will be able to
see my house out of the corner of your eye. Don’t move your eyes; look straight
ahead.”


Staring across
the grassy plain, toward the churning fury of the Irish Sea, at the peripheral
edge of his vision Merlin could just make out the blurry image of a stone
tower. It must have been nearly fifty feet in diameter and four stories in
height, giving it a pleasant, if nearly square, profile. Around the building’s
uppermost edge stood a row of crenelated battlements. Here and there, scattered
across its face, were tall, narrow windows. When he instinctively turned his
head to get a better look at it, the structure was no longer there.


“That’s amazing,
my dear. However do you do that?”


“You know how
you make yourself disappear?”


“I don’t really
disappear. I just divert people’s line of vision so they can’t see me.”


Taking his hand
and pulling him into the low maze, she smiled and nodded. “This is kind of the
same thing except that I divert my house in time. It’s always there, just a few
seconds in the past.”


“I don’t
understand.”


“You wanted to
know about the gateways. This is how they work. They allow you to displace
time.”


“I’m afraid I
still don’t understand.”


“You will.” Giggling
again, she added, “It’s just going to take time.”
















Chapter Two



 

Seventy miles west of London the
gentle sun that epitomizes the English summer hung in a cloudless sky, shining
down on the chalky soil of the Wiltshire countryside, warming Jason Carpenter’s
lean back as he squatted in one corner of a rectangular pit fourteen inches
deep, twelve feet wide and slightly more than one hundred feet in length. Around
the dig the low, scrubby grasses struggled valiantly to grow in the dry,
inhospitable soil while a battalion of wandering sheep worked with equal
dedication to keep the grass trimmed to an even one inch length. In three directions
from the spot where Jason knelt the landscape was nearly flat, but four hundred
yards to the north rose a circular, manmade hillock covering more than a dozen
acres and rising almost three hundred feet above the surrounding plain. Constructed
more than two and a half millennia earlier, the Iron Age hill fort known as
Barbury Castle was an outstanding testament to primitive technology. It was
also a public park, and although the plot of land encompassing Jason and
Beverley’s dig was clearly marked by ropes and police tape, the occasional
clutch of tourists would gather at the edge of the cordoned area, staring
inward as though the lone archaeologist might, at any moment, hold up something
amazing and shout “Eureka”. Of course, in the real world of archaeology,
amazing finds only occur on the rarest of occasions, and even when they do they
tend to appear inordinately disappointing to the casual viewer.


Jason raised his
head, pressing one hand into the small of his back to work out an annoying
kink; the result of remaining twisted at an odd angle for nearly an hour. Glancing
past the small spot where he was working, Jason looked across the exposed
section of ancient mosaic tiled floor which ran away from him in two
directions. From his low angle the design was indistinguishable but he knew
virtually every inch of it by heart, having spent the better part of a month
exposing it to the light of day, one painstaking inch at a time, for the first
time in fifteen centuries. Viewed from above the tiny tiles depicted an aquatic
scene richly populated by waterfowl including ducks, geese and great herons
wandering in and out of a stand of tall marsh grass. Compared to other Roman-period
floors in Italy it was slightly above average quality work, but judged against
its few surviving contemporaries in Great Britain, it was not only artistically
masterful but spoke of a major estate that had been owned by a family who were
cultured, educated and impressively wealthy. Despite Beverley’s enthusiasm over
this extraordinary find, Jason’s real interest lay not in the Roman floor but
in the shallow trench in which he was now digging.


Leaning back
down to his work, Jason discarded the paint brush he had been using to remove
bits of dirt from an area of earth the size of a dinner plate. Turning to his
left and reaching for a small trowel, he spotted it resting ten feet away near
another in the series of postholes he was currently excavating. With the
casualness that comes from long practice and familiarity he extended his right
hand and opened his fingers. Obediently, the trowel slid effortlessly along the
ground before rising slightly into the air and coming to rest in his hand. Without
once considering the physical impossibility of what he had just done – or
the strange gift of magic that Merlin had imparted to him during his last
seconds of life - Jason turned his attention back to the indentation in the
ground.


The shallow hole
had once held an upright post – long since rotted away - which had been
one in a series of more than twenty such posts that were the main support beams
for a small addition to the extensive Roman villa. Here, in the area
encompassed by these postholes, he hoped to find evidence of post-Roman
occupation dating from the period popularly referred to as the early Dark Ages.


As he scratched
away another thin layer of accumulated sediment Jason heard his name being
called from the direction of his and Beverley’s campsite. Laying down the
trowel and straightening up with a grunt, he twisted around to see what she
wanted.


Beverley was
dressed in a khaki tee shirt and matching trousers, her ginger hair tied behind
her head to keep it from falling across her eyes while she printed the photos
from yesterday’s dig and collated them with her on-site sketches. She was
accompanied by a slightly stooped figure Jason did not immediately recognize. As
the pair approached the trench the smiling face and shining, hairless scalp of
his former professor, Dr Carver Daniels, came into focus. Wiping his dusty
hands on his trouser legs, Jason stood up, smiled and waved. Picking up his
pace, Daniels approached the dig and extended a hand.


“It’s good to
see you Dr Daniels. What brings you all the way out here to the wilds of
Wiltshire?”


They shook hands
enthusiastically, grinning, before the old man answered.


“It’s good to
see you, as well, Mr Carpenter. Although I guess I should say Dr Carpenter,
now, shouldn’t I?” Turning his head and nodding toward Beverley he added “Oh,
dear me, I guess we are all Doctors, aren’t we? Dr Daniels, Dr Carpenter and Dr
McCullough. My goodness, that’s become quite a mouth full. I think we had best
dispense with the formal titles now that we are all academic equals or we may
never make any progress.”


Jason motioned
toward the grassy edge of the trench, inviting their guest to have a seat. When
Daniels hesitated, Beverley stepped into the trench and extended a helping
hand, which the old man took gratefully, easing himself down the slope and onto
the low shelf of earth. As she helped him find a comfortable spot, Beverley
grinned and spoke. “Actually, Doctor, it’s not McCullough any more, its
McCullough-Carpenter, but I think it will be a lot easier if you just call me
Beverley.”


“Oh, how
wonderful.” Glancing from Jason to Beverley, his lined face broke into a huge
grin. “I do believe you are the first two of my students to marry. How
marvelous.” Then, turning to Jason, he added “And how shall you and I address
each other?


“Well, you can
call me Jason and, since you asked, I agree to dispense with the Doctor, but if
you don’t mind, I’m still going to call you professor. Without your support I
don’t think they would ever have let me back into grad school after I left in
the middle of the semester and took the entire rest of the year off.”


“Nonsense, my
boy. I just made a few small nudges and dropped the right words in the right
ears. How would it have looked to have one of my most promising students
expelled just because he had family emergencies to deal with?” Jason nodded his
thanks and waved the compliment aside as Daniels continued. “And speaking of
your family, how is your grandfather? I think it was splendid the way the two
of you took off together and went to all those exotic places; Mongolia and
Africa and whatnot? Is he well?”


During their
time together Jason had passed Merlin off as his grandfather to divert any
possible questions about why he was running all over the globe with an old man
with a waist length beard. Now, despite the understandable confusion about the
old man’s identity, he knew exactly who Daniels was referring to and the loss
of his friend and mentor still cut deeply.


“I’m afraid my
granddad passed away. It’s been almost five years ago, now.”


“I am so sorry,
Jason. He must have been a truly extraordinary man to have had so many wide
ranging interests at his age.”


Anxious not to
see the conversation turn maudlin, Beverley tried to shift the subject to
something less sensitive.


“So, Professor,
what brings you way out here? How did you find us?”


Cheering up
immediately, Daniels smiled and answered. “As you no doubt know, my dear, the
archaeological fraternity is very small and no one can hide effectively for
very long – at least not from an old tomb raider like myself. Besides, I
was attending a symposium in Oxford and since I was so close I hired a car and
drove down to say hello.”


“Thirty miles is
a long way to travel just to say hello.”


“Nonsense. Since
I retired my time is my own and I rather miss staring down into holes in the
ground. So tell me, what sorts of finds is this little dig producing for you
other than that most impressive mosaic?”


“It is
brilliant, isn’t it, Professor? I keep telling Jason how outstanding it is but
he’s only interested in post-Roman occupation of old Roman sites.”


With an
apologetic cough, Daniels said “That much I already knew about Jason’s work,
Miss…er…Beverley. You see, I did have a small ulterior motive for coming down.”
While he was talking Daniels had been unzipping a small briefcase that had
never left his side. Now, he extracted a book with a brightly colored dust
jacket and held it out toward Jason. On the front cover it said Shining a Light on the Dark Ages; below
were the names Jason Carpenter and Beverley McCullough. “You see, I have a copy
of your book and I was wondering if you would both mind signing it for me.”


“I’m flattered,
Professor.” Jason dusted his hands off again and reached for the book and pen
as Daniels held them out expectantly.


“Not at all, my
boy. And Cambridge University Press, no less. I am impressed.” As Jason opened
the book and signed his name on the title page, Daniels continued. “So tell me,
how did you find this villa? Barbury Castle has been poked and prodded since
archaeology was in its infancy almost two centuries ago, but no one had ever
located any Roman ruins before. What led you to this site?”


Jason shrugged
and passed the book to Beverley as he spoke. “The usual, actually. The dry
weather last autumn left brown spots in the grass indicating there might be
walls buried here. Then I used ground-sounding radar to confirm it. Nothing all
that creative, really.”


“But what made
you suspect that this site might have seen Roman period inhabitation?”


“Well, like I
said in our book, when civilization collapsed after the Romans pulled out, I
think it was only natural that people started reusing both Roman buildings and
older Iron Age fortifications. They had lost so much technological know-how
that reuse of existing structures only makes sense.”


“I understand
that. But why did you suspect the Romans had put a villa near Barbury?”


“Oh, that’s
easy. The old hill fort provided them with ready-made fortifications. Add a new
stockade wall, a gate house and presto-change-o, instant fort.”


“Very good, my
boy. A logically thought out hypothesis and one which, it would seem, is paying
off for you.” Daniels waved a hand in a broad, sweeping circle taking in the
entire area of the trench. “So have you made any finds to indicate that this
villa was reused by the Britons or Saxons after the Romans left?”


Jason scuttled
across the chalky floor of the trench, grabbed a shallow plastic tray and
returned to his seat before handing the tray to his guest. “Understand,
Professor, I’m only really interested in reoccupation by the Britons before the
Saxons became dominant.”


Carver Daniels
raised his eyes from the tray, peering at Jason over the top of his glasses. “That
gives you a rather narrow window, does it not?”


“Yeah, it does. It
kind of limits me to the period between 400 and 600 AD. I know the Saxons were
in England by 450 but the Britons generally held them in the eastern part of
the country till after 550. And, as you obviously know, by 600 the Saxons had
pretty much taken over nearly all of what we now think of as England.”


Daniels declined
to answer but creased his brow and nodded absently as he stared at the contents
of the white plastic tray. In addition to a portion of a comb made from deer
antler and a few small pot shards, there was a flat piece of transparent
blue-green glass about the size of the palm of a man’s hand. After picking the
objects up one at a time he carefully returned them to the tray and handed it
back to Jason.


“The glass is
particularly nice. I assume you believe it to be Roman era window glass?”


Jason smiled and
nodded enthusiastically. “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. But the important
thing is that I found it out here”, Jason waved his hand at the ground
immediately in front of where he was sitting, “beyond the exterior face of this
later extension to the villa.”


“So you conclude
that it was reused by the Britons when they occupied the structure after the
Romans left. Is that it?”


Excited now,
Jason scooted closer to the edge of the grassy step on which he sat, leaning
forward, talking as much with his hands as with words. “That’s exactly it. I’m
really glad you understand.”


Daniels waved
his head from side to side slightly, the slight creases never leaving his
forehead. “You do realize, Jason, that the glass fragment could have wound up
where you found it in any one of a hundred ways. The fact that it was lying
near what was once the exterior surface of a wall - which may or may not have
been built by the Britons - is not proof of reoccupation during your time
period.”


“Of course I
understand that, Professor.” Jason’s voice had taken on a slight edge of
urgency, hoping that he could extract more approval than caution from his old
mentor. “I know it takes a lot more than one tiny find to build a credible case
but I have to build my case one piece of evidence at a time.”


Daniels reached
across the corner of the trench and laid a gentle hand on Jason’s arm. “May I
be perfectly frank with you, my boy?”


“Sure.” Jason
shifted slightly uncomfortably as he nodded. “I always appreciate your
critiques.”


“I know the
period of the Britons is your special area of interest, and we know so little
about that period of history that anything new you can prove will be of the
greatest interest to the scientific community…” Now Daniels started shifting as
uncomfortably as his former student. “You see, it’s just that as I read your
book, and your theories about that era, I couldn’t help but remember some of
the rather strange things you and your grandfather seemed to be interested in. I
understand your continued interest in that extraordinary blue orb we excavated
at Tintagel, I still often wonder about it myself. But some of the other things
like the Ark of the Covenant and the Arthurian legends…” He left the sentence
unfinished but his implication was clear enough.


“No, no,
professor. I appreciate your concern but, honestly, I’m not looking for the
Holy Grail or proof that King Arthur was real or anything like that.”


Carver Daniels
placed his hands on his knees, levered himself into a standing position and
laid a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “I am so very glad to hear that, my boy. Forgive
me for even thinking such things, but do understand that I only have your best
interest at heart.”


Rising to look
the old man in the face, Jason smiled, nodded knowingly and continued to lie. “That’s
ok, Professor. I understand, and I appreciate your concern, and I promise I’m
not developing any crack-pot theories about Camelot or anything.”


Daniels smiled,
nodded and let out a massive sigh. “Good. I’m glad I didn’t upset you. It was
never my intention to do so. Now, before I go, you must tell me,” here he
looked back and forth between Jason and Beverley, “is your dig on borough
property or on private land?”


Having stayed
out of the discussion related to Jason’s particular area of expertise, Beverley
now picked up the thread of the conversation. “Actually, we started out in a
private meadow that abutted the park, but when we started uncovering the villa,
particularly that brilliant mosaic floor, the borough council gave us
permission to open a section of trench on their property. Now they’re
negotiating with the farmer to buy a bit of his land and incorporate it into
the park to protect it.”


“Oh, that’s
splendid. I’m so happy for both of you. And I look forward to seeing your paper
on the entire dig when it’s completed. And if I can be of any assistance at all,
please don’t hesitate to ring me up. I’m always happy to help.”


After a few
moments during which friendly, congratulatory words were passed around, Daniels
picked up his briefcase, tucked it under his arm, smiled and nodded. “This has
been marvelous but I really must be going.”


“Oh, please
Professor,” Beverley waved her hands in a stalling gesture. “Stay for tea. We
have plenty and would love to have you.”


“No. No. I do
appreciate the offer but I honestly must get back to Oxford. The symposium is
having some sort of a meet-and-greet thingy tonight and I don’t dare miss it. Besides,
I think I fancy a bit of a lie-down before girding my loins for a social
evening.”


“You used to
love those things.”


Daniels winked
at Beverley and patted her arm. “I used to be the center of attention, too. Now
I’m just one more ageing duffer among a vast sea of boring old geezers.”


As Beverley
escorted Carver Daniels back toward the camp and his car, Jason returned to his
work. When Beverley paused long enough to call back to him, reminding him that
dinner would be ready in an hour and that he should avoid getting involved in
anything, Jason responded with a quick glance over his shoulder and a wave of
acknowledgement. Then, when he was sure his guest was well beyond the line of
sight, he extended his hands and grinned as the trowel and whisk broom flew
through the air and came to rest snuggly against his palms.


Later, it took
Jason just under two minutes to walk from the eastern edge of the trench to the
small encampment where he and Beverley had lived for the past eight weeks. The
most notable feature of their compound was the large, bright yellow marque tent
that served as a work space and office where their finds were sorted,
photographed and catalogued. Here, too, was the ancient generator supplying
electricity for their equipment and the caravan camper parked next to the tent.
At twenty-six feet in length the camper was hardly spacious but, like so much
in life, it was only a temporary arrangement, so it was bearable. The last
component to their camp was the ancient blue Range Rover that had brought
Jason, Beverley and their equipment to rural Wiltshire and ferried them back
and forth on their occasional trips to the town of Swindon located a scant two
miles north of Barbury Castle hill fort.


Jason pushed
back the flap on the butter-colored tent door and stepped inside just far
enough to set the white plastic tray containing the day’s finds on the long
folding table. He patted the edge of the tray once, in satisfaction of a good
day’s work, and strode the few yards toward the smell of food wafting from the
open door of the camper. Lifting a pair of hands holding a peeled carrot and a
knife, Beverley offered a quick peck of a kiss and a smile.


“I’m sorry,
Jase, but it’s going to be a half hour till the chicken is ready. Dr Daniels’
visit just threw me off schedule a bit.”


“Don’t worry
about it, Babe. I can use a little relax time, anyway.” Letting out a great
“oof” sound as he plopped down into the caravan’s small dining booth, he looked
toward his wife and allowed a weary smile to wash across his tired face. “So
how was your day?”


“Oh, I got
everything from yesterday photographed and catalogued, so I guess it was a good
day.” Glancing over her shoulder at the sound of Jason digging through one of
the cabinets she asked “What are you looking for?”


Hoisting an
ornately framed antique mirror onto the dining table, Jason gently wiped a few
specks of dust from its face, staring at the badly deteriorated, heavily carved
frame and the oval crystal face with a large section broken off near the
bottom.


“Thought I’d get
some scrying practice in before we eat. And afterwards I need to go out to the
tent and check over today’s stuff.” Throwing his head backward as far as it
would go, he stared at the ceiling for a moment before closing his eyes and
rolling his head from side to side. “God, I really ought to spend some time
later trying to decipher another page or two of Merlin’s Libra Praecantatio folio, too.”


Turning to face
him, Beverley put her hands on her hips and scowled. “Jason Carpenter, what you
really ought to do is get a good night’s sleep. You were up all last night with
that bloody book, you worked all day today in the hot sun and now you look like
death in a bucket.”


Jason raised his
head and let out a long sigh. As he started to wave one hand across Merlin’s
old scrying glass he nodded assent. “You’re right, as always. I’m pooped and I
know it. Just give me an hour or two in the tent and I promise I’ll come to
bed.”


Turning back to
her work Beverley drew her mouth into a tight line and shook her head. “One
hour. Not a single minute more, do you understand?”


Nodding to
himself as he passed his hand across the face of the mirror, writing in the air
with one finger and mumbling half to himself in broken Latin, he paused long
enough to answer. “Yes, ma’am.”


“I’m not joking,
Jason. One hour or I’m coming out to get you.”


“Seriously,
Babe. One hour. I promise.”


The face of the
mirror started to cloud over with strange, amorphous gray and black shapes until,
after more than a full minute, it cleared to reveal a woman in an expensive
business suit drinking wine and talking to another woman seated next to her on
a bar stool. Since the scrying glass did not transmit sound it was impossible
to tell what they were talking about. A moment later the scene shifted. Jason
stared at it for a moment before his face broke into a huge grin.


“Hey, Babe, come
look at this.”


“Why? What do
you see?”


“Quick, before I
lose it.”


Beverley laid
the half-peeled apple on the counter and took two steps, pausing to stare over
Jason’s shoulder. “What are we looking at?” In the mirror was the image of an
elderly man standing in front of a full length mirror, tying a necktie. Although
his face was only visible as a reflection in the glass and his head was thrown
back to expose his collar, it was obvious that he was singing at the top his
voice.


“I caught him
getting dressed.”


“I can see that,
Jase, but who is he and why should I care?”


“Don’t you
recognize him? That’s the vice president.”


“Of what?”


“Of the U.S.”


“Oh, you’re
kidding.” Beverley leaned closer, peering at the man in the mirror. Finally she
smiled and drew herself back to a standing position, snickering. “Bloody hell,
it is, isn’t it.”


“I just wish I
could control this stupid thing.” Jason sighed again and shook his head. “Five
years of work. You’d think I would have figured out how to drive the damn
thing, wouldn’t you.”


Patting his
shoulder solicitously, Beverley walked back to the counter. “You figured out
how to turn it on. You must be the first person in a thousand years to do
that.”


“Yeah, but how
much good is it if I can’t direct where it goes. It just wanders around
aimlessly spying on people.”


“You’ll get it.”


An hour later,
after the small chicken had been reduced to a pile of bones and a wine bottle
stood empty on the table, Jason gathered up the plates, scraped the detritus
into the waste bin and put the dishes in the sink. Returning to where Beverley
was bent forward, wiping the table, he pressed himself against her and slid his
hands around her waist, giving her a quick squeeze.


“I’m going out
to the tent for a bit, Babe.”


Rubbing against
him provocatively as she stood up and turned around, she kissed him gently and
whispered in his ear. “If your skinny carcass isn’t back in here in one hour, I
promise you there won’t be any nookie for you tonight, little man.”


Offering a huge,
shit-eating grin and a nod of understanding, Jason extricated himself from her
arms and stepped out the door. There was still enough sun in the summer sky to
give the interior walls of the yellow tent a soft, warm glow, making any
occupant feel like they were inside a big, happy-faced yellow balloon. The
weird golden hue lent a slightly surreal atmosphere to their workroom that
always made Jason smile, and this evening was no exception.


The interior of
the tent was surrounded on two sides by makeshift shelves laden with identical
white plastic trays. And thanks entirely to Beverley’s practical approach to
organizing their work, the two long, folding tables were set up in an ‘L’ shape
that offered an orderly progression of recording and cataloguing from one end
to the other. At the end of the table immediately inside the door, were a
washing bin, a stack of soft towels and a pile of clean plastic trays. In the
middle of the cleaning area rested the tray Jason had shown Dr Daniels earlier
in the day. Now, in addition to the random collection of pottery shards, the
comb and the piece of window glass, there were three small, opaque glass beads
which undoubtedly originated from the Roman era. After the Romans pulled out of
the British Isles in the middle of the fourth century AD, the knowledge of
glass making disappeared with them, hardly surprising considering that the
Britons had far more urgent matters to attend to than making glass ornaments.


Jason washed the
multicolored beads carefully in a bath of distilled water before giving them a
cursory examination through a lighted magnifying glass and laying them aside in
a clean plastic tray lined with a soft towel laid in the bottom to act as a
cushion. The beads were attractive enough - deep blue glass highlighted with
bright yellow and red swirls running through them – and since they were
virtually identical it was probable that they had come from the same necklace
or bracelet. But they were very much like thousands of other beads that had
been excavated all over the English countryside, and because they were of Roman
origin they held little interest for Jason. Likewise, the pot shards appeared
to be from the Roman period; sophisticated in design, thin-walled and decorated
with a richly mottled brown glaze highlighted with touches of dark green; they
were nice but they were neither particularly rare nor did they serve Jason’s
agenda.


Saving the best
items for last, he held the section of antler comb over the wash basin and
gently cleaned bits of accrued soil and chalk from its surface with a soft
brush dampened in the water. He did not immerse the comb in the water for fear
that even a brief emersion could adversely affect the centuries-old antler. Holding
the cleaned and dried comb under the lighted magnifying lens he marveled at the
workmanship. Certainly not as sophisticated as a Roman comb, it showed that
someone, working with only the crudest tools, had taken the time to cut a piece
of antler to a thickness of scarcely more than a quarter inch, smooth its outer
surfaces and make dozens of narrow cuts into the material to form the teeth. Amazingly,
not a single tooth had been broken out of the surviving section of comb; each
tooth was less than an eighth of an inch in width and the spaces between them
were only half the width of the teeth. Finally, the long-ago comb maker had
carved an intricate design at the apex of the spine. Still surviving in one
piece, the delicate design depicted a recumbent female deer with her legs
curled delicately beneath her and her muzzle tucked comfortably between her
front legs. There was no doubt that this finely worked piece came from the
period between the time the Romans pulled out and the Saxons moved in –
exactly the period Jason was looking for. He stared at it for a long moment,
gently stroking the tiny deer’s back again and again, before laying it aside
and reaching for the last item in the tray.


The window
glass, like the beads and broken chunks of pottery, was definitely from the
Roman period. But because of its location immediately outside the post-Roman
addition, Jason hoped to establish that the Britons had removed it from a
window in the villa and re-used it in the addition they built along the
southern-most wall of the villa’s main building. The best he could hope for was
to find more pieces of broken glass near the same location. This would both
affirm that the addition included material taken from the original villa and
give him an approximate location of the new window.


Handling the
fragile, ancient piece of glass with the utmost care, Jason held it over the
wash basin and brushed clean water across its face again and again. With each
pass the glass became cleaner. Finally, he blotted the water from both sides of
the glass and held it in his hands, studying its makeup. Vaguely blue-green in
color, it was full of flaws, ripples and tiny bubbles. As he moved it one way
and another, examining its surface texture, a vague distortion moved across
– or through, or behind – the glass. Jason looked again but at
first saw nothing. Then, in a matter of seconds, the shadow came again, moving
in exactly the same right-to-left direction it had moved the first time. Jason
blinked his tired eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose to clear his vision,
acknowledging to himself that Beverley was right; he really needed to get more
rest. When the cloud moved through the glass a third time, it moved slowly
enough for Jason to make out the blurred image. Somehow, impossible as it
sounded, buried inside the glass was the image of a man’s face. The man was
obviously elderly, with a long white beard and hair, and a great hawkish nose
set between a pair of piercing blue eyes. Beyond any doubt, the man in the
window was Merlin.


Fumbling,
terrified and excited, Jason nearly dropped the palm-sized piece of glass
before he regained control of himself. With shaking hands he set the glass down
on a clean towel, afraid to touch it. Peering intently at the object in front
of him, he lifted one edge of the towel to move the glass under the light. The
next time the face appeared it moved, turning from one direction to another,
before moving away toward Jason’s left, finally disappearing from his line of
vision.


“Bev.” Jason’s
voice was calm and level but not nearly loud enough to be heard inside the
camper. Then he lost control. “BEVERLEY! BEVERLEY! JESUS, COME HERE! QUICK!”
















Chapter Three



 

Merlin felt more relieved than
disturbed when Vivian came pirouetting into the room, throwing her arms around
his neck and laughing, tugging him to his feet. He had no idea how long he had
been pondering over the ancient scrolls which were stubbornly protecting their
mass of arcane information on how the time gates operated. He could, quite
literally, not determine how long he might have been sitting in the room; it
could have been hours, or days or even months. The normal certitudes of time
and space seemed to have no more hold on Vivian’s home than they did on the water
sprite herself.


When they first
entered Vivian’s tower, the main room had appeared like exactly as it should. Given
the fact that the tower was roughly fifty feet in diameter, and the exterior
walls appeared to be about ten feet thick, there ought to have been a thirty
foot diameter area which could be used as a single large space – as the
room directly inside the entry door proved to be – or it could be
subdivided into several smaller units. In point of fact, however, with the
exception of the great hall, the building seemed to follow no known laws of
space or physics and changed in the most astonishing manner, seemingly at will.
Beyond the great hall, and on the levels above, a mind boggling number of rooms
were connected by passages and hallways that proved as winding and elusive as a
basket full of snakes.


After thoroughly
disorienting Merlin with a tour of her house, the room to which Vivian had
finally taken him was obviously a library. She had helpfully grabbed an
ancient, crumbling scroll from one of the endless series of shelves that lined
all four walls, unrolled it on a table, kissed Merlin on the cheek and wafted
out of the room. Since that moment Merlin’s sojourn in the library had only
been interrupted by occasional periods of exhausted sleep. During their initial
tour Vivian had shown him to a sleeping chamber of his own, and sometimes he
slept there, alone, and sometimes Vivian joined him. On other occasions he
followed her to her own bedroom – a space which never seemed to remain in
the same place for more than a few hours at a time. On several occasions he had
followed her to her bedroom in one part of the ever-changing house and awakened
in the morning only to find that it had moved somewhere else entirely.


The library,
where he spent nearly all of his waking hours, was as belligerently vague and
inconsistent as the rest of the tower. When Vivian unrolled the first scroll on
the long table, Merlin had pulled up a stool and immediately started to pour
over its mysterious contents, anxious to begin unravelling the secrets of the
gateways. Only when he turned his head to take a glance further down the
unfurled length of parchment did he realize that only the lines directly in
front of him remained legible. The endless lines of cramped handwriting
extending in both directions appeared to be soft, vague and unformed, refusing
his best efforts to bring them into focus. The unreliability of his vision
extended far beyond the confines of the scrolls. The table at which he worked
appeared to be quite long, but he found it impossible to determine exactly how
long. It might have been ten feet in length, or it might have been thirty feet,
or it might have been somewhere in between. Sometimes it even appeared to
extend into infinity, vanishing into the distance with the curve of the earth.


Similarly, the
library itself refused to stay fixed in three dimensions. His first glance into
the room had been enough to know that it was graced with a wonderfully high
ceiling, but determining its exact height remained infuriatingly impossible. He
was certain it was more than ten feet high, but whether its richly carved beams
hung majestically fifteen, twenty or fifty feet above his head remained open to
question, and the answer seemed to change with variations in the soft light
filtering through the four, or five, or six, or more tall narrow windows ranged
above one wall of bookcases. Every inch of the tower apparently expanded and
contracted at will, following some unknown and unknowable rhythm of its own
devising.


Even browsing
through the bookshelves for new books and scrolls proved to be a herculean
challenge. Although all four walls were lined with shelves, and every shelf
appeared jammed to overflowing with books, scrolls and bundles of manuscripts
of incredible age, as soon as Merlin approached a specific shelf the items
directly in front of him faded out of existence, leaving only a vacant section
of shelving, mocking him with its emptiness. As was the case with the exterior
of the tower, only by looking out of the corner of his eye could Merlin capture
a book or scroll before it escaped into the nothingness of this unsettling
place of limitless unreality. Even for someone who was accustomed to the most
unnatural physical phenomenon – indeed, someone who regularly caused the
impossible to happen – the sheer level of weirdness present in every
facet of life on Ynys Enlli left Merlin perpetually confused and disoriented.


Now, however, he
turned away from the scroll, stood up and embraced Vivian. No matter how
unconventional their surroundings might be, life with this amazing creature
always had a salutary effect on Merlin. Just as she had healed him after Vortigern
had ordered his throat cut when he was nine years old, being with her now
seemed to heal the fatigue brought on by the sheer weight of a life lasting
more than a millennia and a half. Holding her in his arms, his lips pressed to
hers, he thought of the time they spent together in Vivian’s wandering bedroom.
After so many centuries alone he was amazed at how good and natural it felt to
be with this tiny, delicate creature. Most surprising of all was the fact that
even at his actual, physical age of something in excess of seventy-five years
he could still perform with startling regularity. Obviously being with the Lady
of the Lake had more benefits than learning the complexities of traversing time
and space.


“What are you
thinking about?” Vivian’s mouth broke contact with Merlin’s and she pulled her
head back, smiling up at him with pale blue eyes.


“Honestly, my
child, I was thinking about you.”


Pressing her
head against his bony chest and snuggling into him, she murmured “That’s nice.”
After a moment she pulled her head back and smiled again. “Would you like to
come for a walk in my garden?”


“I would love to
walk with you, dear lady.”


Together –
Vivian always in the lead – they wandered through passageways Merlin was
certain he had never seen before until, at last, they descended a spiral stone
staircase that led to a doorway nestled into one corner of the circular great
hall. Walking toward the outside door, Merlin glanced over his shoulder toward
the doorway at the foot of the stairs. It was no longer there. In its place
stood a large, solid looking wine cabinet made of dark, heavy oak. Shaking his
head in wonder, Merlin stepped through the outside door and into the soft, warm
sunshine of Ynys Enlli. Lifting his face to accept the gentle warming rays,
Merlin’s brow suddenly creased and he dropped his head to look at Vivian.


“How is it that
it never rains here? I’ve been here for…,” having no idea how long he had been
on the island, he continued in a more vague tone. “…for some time and I’ve
never seen it rain.” Grinning now, he added “This is Wales, it always rains in
Wales.”


Releasing his
hand and skipping a few feet toward the inner edge of the low boxwood maze, she
turned, offered a deep curtsey and smiled. “Of course it rains here. You can
see how green my garden stays.”


“But I’ve never
seen it rain.”


“That’s because
it only rains some other time.”


Laying his hand
on top of his head and scratching at his hair furiously, Merlin replied. “Other
than what?”


“Other than when
we are. Don’t you see?”


“No. I’m afraid
I don’t see at all.”


Giggling, she
grabbed the old man’s hand and pulled him forward, toward the knot garden. As
he moved away from the tower Merlin turned to look back. For a fleeting moment
he watched as the tower wavered and slowly vanished, leaving only the heavy oak
door and its stone frame visible, until that, too, winked out of existence.


“Would you tell
me more about your house?”


“I’d rather go
down to the water and play with the fish. I promised them I would come today.” He
sighed and followed her for a few steps until she stopped, turned and tugged
gently at his beard, stopping him in his tracks. “But I know you are here to
learn about the gates, so we can talk while we walk.”


“Thank you.”


Swinging her
arms like a happy child, the naiad skipped and talked, as casually as though
she was discussing the most mundane topic in the world. “You want to know if my
house works like the gates, don’t you?”


“Does it? Is
that why the inside is so different than the outside?” then, after a short
beat, “And is that why it keeps changing?”


Wending her way
through the maze, Vivian placed the tip of an index finger between her teeth in
concentration, as though the knee-high hedges presented a major challenge. “Yes.
The front door is actually a gateway. It’s the only part of the house that
stays anchored in space and time. The outside is just a projection of what I
think the perfect house should look like. You do like it, don’t you?”


Smiling and
following close behind her, only a step or two to the rear, Merlin smiled. “Yes,
my dear, I like it very much.”


Vivian grinned
brightly and nodded before continuing. “The interior stands on the edge of both
time and space. That’s why I can change the rooms any way I like. Even when I
sleep and just dream about changing them they rearrange themselves. No matter
how big I make it, it doesn’t really take up any room at all. Do you understand?”


“No, but that’s
alright.”


“And since it is
between times – neither now nor then – time has no effect on people
living inside the tower.”


“Rather like my
crystal globe kept me from aging all those centuries.”


“Yes. Rather. But
it’s actually a lot better. If you stay long enough you start to age
backwards.”


Merlin’s shaggy
eyebrows shot upward, nearly disappearing into his hairline.


“Really? You
mean get younger? How long do you have to be inside the tower before that
starts happening?”


“Silly. There is
no ‘how long’ in my house.” Stepping off the edge of the well-tended lawn onto
the pebbly shingle, headed toward the lapping waves beyond, she lifted the hem
of her dress and held it out to the sides before calling back to Merlin. “Look
at your beard.”


The sorcerer
picked up the trailing end of his whiskers and held them at arm’s length. The
last time he had looked at it, it was as white as snow. Now it appeared like
very, very dirty snow, flecked with dots and strands of black and gray. As he
stood there, mouth open in amazement, she called again.


“You humans
always assume that time is your enemy. It can also be your friend if you just
make the effort to treat it nicely.”


More excited
than he had been since arriving back in his own time, Merlin began to ply
Vivian with endless questions about the workings of the dragon gates, which he
now thought of as time gates despite the fact that they seemed to manipulate
geography as well as time. But Vivian refused to discuss the subject further,
demanding that he join her in the surf to play with her fish friends. Reluctant,
but determined not to force her beyond whatever point she felt comfortable
with, Merlin stripped off his gray gown and strode boldly into the lapping
waves.


Here, in the
ebbing water beyond the edge of the mystical island known as Ynys Enlli, time
seemed somehow more real, more normal. Each minute followed the previous one in
a more familiar, natural way and by the end of the afternoon, as they strode
arm-in-arm, laughing, back to Vivian’s tower, Merlin felt healthier and more
relaxed than he had in many normal lifetimes.


It was only an
indefinable amount of time later, after he had spent a vague assortment of
days, or weeks, with the scrolls that Merlin again felt comfortable broaching
the subject of how the time gates worked. On this occasion they were sitting at
a large table in the circular great hall, a bowl of summer fruits and berries
within reach. While Vivian spoke, she ran her finger around the edge of a cup
of wine as Merlin took a great gulp from a tankard of ale.


“It’s like I
told you before. There are two kinds of gates. The big ones - like the one in
the cave by the river that you sealed with the stone - are locked between two
specific points. The one you closed only goes between the place the
dragon-things live and the cave.” A tiny scowl creased her magnolia-white
forehead. “I suppose, since it’s locked in place, you could use it to access
any point in time, but time only has any meaning on the end in the cave. Time
does not exist in the dragons’ world.”


Merlin took this
in and nodded. He had no intention of going back through the dragons’ realm
unless there was absolutely, positively no other way to carry out the plan he
had been formulating since arriving back in his own time.


“So what about
the other gates?”


Vivian
brightened immediately, feeling far more certain of herself now. “Oh, the
little ones can be wherever you want them to be.”


Merlin reared
his head back in amazement, his intense blue eyes large and round. It had never
occurred to him that the gates might be portable. His mind flashed back to the
day in Jason’s flat when he had been watching an odd program on the television
in which a cartoon bird opened a box marked ‘Acme Hole Company’, extracted a
black disk, threw it against a rock wall and disappeared into the void,
shouting ‘Beep, beep’. His entire concept of inter-dimensional travel was
suddenly turned on its head.


“Really? And you
can connect wherever you happen to be at the moment to anyplace or any time you
want?”


 “Well…” the sprite looked down, studying
a finger nail, mumbling. “Some can, but I can’t. I’m not allowed to move
through time any more. It’s part of my punishment.” Then, brightening, she
raised her head. “But, of course, since time is all the same for me, I don’t
really need to, do I?”


“But you can go
to any location you want?”


“As long as I
stay in or near the water. When they turned me into a naiad one of the
limitations was that I must always remain close to water. You saw how easy it
was for us to move from Cornwall to Ynys Enlli.”


Merlin was now
leaning forward across the table as far as he could, one hand reaching out to
grasp Vivian’s tiny fingers.


“And anyone who
knows how to operate the gates can move just that easily from place to place
and from time to time?”


She reached out
with her free hand to trace the large veins in the back of his hand.


“Yes, but
operating the gates demands absolute precision in your coordinates.”


“I’ve gathered
as much from my reading. If I understand it right, you have to have perfectly
precise coordinates in both time and place.”


“It’s easier for
us, we just seem to have the skill but you humans will have to be very careful.
Mistakes in time can be remedied by turning around and going back to your
starting point, but a mistake in space could be disastrous.”


“How so?”


“Well, depending
upon where you are going, even a small mistake could put you in the middle of
the ocean, or at the top of a mountain. You might wind up inside a mountain or
somewhere out there in the vast emptiness between the stars. You wouldn’t have
time to conjure up another gate before you died.”


Merlin rubbed
his hand across his forehead and nodded. Obviously even the world’s greatest
wizard was going to have to proceed with great caution if he intended to
conquer this particular skill before it conquered him.


Watching the
frown lines creep across his face, Vivian gave his hand a gentle squeeze.


“Look at it this
way. You know how you use a person’s unique sympathetic vibrations to call up
their image in your scrying glass?” Merlin looked up, locking eyes with her and
nodding. “Well, this is a lot like that. Every minute in history and every
geographic location in the universe has a specific set of harmonics. All you
have to do is attune yourself to those harmonics and you can go anywhere, and
any when, that you want.” Watching deep lines of worry spread across Merlin’s
face, she jumped to her feet, smiled, pirouetted and grabbed his hand, pulling
him off the chair. “Come on. I’ll show you how it works. I can’t move through
time, but we can go anywhere in the world as long as we stay near water.”


“It really is
that easy?”


She walked
toward the door, extending one hand behind her, signaling for Merlin to follow.
“Don’t be afraid. Just think of it as stepping around a corner.”


In the blink of
an eye their surroundings changed. No longer under the clear skies of Ynys
Enlli, they were standing under a rolling bank of slate gray thunderheads. Off
to one side was the bank of a wide, gently rolling river, in every other
direction stood endless ranks of blackened ruins which had once been a city. Scattered
amidst burned and charred fingers of wood that reached skyward like beseeching
hands lay the destroyed bodies of humans and animals. Near Merlin’s feet the
skeleton of a dog lay where it had fallen, the flesh seared from its bones. But
despite the sea of death surrounding them there was no stench of decay or
decomposition; this sad place had lain conquered and destroyed for many months.
Standing shocked and slack-jawed, Merlin realized that over the long centuries
he had almost forgotten what war looked like.


“What is this
place?”


“Don’t you
recognize it?”


“No.”


Vivian waved an
idle hand toward the tumbling width of water running close behind them. “The
River Avon is just there. You knew the town as Vaddon, the Romans called it
Aquae Sulis and someday the English will call it Bath.”


“The dragons did
this, didn’t they?”


The girl-thing’s
shoulders heaved and dropped with the effort of a great, sad sigh. “Yes, they
were here only shortly before you cast the spell to close their gate; it was
their last major attack on the world of men. But there was very little left for
them to devour after the Saxons came.”


Merlin scowled,
trying to arrange the exact sequence of events that had, for him, happened more
than sixteen centuries in the past.


“Was that when
Arthur fought Colgrim’s army, or another time, later?”


“The Saxons were
only here once; the time they beat back Arthur’s army. In the later time, after
Arthur’s death, the dragons came and finished the job the Saxons started. This
is what it looks like now.”


Rubbing his hand
over his face and shaking his head, Merlin muttered, more to himself than to
his companion “We almost beat the Saxons that day. We were so close. If we had
only had a few more men or…something. If I could have just given Arthur the
right edge. I tried, but it wasn’t enough.” Finally he opened his eyes and
shifted his hypnotic gaze to Vivian. “Let me understand this. The gates will
give me access to any point in time, forward or backward; is that right?”


“Yes. I don’t
know how far forward in time a human can go, but certainly any point within
your own lifetime.”


“And what would
happen if I went further forward than the end of my own lifetime?”


“I’m not sure,
but I you could possibly vanish.” Looking up at him she smiled. “So once I have
shown you how to step around the corner, be certain that you step around the
right one. I would hate to lose you.” Merlin stared at her with large,
surprised eyes as she reached for his hand. “Are you ready to go back to my
island?”


It was a long,
long time before Merlin was prepared to take his first, tenuous step through
one of the time gates. For an unknown number of days, or possibly months, he
poured through the ancient scrolls, books and folios, looking for the right
enchantments and spells that would allow a human to access the portals which
offered their services so readily to the immortals. He hung on every word of
instruction and advice that Vivian could impart to him. Since she could not
move through time to demonstrate the proper procedures, it was essential that
he get every detail perfect before setting off on his own because there would
be no way for her to correct an error if he wound up in some far flung location
at some unknown period of time.


Ingredients for
an endless number of potions and incantations had to be gathered from all over
the British Isles, some had to be picked, or plucked, or collected during the
correct phase of the moon, or at the right season of the year in order for them
to have the specific properties required to make the enchantment work. Through
every step of this long process Merlin paid scrupulous attention to detail;
never before had he been in the position that even the slightest miscalculation
could cost him his life and, just as terrifying for him, deny him the
opportunity to change both a past and a future that had played out with such
tragic injustice.


“I think I’m
finally ready, my dear.”


Merlin and
Vivian lay next to each other in her big bed. The naiad had snuggled close to
the wizard, her tiny head resting lightly on his upper arm. Before speaking he
had lifted his free hand absently and begun stroking the length of her hair as
it fell across her shoulder.


“Ready for
what?”


“To open a gate
and go through.”


“Really?” She
raised her eyes and tilted her head slightly but all she could see of his face
was the line of his cheek and his long, sharp nose.


In response,
Merlin only nodded.


“Well, just to
be safe, I think I should show you how to take a peek into the place you are
going before you step through. I wouldn’t want to lose you.”


Now Merlin
pulled his chin close to his chest, canting his head downward so he could look
at her. “A peek?”


He could feel
her nod her head against his side. “Before you step around the corner, take a
peek first to make sure you are in the right place.”


“I can do that?”


“Yes. You will
only appear as a shadow to anyone at the other end who sees you.”


The following
day, and for several days thereafter, Vivian demonstrated how to ‘peek’ into
another place before stepping through the gate. She could not, of course, even
look into another time, but after more than a dozen glimpses into places both
near and far away, he was certain he understood the principal and was prepared
to take his first tentative peek on his own. Because of the peculiarities of
time and space, the distant future was no further away than was ten minutes
into the past; knowledge of this fact led Merlin to the conclusion that he had
nothing to lose by immediately trying to glimpse into the twenty-first century
world of Jason Carpenter.


All the practice
peeks he made with Vivian had given clear, if slightly translucent, views into
dozens of different temporal locations but on his first solo attempt to
reproduce the procedure the results were something less than he had hoped for. Nearly
blinded and driven back through the portal by withering heat and searing
flashes of light, he held his hand in front of his tortured eyes in an attempt
to make out his surroundings. This was not where he had planned on being. Merlin
was shocked and terrified beyond words when he glimpsed the world into which he
had opened a doorway. Had he stepped through the gate his feet would have been
wedged on a tiny precipice of land clinging to the edge of a world comprised
entirely of flames and death. The sky overhead reeled and danced with the
reflected orange fire cast up from an endless sea of molten earth. Plumes of
smoke and fire exploded into the air as great gouts of gas bubbled up through
the lava, bursting into flame as they hit the super-heated air. Afraid he might
be consumed by the inferno, Merlin pulled his head back to safety. Apparently there
had been a slight miscalculation.


On his second
attempt – which he made some considerable time later, after much
recalculation - the world spreading out before him appeared to be filtered
through a heavy fog or mist. Swirling clouds of moisture surrounded him, making
it nearly impossible to discern images. Squinting through the haze he finally
glimpsed an ill-defined female form; a sea of auburn hair tumbled behind the
upturned head as water streamed over the woman’s face. When she moved her hands
over her face to clear away the soap suds and rubbed her eyes before opening
them, Merlin realized several things simultaneously. He had very nearly located
Jason, but was obviously a few feet, or yards, off target. The woman in the fog
was Beverley McCullough and, finally, he realized that she was taking a shower
and was as naked as the day she was born. As she turned her head and reached
for the knob to shut off the water, the young woman bathing in the twenty-first
century, and the wizard standing in the fifth century, came eye-to eye for a
split second before a very embarrassed Merlin pulled his head back around the
corner of time.


Shaken and
humiliated at having violated Beverley’s privacy, Merlin refined his method of
calculating physical and temporal locations yet further before attempting
another glimpse through time and space. For his next attempt he chose a glimpse
into the recent past which proved considerably more satisfying than his first
two tries.


The dimly lit
room lay shrouded in shadow, the only light filtering into it came through a
small window located directly above the worktable running along one wall and
through the open doorway leading into a finely appointed room beyond. From the
next room Merlin could hear the sound of voices talking with great animation
and urgency, but he could not see the speakers from his vantage point behind
the threshold of the gateway. He knew who they were, however, just as he knew
every inch of the room he was in. On the long worktable, and on the shelf
above, were containers holding every manner of ingredient used in the
preparation of nearly every spell and potion known to exist. Beyond, on another
set of shelves, were a pile of dusty books and scrolls that he knew almost as
well as he knew the lines on the back of his hands. He had worked in this room
nearly every day since Arthur built it for him after he returned to court
following his years of aimless wandering through the forests of Caledonia far
to the north, in the land of the Picts.


Leaning into his
workroom as far as he dared, he peered out through the small sheets of wavy
Roman glass that formed the panes of his window. Moving his head first left and
then right, he could see the gently rolling landscape and glimpse a passing
herd of shaggy cattle ambling through the last rays of an early winter sunset. Smiling
to himself, he wondered how Jason would react if he ever saw such a primitive
world, and whether the young man’s knowledge and cleverness could have helped
him reverse the course of history and save Arthur’s kingdom. But for the moment
these remained matters for idle speculation. Up to this point Merlin had not
dared set foot beyond the safety of Ynys Enlli Island. As he pulled his head
back to the safety of Vivian’s library, a young man whose face he knew well
stepped up to the door of his workshop, grabbed the handle and pulled it
closed, cutting off most of the light filtering into the room.


Later, Merlin
sat at the big table in the circular great hall. Across from him Vivian was
idly peeling a single grape with the greatest of care, laying the tiny bits of
skin on the edge of a plate.


“You seem to be
making great progress, my love…at least for a human.”


“I think I feel
satisfied with my progress. I think I’m almost ready to step through.”


“Once we are
sure you will be able to get back, then you can go. But not until then.” She
popped the grape into her mouth, chewing on its sweet flesh pensively.


“How soon do you
think that will be?”


“Does it
matter?” She looked at him, grinned and winked knowingly. “Once you can move
through time, you will be free from all constraints. Tomorrow, next year, last
year, they will all lie at your feet and you can move through them at will for
the rest of your life.” Spitting the tiny seeds into her hand and arranging
them in a perfect line on the edge of the plate, she added. “And you can always
come back to me at the very moment at which you left. As long as you come back
to Ynys Enlli occasionally to be rejuvenated, time will have no more hold on
you than it does on me.”
















Chapter Four



 

“Ok, you were right and I was
wrong. I’m sorry I doubted you. I apologize.”


Beverley stood
in the doorway of the spare bedroom that she and Jason had converted into a
shared office space. Covering her dripping wet hair a huge, fluffy towel was
wound into a massive turban-like structure. She had paused in her flight from
the bathroom long enough to wrap another big, bright orange towel around her
body but had not taken time to dry herself before rushing into the room where
Jason was working. Behind her a string of large, dark spots crept across the
carpeting where the water ran down her legs and soaked into the pale gray pile.
Jason looked up from the ancient manuscript he had been mulling over for hours,
stared at her in confusion and blinked furiously while deciding on an
appropriate response.


“Umm, thanks.” Scooting
his chair back from the desk and turning it around so he could look at his wife
face-to-face, gave him time to collect his thoughts. “Mind if I ask what I was
so right about that you had to run in here and apologize before you got
dressed?” Then, after a quick glance at the sodden carpet, “Or dried off?”


At the end of
August they had closed the dig at Barbury Hill Fort, turned the land back over
to the farmer and the Swindon Borough Council and packed up their treasure
trove of small finds for further study. In the three months since returning to
their flat in the rambling Victorian building on Bootham Road in York, Beverley
had spent most of her time writing reports on the summer’s work and Jason
returned to the endless, and often fruitless, task of trying to decipher the
pile of scrolls and manuscripts Merlin had left behind. One of Beverley’s
articles on the Roman villa was already slated to appear in Archaeology Today and she and Jason had
received a few enquiries asking whether they would consider speaking to one
group or another about their work. As things are measured in the world of
archaeology this amounted to nearly overwhelming notoriety.


Jason wished his
work was progressing as quickly as Beverley’s. For three consecutive months he
had been trying a variety of different enchantments in his quest to make the
antique crystal scrying glass obey his commands and move from one specific
person to another at his command. Although he had not figured out how to focus
the scene on specific, desired individuals, he had managed to get it to shift
scenes when he wanted. After more than five years of work he had progressed far
enough to turn the magic mirror on, and make it shift scenes on command - now
all he needed to do was figure out how to direct its movements. At the moment,
however, his biggest mystery was not the workings of Merlin’s scrying glass but
figuring out the reason why Beverley was standing in the doorway apologizing. Finally,
after rubbing furiously at the mound of toweling piled on her head, she walked
across the room, knelt down next to his chair and stared directly into his
olive-green eyes.


“You remember
last summer when you got all excited and insisted you saw Merlin in that chunk
of glass?”


“Yeah.” Having
no idea where this was going, Jason knitted his brow and tilted his head to one
side in confusion. “So?”


“And I told you
that you just imagined it.”


Jason may have
had no idea where this was leading, but he had already made up his mind to
enjoy the moment. “Actually, if I remember correctly, you told me I was full of
shite and I was cracking up from lack of sleep.”


“I’m serious,
Jason.”


“Ok, sorry Babe.
So what about it?”


“Now I believe
you. I believe you saw him because I just saw him, too.”


Jason jerked his
head back in stunned amazement. “What? In the shower?”


“Yep. I was in
the shower and all of a sudden he was just there. He looked like a ghost. I
could see right through him, and the steam made the image really hard to pick
out, but it was definitely him.”


“So what
happened? What did he do? I mean, did he talk to you or anything?”


Beverley shook
her head in vehement denial, almost dislodging the towel. “No, nothing like
that. He was just there one minute and gone the next. But I swear we made eye
contact for a split second before he vanished. He saw me and he recognized me,
I know he did.”


“I don’t know
what the hell is going on, here, but something definitely isn’t right.” Jason
wrapped his fingers around Beverley’s upper arms, gently pulling her to her
feet as he rose from the chair. “Look, you go dry off and get dressed and we’ll
talk about this later. Maybe we can figure this thing out, or at least make
some sense out of it, or something.”


They did talk
about it later. Endlessly. They reviewed their individual encounters with the
vague, fleeting image of Merlin. They talked about their experiences that
evening, the next day and for weeks thereafter, trying to figure out exactly
what had actually happened and what it meant. Was Merlin’s spirit trying to
contact them from beyond the grave? Had he somehow escaped death and was trying
desperately to contact them from some bizarre alternate dimension ruled by the
dragons? There was no end to the strange, weird and improbable theories they
concocted to account for his ghostly reappearances more than five years after
they had watched him die. But none of their suggestions made any kind of sense,
and both Jason and Beverley had to constantly remind themselves that this was
Merlin they were talking about, and no explanation of his ghostly manifestation
was any more insane than the simple fact that Merlin was – or, at least
until recently, had been – real.


Over the month
leading up to Christmas, and for weeks thereafter, Jason ploughed through one
ancient folio, book and scroll after another, looking for any reference to
spirit manifestations, how a wizard might return from the dead,
inter-dimensional contact, astral projection and a hundred, hundred other
possibilities. No matter how crazy an idea seemed, Jason plunged into the
scrolls, looking for some reference or passage that might enlighten him as to
why the ghostly image of Merlin had suddenly begun to haunt them. By spring he
was no closer to finding an answer than he had been on the evening seven months
earlier when the sorcerer’s face first stared at him through a broken piece of
two-thousand-year-old window glass.


* * * *


The old man had been sitting
quietly in the wheelchair in one corner of his private room at the St James
Extended Care Home, staring out the window, watching a pair of sleek, black
crows scream at each other, playing hide-and-seek among the spring-green
branches of a tree located just outside his room on the building’s second
floor. He had been relatively calm and quiet all day, but calm days were
becoming rarer lately. Now he shifted his gaze away from the window, running a
palsied hand across his bald, liver-spotted head. Had he heard something or was
it just his imagination again? Curious, he struggled to turn the wheelchair
around far enough to look past the foot of his bed toward the wide door leading
into the hallway beyond.


 Sure enough, he had not been dreaming or
hearing things. Something was happening a few feet away but he could not quite
make out what it was. As he squinted to focus his red-rimmed eyes, across the room
a figure stepped into view, apparently from nowhere. It was a tall, elderly man
with long gray hair and a beard reaching nearly to his waist. He was dressed in
a tacky old gray gown and a long, furry waistcoat that reached past his rump. At
his belt hung a small purse of soft leather. He knew this man, he had destroyed
his life. He also knew that the figure could not possibly be real, so he must
be hallucinating again. Frantically, he flailed his hands helplessly in the
general direction of the figure, his fingers opening and closing like the legs
of a dying spider, his breath coming in short, panicked gasps.


“Go away. Go
away, Goddamn it. You’re not real.”


“Jason? Is that
you, boy?” Merlin peered hard at the withered figure in the wheelchair, trying
to see some remnant of the tall, handsome youth he had known only a short time
earlier. Finally, he took a few steps toward the man by the window. “Is that
you, Jason?”


“You know
perfectly well it’s me. And I know you, and I know you’re dead. So you’re just another
damn hallucination. I should have known you weren’t real when I saw you in that
chunk of glass…what, it must be sixty years ago now. Now get the hell out of
here before I call the nurse. She’ll give me something that’ll make you go
away.”


Merlin took a
few more small steps toward Jason, kneeling down so he was eye-to-eye with his
old friend. When he spoke, he kept his voice calm, even and very soft.


“Jason, I’m so
sorry. Look, you have to believe me; I’ve been trying to get back to you at the
right point in history but I just haven’t got the process perfected yet.”


“Nurse. NURSE!” Jason
was becoming excited, anxious and frightened, his frail voice strident with the
effort of shouting.


“Look, Jason. I’ll
go now. But I want you to know that you are not crazy. I didn’t die that day in
the cave, and I promise I will come back for you. I’ll return in the past. Your
past.”


“NURSE!”


As the door
opened and the young woman in the crisply starched white uniform stepped
through, Merlin beat a hasty retreat through the doorway in time and
disappeared from view. When her calm, businesslike manner failed to quiet
Jason, she left the room momentarily, returning with a single, small white
tablet held in a tiny paper cup. After helping him raise the cup to his lips
she offered him a sip of water to wash it down, and then wheeled him across the
room and helped him move from the chair to the bed where she pulled a light
blanket over him.


“Now you just
have a nice rest, Dr Carpenter. I’ll be back in to check on you in a bit to
make sure everything is alright.”


Outside the door
she rested her back against the wall and let out a small sigh as one of the
staff physicians wandered down the hall toward her.


“You alright,
Janie?”


“Oh, I’m fine,
doctor.”


“Dr Carpenter,
again?”


“Yes. Poor old
guy. He’s back on his Merlin the magician story again. This time he insists
Merlin was just in his room talking to him. Can you believe it?”


“We have to make
allowances; he is over ninety.”


“Usually he’s
such an old love, too, bless him. It’s just when he gets to talking about his
wife or when he starts imagining he knows Merlin that he comes over all excited
and we have to sedate him.”


“I know. Try not
to let it get to you. We all get old and I know he misses his wife terribly. I
dare say, however, that this persistent delusion he has about being friends
with Merlin the magician…well, that’s one I’ve never encountered before.”


“He was an
archaeologist, you know. They say he was quite well known for doing something
or other.”


“I know, but
still. It is a bloody odd delusion - wizards and all that.”


Shaking his head
in wonder, the doctor moved off down the hall in one direction, leaving the
nurse to collect herself and return to her station at the main desk.


* * * *


Merlin sat in the wide circle of grass
surrounding Vivian’s house, his back pressed against the tower’s sun-warmed
stones. As a short respite from contemplating more serious matters, he
considered the odd fact that if he turned around there would be no building
behind him, just an empty plot of land. And yet he knew the tower was there -
he could feel the uneven surface of the rough stones pressing comfortably
against his spine. Despite his impressive skills as a wizard, Vivian’s magic
not only far surpassed his, but any real understanding of the time gates
– which came so naturally to the immortals – continued to elude
him. As his mind returned to the problem of cross-calculating the coordinates
of a specific point in time and its exact geographic location, he was again
distracted when Vivian’s spritely figure came skipping into view, wending its
way through the maze of boxwood hedges.


 Drawing closer, navigating cautiously
from one pathway to another, she waved enthusiastically. But as she inched ever
closer to the invisible tower house and studied his face, her expression grew
serious.


“You look sad,
my love. Why do you look so sad?”


Merlin stood up,
dusting bits of grass from his rump, smiled wanly and wandered to the innermost
edge of the maze where he waited for her to join him before answering. As she
stepped through the opening in the hedge he offered a courtly bow.


“You have bested
me, my good lady. I fear I’m no match for your magic.”


“What are you
talking about?”


“Study and
practice as I might I just can’t seem to navigate the time gates with any
success. I always seem to end up either too far in the past, or too far in the
future or on the wrong continent, or…I don’t know.” Obviously frustrated, he
waved his hands in helpless circles in the air.


“Come join me. I
picked a whole basket of fruit and berries.”


Stepping around
Merlin she headed toward the door, motioning for him to follow her with a small
gesture and a wide smile. Inside the house, seated at the big table in the
great hall, she placed a variety of succulently ripe fruits on a small plate
and passed it, along with a thick slice of bread and a cup of wine, to Merlin
before serving herself. Taking a seat across from him, she sighed and smiled
sympathetically while tracing the grain of the wood on the table top with one
delicate fingernail.


“You did say
that you made it back to Arthur; you said you heard him talking in the next
room but you just weren’t ready to step through. Isn’t that where you want to
go?”


“Yes,
ultimately, but first I have to go back.”


“Back where?”


“Back to the
future. I have a plan and I have to find my friends in the twenty-first century
if it’s going to work. And moving into the future completely eludes me.” He ran
his fingers through his shaggy hair and shook his head in frustration. “I just
don’t know. Maybe I’m not up to it anymore.”


“You are still
the greatest wizard there has ever been, my love, but you must consider the
possibility that there are some forms of magic which are just not suited to
humans. We all have our limits, even Merlin.”


Merlin studied a
deep red cherry before pulling off the stem and popping it in his mouth,
talking around it as he chewed. “I don’t mind having limits. I’ve always tried
to accept my short-comings with as much grace as possible.”


“But?”


“But it’s
imperative that I find a way to do this.”


“I think I can
help you, but…”


“But what?” Merlin’s
intense blue gaze locked on the sprite’s tiny face.


“But you’re not
going to like it.”


“Tell me.”


Vivian rolled
her wine goblet between the palms of her hands, staring into its depths. “You
can always go back the way you came.”


Instantly
Merlin’s eyes grew large and round. “You mean go back through the dragons’
realm? Through hell?”


Vivian looked up
from her goblet, smiled and nodded. “You see, the permanent gates are much
easier to access than the ones you shape yourself. They are…well, they are
always there - in the same place. You never have to look for them and you never
have to create them.”


Merlin drew his
mouth into a tight line and nodded. “My friend Jason would have a phrase which
would, I think, describe this situation admirably.” Vivian shifted her eyes to
his and raised her eyebrows questioningly. “The phrase is: Oh, fuck.”


She smiled and
blushed before she answered. “Take heart, my love. I believe I can arrange it
so your journey through anwyn will be relatively painless. Although I cannot go
with you, I can open a gate for you on this end. You can leave from right here
in my garden.”


“But how will I
know where to go once I get on the other side?”


The naiad
wrinkled her tiny forehead in thought; trying to explain a concept which she
understood instinctively but which she was nearly incapable of putting into
words.


“It’s all just a
projected image.”


“What is?”


“Everything.”


Merlin scowled,
trying to understand what she was telling him; knowing that Vivian’s
explanations were often so vague as to be indecipherable. “What do you mean by
‘everything’?”


“You know,
everything. Anwyn, the world, the universe, you, me. Everything.”


“You’re telling
me that nothing is real?”


“Kind of. But
yet it is.” As though this somehow explained the hard part, she brightened,
smiled and pressed on. “The point is; you can cut through it the same way you
can cut a beam of light with your hand. It’s the quickest way to get from one
place to another.”


“And you can
show me how to do this?”


“Yes. And for
the time it will take you to pass through anwyn, everything will look as
insubstantial as it did when you peeked around the corner into other places and
times.”


Merlin
contemplated this for a long moment before replying, collecting his thoughts
and arranging them into a coherent, long-term plan.


“And if I do
this, I can get to the right place at the right period of time?”


“You will
definitely come out in the cave, the door there is permanent, and you will just
need to open the door with the other stone. You do still have it, don’t you?”


Merlin patted
the soft leather pouch hanging from his belt, feeling for the remaining stone;
one of a pair known as the Urim and Thummim that he had used to lock the
dragon gate when he was pulled through by Morgana le Fay. It was there just as
it should be and he nodded his acknowledgement.


“I can get you
close to the time you left.”


“How close is
‘close’?”


Vivian twisted
her face awkwardly and offered a small shrug of uncertainty.


“No more than
five or six years from the time you left?”


“I think that
should work admirably, my dear. But do, please try to get me there after I left
and not before. I wouldn’t want to meet myself in the twenty-first century.” After
a pause to absorb his situation and analyze it, he spoke again. “I just have
one more question, if I might, lady?” Accepting Vivian’s nod, he forged ahead. “How
will I get back?”


“But you don’t
seem to have any problem moving backward in time, my love. Just open a gate like
you did the last time you peeked at Arthur and step through.”


A short time
later they were again standing at the edge of the grassy area where it abutted
the maze. Clutched tight beneath one arm Merlin held a scroll containing
instructions on operating the small, portable gates which Vivian had offered to
him should he need help finding his way back to his own time. Stretching up on
her toes, the tiny girl-thing kissed his whiskery cheek and took one of his
hands in hers.


“Are you ready,
my love?”


Jerking his head
awkwardly to one side, Merlin offered a lop-sided grin. “I guess I’m as ready
as I’m ever likely to be.”


Pulling him
forward, past the point where she stood, she muttered, “Then all you have to do
is take a step into the maze and…”


Without even
realizing she had let go of his hand, Merlin found himself far away from the
garden and back in the realm of malignant darkness. Taking a minute for his
eyes to adjust to the sudden loss of light, when he could refocus he discovered
he was standing in the midst of a nightmarish, alien landscape populated by
multitudes of the damned; pathetic apparitions writhing in agony across the
dead, barren ground amid piles of indescribable filth and a scattering of
gelatinous, liquefying human remains. The repulsive scene’s sole source of
illumination was the glowing magma oozing up through ragged tears in the
shattered ground. Above him spread a midnight black sky bereft of light from
either the moon or stars. Now and again, a clutch of dragons sailed through the
air like ghosts, screaming as they passed, adding their voices to the groans of
the damned, who clutched at his feet, begging for mercy or a sip of water or
some other small kindness which he was unable to offer in his insubstantial
form. Walking through their spectral bodies as though they were made of mist,
he fumbled his way into the darkness, across the blasted landscape, following
the cryptic instructions Vivian had provided.


How long it took
him to find the gateway he had no idea; in a place where time and space had no
meaning and even his senses betrayed him at every turn, concepts like ‘where’,
‘which direction’ and ‘how long’ were completely meaningless. All he knew was
that after some indefinite period his outstretched hand, which had been leading
him blindly through the nothingness, encountered a firm resistance. Moving his
fingers outward, he placed the flat of his palm against what felt like a solid
surface, although no wall was visible in the gloom. Turning his body sideways,
he leaned his shoulder against the rigid nothingness to confirm its existence. There
was no doubt. He was leaning against a door. Feeling their way across a surface
which he could not see, his fingers finally encountered a small depression in
the invisible barrier. Fumbling with his free hand, he extracted the stone from
his purse and pressed it against the keyhole. To his amazement, a small,
shimmering spot began to manifest itself in the blackness in front of him. Twisting
and growing, the portal opened until it was large enough for him to step
through. Glancing over his shoulder to confirm that none of the dragons were
watching, Merlin stepped out of the realm of darkness into a dimly lit cavern.


A few feet ahead
of where he stood a dark ribbon of sluggish water ran the length of the cave
before disappearing beneath the rock face at the far end. On the opposite wall
he could just make out the Roman numerals XXII. There was no doubt; he was back
in the Hellfire Caves where he had nearly fallen to his death in his struggle
to save Beverley and destroy Morgana le Fay. Turning back to the portal behind
him, Merlin stuck his head through the opening to make sure the dragons were
still safely elsewhere. Satisfied that he remained unobserved, he knelt down
and fumbled through the dirt for the small pebble he had pushed out of the gate
when he inserted its counterpart on the other side. Directly beneath him he
found it, a marbled green stone no bigger than a man’s thumbnail that Jason had
rescued from the Ark of the Covenant. Picking it up, he turned back to the open
gate, unsure of the best way to proceed.


Repeating the
incantations he had used to close the gate before he fell through, he inserted
one hand into the gaping hole while holding the locking stone to the face of
the opening. After tense minutes of chanting, he heard a slight whooshing noise
as the gate began to reverse itself, slowly sealing off the realm of the
dragons from the world of men. As the gateway constricted, he felt the stone in
one hand pulled into place as another stone appeared from the nothingness and
fell into the waiting palm of his other hand. Clutching the small brown stone
tight, he extracted his hand as the gate snuffed out of existence. Smiling and
muttering to himself, Merlin dropped the stone back into his pouch.


“That certainly
was easier than the last time I went through there.”


“Mummy, Mummy,
look here, it’s another tunnel and I can hear my echo.”


The high-pitched
voice rolled along the tunnel leading into the cavern, making Merlin snap to attention.
Why is there a child wandering around in
the Hellfire Caves? Prepared for any occurrence, no matter how bizarre,
Merlin hustled across the invisible bridge that Morgana had built to span the
river, leapt to the opposite wall and made himself invisible to anyone –
or anything - that might appear from the tunnel mouth. The creature that
exploded into the pale light of the cavern stood about four feet in height, had
blond hair and was swinging a bright purple backpack in one hand. Minutes
behind the child came a couple in their early thirties, bringing smiles and
laughter into the gloom of the cave that had so recently seen a bloody battle
between Merlin, Jason and Beverley on one side, against Morgana and a
half-dozen of her hired thugs on the other.


Utterly confused,
Merlin rematerialized after the family exited the cavern and followed them back
toward the cave entrance. The once dark tunnels were now illuminated with
discrete fluorescent lighting and in the huge circular dining room where Sir
Francis Dashwood had once entertained members of his notorious Hellfire Club
– and where Morgana had established the headquarters from which she hoped
to oversee the dragons’ conquest of the world – there were colorfully
decorative displays describing the cave’s history from its time as a Neolithic
mine through the Dashwood years.


If this bizarre
change struck Merlin as disorienting he was totally unprepared for the scene
beyond the mouth of the cave. In the courtyard area where Francis Dashwood had
built a sprawling folly in the shape of a ruined monastic complex, a profusion
of café tables topped with brightly colored umbrellas played host to a dozen
chatting, laughing holiday makers. In one corner of the courtyard a portable
bar had been set up and on the opposite side ice cream and soft drinks were
being sold from a wheeled cart. Everywhere, pots brimmed with bright yellow
daffodils and in the pale green leaves of newly reborn trees birds sang and
twittered in their search for this year’s mate. Nodding and smiling awkwardly
to the people he passed, heading toward the wooded roadway beyond, the man in
the long gray robe and animal skin vest felt almost as disoriented as he had
when he first arrived in the twenty-first century. Things changed far too
rapidly in this world.


Moving at a
brisk pace, Merlin walked to the near-by village of West Wycombe where he
stopped at a cash machine long enough to cast a quick spell that extracted
every last banknote. Heading to the local train station he bought a ticket that
would take him through nearby High Wycombe and into London’s Kings Cross
Station where he would change trains for York. Six hours later, when he stepped
off the train at York Station, he felt rather proud of himself for so
successfully navigating his way across the entirety of twenty-first century
England without once having to ask for help.


Hurrying across
the roadway he ducked through a big arch in the medieval city walls and turned
left, heading up Station Road and then across Lendal Bridge toward the towering
outline of York Minster Cathedral. His mind was a million miles away from the
profusion of spring flowers that proclaimed the joy of the season from their
neat beds girdling the cathedral’s foundation, when he paused a moment to
admire the wedding cake carvings covering the largest high-Gothic structure
north of Italy.


Pulling himself
back to his task, he turned left onto Low Petergate Street and hurried through
Bootham Bar which had once served as the main entry gate into the old city. Dropping
comfortably onto one of the park benches situated on either side of the gate,
he surveyed his surroundings, contemplating the best way to approach Jason and
Beverley who obviously assumed him to be dead. He knew Jason was still living
in York, he sensed it from the moment he stepped through the dragon gate and
into the cave deep in the bowels of the earth, but he wanted to choose the
least shocking way to approach his friends. As he concocted and rejected one
plan after another his eyes came to rest on a sign swinging gently from a metal
bracket mounted on one of the old Georgian row houses across the street. Papillon
B&B it read; beneath the writing was a brightly painted picture of a
butterfly. Knowing instantly what he needed to do, Merlin strode across
Gillygate, ducking between passing cars, and knocked on the door of the Bed and
Breakfast.


“Pardon me, do
you happen to have a room available for a day or two?”


The short,
gnome-like man who answered the door stared in undisguised disbelief at
Merlin’s streaming beard, long hair and the course, homespun fabric of his
floor length robe. When his jaw and lips moved but failed to produce any sound,
Merlin smiled benignly and raised a long, slender index finger skyward,
positioning directly it between their noses. When the little man automatically
shifted his gaze to the finger, Merlin redirected it toward his electric blue
eyes. As he removed his finger their eyes locked, and the proprietor of the
Papillon B&B broke into a broad smile, mumbled enthusiastic greetings and
pumped Merlin’s hand as though he was a long-lost brother. After ushering his
new guest into the entry hall, the proprietor escorted the wizard to a seat
while he hustled off to find the guest registry. Ten minutes later Merlin had
registered, paid for two nights lodging under the name Merlin Carpenter, and
been shown to his room. As the landlord turned to leave, he checked himself and
turned back.


“And will you be
needing anything else, Mr Carpenter?”


“Actually, yes. You
don’t happen to know of a high-end retail shop where I might be able to buy a
mirror made of crystal, do you?”
















Chapter Five



 

The softly glistening sun had
already slipped behind the high stone walls of York’s old city center, tucking
itself snuggly behind the medieval fortress, safe for another night, when the
old Range Rover lurched into its parking space in front of the hulking
Victorian apartment building on Bootham Road. Jason and Beverley each grabbed
as many bags of groceries as they could carry, Jason taking the heavier ones,
leaving the lighter bags and the awkward job of unlocking the doors, to
Beverley. Approaching the big outside door, Jason shifted the weight of his
bags and peered around the corner of the portico toward the windows of their
flat. Beverley had apparently left the computer running; he was certain he
could see the flickering silvery light of the monitor glowing through the
curtains. As Beverley opened the door to their apartment, picked up her bags
and stepped over the threshold, Jason moved around her, craning his neck toward
their office. There was no doubt; the eerie glow of the computer screen was
unmistakable. Just as unmistakable was the low sound of someone humming softly
to themselves. Not even pausing to set the heavy plastic bags down, Jason
marched toward the office door, ready to confront the intruder.


“Don’t just
stand there, boy. Turn on a light and step in here so I can get a good look at
you.”


The high-backed
desk chair from which the deep, rich voice emanated was in the process of
turning toward the door when Jason lunged into the room, ready for anything. At
least he thought he was ready for anything, but he was certainly not ready for
what he was about to confront. Sitting in the chair was the tall, willowy
figure of a man with a gaunt, hawkish face half obscured by shoulder length
gray hair and an iron gray beard reaching to the waist of his equally gray
gown. Stunned beyond his ability to react, Jason froze in mid-stride as his
grip on the carrier bags faltered, sending oranges, potatoes, onions and heads
of lettuce cascading across the floor. Drawn by the commotion, Beverley stepped
up behind Jason just in time to see Merlin raise one hand, grin broadly and
wave a friendly greeting.


“This can’t be
real. I’m losing it. You’re not real, are you? Do you see him too, Bev?”


“Don’t be silly,
Jason. Of course I’m real and of course Beverley sees me.” Turning his head a
few degrees, the great wizard smiled at Beverley, nodded and rose from his
seat. “How are you, my dear? It’s been far too long.”


When Merlin
extended a hand toward Beverley she ignored it, rushed toward him, nearly
knocking him over as she smothered him in a bear hug. While Merlin stroked her
hair reassuringly, Jason remained in a state of shock; too stunned to form a
coherent sentence he stood there mumbling “But. But, how? How?” Finally,
extracting himself from Beverley’s embrace Merlin threw one arm around Jason’s
shoulder, turned the pair of them around one hundred and eighty degrees and led
them through the minefield of forgotten vegetables toward the living room.


Hour after hour
they talked, often simultaneously. Sometimes they all jabbered at once while
other moments were filled with awkward silences until they started talking
again. Even before dealing with the obvious question of Merlin’s seemingly
miraculous reappearance from the dead, they reestablished their bond of
friendship, breaking into Jason’s stash of Jack Daniels whiskey and commenting
on how each of them had, or had not, changed. Jason’s hair was not quite as
blond as it had once been and his long ponytail was now gone. While Beverley
looked much as she always had there was something about her manner that told
Merlin she and Jason had gotten married. The prize for the most obvious
physical change unquestionably went to Merlin. Although the darkening of his
hair was apparent to both of them, it was Beverley who first looked beyond the
hair and beard to notice that there were fewer lines in his narrow face, less
wrinkling around his eyes.


“I honestly
think living with Vivian has been good for me” he replied when Beverley
complimented him on his appearance. “I feel better and more refreshed than I
have in centuries.”


Beverley shook
her head. “I’m sure she has been good for you, but it’s more than that. You
really have gotten younger.”


“Really? There
aren’t any mirrors in that strange place Vivian calls home, so I don’t really
know what I look like.”


Looking closely
at his old friend for the first time, Jason nodded in agreement. “She’s right. You’re
a lot younger than you were before.”


“Vivian did tell
me that Ynys Enlli had the effect of reversing the ageing process if a person
stayed there long enough. I wonder how long I was there?”


“Almost six
years. That’s how long it’s been since you fell through the dragon gate.”


“Six years to
you. But I don’t think there is any connection between the length of time since
I left you, and the amount of time I spent on Vivian’s island. Traveling
through time is a very strange experience.” Cocking one eyebrow at Jason, he
added “I visited you far, far in the future, you know.”


“You did?”


“Oh, yes. Of
course, there’s no way of knowing if I will do it again, when the time comes. As
things change, so does the path our lives take, and those changes inevitably
alter the outcome of our future.”


Jason offered a
small uncertain scowl. “You think the course of time and events is fluid enough
that it can be changed at will?”


“Of course, my
boy.” With a smirk he added “For example, if you had not had the improbable
experience of meeting me, Morgana le Fay would still be plotting to rule the
world and you would never have acquired magical powers. You do have powers,
don’t you?”


“Oh, you know
about that, do you?”


“Naturally. When
I was about to fall through the dragon gate I only had a second in which to
act, but I tried to impart as much of my power to you as I could.” Then, with a
smile and a shrug, he added “But it was all so sudden, I have no idea what type
or how much power I gave you.”


Over the next
hour they swapped tales of magical powers; Jason showing Merlin what he could
and could not do, demonstrating his considerable levitational skills and
explaining his frustration at not being able to direct the movement of the
scrying glass after more than five years of continuous work. In response Merlin
broke out in a broad grin and laughed uproariously.


“I knew you’d
been working on something; when I came in I saw my scrolls and books scattered
all over your desk and the floor. I’m impressed. Considering that you had no
one to guide you, I think you’ve made exceptional progress. Remind me later and
I’ll show you how to pick up a person’s essential harmonic resonances. It
shouldn’t take you more than a day or two to learn and then you can follow
anyone you like in the scrying glass.”


Jason let out a
great exhausted sigh, threw his head back and addressed the ceiling. “A day or
two? I’ve been fighting this damn thing for almost six years and you can teach
me in a day or two? That is just so depressing.”


“If I had been
here, believe me, I would have been happy to have shared my knowledge with you
sooner.”


Merlin’s comment
gave Beverley the opening she had been waiting on for nearly an hour. Leaning
forward and clearing her throat for attention, she asked “So, I understand that
you have been living with Vivian, but how did you get to her island from the
Hellfire Caves? I mean, we thought you got sucked into the place where the
dragons live. What happened?”


Standing up and
brushing invisible bits of dust from his ratty gown, Merlin smiled and extended
a hand toward Beverley.


“My dear, I
would love to tell you all about it, but quite honestly, I’m famished. May I
suggest we discuss this over some food? My treat.”


“Been robbing
cash machines, again, have you?” Jason’s accusing tone was laced with more than
a hint of wry irony.


“Of course.”


Taking the
wizard’s hand and swinging it back and forth playfully, Beverley interjected. “And
where would you like to eat?”


“Anywhere I can
get the two things I missed most while I was gone – next to the two of
you, of course.”


“Don’t tell me…”
Jason closed his eyes, tilted his head back and laid one finger to his temple
like a sideshow fortune teller. “Pizza, washed down with copious amounts of
expensive booze.”


“And they say
I’m a wizard. Your skill astounds me, Jason.”


Laughing, arm in
arm, the reunited friends walked to a new Italian restaurant called La
Pizzeria, located at the eastern end of Lendal Bridge, where they requested a
table with a view over the night-dark ribbon of the River Ouse. From their
windowed vantage point they could watch the ducks and geese bedding down for
the night amidst dancing reflections cast by the lights strung out along the
bridge, high above their feathered heads.


Over the
sheltering comfort of dinner their excited chatter flew from one place to
another – helped along its way by a continuous renewal of their wine
glasses – each new piece of information helping to fill in the blank
spaces left by more than half a decade of separation. Disparate elements,
fragments of lives torn apart and reunited, floated in and out of their
conversation like a flock of small birds flying in every direction. As their
thoughts moved toward occasional points of cohesion, Jason and Beverley’s main
questions had to do with what happened to Merlin after he was pulled through
the dragon gate by Morgana le Fay, and how he escaped from the dragons’ realm.


“We were
absolutely right about the dragons being demons and their realm being hell.”


“Oh, my God. You
don’t mean to tell me hell is actually a real place?”


Merlin turned
toward Beverley and nodded his head sagely. “I’m afraid so, my dear. I simply
have no words to describe how horrid it is – and I even if I could
explain it, I wouldn’t because I don’t want to distress you – but let’s
just say that I don’t recommend it as a place to spend your next holiday and
leave it at that, shall we?”


“So how did you
get out?”


Both Jason and
Beverley were leaning as far across the table as they could, fascinated,
excited and more than a little frightened by the thought that someone had
actually been to hell and lived to tell about it. Even more exciting was the
fact that they were about to get a firsthand account of the experience.


“To be perfectly
honest with you, Jason, I was thrown out.” Pausing just long enough to rub his
hand across his chin, Merlin leaned forward and continued in a conspirator’s
whisper. “I had never, until this second, considered what it says about a man
when he has literally been thrown out of hell.” Then he threw his head back and
laughed uproariously.


When the
laughter died, Jason prodded Merlin back to the topic at hand; insisting that
he share the truth about his time in the nether regions.


“Oh, I wasn’t
kidding, Jason. They really did throw me out. One of the dragons escorted me
back to the exact point in time where Vivian buried me in my crystal sphere.” All
too conveniently, Merlin neglected to mention the creature’s admonishment that
he had upset the flow of time. “They ushered me out through another of these
gates, which seem to come in a variety of forms and connect nearly every moment
in time and every point in the universe – if you know how to use them - a
skill which, I assure you, I have not mastered despite my best efforts.” Pointing
a finger at Jason, he added “So don’t feel bad if you haven’t mastered the
scrying glass on your own. I had Vivian to help me and even with all of my
skills I still haven’t quite mastered the time gates.”


Inevitably,
mention of Merlin’s attempts to move through time brought them around to his
awkward appearance in Beverley’s shower, for which the wizard apologized
effusively, thoroughly embarrassed by the entire episode. Clearly Merlin was a lot
more bothered by it than Beverley had been, and in an effort to keep him from
apologizing yet again, Beverley shifted the topic of conversation and began explaining
their work on Dark Age archaeology. She told him about the sites where they had
carried out digs, the discoveries they had made, and the praise and ridicule
generated by their book, Shining a Light
on the Dark Ages. Somehow, the idea of discussing their attempts to prove the
existence of King Arthur to no less than Merlin himself made her almost giddy,
and caused all three of them to break out in gales of boisterous laughter. Inevitably,
the mention of Arthur prompted Beverley to ask whether Merlin had spent time
with his old friend.


“I’m afraid I
haven’t gotten back to Arthur yet. There were so many things I needed to do
before I went back to my old life; things I needed to prepare for. I couldn’t
just jump back into my world without making proper preparation.”


Her mouth flew
open in amazement. “You mean you came back to see us even before you went to
see Arthur? That’s so sweet. So are you back here to live, or what?”


“No, no, I just
wanted to come here before I did anything else. I wanted to let you both know
that I was alright. Once I get things sorted out here, then I can go home.”


Listening to
Merlin’s vague, slightly elusive explanations to Beverley’s questions, and
watching the old man’s face, Jason began to have the same odd sensation he had
had on numerous occasions in the past - the feeling that there was a lot more
going on than Merlin was telling them. Finally, during a lull in Merlin’s
narrative, Jason cleared his throat, calling for attention but hesitant to call
his friend out.


“Merlin, I’m
really, really glad to see you, and I’m SO relieved you’re not dead, and I
think it’s amazing that you came to see us first, but I have to ask – and
forgive me if I’m wrong, here – but you want something. What is it?”


“Jason
Carpenter!” Beverley’s mouth flew open, her jaw hanging on her chest in
amazement.


“Bev, I’m sorry.
I’m as glad to see him as you are. But after the whole Morgana thing and
Mongolia and Egypt and everything else, I think I know him by now and…”


Merlin’s face
broke into a shameless cat-that-ate-the-canary grin as he dropped his eyes and
raised his hands, waving them back and forth through the air in a sign of mock
surrender. “No. No. He’s right, Beverley. But I promise you, it’s not what
you’re thinking.”


“I don’t know
what I’m thinking. I just think I know you by now.”


“Fair enough.
But I promise I don’t want anything from either of you. Just give me a moment
to explain.”


As Merlin
collected himself, preparing to launch into a new line of conversation,
Beverley leaned forward, stroking his sleeve, murmuring apologies for her
husband. Wordless, Jason took a long pull on his wine and leaned back grinning.


“Obviously I’m
going back to see Arthur. That’s my home, I live there, or at least I used to. But
I wanted to come see both of you first, for exactly the reasons I gave you.”


“And…” Jason
squinted down on the sorcerer with one eye, waiting for him to get to the
point.


“And I just
wanted to ask if you and Beverley might like to come with me.”


“Really? Oh, my
God.” Beverley’s hand flew to her mouth and she let out an excited little
squeal.


Smiling benignly,
Merlin nodded. “Just imagine what a wonderful adventure it would be for you, my
dear. You would be the first people in history ever to visit the past. Who
could ask for more fun than that? Besides, you want absolute, verifiable proof
that Arthur really lived; well this is an opportunity that any archaeologist or
historian would give his right arm for.” Warming to his subject, he leaned
across the table, shifting his hypnotic blue eyes from Jason to Beverley and
back again. “Just imagine it. This is an opportunity that you couldn’t match in
a hundred lifetimes of digging little holes in the ground. After just a few
weeks in the fifth century you could learn enough to rewrite the modern world’s
entire history of that time period. People would stop calling it the Dark Ages
and start calling it the Age of the Britons or the Arthurian Age. Why, if you
brought the truth about Arthur – about my entire world - into your
present it would instantly make the pair of you the most famous archaeologists
who ever lived.”


Eyes glowing
with unalloyed excitement, nearly breathless, Beverley reached out and grabbed
Jason’s hand, squeezing it until his fingers hurt. “Oh, my God, Jase. Wouldn’t
that be wonderful?”


Torn between his
past experiences with Merlin’s slanted stories and con jobs, and the undeniable
fact that this really was a world-class opportunity, Jason could feel his heart
race with excitement, banging against his ribcage. “Really? You’d take us there
and bring us back?”


“Absolutely, my
boy. Think of what you could learn. And think of the opportunity to introduce
new ideas into my world. Just with the things you already know you could become
the most famous wizard there ever was – even more famous than I am.”


At Merlin’s last
few words Jason balked, pulled his head back and raised his hands defensively.
“Woah. Hold on a second, there. This all sounds like a great opportunity but I
think it would also be a really, really dangerous thing to do. I mean, you
can’t risk tampering with the past. There is absolutely NO WAY I would
introduce modern technology or ideas into the fifth century. Hell, even the
tiniest, most inadvertent mistake could irrevocably change the future in ways
we can’t even imagine. No. I’m really sorry, Merlin, but it’s just too
dangerous. I don’t think it would be safe for us to go back with you. Hell, I
don’t know if it’s even safe for you to go back, considering what you know of
our world.”


While Jason sat
shaking his head, Beverley was clearly becoming anguished over his cautionary
words. Looking longingly at Merlin she simultaneously wrung her hands and
nodded at Jason.


“I appreciate
your caution, my boy, but I don’t think this is as major a concern as you seem
to think. I came into your time and together we fought Morgana – and, I
might remind you, we won – and that undoubtedly changed what will happen
from now on. I don’t recall you being concerned that we might change the
future; you knew what would happen if we didn’t stop her and you stepped up and
helped me change all that. So what’s the difference?”


Jason leaned
forward, trying to justify his position and make himself understood. “Look,
Merlin, the future is unwritten so it’s open to any possibility. It’s our duty
to try to change it for the better. Does that make sense?”


“Of course. And
that’s exactly what we did; we killed Morgana, locked the dragon gate and
changed the future for the better.”


“Right. But
there’s a big difference between the past and the future. The past is already
written. We can’t risk changing it. God knows what kind of terrible things
might happen if we did that. It could be catastrophic.”


“You mean,
unlike the way the centuries between my time and yours happened this time
around - all sweetness and light and goodwill toward men. No wars, no genocide,
no plagues, no famines. Is that what you don’t want to change, Jason?”


While Jason
pulled himself together for another round of explanations, arguments and
counter arguments, Merlin hoisted their empty wine bottle into the air, waggled
it toward their waiter and signaled for him to bring another bottle. Even
before he set the empty bottle back on the table Jason had resumed talking,
shaking his head for emphasis.


“Aw, come on,
Merlin, you know what I mean. As bad as the past has been it could have been a
hundred – a thousand – times worse. And if we went back and made
one tiny slip-up in the past it could change things in ways we can’t even
imagine.”


Merlin leaned
back, smiling wanly at Beverley and shaking his head before taking a long, deep
pull on his wine. “I’m sure you’re right, Jason and you know I would never do
anything to endanger civilization – such as it is. Maybe I didn’t think
this thing through the way I should have. I just thought the two of you might
like to spend a few days observing my time first hand. Besides, if we were
careful, I’m sure we could avoid catastrophic damage to the timeline.” The old
wizard’s voice took on a sad, dreamy quality and his eyes gazed wistfully into
the distance. “I mean, I can only imagine how frustrating it must be for the
two of you, being the only people on earth who know that King Arthur and Merlin
and Morgana le Fay were actually real people and not just mythical characters. This
would be your chance to prove the reality of what you know. Make the academic
world accept you. Expand the world’s knowledge of a time period virtually lost
to history. But, of course, it’s entirely up to you.”


“Goddamn it old
man, you always do that.”


Beverley laid a
hand on the table near Jason, spreading her fingers wide, tracing patterns on
the blank, white tablecloth before she spoke.


“Sweetheart,
it’s not like we need to take part in anything that might change history, even
accidently. I completely agree with you there. We just can’t give people in the
past any kind of modern knowledge. That would be wrong and really, really
dangerous. But it would be nice if we could go back and just observe for a
little while. I mean, do you think it would really be that dangerous?”


Fully aware that
he was being worn down, one argument after another being demolished by a master
debater – not to mention not wanting to hurt Beverley’s feelings or pass
up what was so obviously one of the best offers in human history - Jason
changed tactics, retrenching and trying again, fully realizing that he was
already losing ground, his defenses crumbling.


“What about the
possible dichotomies of time travel? What if you go back and meet yourself in
the past? What would happen then?”


“Son, I honestly
don’t think you’re going to meet yourself in the fifth century. And as for me,
I’m going back whether you come or not but, somehow, I don’t think I’m going to
meet myself as I was before Arthur’s death. I just don’t think that’s how it
works. There is only one me, there has only ever been one me and I think it
will remain that way no matter where in time I go.”


There was a
long, awkward silence during which no one said anything. Merlin and Beverley
both stared quizzically at Jason, waiting for him to make the next move. Eventually,
when the silence stretched out until it became as obvious and heavy as an
elephant sitting in the middle of the table, Merlin spoke again.


“Alright, Jason.
I’ll be completely honest with you. I need your help.”


“Ah-ha. I knew
it.” Turning toward Beverley, he pointed an accusing finger toward his old
friend. “I told you so. I knew he wanted something. He always does this. He
only gives you half the story and then wheedles you into helping him do some
goofy thing that no sane person would touch in a million years. It makes me
crazy.” Finally he turned his attention back to Merlin. “So what is it? What do
you want me to help you do this time?”


With eyes as
big, round, blue and innocent as a child’s Merlin looked from Jason to Beverley
and back again. “I need you to help me stop Morgana from turning the dragons loose
and destroying the world.”


Reaching across
the table, Jason laid both of his hands on top of Merlin’s and pressed them
gently. Staring hard into the hypnotic eyes, he said “Merlin, Morgana le Fay is
dead. She died in the Hellfire Caves. You almost died when we killed her. Don’t
you remember?”


“No, no. She’s
only dead in the twenty-first century. I need you to come back with me so we
can stop her in the fifth century. If we can stop her, think of the untold
millions of lives it will save over the course of the next fifteen centuries. We
can stop entire wars if we can put her out of business.”


“And you can
save Arthur and his kingdom. That’s what this is really about, isn’t it?” When
Merlin failed to answer, Jason repeated the question. “Isn’t it? You want us to
help you save King Arthur’s life.”


“Of course
that’s part of it, Jason. He’s my friend; just like you’re my friend. And
that’s what friends do, they help each other. That bastard Mordred killed him
but he couldn’t have done it without the help of his mother and the dragons.”


“His mother
being Morgana?”


Merlin only
nodded in silent acknowledgement.


“So you DO want
us to help you change the past?”


“I guess I do. And
maybe that’s wrong. So you do whatever you think is best. I won’t try to
influence you anymore.”


“Look, let me
sleep on this, Merlin.”


“Fine. I can’t
ask for more than that.”


Awkwardly,
Beverley pointed out that they were now the only customers left in La Pizzaria
and the waiters were up-ending the chairs on the vacant tables, casting
disparaging looks in their direction. Without saying a word, Merlin stood up,
walked to the bar and paid their bill. Then, in near total silence, they headed
toward the door.


They were nearly
half way back to Jason and Beverley’s flat before anyone said anything, but
Jason’s first words were exactly what Merlin wanted to hear.


“If I do agree
to go - I’m not promising you anything, understand? – but if we go back
with you there is no way we are going to use any knowledge that didn’t already
exist in your world. Do you understand?”


“Absolutely. That’s
perfectly fair and I admire your caution. After all you killed Morgana’s dragon
in Mongolia with a Roman style ballista. That’s all I am asking; just something
to give us an edge.” Then, after another long, awkward silence, he added “And
if you agree to help me I promise I’ll teach you everything I know.”


“What?”


“My magic. I’ll
teach it to you.”


“Really?”


“Really. I’ll
teach you everything I know. I will teach you magic by divination, magic by
spell casting, by sendings, by potions and by angelic interventions. You will
know every type of magic short of that aided by demons. You will be the only
wizard in the entire twenty-first century and one of the best who has ever
lived.”


“Oh, God, I
haven’t even agreed to go and already I have a really bad feeling about this.”


Merlin had
already brightened up, straightened his back and was smiling to himself in the
dark. “Nonsense, Jason. You said the same thing before we went to Mongolia.”


“And I was
right. We almost got ourselves killed. Four or five times.”


“I hate to
interrupt this, guys, but how long do you think we’re going to be gone?”


“Beverley, my
dear, this is time travel we’re talking about. Even if you’re gone for a decade
I can have you back before tea time tomorrow - or before breakfast yesterday,
if you prefer.”


Shaking his
head, Jason mumbled “I just know I’m going to regret this.”


“You’re a good
boy, Jason, but you worry too much. Just think of it as another one of our
little adventures.”


“I am. That’s
what I’m afraid of.”
















Chapter Six



 

Beverley, Jason and Merlin picked
their way through a jumble of tiny houses, none of them larger than a single
car garage. The buildings’ exterior walls were plastered with a mixture of mud,
pig dung and straw, and their roofs were thatched with bundles of reeds,
imparting an overall muddy brown color to the entire cluster of dwellings. The
only relief from the drab sameness were the ornate, Celtic designs carved into
the wide planks decorating the gable ends of the roofs. The village was
comprised of no more than a dozen-and-a-half hovels, all nearly identical in
size and shape and clustered together, huddled like frightened children
terrified of the unknown.


Encircling and enclosing
the sad little houses were hundreds of yards of fencing crudely woven from
twigs and reeds. Between the buildings, decaying lengths of wide, rough-hewn
planks rested in the dirt, placed there to protect the feet of villagers and
visitors from the effects of spring and autumn rains. With Beverley in the
lead, the trio wandered along the plank walkway, careful not to slide off the
rotting timbers into the mud puddles that still dotted the narrow ribbon of
earth between sidewalk and house fronts. As they moved cautiously forward,
peering into the narrow spaces between the houses, gazing into small paddocks
filled with shaggy, short-legged cattle and strange brown sheep with four
horns, a high-pitched wail pierced the springtime silence.


“Oh, my God, oh,
my God, oh, my God, it’s Beverley McCullough. What are you like, girl?” The
wailing woman was dressed in an ill-fitting, floor length blue dress with the
sleeves and collar of a dun colored blouse sticking out at the neck and wrists.
Long brown hair and a brightly patterned red cape fluttered behind her, making
her look like a slightly mad Viking Superman. As she bore down on Beverley they
both threw open their arms and joined in a crashing embrace at the point of
impact. After a moment of unintelligibly jabbered greetings and laughter, they
pulled apart, taking a step back to survey each other.


“Liz Trotter. How
on earth did you know I was here?”


“The office rang
me on my mobile and told me you were here looking for me. It’s so great to see
you, Bev.”


“How long has it
been, Liz?”


“What was it,
second or third year at university?”


“Second year. My
God, do you realize that’s almost ten years ago?”


The tiny steam
engine of a woman planted her hands firmly on her hips, a look of stern
confusion creasing her brow. “So what brings you to Murton Park? From what I’ve
been hearing I thought you only wanted your bits of history to come out of a
mucky hole in the ground. I didn’t know you went in for living history.”


Before Beverley
could answer, the woman lifted her eyes, apparently taking in Jason and Merlin
for the first time. Pointing a stubby index finger toward Jason she grinned
manically and blurted out, “Is this that Jason lad you married? God, he’s a
hunk.”


Thoroughly
embarrassed, Beverley made the introductions.


“Yes, Liz, the
hunk is my husband. Jason, this is an old school chum of mine, Liz Trotter. Liz,
this is Jason and this is…umm…Jason’s granddad, Merlin Carpenter.”


Stepping quickly
around Beverley, Liz sized up Merlin with a critical gaze but continued addressing
her comments to her old friend.


“Well, he
certainly looks like a Merlin, bless him.” Grabbing the wide sleeve of Merlin’s
gown, she gauged the fabric with her fingertips. “I see somebody isn’t new to
Dark Age reenactment. You can’t be into Live Action Role Play, LARPers couldn’t
care less about authenticity. Blimey but this is nice fabric. And every stitch
hand sewn, too.” Finally she addressed Merlin for the first time, blurting out
a flurry of questions. “This is all hand spun and woven, isn’t it? Do you know
who did it? How long have you been doing Dark Ages?”


The great wizard
looked down at her, offering an amused smile. “Actually, I don’t know who made
the fabric, but I can only assume the good lady has long since passed away. You
see, I’ve been wearing this same robe for a very, very long time.”


Beverley cleared
her throat gently. “Um, actually Liz, that’s what we came to see you about.”


“So you have
decided to get into reenactment? You’ll love it. Such a break from the…”


Beverley held up
a hand, cutting off her excitable friend, trying to hold her attention.


“We need some
good quality Dark Age kit for me and Jason.”


“Oh, not to
worry, dearie. We can fix you right up. Follow me to the longhouse and we’ll
get it sorted out in no time.” Turning a quick about-face, she offered an
encompassing gesture for them to follow her but never broke her frantic flow of
conversation. “So how did you know to come to me?”


“You remember
Betty Lewis? Well she does costumes for the Royal York Opera…”


“Oh, lord, Betty’s
a dear but you don’t want that stuff. Stage costumes; quick and easy, down and
dirty. They look great on stage but they’re shite close up.”


“That’s what
Betty said, so she sent me to see you.”


“She did the
right thing. Some of these reenactors are so dedicated to their work that you
can hardly tell their stuff from museum pieces. Oh, and here we are, the heart
of Dark Age Murton Park.”


Stepping around
a bend in the plank walkway, they found themselves looking at a creditable
replica of a Viking era longhouse. Stepping through the low, crude doorway they
found themselves in a smoky, dimly lit room with a dirt floor. In the center of
the room a low fire was crackling beneath a simmering iron pot, and on benches
set against the crude log walls groups of men, women and children were engaged
in a variety of ancient crafts. Some of the reenactors looked up curiously,
others remained engrossed in their tasks, but all of them were used to the
steady trickle of tourists who wandered through Murton Park for a small taste
of the Dark Age experience. Most of the women wore dresses similar to the one
Liz Trotter was wearing; simple ‘T’ shaped garments in a variety of earth tones
or blue, some of them wore an armless over-dress with open sides, known as a
surcoat. The men wore short, crotch-length tunics over a pair of crude
trousers. Everyone wore slipper-like shoes made from soft leather and a narrow
belt with a small, leather pouch suspended from it, much like the one slung
from Merlin’s belt.


“So what do you
think you want? Will you be wanting something relatively simple to start out
with, or are you going full bore?”


Before Beverley
could form an answer, Merlin interjected himself into the conversation. “They
each want two complete sets of clothes, one for daily wear and another for
feasts and celebrations. We want something appropriate to people who will be
spending the majority of their time around royalty.” Taking a moment to collect
his thoughts further, Merlin continued as though reciting a familiar shopping
list. “And we all need shoes; sandals for myself but for Jason and Beverley, I
think something that looks like what you’re wearing but with good hard soles.” In
a rolling aside to Jason he muttered, “You would never get used to those soft
soles, your feet are far too soft. And while we’re at it, I might as well have
a new gown for myself – just replicate this one, if you would, my dear. I
want everything made of cloth indistinguishable from what I’m wearing.”


“You don’t mean
you want it all real wool, hand spun and hand woven, surely?”


“I most
certainly do.”


Liz’s eyebrows
crawled upward toward her hairline. “You know that’s really going to cost you a
pile, don’t you?”


“I assumed as
much. Oh, and, finally, we will want a small belt knife for each of them and a
sword for Jason.”


“We do?” Jason
seemed genuinely stunned at the thought that he would be expected to carry a
sword.


“Of course, my
boy. This is going to be a very different world than the one you’re used to and
you don’t want to be mistaken for a peasant or a common laborer. Swords are a
sign of high social status.”


Liz raised her
voice and called to a man at the far end of the room. “Oy, Colin, this lad
wants a sword.”


At her
beckoning, a large, heavy-set man with a pendulous stomach and a mass of tousled,
curly gray hair hoisted himself off of a bench near the wall and lumbered
toward them, his right hand extended in greeting.


“So, what kind
of sword would you be wantin’? Somethin’ Saxon era, or somethin’ later?”


“Actually, young
man,” Merlin began, apparently knowing exactly what Jason should have. “He
wants a Roman style short sword.”


“Oh, a gladius
style piece? Brilliant.”


“I hate to
correct you, young man, but gladius is not a style, it is simply a Latin word
for sword, derived from the Celtic word kladimos,
which also means sword. What we are specifically in search of is something from
the later Roman era.”


The fat man
blinked several times before responding. “Bloody hell, old man, you do know
your blades, don’t you?” Merlin’s only response was a small nod to let the man
know he would accept only the finest sword and would detect any cheap knock-off
instantly. “Ok, well, I guess what you’d be wantin’ is what they call a Pompeianus.”


“I have no idea
what you may call it, but I will certainly know it when I see it. Do you have
one?”


While the
armorer rushed through Murton Park’s Visitor Center and burrowed furiously
through a locked box in the back of his van, Liz started measuring Beverley for
her new wardrobe. By the time the armorer came panting back, Beverley and Jason
were all measured and Liz had begun measuring Merlin for his new habit. At the
sight of the fat man scurrying into the perpetual half-light of the longhouse,
Merlin shooed Liz away, so he could concentrate his full attention on the three
scabbarded swords that were presented to him. Each of the weapons was slightly
different in finish and ornamentation, but their size and overall shape was
very similar. One after another Merlin accepted the swords, pulled them from
their scabbards and examined the blades. When he found one that satisfied him,
he turned it around, laid the blade on his sleeve, offering the hilt to Jason.


“Take it, Jason.
Feel the heft.” Obediently, Jason lifted the sword, judging its weight. It was
surprisingly light. “Do you like it?”


Jason stared at
the gleaming twenty inch blade. It was about two inches in width, sharp as a
razor along both edges and ending in an elongated, triangular point. The
weapon’s overall length was about twenty-six inches and it weighed just under a
pound and a half. Squeezing the hilt until the tendons on the back of his hands
stood out in high relief, he extended his arm and held the sword at eye level,
shifting the tip back and forth.


“I don’t know
much about swords except how to date them when I dig ‘em up, but it feels
nice.”


Merlin waggled
his fingers at Jason, asking for the sword. “You don’t hold a Roman sword at
arm’s length. You aren’t going to fight some medieval idiot wrapped in iron
plates. Here, let me show you.” Accepting the sword from Jason, Merlin held it
in his right hand, flexed his elbow and drew the hilt tight against his body at
belt level. “Hold it like this, against your side with the blade parallel to
the ground, sticking straight out in front of you.” With a single quick jerk
Merlin thrust the gladius forward. “Drive it point first into your enemy’s
mid-section, right below his shield, push it to the side as hard as you can,
and then withdraw. Quick, brutal and very effective.”


Jason and
Beverley both wrinkled their noses at the thought of gut stabbing another human
being, but Colin the armorer nodded silently. Satisfied with his demonstration,
Merlin raised the blade and stared at the metal, shifting it back and forth in
the flickering light of the fire.


“It’s a good
blade, master armorer. With proper care this should last a man a lifetime.”


The fat man
nodded vigorously, looking at Merlin. “You have a good eye. That’s one of the
best ones I’ve ever made.”


“How much do you
want for it, young man?”


“Eight hundred
pounds, guv’ner, and that includes the scabbard and sword belt.”


“Jesus! Eight
hundred pounds?” Jason’s eye’s nearly bugged out of his head in amazement but
Merlin seemed unruffled.


“If you include
two belt knives in that price, we’ll take it.”


Sticking out his
hand the armorer nodded his head. “Go on, then. It’s a deal.”


Merlin
immediately turned his attention back to Liz and her ever-growing list of
measurements.


“And how much
will the rest of the order come to, my dear?”


“I’m going to
have to check on the availability of this much hand woven cloth. If I can find
it in stock it will be a lot less than if I have to have it woven special. When
I have a final price I’ll call Bev and let her know.”


“I quite
understand. Do your best and that’s all we can ask. Oh, and I think you should
include several changes of undergarments. Now, about delivery…”


“Well, you’ve
just come early enough to avoid the summer rush, another fortnight and we’ll be
swamped. I think, if everything works out and there aren’t any problems with
getting the cloth, I can have it all in about a month – give or take.”


Merlin pulled a
wad of bank notes out of his pouch, counted out twenty, twenty pound bills and
held them out. “Here’s a deposit. And if you reduce delivery time by half I’ll
give you an extra five hundred pounds.”


The woman’s jaw
nearly dropped onto her ample breast. “Two weeks?”


“Exactly. I knew
you would understand.” Cocking an index finger in the air, he smiled and
marched toward the door, Jason and Beverley making hurried goodbyes and scurrying
after him into the mellow spring afternoon.


“So what do you
think of Murton Park? I mean, how does it compare to the real thing?”


Poking his head
over the edge of a heavy fence enclosing a pair of nasty looking Iron Age boars
with bristling manes and razor sharp tusks, Merlin smiled. “Considering how
little your time actually knows about mine, I would say they are doing quite a
creditable job.” He seemed to contemplate this for a moment before continuing. “But
think how much more accurate they can be when the two of you write the world’s
first book detailing how life in the fifth century really looked.”


Most of the ten
mile ride back to York was spent querying Merlin on his ability to accurately
move backward and forward in time. His explanations to date – that he had
conquered the problem of calculating how to move backward, but that to safely
return Beverley and Jason to the present he would need the help of Vivian
– left Jason with a feeling that could charitably be called queasy.


“I’m not really
doubting you, Merlin, but based on what I saw when that hole opened up in the
cave and you and Morgana got sucked into God-knows-where, I think you can
understand why I’m a little skeptical about this whole ‘time portal’ thing. Maybe
this is one of those things that wizards are better equipped to deal with than
us mere mortals.”


“Nonsense, my
boy. Just think of time travel as a function of quantum mechanics.”


Jason turned his
face away from the roadway and scowled at Merlin. “I have absolutely no idea
what that means or how quantum mechanics work.”


Merlin’s face
split in a wide grin as he poked one finger gently into Jason’s side. “Neither
do I, but it sounded positively brilliant, didn’t it? Seriously, Jason, I
assure you it’s perfectly safe. Do you remember I explained to you how I could
look into the places I wanted to go before I actually stepped through?”


“Yeah, you
called it ‘peeking’.”


“Right. Well, I
promise that when we’re ready to leave I will take a peek before either of you
steps through, just to make certain that we’re in the right place and the right
time. Fair enough?”


“As long as we
don’t wind up on some God forsaken alien planet or a hundred million years ago
in the age of dinosaurs, I guess it should be ok. But I think it would be
better if maybe Bev stayed here the first time we go…just to make sure
everything is safe.”


“Bollocks to
that, Jason Carpenter. You left me behind six years ago when the two of you
went waltzing off to Mongolia and I missed all the fun and was bloody near
crazed with worry the whole time.”


“But Bev, we
almost got killed.”


“You also got to
meet nomadic tribesmen and see that Chinese wizard…what was his name?”


“His name was Fu
Ling Chu and he’s the one who damn near killed us. I thought he killed Merlin
and he did kill one of the Buddhist monks. This isn’t a joke, Bev, this is
dangerous stuff, here.”


“Don’t argue,
children.”


“We’re not
arguing. I’m going with you and that’s all there is too it. End of story.”


Jason only shook
his head, sighed and stared out the window at the profusion of wild daffodils
and poppies fighting for supremacy in the narrow space between the edge of the
road and the stone walls circumscribing the fields beyond. It was going to be a
very long summer.


* * * *


“A ddylwn i gymryd papur toiled?” Beverley stood in the door of the
bathroom with two rolls of toilet paper clutched in one hand and a confused
look on her face. “What the bloody hell did I just say?”


“Uh-oh,
somebody’s been inside somebody else’s head without asking permission.” Jason
squinted one eye and pointed an accusing finger at Merlin. “How many times do I
have to tell you not to do that, old man?”


In response,
Merlin only smirked, a sheepish grin on his face, leaving Beverley as confused
as ever.


“Will somebody
please tell me what’s going on here?”


Jason stepped
around Merlin, shaking his head, as he took the rolls of toilet paper from
Beverley and escorted her to a chair.


“Since I
understood you perfectly I have to assume Merlin taught us a new language while
we were asleep last night. He just didn’t bother to warn us before he started
crawling around inside our heads. Am I right?”


“But your sleep
was blithely undisturbed and now you both speak Old Welsh fluently.” Smiling at
Beverley, he added in a mock whisper “And may I say that your Welsh accent is
absolutely lovely, my dear.”


“WHAT? You went
into my brain? That’s an invasion of my privacy. It’s like brain rape or
something.”


“No, no. I did
not go into your consciousness. I simply added to your store of knowledge; I
did not access your thoughts in any way, I assure you.”


Beverley shook
her head, uncertain but unwilling to make an issue of the matter. “Well, then,
as long as you didn’t muck around in there.”


“I assure you,
my dear, the process goes much more smoothly if the recipient doesn’t know
beforehand. If I had told you, you might well have had trouble getting to sleep
and then it might have been uncomfortable…or it might not have worked at all.” Jerking
a thumb toward Jason, he added “I taught your husband how to speak Mongolian
one night and he was absolutely fluent by the next morning. Didn’t I, Jason?”


Begrudgingly,
Jason nodded and grunted his assent. “It’s true. I wish he’d tell people before
he does that, but in one night he taught me Mongolian well enough that even the
Mongols thought I was a native speaker.”


“And tonight, I
am going to teach you both Latin.”


“Oh, God,
please, not Latin.” Jason rolled his eyes skyward and shook his head. “I tried
that for three whole years and just couldn’t deal with all that conjugation. You
have to conjugate everything. That’s why I’ve had so much trouble with your
scrolls. Without a computer program to translate that stuff for me I wouldn’t
have gotten past the first sentence.”


Merlin let out a
short, sharp bark of a laugh. “In twenty-four hours all those nasty
conjugations will just roll off of your tongue like fine wine, I promise you. You’ll
be surprised how natural Latin feels; after all, it is the basis of most modern
European languages. Besides, it is absolutely imperative that you are fluent in
both Old Welsh and Latin. All the Britons speak Welsh and anyone who is
literate speaks Latin. Arthur will certainly expect you to be fluent in Latin
if he is to accept you as sages.”


Beverley leaned
forward and nodded. “I was thinking about King Arthur. I know this sounds
weird, but are we actually going to meet him – really?”


“Of course, my
dear, that’s a big part of why I want you to go back with me.”


“So what do we
say when we talk to him? I mean, how should we address him? Your Majesty,
what?”


Before Merlin
could speak, Jason injected himself into the conversation. “I know it’s not
Your Majesty, that didn’t happen till that fat pig Henry the Eighth.”


“Oh, right. I
knew that.” Turning back to Merlin, she repeated her original question.


“Arthur holds a
number of titles but none of them are as self-aggrandizing as the ones used by
later monarchs. Technically, since he makes his own decisions as to when and
where to do battle with his enemies, he is a Dux Belorum – meaning a war lord; and as a commander of a
large number of both foot soldiers and cavalry units who controls his own
kingdom, he holds the title of Comes
Britaniarum – meaning Count of the Britons. But when you talk to him
– and obviously you should wait until he addresses you before you speak
to him – just refer to him as ‘my Lord’.”


“That’s it. Just
‘my Lord’?”


“That’s it.”


“I can handle
that.”


“And by tomorrow
you will be able to do it in either Welsh or Latin. And believe me, no matter
how much Jason thinks he hates Latin, it is essential. Without it you won’t be
able to read or write; all documents are written in Latin.”


Jason shot him a
piercing glance, suddenly intrigued by the turn the conversation had taken. “You
mean you can teach us to read and write, too?”


“No. But Latin
is completely phonetic. Everything sounds exactly like it looks. In a day or so
you’ll be able to read Latin like a monk.”


Jason brightened
immediately, his opinion of Latin completely turned on its head. “Then I can
read your scrolls.”


“Absolutely, my
boy. And I will see to it that you understand how all of the spells work.”


Beverley waved a
hand in the air for attention and offered a strained smile. “I appreciate the
language skills, Merlin – even if you really should have asked first
– and I know Jason is dying to learn your magic, but will somebody please
answer my question?”


“I’m sorry, my
dear, what did you ask?”


“Should I take
toilet roll along with us to the fifth century?”


Merlin threw his
head back and laughed. “I don’t think that would be wise, my dear. If someone
else saw it the awkward questions would go on endlessly.”


Beverley scowled
and rubbed a confused hand across her forehead. “Ok. Fine. And I don’t mean to
be crude here, but how do people…umm…you know.”


“Ah, yes. I
understand your concern. The answer is moss.”


“What?”


“Moss. You know,
the fuzzy green stuff that grows on rocks.” Beverley and Jason both nodded that
they understood what moss was, but their blank stare made it abundantly clear
that they had no idea what the old wizard was talking about. With a deep sigh
he pressed on with his explanation. “People collect little pads of moss, dry it
in the sun and then use it the same way you use that paper. You will find neat
little piles of it within easy reach in every latrina.”


“Latrina.” Jason repeated Merlin’s last
word, rolling it around in his mouth slowly. “Now there’s some Latin I can
figure out already.”


“Moss? Really?”


“Yes, my dear. But
I assure you, it will be just fine.” Behind her glasses Beverley’s eyes looked
frustrated and unsure for the first time. Reaching across to where she sat,
Merlin patted her consolingly on the arm and mumbled, “Not to worry. I assure
you, there are far stranger things that you will have to get used to than
moss.” After a momentary pause, he held up a single finger and spoke again. “And
speaking of strange occurrences and how to avoid them; do you happen to have
any of the anti-scrying ointment the Buddhist monks gave us when we left their
monastery? It will undoubtedly come in handy when we try to avoid our old friend
Mistress le Fay.”


Jason shrugged
and turned to stare at Beverley who was tugging gently at her bottom lip.


“Yes. Somewhere.
I ran across it not long ago. Give me a few moments and I’ll remember where it
is.”


When Beverley
turned and left the room, Jason was staring at Merlin, his eyes squinted almost
shut. “Are you expecting Morgana to be on the lookout for us?”


“Ahh.” Merlin
smiled sheepishly. “Well, if we hope to thwart the dragons it seems almost
inevitable that we’re going to run afoul of their human agent.”


“We’re going to
get into a lot of trouble, aren’t we.”


“No more than is
absolutely necessary, I promise you. Now go pack.”


Jason shook his
head and wandered out of the room.


For the next
sixteen days life in the flat on Bootham Road became an endless series of confusions,
questions and decisions as Jason and Beverley prepared to accompany Merlin to
his world and his place in history. Some questions were a lot easier to answer
than others; anything that might look out of place in the fifth century, or
negatively impact the flow of history, was to be left behind. But what Jason
and Beverley should do about paying their rent for an unknown number of months
to come, and whether or not they should shut off the electric power were more
debatable. Beverley was afraid that if they didn’t shut off the utilities and
pay ahead on the rent as far as possible they might lose the apartment. In
counterpoint, Merlin insisted that no matter how long they were gone he and
Vivian would bring them back to within a few days of the time they left. Eventually,
Beverley compromised and paid ahead on the rent and all utilities for two
months insisting it was “just to be certain”.


Before picking
up their new clothes they made two additional trips to Murton Park for fittings
and Merlin spent much of his time sorting through his scrolls and folios trying
to remember which ones would be waiting for him in his laboratory and which
ones he had stolen from Morgana’s library long after the point in time to which
he planned on returning.


Beverley became
distraught trying to decide how she should tell her family and friends that she
would be gone for an unknown length of time but, again, Merlin insisted that
when they returned they would not have been gone long enough for anyone to think
they had gone missing. Jason countered with the equally logical argument that
until such time as they did return they would have vanished for exactly as long
as they remained in the fifth century. The dichotomies involved in time travel
quickly became so obvious, and so nearly overwhelming, that even Merlin
eventually admitted he was thoroughly confused.


As preparations
came to an end and their new clothes arrived at last, Merlin greeted Jason and
Beverley one day at breakfast with the announcement that they would be leaving
within the hour and that everyone should take care of any last-minute issues.


When Merlin’s
voice called to him from the living room, Jason was still in the bedroom
cramming the last few personal items into the small canvass hold-all bag that
would contain the totality of his personal possessions for however long he and
Beverley might be in the past. He had packed for a lot of trips over the course
of his thirty-one years; he had moved from the US to England, he had been on
dozens of archaeological digs that had lasted anywhere from a week to three
months, he had trekked across the wastes of Mongolia with Merlin for more than
two months and he had been hunted by the police in Ethiopia for almost a month
but he had never felt so nervous and uncertain about going anywhere in his
entire life. Something about moving through time just didn’t seem right; even
when he had been in places as strange and far away as Mongolia and Ethiopia
there had always been a known route home, but how do you get home from a world
that had not existed for more than fifteen hundred years?


Before fastening
the last tie-down he shook his head, sighed and marched across the room to an
old trunk standing by the wall. Opening it, he pulled out the small black
pistol he had bought illegally before going to confront Morgana Le Fay at the
Hellfire Caves. Grabbing the spare clip and a box of nine millimeter shells, he
crammed them in the hold-all, stuffing them all the way to the bottom. Muttering
“Just in case things get too weird” Jason gave a few final tugs to his
ill-fitting woolen breeches, adjusted his sword belt and hurried out to join
the others.


“What took you
so long, Jason?”


“Sorry, Bev,
just checking everything one last time.”


Merlin and
Beverley had already pushed most of the furniture against the walls and Merlin
was standing at one end of the sofa motioning for Jason to help him move it out
of the way. When the center of the room stood empty, Merlin pulled up his
sleeves, raised his arms and began scribing invisible symbols and runes in the
air over his head while he repeated a series of incantations in a language
which neither Jason nor Beverley could identify even with their new-found
knowledge of Welsh and Latin. The performance lasted for more than ten tension-filled
minutes, with Merlin moving faster and faster and Jason and Beverley becoming
more fidgety with each passing second. Finally, Merlin dropped his hands to his
side, turned and smiled.


“There it is. Are
you ready?”


“There what is?”


The entirety of
the sorcerer’s work appeared to be a room full of air that looked exactly the
way it had before he cast his spell.


“Observe. I’m
going to peek around the corner…just to make sure we’re in the right place and
time.”


As he leaned
forward, suddenly, incredibly, the upper half of the old wizard’s body vanished
into thin air. A moment later he reappeared and turned to smile at a stunned
Jason and an open-mouthed Beverley.


“Perfect.” Extending
his arm in an inviting gesture, he offered a low, sweeping bow. “The past
awaits you, my friends. Please mind your step.”
















Chapter Seven



 

While Jason and Beverley stared
in shocked silence, Merlin slipped the strap of Beverley’s hold-all from her
shoulder and wedged the bag in the invisible door so he could step away from
the gaping hole extending through time and space and allow them to precede him
through the portal. Jason had just felt the bottom drop out of his stomach as
he watched his left leg disappear, when Merlin grabbed him by the arm, locking
eyes with him.


“As far as I am
aware, no mortal has ever before been given knowledge of these doorways. I
believe that we three are the first humans to have, quite literally, mastered
time.”


Jason stared
into Merlin’s hypnotic blue eyes, his mind whirling, as Beverley eased her way
past him, whispering into his ear as she slid through the gateway into the
yawning nothingness beyond. “Get a move on, Dr Who, we have a job to do.”


When they
emerged on the other side, Merlin positioned himself between Jason and
Beverley, allowing a few moments to pass in silence while they observed their
surroundings. For as far as they could see in every direction, there was not a
single living thing. Even the sound of birds chattering was absent and withered
grasses struggled in vain to grow up through what had once been a neatly
cobbled roadway. The dead trees lining the road were blackened, twisted and
rotting as were the hedgerows surrounding them. Further on stood the shattered
remains of a town where the crumbling corpses of its inhabitants lay cremated
inside the charred remnants of their lost homes and farmsteads.


“I needed you to
see this so you could understand the full extent of what I’m trying to
prevent.”


“What is this
place? When?” Beverley’s hushed voice sounded very small and far away in the
grave-like silence of the dead town.


“This is Bath
or, rather, in your time it will be called Bath, in mine we called it Vaddon. Vivian
brought me here shortly before I returned to your time.”


Jason snapped
out of his numbed reverie and turned to look at Merlin. “Did the dragons do
this?”


“Only partly. Arthur’s
army fought the Saxons here. We were so certain that we were ready; we thought
we could rid the west country of the invaders once and for all. But they were
better than we were. Despite Arthur’s army and my own best efforts they drove
us from the field and burned most of the town. It was the beginning of the end
of Arthur’s kingdom. Only four years later Arthur was dead, I was on the run
from Morgana and there was no one to even put up a token resistance to either
the dragons or the Saxons. Sometime later the dragons came here and destroyed
what little remained; I don’t know when, but this is what they left.”


“So, when in
time are we now?” Beverley crossed her arms and rubbed her shoulders as a shudder
passed through her body.


“I think we’re
shortly after the time when Vivian buried my globe, so, maybe around the year
four-eighty-eight or eighty-nine. I can’t be exact and the specific time is
unimportant. I just wanted you to understand the scope of what we’re up
against.”


Jason stepped
out of line and moved forward a few feet, surveying the devastation. “So how
many warring factions are we are going to be dealing with here?”


“In addition to
my people, the Britons – which includes the Welsh tribes - and the
dragons, there are also the Saxons who control the entire eastern half of
England and the Anglii.” In answer to Jason and Beverley’s confused stare at
this last comment, Merlin elaborated. “The Anglii are a loose confederation of
the northern tribes, which include the Picts and the Scots. And everybody is at
war with everybody else.” After a long pause he added “And then, of course
there are the Irish who don’t really make war but they raid constantly, burning
villages, kidnapping our people and taking them for slaves.”


Suddenly Jason
realized for the first time just how unlike the Arthurian world described in
the works of Sir Thomas Mallory or Chrétien de Troyes the time of King Arthur
had actually been. This wasn’t a world of chivalry, nobility and great quests;
this was a world of unrelenting brutality, constant death and ceaseless
warfare. “My God, you’re talking about a five sided war here, Merlin.”


“Now you
understand why we need all the help you can give us.”


Jason held up a
cautioning hand, waving it back and forth. “I still won’t introduce modern
technology; not even to save Arthur’s kingdom. It’s just too dangerous.”


“I understand
that, Jason. We only need enough of an edge to beat the Saxons…and, of course,
we need your ballistae to help us kill the dragons.”


“Can we please
leave here?”


“I’m sorry my
dear.” When Merlin put a comforting arm around Beverley’s shoulders he could
feel her shivering despite the warmth of the day. “Back through the gate,
children.”


Grabbing
Beverley’s duffel and stepping through the gate first, Jason asked “Where to
this time?”


“If I have my
coordinates right we should come out somewhere near Arthur’s capital around the
year four-seventy-three or seventy-four. That should put us at least a full
year before we have to fight the Saxons here at Vaddon. Plenty of time to
develop all the technology and tactics we need.”


“But I…”


Whatever Jason
was about to say was forestalled by another quick, stomach churning passage
through the gate. In the time it takes to step through a door they moved from
the heart wrenching world of the burned-out village to the middle of a warm,
sunlit, green pasture. The sky overhead was as clear and blue as a baby’s eyes
and all around them short legged, hairy cattle grazed happily on the tall,
succulent spring grass, their blank eyes barely registering the fact that three
people had suddenly materialized out of thin air only a few feet away. In the
distance the silhouette of a man followed in the wake of an ox harnessed to a
crude scratch plow as it crept across the horizon line.


“I don’t see any
town. How do we know if we’re in the right place?”


Merlin pointed
toward a deeply rutted track twenty feet from where they stood. “We follow that
road to the left and over the hill.”


Without another
word, the old wizard set off across the meadow at a brisk pace, waving at
Beverley and Jason to follow him. Shrugging and readjusting the shoulder strap
on his duffle bag, Jason motioned Beverley to go ahead of him, muttering
“Follow the yellow brick road”.


Twenty minutes
later they topped the crest of a low hill and entered the fringes of an
extensive rural settlement that sprawled hap-hazardly across the landscape,
reaching to the furthest edges of a long, shallow valley. Around them were
clusters of tiny houses not demonstrably different than the reproductions in
the Dark Age village at Murton Park. In the middle distance, half way across the
valley, stood a large collection of domestic buildings situated in the midst of
a collection of barns and outbuildings. Behind this complex rose a huge manmade
hill surrounded by a series of wood and stone fortification walls.


Beverley leaned
near Jason and laid a hand on the sleeve of his tunic. “You recognize this
place, don’t you?”


“Um-hum.” Pointing
toward the fortified hill, he elaborated. “That’s Barbury hill fort and in
front of it is my Roman villa. It’s amazing; it’s all really there. Just like
it should be.”


 “You were digging in the right place all
along, you clever boy.” She smiled, leaned into Jason and gave him a squeeze.


Coming toward
them on the rutted wagon track was a man leading one of the hairy cows on a
length of rope. As he approached he gave the three of them a casual glance and
a nod but when his eyes rested on Merlin he looked away, muttering “May God be
with you, Praefator”. Keeping his eyes averted the man elbowed his cow toward
the edge of the road, moving as fast as his plodding bovine companion would
allow. Both Jason and Beverley followed the man’s passing but only when he was
beyond hearing range did they say anything, and then they both spoke at once.


“I don’t think
he liked us very much.”


Beverley’s words
were lost as they tumbled out on top of Jason’s “What was that word he called
you?”


Merlin smiled
and shook his head slightly, addressing Jason. “It wasn’t us he was afraid of. It
was only me.”


“Why?”


At Beverley’s
response Merlin burst out laughing. “Because, my dear, he recognizes me and he
knows I’m a wizard. Can you imagine how people even in your time would react to
something like that? They’d probably shoot me. Human beings do not respond well
to those who are different from themselves – fear and suspicion are among
the few constants in human nature.”


“I guess.”


“Excuse me, but
what did he call you?” Beverley repeated her previous question. “I mean, you
taught us Latin and Welsh but I can’t figure it out.”


“Ah. It was
Latin and the word was ‘praefator’. It means magician, prophet, priest, wizard;
all of them and yet something slightly more. It doesn’t translate well, but it
does tell us that we are in the right place and the right time.”


“How’s that?”


“Because, my
dear boy, he knew exactly who I was.”


“Oh, right.”


A short time
later, as Jason and Beverley tried desperately not to stare at everyone and
everything around them, Merlin led them toward the main entrance of the old
Roman villa. The walls of the building had been repeatedly patched and repaired
and many of the outbuildings lay in ruins. Two hundred feet to their right a
group of workmen were disassembling what appeared to be a disused stone barn,
removing the roof trusses and dislodging the stones of the walls, loading them
into a small, two-wheeled cart hitched to a sleepy red ox. Brought back to the
moment by the sound of Merlin’s voice, they realized they were approaching a
pair of guards dressed in sleeveless leather coats covered with heavy metal
rings. In their hands were spears and at their sides hung wide, short swords
much like the one Jason was wearing.


“Welcome back,
Praefator, you had best go straight in to the reception hall.” While one of the
guards spoke the other opened the door and stood aside to allow the newcomers
to pass. “The king has been scouring the countryside looking for you.”


Nodding
wordlessly in answer to the guard’s comments, Merlin jerked his head to indicate
that Jason and Beverley should follow him.


The room into
which Merlin led them was large and filled with people; some milling around,
going about their business, some sitting in small groups chatting, but the
first thing to catch Jason’s attention was the mosaic tile floor. It depicted a
scene by the edge of a river. Among reeds and marsh grasses, ducks, geese and
heron floated across an artificial river and flew through the blue tile sky. Immediately
he knew they were in what had been the dining room of the Roman villa. Fixated,
he only jerked his mind back to attention when Beverley elbowed him in the
ribs. Only then did he realize they – or, more specifically, Merlin -
were being addressed by a man, about his own age, who was seated in a Roman style
chair on a low, raised platform no more than ten feet in front of him. The man
was extremely agitated and had been addressing a series of pointed remarks to
Merlin.


“…none the less,
I could have used your council. Not more than three weeks ago there was another
attack by those damned creatures. They had left us alone since my father’s
death and now, suddenly, they have appeared twice in as many months. Of course,
by the time we arrived it was too late to do anything about it and the entire
village had been decimated. Forty or more lives lost, their crops and animals
completely destroyed. There was nothing left.


“We searched for
the beasts for days but it was only on our way home that we found them –
or, I should say, they found us. They just appeared out of nowhere, flying
through the air like something out of a nightmare. We tried to take cover long
enough to form a battle line but they killed nineteen of my men and simply
sailed away into the sky. Nineteen more deaths and there was nothing I could do
about it, Merlin. Do you have any idea how humiliating that was?” As he spoke,
the king’s voice had risen to the point where a quiver had crept into it.


When he
finished, Merlin bowed low and mumbled “My deepest apologies and regrets, my
Lord.” Standing close to him, Beverley could see the tears creeping down
Merlin’s cheeks and realized that while Arthur had seen Merlin only a few weeks
earlier, this was the first time Merlin had seen his closest friend and king in
more than sixteen centuries.


“Oh, for heaven’s
sake, stand up. I didn’t mean to take it out on you, old friend. Don’t weep. I’m
not angry with you. I just wish I could have found you. We absolutely have to
find a way to combat these things, you and I, together. They destroyed my
father’s kingdom and they will certainly destroy mine unless we stop them…and
we had better do it soon.”


“To that, my
Lord, I have what I believe to be a hopeful answer.” Merlin pulled himself
together, hid his pain and stepped forward. “The reason you could not find me
is that I had gone to a far land seeking out individuals with the skills
necessary to help us destroy the monsters.”


Waving a hand
toward Jason and Beverley, he smiled and continued. “Anticipating that
eventually the creatures would come again, I brought two of my brother wizards
– or, should I say, one brother and one sister wizard – who have
agreed to share their skill and wisdom with us. May I present to you my very
good friends Mistress Beverley and Master Jason. And Jason, you will be pleased
to know, my Lord, is a marvelously inventive military engineer who has personal
knowledge of the dragons. With my own eyes I have seen him build a machine
capable of defeating the creatures and I watched while he killed one of them
singlehandedly.”


When the king
stood up, stepped down from the dais and extended his hand it was clear that he
was no more than a few years older than Jason’s twenty-nine years, and he stood
very nearly as tall as Jason. He was clean shaven and his thick, light brown
hair was gathered at the nape of his neck and plaited into a braid that hung
half-way down his back. On top of an unadorned, knee-length tunic of tan linen
he wore a brilliantly purple, ankle length cape edged in gold designs. The
cloak was slung over his right shoulder and fastened at the neck with two
large, gold brooches connected by a short length of gold chain. Around his neck
was a massive golden torque ending in a pair of lion’s heads. He cut an
impressively regal figure.


What fascinated
Jason most, however, was the sword hanging at the man’s left hip. Longer than
the standard Roman sword, the scabbard was so encrusted with gems and jewels
mounted in heavy gold settings that the sheath’s leather covering was almost
invisible. The hand grip was covered with common leather but the massive
ornamental pommel appeared to be solid gold. This was the sword Merlin’s
strange girlfriend Vivian had given to Arthur’s father and then to Arthur; this
was the legendary Excalibur and the man wearing it was the real-life King
Arthur.


Jason stepped
forward, extending his trembling hand and was momentarily confused when Arthur
reached beyond his palm to grip his arm half way to the elbow. Suddenly Jason
remembered this was the way the Romans had shaken hands and responded in kind. He
was amazed to find that King Arthur’s forearm was as hard as a rock, thick and
ropey with muscle.


“Welcome to my
court, to the town of Baenin and to the kingdom of the Britons, Master Jason. My
people and I will be forever grateful for any assistance you can give us.” Arthur
relinquished the handshake but retained eye contact. “Did Merlin tell you that
one of my father’s equites once killed one of the monsters? Of course, I’m
afraid he didn’t survive to tell the tale. I have no doubt that everyone looks
forward to hearing about your own encounter with the thing.” As he started to
turn away, he caught himself and moved back to inspect Jason’s face with a
disconcertingly direct stare. “Merlin says you have the powers of a wizard. Is
this true?”


“In a small way,
my Lord, but my skill level is nothing like that of your friend Merlin.”


“How strange. I
don’t believe I’ve ever encountered a young wizard before. Congratulations.”


Even as he was
making his last comments to Jason, King Arthur’s eyes had already turned toward
Beverley, locking on her face. Now, as he moved half a step to his right, he
raised a hand and pointed his index finger squarely at her nose. Leaning
forward until his face was only inches from hers, he turned to Merlin. “What
manner of thing is this in front of the lady’s eyes?”


“Ah, they’re
called eyeglasses, my Lord.” Merlin hastened to explain the commonplace item
which seemed so extraordinary in this time and place. “They allow her to see
things which are unknowable and invisible to others.”


Jerking his head
back, Arthur smiled wordlessly and extended his hand toward Beverley. When she
offered hers in return, he lifted it gently, bowing slightly over her fingers
before raising his eyes back to her own.


“I see you have
flame colored hair. Does this indicate that you come from one of the Scotti
tribes?”


Beverley smiled,
suppressing a laugh, both amused and amazed by the king’s directness. “My
family did originally come from the land of the Scots, my Lord.”


“From which
tribe, if I might ask?”


“My people are
known as McCullough.”


Returning
Beverley’s hand, Arthur turned away but continued to talk. “It’s my
understanding that there are very powerful wizards and druids among the people
of the Scotti. Are you one of them?”


“I do have a
certain small skill with the healing arts, but I don’t cast spells.” Smiling
again, playing up to this strange new role Merlin had cast for her, she added
“I leave the casting of spells to the men.”


Having walked
halfway across the room with long, loose-limbed strides, Arthur drew himself up
next to a group of women seated on chairs and stools, and took one of them by
the hand. “This is my wife, Queen Gwenhwyfar. My dear, may I present to you
Lady Beverley of the tribe McCullough of the Scotti people.” When Arthur
pronounced her name he put the accent on the middle syllable making it sound
like Bev-ER-ley.


As Gwenhwyfar
rose and stepped forward, Beverley looked at her appraisingly. The legendary
Queen Guinevere was no more than five feet in height, as slim and delicate as a
whippet, with hair somewhere between ash blond and gold and finely arched
eyebrows above large, deep brown eyes. Although she appeared to be no more than
in her early twenties, she carried herself with a dignity and poise that was a
natural extension of unquestioned self-assurance. Like her husband, the queen
wore a gold torque around her neck, but hers was much thinner and finer, and
the ornamental finials were dog’s heads rather than lions. Her dress, which
hung nearly to the floor, was dyed a bright ochre and was cinched at the waist
by a delicate belt made from a golden chain. Her mane of sunshine yellow hair
was drawn back and fastened into a bun with two long wooden pins that reminded
Beverley of chopsticks. Everything about the queen was bright and golden and as
sunshiny as the spring weather, and it suited her wonderfully.


Taking Beverley
by the hand, she leaned close and whispered “Come, sit with my ladies and
myself, and tell us about your country.” Chuckling she added “We should
probably leave the men alone so they can talk about battles and magical spells
and drinking.”


Beverley smiled,
nodded and added “The drinking part seems to be Merlin’s specialty.”


Answering with a
small laugh as delicate as the tinkling of a glass bell, Gwenhwyfar nodded her
agreement. “I see you know our friendly magus far too well.”


As she was led
to the queen’s end of the room, Beverley took a moment to survey her
surroundings. She recognized the mosaic floor as the one Jason had excavated,
but the rest of the room – along with everything else in this world - had
decayed to nothingness long before the twenty-first century. The age of the old
Roman villa was obvious; the plaster on the walls had been patched as often as
had the exterior of the building and what remained of the once-brightly colored
wall paintings had flaked and moldered in the damp English climate until it was
nearly gone. Here was a section that still depicted broken portions of a
hunting scene, and there were the legs of a troupe of dancing girls, their
upper bodies long ago crumbled to dust. Looking around the room, the thing that
amazed Beverley most about the king’s court was the startling absence of old
people. These were the leaders of a kingdom and only a handful of them appeared
to have reached fifty years of age. In the world she knew government ministers
tended to run from middle age upward to the point of dotage.


“Please sit
down, Beverley. You must be exhausted after your journey. Would you like a
drink?”


“That would be
very nice, your ladyship. Thank you.”


Turning to one
of the half dozen young girls standing behind the group of seated women, the
queen said “Bronwyn, would you bring ale for us, please?” Then, almost as the
words left her mouth, she waved a hand, correcting herself. “No. Make it wine. We
have special guests and special people demand something special to drink.” As
the young woman nodded and turned to leave, she added “And feel free to bring
ale for yourself and the others, if you like.”


Offering only a
small “Thank you, my Lady”, the girl scurried across the room, disappearing
through a dark doorway.


After
introducing Beverley to the half dozen women seated in the cluster of chairs,
Gwenhwyfar laid her hand on top of Beverley’s. “The country where Merlin went
to find you, is it very far away? Have you been traveling long?”


Beverley thought
about the question for a moment. Obviously she would not dare tell the truth,
even if she could make these women believe her – which she certainly did
not think she could. God, did we only
leave home this morning? How long has it been? Four hours, maybe five? It can’t
have been any longer than that. She thought fast, trying to decide what to
say. “Traveling with Merlin is a rather strange experience, as you may know.”


The queen
pressed one hand to her mouth, suppressing a grin. “I’ve never traveled with
him, but I can well imagine how odd it must be.” Leaning close and whispering
in Beverley’s ear, she giggled. “Sometimes his incessant talking can make even
the short walk across a room seem like a journey of miles. And then he simply
vanishes; sometimes I think he does it just so you can’t answer him.”


Beverley nearly
burst out laughing, but caught herself. “To say the least.”


“Seriously, was
it long and arduous, your journey with the praefator? And where do you call home?”


Trying to look
nonchalant, Beverley offered what she hoped would pass for an enigmatic smile
and said “We come from a land called England, and depending on how you look at
it, my Lady, it is either a very, very long way away or much closer than you might
think.”


The queen
twisted her head to one side in utter confusion and seemed to be on the verge
of asking something when her lady in waiting reappeared carrying a large wooden
tray laden with an earthenware pitcher and seven goblets. There was no doubt
which of the goblets belonged to the queen; it was the one made of chased
silver and covered with figures of deer and rabbits running among clusters of
grape vines. The top edge was banded with gold. The other goblets were
delicately turned from what appeared to be lime wood and each of them had
matching designs of grape leaves carved around the rim, but even here, in this
primitive world, it was obvious that rank still had its little privileges. Bronwyn
poured the rich, deep purple liquid into the goblets and passed them around,
serving the queen first and then Beverley and the ladies of the court before
pouring ale for herself and the staff. Waiting for Gwenhwyfar to take the first
sip, Beverley smiled and spoke.


“Surely grapes
don’t grow in this climate, is your wine imported all the way from the
continent?”


Taking a sip to
signal that the other women could drink, the queen paused a moment before
answering.


“Taste it.”


Carefully,
Beverley raised the glass to her lips and sampled the wine. The taste was sweet
and mild and quite pleasant but it was not until she went to lower the cup that
she smelled the drink. There was no grape odor but the scent of something else,
something she had smelled before but could not quite place. Seeing her
confusion, one of the ladies leaned forward and whispered over Beverley’s
shoulder.


“Elderberry.”


“Of course.” Beverley
broke into a huge grin. “It is elderberry. I knew I recognized the smell.” Turning
to the women, she asked “What other fruit wines do you make?”


Excitedly, the
women rolled off an extensive list of fruits suitable for fermentation and the
various processes used to ensure that each one reached the peak of its
particular flavor before it was transferred from the wine vat to an earthenware
jar and placed in storage. From the way they talked, Beverley had no doubt that
the noblewomen of King Arthur’s court worked right alongside their subjects. There
was no place in this world for idle hands and Beverley was fascinated to
understand the women’s place in a society that was historically linked to Roman
traditions but was also striking out to develop new rules of its own. Even as
they spoke one of the ladies in waiting began combing the queen’s hair with a
comb carved from a piece of deer antler and Beverley tried not to stare at the
figure of a recumbent doe delicately carved on the spine.


Deciding that
her position as an outsider gave her some leeway to ask questions, she started
probing gently into the role and status of women in Dark Age Briton and as the
women began sharing their lives and stories with her, she quickly realized that
she was learning more in this one afternoon than she had in nine years of
higher education. While it was obvious that Gwenhwyfar was shown respect and
deference by the other women, it was no more than the respect afforded to a
person who was chief among equals. When the conversation warranted it, the
other women clearly felt free to interject themselves into the conversation. Still,
it was the queen who seemed to have the firmest grasp on those rights
guaranteed to women by law as opposed to those things which were simple
tradition. Now, she leaned close to Beverley, lowering her voice to make
certain the men did not hear.


“And it was my
husband who decreed that if a man deserts his family, his wife can legally
claim all of his land and property.” Then, speaking in no more than a whisper,
she continued. “I think he was ashamed of the scandalous way his father
abandoned his first wife and seduced Ygraine.”


To lighten the
awkwardness of this last statement, one of the other women leaned forward,
giggled, and added “And if a man’s man-part stops working his wife can divorce
him, claim half of his property and demand the return of her dowry.”


“Of course, any
man can have a bad day,” an unseen voice interjected.


“Particularly if
he drank too much ale at dinner” said a woman wearing a green cloak, who never
looked up from her sewing but shook her head as though she spoke from
experience.


“Well that
certainly doesn’t happen to my husband.”


All the women
giggled, and one spoke in particularly breathless tones. “Oh, wait until you
meet Ganieda’s husband, Beverley. Llewellyn is SO gorgeous.”


This final
revelation brought gales of laughter from the other women who all chimed in to
add their own bits of information on their marriages and how the laws of the
Britons did, or did not, protect them.


“You can also
divorce him if he is too lazy to provide properly for you and the children.”


“And even if he
has bad breath. Nobody wants to kiss a man whose mouth smells like bad meat.”


“Only if it’s
chronic, Guendolena. Anybody can have bad breath from time to time.”


“Well, I didn’t
mean…”


“We know what
you meant, dear. We all remember your first husband.”


At this point
the conversation broke down into uncontrollable laughter and Beverley’s
attention wandered across the room to where Jason was deep in animated
conversation with the king, Merlin, and another man who stood with the ramrod
straight back of a professional soldier. She also noticed that the men had been
served drinks, but rather than the goblets used by the women they were drinking
out of what appeared to be cow’s horns. The horns Jason and the newcomer were
holding looked like they came off of a normal cow, but Merlin’s was twice that
size; at least two feet in length. When the king turned momentarily, Beverley
saw a gleam of light flash off of the drinking horn in his hand; only then did
she realize that it may have been shaped like a horn but it was, in fact, made
of gold, carved with intricate designs and set with some kind of gemstones.


“Help yourself
to more ale, Jason. It’s there to be shared by all.” The king waved his hand
idly in the direction of the big earthenware pitcher from which Merlin was
refilling his massive drinking horn. Before setting the ale back on the table
near where the four men stood, he held it out toward Jason who shook his head
and waved it away.


Merlin winked at
the king and said “I fear, my Lord, that young Master Jason does not appreciate
the benefits of strong ale.”


The fourth man,
who had been lost in thought, scratched his temple and spoke. “Look, I don’t
care what this thing is, or how it works; if it can kill a dragon I’m all for
it. And I’m sure that at least some of my men can learn how to operate it. I
just need to understand what it is.”


The speaker’s
name was Griffudd and as far as Jason had been able to gather he commanded a
division of three hundred soldiers. Although Griffudd lived at Baenin and dealt
directly with Arthur when the kingdom was at peace, during times of war he took
his orders from Arthur’s uncle – a man named Ambrosius - who was the
over-all head of the army and field commander during battles. Another man,
named Llewellyn, who was nowhere to be seen, commanded Arthur’s mounted troops
which were apparently called equites. At least that was what Jason had gathered
from the general flow of conversation. Laying his empty drinking horn on the
table, Jason tried to explain for the third time the concept of a ballista. He
had already tried to compare the ballista to a huge crossbow because he knew
the Romans had used both ballistae and crossbows, but either they had not used
either weapon in the British Isles or everybody had forgotten what they were. But
that was why he had agreed to come here - to give the Britons a military edge
without introducing modern technology.


“Ok. Think of a
bow, but think of it lying horizontally rather than the way you hold it when
you shoot it.” Arthur and Griffudd nodded silently, their eyes focused on
Jason’s hands. “Now imagine a long post attached to the center of the bow. Along
the top of this post there is a shallow depression to lay the arrow in. At the
back end of the post is a hook that holds the bowstring tight until you’re
ready to fire it.” Looking at the faces of his audience, he asked “Does that
make any sense?”


“I understand
the concept” the king nodded, squinting his eyes in concentration. “But how is
this ballista device better than a regular bow?”


“Because it’s
five times the size of a regular bow and way too powerful for anyone to draw it
back by hand. This is a machine, not a handheld device. The arrow it throws is
half again as long as a man’s arm, twice as big around as your thumb and made
of iron.”


Griffudd
scratched the back of his head, looking unsure. “And you think this thing can
launch an arrow hard enough to break through the scales of a dragon and go deep
enough to kill it?”


For the first
time in more than an hour Merlin interjected himself into the conversation.


“Don’t doubt the
power of Jason’s machine. The process of killing a dragon is slightly more
complex than his short explanation might lead you to believe, but I stood next
to him when he killed one of the creatures with a ballista exactly like the one
he’s describing. When the bolt struck the dragon I watched the creature consume
itself in its own fire and fall from the sky – dead before it hit the
ground.”


Arthur laid a
hand on Jason’s shoulder, offering a lopsided smile. “If Merlin says this
ballista of yours can kill a dragon, then it can kill a dragon. You are now my
chief military engineer. What should we do next?”


Blinking in
amazement, Jason tried not to stammer when he answered. “Well, I guess we
should build one so I can demonstrate it for you. But if you’re going to go
into battle against the dragons you’re going to need a lot more than one of
them.”


“How many?”


“I don’t know. I
understand that the dragons appear by the dozen, so we have to have enough to
effectively counter all of them. And we want to spread them out across the
battlefield, so I suppose at least twenty, or preferably thirty, of them.”


Arthur was
mentally tallying up the cost of this new military expenditure in terms of
material and manpower. “And how many men does it take to operate one of your
ballistae?”


“Umm, at least two.
And they’re really heavy so if you expect to move them around the battlefield
we’ll have to put wheels on them, or something, and then you’re going to need
at least three men per ballista.”


“This gives me a
great deal to think about, but not even a king should have to think on an empty
stomach. We can talk more about it in the morning, but right now you must be
exhausted. One of Gwenhwyfar’s ladies in waiting will show you and your wife to
your room so you can refresh yourselves and rest before dinner. Tonight you
will enjoy the hospitality of my court and my kingdom; defeating the dragons
can wait until tomorrow.”


With two sharp
claps of his hands King Arthur brought the discussion – and the strangest
day in Jason and Beverley’s lives – to a close.
















Chapter Eight



 

Beverley furrowed her brow and
picked what appeared to be a grain of sand from the tip of her tongue. Staring
at it for a second before setting it carefully on the edge of her wooden plate,
she turned to Merlin and asked “Is it me or is this bread gritty? I’m sure
there was sand in the bread at dinner last night and I just found some again.”


An hour earlier
the queen’s lady in waiting, Bronwyn, had tapped lightly on Jason and
Beverley’s door, delivering Merlin’s invitation for them to join him in his
laboratory for breakfast. When they arrived they found the great magician
whistling tunelessly, happily wiping a thin layer of dust from his bookshelves,
placing the volumes he had brought back from the twenty-first century next to
the ones already there. One end of a long wooden table, its rough-hewn top worn
smooth from decades of use, had been cleared and set with three wooden plates
and three turned wooden goblets. Between them were a large pitcher and two
platters, one containing a selection of cheeses and the other a large, freshly
baked loaf of bread that filled the room with its warm, rich smell. Now, nearly
an hour later, Jason and Beverley were working their way through their second
meal in the distant past, and feeling less than enthusiastic about it. Jason
complained about the absolute impossibility of making sense of the day without
multiple cups of steaming hot coffee and Beverley plucked yet another tiny bit
of grit from her lip.


“What are these
little stones in the bread?”


“You should know
the answer to that, my dear; you’re an archaeologist, after all. We grind the
wheat into flower between two millstones and, inevitably, as the stones wear
against each other, tiny bits of granite get mixed in with the flour.


“Oh, God, that
can’t be good for your teeth.”


“But the cheese
is great.” Trying valiantly to resign himself to a world without coffee and
smiling happily, Jason cut another chunk of the soft, brie-like cheese and
popped it into his mouth. As he swallowed the cheese he lifted the goblet but
halted halfway to his lips. “But this beer is just weird. It’s flat. The beer
we had yesterday was flat, too.”


“Children,
children. For all of your scholastic achievements you know so little about my
time. It isn’t beer, it’s ale – there isn’t any hops in it – and it
isn’t flat, it’s ‘still’. Ale and beer are both still until you find a way to
give it a head…and as much as I came to enjoy your foamy beer, that won’t
happen for another fourteen centuries.” Stretching sideways toward the nearby
workbench running the length of the outside wall, he chuckled and added “So
learn to enjoy it because it isn’t going to get any better for a long, long
time.”


When he lurched
back into his seat he was holding a golden torque much like the ones the king
and queen had been wearing. Taking a moment to polish it for the third time
this morning, he pulled the ends apart just far enough to slip it over his
neck. After adjusting it so the decorative ends hung at the front of his throat
he asked “So, how do I look?”


Jason’s eyebrows
shot skyward and he reared his head back to stare at the gleaming necklace. “You
get one of those too? The only people I saw with them yesterday were Arthur and
Guinevere – or, I guess I should start calling her Gwenhwyfar.”


“Think of it as
a medal, a reward for long years of service to the royal family. I left it
behind when I had to flee from Morgana all those centuries ago and I’ve felt a
bit naked ever since.” Patting the thick golden rope, he muttered “But it’s all
better now.”


Beverley leaned
forward, staring at the intricately worked torque. The main body was carved
gold, worked to look like a twisted rope. Unlike the torques worn by the king
and queen, the finials on Merlin’s were in the shape of serpents’ heads.


“Yours has
snake’s heads on the end, the king’s had lions and the queen’s had dogs. Is
there some kind of significance that I’m missing?”


Merlin smiled at
Beverley and nodded. “Very observant, my dear. Arthur’s lions signify bravery
and Gwenhwyfar’s dogs are for gentleness and obedience.”


When he failed
to complete the explanation, Beverley prompted him. “And yours?”


“Ah, while I
hesitate to brag, the serpents would indicate cunning and cleverness.”


“Cunning, as in
sneaky?” Beverley had leaned forward, resting her chin in the palm of her hand,
a huge grin breaking across her face. “As in never telling people what’s really
going on in that head of yours?”


While Beverley
and Merlin were goading each other gently and finishing their breakfasts, Jason
had begun moving around the room, looking at the contents of the dozens of
shelves hung at random positions and heights along the walls of the laboratory.
There were literally hundreds of pottery containers crammed onto the shelves or
sitting on an array of tables and benches. There were pots filled with
extracts, elixirs, spirits, essences and oils. There were jars brimming with
mixtures, extractions, excretions, concoctions and decoctions, and tubs of all
sizes containing things ground and pulverized, sliced and chopped and
concentrates of ingredients both common and rare. From the ceiling hung bunches
of dried plants, herbs and flowers of every description. Jason considered
asking about the nature of the things in the jars but decided he might not want
to know the answer, and it was not until he came to the single shelf holding
fourteen or fifteen books that he turned to Merlin.


“You don’t have
nearly as many books here as you brought with you to the twenty-first century. What
happened to the rest of them?”


“I don’t have
them yet. And I won’t have them until I rob Morgana’s library; remember?”


“Oh, right. So
that hasn’t happened yet? Are you still going to do that?”


Merlin raised
one hand to cover a small smile when he mumbled “Not yet, but we will.”


Only half
listening, Jason had resumed his examination of the room. Now, after inspecting
the one small window that looked out onto the green pastures beyond the villa,
he was pacing off the length and width of the laboratory. While Beverley and
Merlin watched him walk back and forth, muttering to himself, glancing
constantly at the wall joining the laboratory to the villa’s main building.
Suddenly he stopped and looked up.


“I know this
place.” Waving his arms around, pointing at the walls and the window, his voice
became tight with excitement. “This is the last place I excavated. This is the
addition to the villa that I couldn’t figure out and that’s the window.”


“What window?”


“The one that I
found the pieces of broken glass from; the one where I saw your face.”


Moving across
the room with Beverley in tow, Merlin patted Jason on the shoulder.


“But it isn’t
broken.”


“But it will be.
Time works both ways. Someday this will all be gone and buried under two feet
of dirt.”


“But not for
centuries. Stop worrying about things that won’t happen for another thousand
years. Make the most of your time here.” Walking toward a small door in the
outside wall, he continued “Come. Let’s take a walk around Baenin. I’ll
introduce you to the man who will be building the ballista.”


Stepping through
the low, rough-hewn door they came into what had once been the massive
courtyard garden in the center of the Roman villa complex. Originally
surrounded on all sides by ranges of long, low buildings, the courtyard covered
at least two acres and had, in its prime, contained a huge ornamental garden
complete with walkways, decorative shrubs and flowers. Now, a century after its
Roman occupants had fled, one entire range of barns and storage buildings had
been robbed out and another was in the process of being dismantled, their stones
and timbers being used to build Arthur’s new capital inside the high walls of
the ancient hill fort. The ornamental garden, too, had made way for more
practical things; the old flagstone walkways now separated carefully tended
vegetable and herb gardens and one corner near the door to Merlin’s workshop
had obviously been allotted to the selection of plants used in the sorcerer’s
spells and potions.


Following
Merlin’s lead, they trod the stone path across the gardens and tramped through
the dusty rubble where a range of buildings had once stood. To the east and
west of them, plowmen whistled to teams of great, placid oxen as they cut the
soft springtime ground with crude wooden plows tethered to the beast’s massive
shoulders, digging long, straight furrows for the planting yet to come. Far to
the west, a group of teenage boys shouted to their dogs, directing them to
drive a few errant sheep back into the flock. As charming as these scenes were,
they were not the reason Merlin had brought them here. Directly in front of
them, just to the north of the villa complex, rose the ancient Iron Age mound
that would eventually come to be called Barbury hill fort. But today it was
known as Baenin, and from where the three of them stood they could see dozens
of men working on the tall, wooden fortification walls. Striding through the
rubble of the stables and across the grassy plain beyond, Merlin kept up a
running commentary on the scene before them.


“The area inside
the fortification walls covers more than twelve acres. There are two rows of
steep, concentric palisades and ditches running all the way around the fort. These
are already twelve feet in height and Arthur has built fifteen-foot-tall
stockade walls around the top palisade and the workers are about half finished
with walls the same height around the lower one. This will give us two sets of
walls, each one more than twenty-five feet in height, separated by a ten foot
wide ditch that will be faced with smooth stone. If anybody manages to get past
the first stockade wall, they’ll be trapped in the ditch and the men can pick
them off from the walkway around the inner wall.”


Wide-eyed, Jason
turned to Beverley. “It’s a fully developed wooden castle. I didn’t think
anything this sophisticated would exist for another five hundred years. It’s
amazing.”


Moving faster
now, Merlin led them around the east side of the massive manmade hill toward a
semicircular wall of earth as tall as Jason’s head and about thirty feet in
diameter. As they rounded the northern-most end of the wall they came to a
fortified gatehouse made of heavy logs, its flat roof surrounded by a chest
high wall of tightly woven wicker. Directly in front of them, an imposing pair
of gates protecting the entrance to Baenin stood open as cartloads of stones and
timbers moved from the demolition sites at the villa up the steep track leading
to the expansive plateau that formed the top of the hill fort. Puffing their
way up the steep incline, Merlin, Jason and Beverley moved past the lower and
upper palisade walls. When they emerged at the top, spread out in front of them
was the half built town that would be Arthur’s new capital.


Constant use by
carts and workmen had pounded the four roadways bisecting the little town into
hard, bare streets. When combined with the ring road running immediately inside
the stockade wall, the streets formed a neat grid, dividing the settlement into
nine rectangles that struck Jason as looking like a tic-tac-toe grid, what the
English called naughts and crosses.


Around the
perimeter of seven of the grid’s neat rectangles were more than a hundred and
fifty, one or two room houses in various stages of completion. Behind the
cottages, at the center of each rectangle, were individual garden plots, small
pastures and animal enclosures. One of the two remaining rectangles was given
over to rows of stables and small paddocks. But it was toward the final
rectangle, located at the very center of the grid, that Merlin led his little
parade of gaping tourists. At one corner of the rectangle was a large, cross
shaped outline of foundation stones; each of its arms roughly forty feet in
length. This, Merlin explained as they walked past, would be a church open to
the entire community. A few paces further along was a single story building
with exterior walls of neatly dressed stone. Above them workmen were
reassembling roof trusses that had clearly been taken from one of the barn
complexes at the old villa. At a glance, Jason guessed the building was about
thirty feet wide and sixty feet long. Merlin motioned for them to precede him
through the opening where the door would be.


“This is
Arthur’s palace; his private quarters. The public meeting hall and offices will
be in an adjacent building.”


Stepping inside,
they found themselves standing on a neat floor of smooth flagstones laid
directly on the bare earth. At one end of the room two doorways led to more
rooms beyond. In the center of the great hall a rectangular outline of large,
neatly cut stones marked the location of a fire pit. Standing next to it was a
short, bald man who was waving his arms in the air, shouting at a team of
workmen standing on the top edge of the narrow stone wall and struggling to
position one end of a roof truss.


“Move it to the
right. No, the other way; my right. Easy, easy now, only about half a hand
span.” When the men had pushed and pulled until they repositioned the heavy
truss about four inches to the east, he called to them again. “Woah. That’s
good. Right there. Now spike it in place.”


Finally
satisfied, he turned toward Merlin and the others, shaking his head, muttering
to himself. Eventually he looked up, offered a gap-toothed grin and hobbled
toward the newcomers, his left leg moving hesitantly, as though it was deformed
or had healed improperly after suffering a bad break.


“Good morning,
Praefator. I heard you had returned to Baenin.” Sticking out his hand to
Merlin, he cast an appraising glance toward Jason and Beverley. “Ah, and these
must be the great wizards that everyone is talking about; come to help rid us
of the flying monsters.” Grinning and nodding his head the man gave a
perfunctory bow toward Beverley and offered Jason an enthusiastic Roman
handshake. “I’m Davidd, the king’s architect and head builder and if there is
anything I can do to help, you just let me know.”


“Actually,
Davidd, I brought Master Jason and Mistress Beverley here specifically to meet
you because we need to enlist your services as chief builder.”


Grinning up at
Merlin, the man nodded vigorously. “I can leave these lads to their work for a
while; why don’t we go to my private quarters and you can explain exactly what
you need me to do.”


On their way to
the door, Jason looked upward, toward the truss work and open sky beyond and
asked “Why are all the buildings only one story tall? Wouldn’t it save ground
space if you built them two stories high?”


The seemingly
logical question brought a gale of laughter from the little man. “You’re right,
and it sounds great, doesn’t it? The only problem is that you can only use the
rooms on the second story in the summertime. There’s no way to get heat up
there. I can’t build a fire pit on a wooden floor and there would be no way for
the smoke from the main fire pit to escape without a smoke hole directly above
it. If you can figure out an answer to that one, I’ll buy you all the ale you
can drink for the next year.”


“Well, you could
just move the fire against the wall and build a chim…ouch!”


Jerking his leg
off the ground in sudden pain, Jason looked at a scowling Beverley who had just
planted a firm kick on his ankle. When she raised one eyebrow and cocked her
head to one side, Jason realized what he had almost done. “Right. No modern
technology.” He mumbled. “Don’t change the past. Gotta remember that.” Muttering
to himself, he strode toward the door.


Wandering
through the streets of Baenin, Davidd explained the reasons why he had designed
the layout of the village the way he had. During times of peace there would be
ample space for the homes, shops, kitchen gardens and animals of those who made
their living as merchants, craftsmen and the king’s closest councilors. Even
so, there remained enough unused land inside the stockade walls that during
enemy attacks the farmers and shepherds could move their herds inside the
protective walls. Davidd conceded that it would be close quarters, but it would
keep everyone safe from the Saxons or Picts or the Irish raiders. When Beverley
asked how they planned to protect the people from dragon attacks, the architect
shook his head and muttered something about “only God being able to save them.”
But he brightened up immediately, adding “But as I understand it, that’s why
the praefator brought you here. So maybe between us we can keep everyone safe
from them, too”.


After a quick
walk halfway across the little compound, they came to one of the larger of the
half-finished cottages and Davidd stood aside, offering a low, sweeping bow to
usher them inside.


In the center of
the room was a long table on which four, low-sided wooden boxes were arranged
in a neat row. Each box was about two feet square and two inches deep and
filled with fine sand. Into the carefully smoothed surface of the sand
architectural drawings had been scratched with some kind of a sharp tool. All
around the room, rank upon rank of shelves held a hundred or more of the
shallow trays. Excusing himself, smiling and nodding, the king’s architect
carefully moved each of the sand sketches to its proper shelf, replacing them
with two fresh, unused boxes, their faces as smooth as a tide-washed beach. After
testing the surface of the sand to make sure it was moist enough to hold a
design, he reached into his belt pouch, extracted a wooden stylus the size and
shape of a pencil and handed it to Jason.


“Now, you show
me what you want me to build.”


Staring for a
second at the sharpened stick, Jason asked “So, what kind of measuring system
do you use for building things?”


“Well, that
depends. For large measurements we use a rod.” Pointing toward a corner of the
room where a smooth stick about four-and-a-half feet in length leaned against
the wall, he explained. “Each different place has its own rod, that’s mine. And
then you can have a half rod or a quarter rod and you can have a cubit; that’s
the distance from the point of your elbow to the end of your middle finger. And
for little things we use a span; that’s the distance from the end of your
outstretched thumb to the tip of your little finger.” Grinning, he ended by
asking “So what do you use?”


“Oh, boy. There
has to be an easier way to do this.” Jason squeezed the bridge of his nose
between his thumb and forefinger, trying to decide on the most effective way
forward. “Look, how about if I just draw the thing and give you a general idea
of what size some of the main pieces should be and we can sort out the details
as we go along. How would that be?”


“Sure. We do
that all the time.” Apparently as an afterthought, he added “And if we need to
do any calculating to sort out the exact proportions or something, we can do it
the usual way.”


“I hate to ask,
but what’s the ‘usual way’.”


Taking the
stylus gently from Jason’s hand, Davidd bent over the lower left-hand corner of
the sand box and scratched into the smooth surface the words Anno Domini followed by CDLXXXV. Straightening
up, he offered a huge grin lacking so many teeth his mouth looked like a picket
fence, and proudly declared “Numerals”.


When Jason
stared blankly at the man and asked “You mean you can actually do math with
Roman numerals?” Beverley had to pretend to cough to conceal her laughter.


Resigning
himself to the fact that the only way this was going to work was for him to
leave the details in Davidd’s skilled hands, Jason began scratching a crude
deign in the moist, sandy surface. As the drawing took shape, the thing
depicted in the sand looked very much like a large crossbow mounted on a tripod
base. When something failed to work the way he wanted, Jason rubbed his hand
over the surface of the sand, made it disappear, and started over. As he
worked, he gave Davidd a list of materials he would need, recalling as much as
he could from the ballista he and the Buddhist monks had built in Mongolia
seven years earlier. He had to keep reminding himself – and by extension
Beverley and Merlin - that this was not some new invention and that the
ballista had been a common weapon in the Roman army.


As the drawing
slowly took shape, Jason patiently answered all of Davidd’s questions,
explaining how twisted coils of rope provided sufficient torsion to the
throwing arms to launch the oversized arrow hundreds of yards through the air
and still have enough power to penetrate a board as thick as a man’s wrist. When
Davidd needed clarification as to the size of the component pieces, Jason
illustrated with his hands – indicating the length of the bed on which
the arrow rested by stretching his long arms to their fullest extent. For the
size of the individual left and right throwing arms he said they should be as
long and as big around as his forearm, making certain that the builder
understood that they would be under tremendous pressure and would have to be
made of ash or yew if they were to have the strength and flexibility necessary
to do their job without breaking.


Merlin remained
unusually silent throughout most of the long meeting, allowing Jason time to
expound on his plans and thoughts at his own pace, and in his own way. It was
not until Jason made it clear that he was wrapping up his presentation that the
sorcerer interjected himself into the conversation.


“Excuse me,
Davidd, but I need to speak with Jason in private for a moment; technical
wizard things which we’re not allowed to share with even the most trusted
outsiders. I hope you understand.” When the architect nodded, waved his assent
and stepped around the table to study the latest tablet full of drawings,
Merlin pulled Jason aside, motioning Beverley to follow. “In Mongolia you…what
did you call it ‘shorted out the dragon’s system’…by attaching one end of a
roll of copper wire to the arrow and burying the other end in a pile of ice. How
do you plan on doing that here?”


“I don’t suppose
they’ve figured out how to make wire yet, have they?”


Pointing to the
elaborate filigree on his torque, Merlin responded. “Actually we can make small
amounts of wire, but nothing like you’re talking about. Besides, the copper we
have is very brittle, I have no doubt that hundreds of feet of wire would break
when it unwound. Is there some way to join short pieces of wire together so
they won’t break apart when the wire plays out with the arrow? ”


A long moment of
awkward, frustrated silence was broken when Beverley almost shouted “I’ve got
it. Why couldn’t we use chain?”


“That’s a lot of
chain, Babe. It would get awfully heavy. I think it would pull the arrow right
out of the air.”


“Not if we used
thin copper wire. Think of a piece of heavy wire six or eight inches long with
a loop on each end. Why couldn’t we link a lot of them together to make a wire
chain? It wouldn’t be much heavier than wire and it would be completely
flexible.” Her head swiveled back and forth from Jason to Merlin, awaiting
their judgment and input.


Finally, Jason
looked at Merlin. “I guess there are really only two questions. Can you get
enough copper, and do you have enough craftsmen with the skill to make enough
chain for all those arrows?”


After a pause
calculated to build tension to the appropriate level, Merlin offered a lopsided
grin and a nod. “We don’t have enough copper in Britain, but we have tin and
lead and we can trade both of them to the Cornish and the Welsh tribes for
their copper, so I know we can get the material.”


“And the
craftsmen?”


“If Beverley and
our jewelry maker can make me a sample…well…let’s just say you can leave the
rest to me. I’ll get you all the chain you need. But there’s still the other
thing to deal with.”


“What’s that?”


“Where do you
plan on getting a pile of ice to bury the opposite end of the wire in? That is
how you drew the power out of the dragon’s system, isn’t it?”


Jason smiled. “We
don’t have to have ice. Water of any kind will short-out electrical current and
if we don’t have any water we can drive an iron stake into the ground and
fasten the chain to that. Anything that will drain away the electrical energy
that keeps them alive.”


Apparently
satisfied, Merlin nodded. “How nice.”


That evening,
dinner among the royal family was an excited, noisy affair, animated by
constant chatter and much hopeful head nodding and laughter. The king and queen
had been joined by Merlin, Beverley and Jason along with Davidd the architect,
Griffudd the military officer and his wife and Gwenhwyfar’s friend Ganieda and
her husband Llewellyn, who seemed completely dedicated to delighting the ladies
anytime he was not busy commanding Arthur’s equites. Predictably, the table
talk revolved almost exclusively around the strange machine Jason had designed
for Davidd and no one seemed completely convinced that such a thing could
actually exist until Davidd went to his workshop and retrieved one of the
drawings for everyone to’ Ooo’ and ‘Ahh’ over.


When the
conversation inevitably came around to Jason and Merlin’s encounter with the
dragon in the far-off land they called Mongolia, Merlin insisted that credit
for slaying the beast lay with Jason and Jason alone. He also declared that
Jason was far too modest to tell the story properly, and therefore insisted on
relaying it himself. For nearly an hour he brought his story vibrantly to life,
filling the center of the banquet room with smoky, conjured images of a
slavering dragon attacking its intended victims, dive-bombing across the
roofline of a wispy likeness of the towering Buddhist monastery in the
mountains separating Russia and Mongolia. Facing down the beast were
recreations of Jason and Merlin themselves, the wizard casting a spell of
protection while Jason manned the crudely built ballista. The vision culminated
when Jason’s arrow plunged into the dragon’s belly and the entire scene
disappeared in a brilliantly colorful display of pyrotechnics and exploding
dragon entrails.


As much as
Merlin’s stellar performance was lauded by everyone - and even King Arthur rose
and applauded, insisting that the great wizard had once again outdone himself -
the predominant topic of the evening’s conversation centered around practical
and logistical matters. Griffudd wanted to know if Jason would instruct some of
his men in the operation of the machines; the king was concerned about trade
deals with the Cornish and Welsh tribes and Llewellyn repeatedly voiced his
anxiety about how the ballistae would be positioned on the battlefield and
whether they would affect the movement of his cavalry.


For more than
three hours Jason fielded one question after another, trying to come up with
answers he could not possibly know. He tried to be as diplomatic as he could,
insisting that he would need to know more about how the army and cavalry
maneuvered before he could formulate any real plans, but what he really wanted
to do was jump onto the table, stamp his feet and scream I don’t fucking know. I don’t have any goddamned idea how this is going
to work. Will you all just PLEASE leave me alone. Instead, he nodded sagely
and gave the best answers he could.


The air on a
springtime evening has a magical clarity about it. The scent of pale green
grasses and newly opening leaves float on the breeze, inviting people to inhale
deeply, refreshing themselves after the stuffy closeness of the long winter. Following
the rowdy boisterousness of an animated fifth century dinner, heavy with strong
ale and too much meat, Jason and Beverley were glad to grab a few moments to
themselves, to walk outside into the gentle night, clear their heads and
collect their wits. After less than forty hours in the past they had been
thrown into an almost constant whirl of activity and they both felt lost,
confused and jet lagged. Now, in their first few quiet moments alone in this
strange world, they found themselves so captivated by what they saw that they
were unable to speak. Above them, from black horizon to black horizon, the sky
spread out endlessly, as soft as sable and as dark as coal dust. But more
amazing still were the stars - millions upon millions of them, filling every
inch of the sky, forming random patterns that neither of them had ever seen
before. It was a long, long time before either of them spoke. Eventually,
Beverley broke the silence.


“No ambient
light.” Her voice was as soft as a whisper in church.


Jason never took
his eyes off of the overwhelming panorama spread out above them as he answered.
“What’s that, Babe?”


“I said; we can
see so many stars because there isn’t any ambient light. You know, light from
towns and streetlights and cars and motorways. We’ve forgotten what darkness
really is; what the night is supposed to look like.”


“’S amazing.” Now,
drawn out of his reverie, Jason was quiet for a long moment before he spoke
again, and when he did his voice was so soft and dreamy that Beverley was
unsure if he was talking to her or to himself. “What about healing arts?”


“What?”


The spell of the
night now broken, Jason gathered his thoughts and clarified his question. “Yesterday,
when you first met Arthur, you said you had skills in the healing arts. What
did you mean by that?”


“Oh, that. Well,
I took a couple of first aid classes when I was in Girl Guides and I just
thought it was probably a lot more than they know about basic things like
cleaning wounds and using clean bandages and preventing infections and things
like that.”


“Remember, no
modern technology. We agreed.”


“No, no. I don’t
think showing them how to boil water to sterilize a knife or wash out a wound
before you bandage it is going to change history…though it might save
somebody’s life.”


“Ok. Just
sayin’…” Halting in mid-sentence, Jason squinted into the darkness and raised
his hand, pointing toward the west. “What’s that?”


“Where?”


“Over there. I
think it’s a guy on horseback and it looks like he’s coming this way. Fast.”


As they watched,
a rider and the short, pony-like horse he was riding took shape as they
thundered through the darkness, headed across the meadow, straight toward
Arthur’s palace. As he approached, the two guards stationed at the main door of
the old villa walked forward to meet him, passing Jason and Beverley on their
way to the spot where the rider reined his overheated mount to a halt and
jumped to the ground. One of the guards grabbed the horse’s reins while the man
spoke breathlessly, too far away for Jason or Beverley to hear what he was
saying. In a matter of seconds one of the guards grabbed the still babbling man
by the arm and rushed him toward the palace door. As they stormed past Jason
and Beverley, the man continued to spill out the details of whatever event had
brought him to such a fever pitch. They were too far away, and the man was
speaking too fast, for them to understand what he was talking about, but they
both distinctly heard the word “Saxons”.
















Chapter Nine



 

It had been two days since the
exhausted, panicked messenger arrived at the gates of Arthur’s palace, and
every intervening minute had been filled with shouted orders, hushed meetings,
hurried activity and general confusion. Arthur had immediately sent riders to
every corner of his kingdom with orders that everyone pledged to serve in his
army and cavalry should come at once to Baenin. Griffudd and several of his
most trusted men inspected stockpiles of weapons, ordered the women to prepare
food supplies for a week’s march and began drilling the troops from the moment
they straggled into camp, constantly adding to the size of the little army as
more and more levies arrived.


While the army
marched, formed battle lines and drilled with spear, sword and shield,
Llewellyn’s equites practiced their cavalry maneuvers on scruffy looking mounts
not much larger than ponies. Jason stood dumbstruck as the squat horses trotted
back and forth, their rider’s feet dangling no more than ten or twelve inches
off the ground. Most amazing of all was the fact that while the saddles looked
much like modern English saddles, they had no stirrups, making it almost
impossible to direct the horse in any tightly controlled maneuver. Of the fifty
or so equites who made their way to Baenin the most impressive in the saddle was
a man named Bedwyr, a tiny, compact man with flowing blond hair and eyes as
cold and gray as a winter sky. While Jason stood watching him demonstrate a
complicated left-right-left evasive tactic for the rest of the equites, Merlin
leaned close and whispered into his ear.


“Bedwyr is one
of Arthur’s men whose name survived in the legends.”


Jason reared his
head back and stared at Merlin. “Bedwyr?” Never heard of him.”


“That’s not
surprising. You probably only know him by the French version of his name.”


“Which is?”


“Bedivere.”


“You’re kidding.
You mean there really was a Sir Bedivere?”


“Not was, is. You’re
looking at him. He cuts a fine figure on a horse, doesn’t he?”


Staring at the
tiny, shaggy horse as it bounced back and forth, jostling the man on its back,
Jason found himself unable to give an honest answer that wouldn’t sound
insulting.


Later on, during
that first afternoon of cavalry practice, Jason wandered toward the small
blacksmith shop, shaking his head. He knew what he was about to do was wrong
and he had sworn time and again he would not let it happen, but in quiet
conversation with the smith he sketched a simple shape in the dusty ground. It
looked like an upside-down letter U with a bar across the open end. It was a simple
enough thing and after explaining the urgency of the matter Jason asked the
heavily muscled smith how long it would take him to make fifty of the objects.


An hour later,
with the first two stirrups still warm in his hand, Jason drew Merlin,
Llewellyn and Bedwyr aside and explained how the use of stirrups would give
them far more control over their horse’s movements.


Llewellyn shook
his head and rubbed a hand across his chiseled features. “I don’t see how these
things hanging from the sides of my saddle will improve the control the bridle
already gives me.”


Bedwyr didn’t
say a word but the scowl on his face spoke volumes.


“Look. All I ask
is that you give them a try. If you don’t like them, don’t use them. But I’m so
sure you’ll be impressed with how much extra control they give you that I asked
the smith to make twenty-five pairs. That’s enough for about half of your men. They’ll
be ready in the morning. So what do you say? Will you at least try them?”


The only answer
was Llewellyn and Bedwyr staring at each other for a moment before shrugging,
taking the stirrups from Jason’s hand and walking away.


“Gee. They
didn’t have to be quite so enthusiastic about it.”


Merlin laid a
hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Don’t take it personally. You’re a stranger here and
the equites are a very closed, very elite society.” After a long pause he
leaned close to Jason adding “And thank you for that. I know you had no
intention of introducing advanced technology.”


Jason threw his
hands in the air, shrugging. “Well, I couldn’t just stand around and risk
Llewellyn getting his pretty face all messed up when he fell off that stupid
little horse in the middle of a battle, could I?”


* * * *


The furious activity continued
without pause until late in the afternoon of the second day when a heavy set
man, well into his middle years, rode into Baenin preceded by two trumpeters
and followed by a small column of men on horseback and at least three hundred
marching soldiers dressed in crude leather armor. After greeting King Arthur
with a massive bear hug and directing his men to set up camp, he called the
officers of both the foot soldiers and equites to a meeting in Arthur’s
audiencing hall.


Well into the
second hour of the meeting the gnarled old bear of a man was still pacing back
and forth, demanding to be given every scrap of available information on the
Saxons’ whereabouts and movements, drinking heavily and swearing a blue streak.
This, Merlin explained, was Ambrosius Aurlianus, Arthur’s uncle, commander of
his armies and younger brother of the late king, Uther Pendragon.


When the
battle-scarred old man had first started storming around the room in his
knee-length leather armor covered with iron rings and elbow-length bronze
gauntlets, his unkempt hair and beard flying wildly around him, Jason thought
he looked like a berserk Viking. But after the first twenty minutes of his
foot-stomping tirade, Jason changed his mind – the man was not a Viking,
he was an ageing Klingon warrior and any second now he was going to scream
“Qapla” and demand a flagon of blood wine. In either case he was certainly one
of the most imposing, intimidating human beings Jason had ever seen and he was
obviously not a man to be trifled with.


The chain of
events, as it was relayed for the dozenth time by the man who had plummeted
into Baenin two evenings earlier, was this: a large Saxon war party had sailed
up the Severn River on the western edge of Britain, landed more than two dozen
ships, plundered and burned several small farms and begun marching east toward
the town of Vaddon. How far they may have advanced, how much – if any -
local resistance they met along the way, and what their ultimate goal might be
remained unknown. Standing in one corner of the room, discretely positioned
behind a seated gathering of nearly twenty heavily armed officers, Jason and
Merlin had been observing the proceedings in watchful silence.


Leaning so close
that his cheek rested on Merlin’s shoulder, Jason whispered “So, surely this
can’t be the same attack on Vaddon that you told Beverley and I resulted in
Arthur getting his ass whooped, can it?”


“I’m afraid it
is.”


Directing a
scowl toward the wizard, Jason’s voice descended to the level of a low hiss. “Damn
it, Merlin, you said we’d have at least a year to get the army teched up before
that happened. What am I supposed to do now?”


“My apologies. Evidently
I miscalculated a bit.”


“A bit. Damn it,
I’ve only been here four days.”


“I did tell you
I wasn’t very good at manipulating the time gates.”


As Jason started
to answer, Merlin flicked a finger toward the pacing, shouting figure in the
center of the floor, indicating that Jason should pay attention. With an angry
sigh Jason crossed his arms, leaned back against the wall and directed his eyes
toward Ambrosius who was cross examining the terrified messenger as though he,
personally, was responsible for the Saxon invasion.


“I need to know
who was leading them. Who was giving the orders?”


Shrugging and
holding up his hands in a sign of complete ignorance, the man stammered “my
Lord, I don’t…”


“Don’t whimper
like a whipped pup, boy. Talk to me. Was there a tall man with a long blond
beard plaited into braids and a braid down each side of his head?”


“YES.” Delighted
that he could confirm some definite detail, the man shouted out his answer. “A
woman who escaped from one of the farms said a man with braids like you
describe was at the head of the war band.”


Ambrosius shot a
burning glance at his nephew. “I knew it. It’s that pig Colgrim. He’s Hengist’s
newest war chief and he’s a bloodthirsty Godless bastard if ever there was one.
Hengist already has the entire eastern half of the island under his control but
you know as well as I do that he wants it all. Mark my words, nephew, this man
is headed straight to Vaddon and he means to cause us serious trouble. If we
don’t stop him now, there may be no stopping him later. Just look at what those
bloodthirsty Saxons and their barbarian Goth allies did when they marched into
Rome sixty years ago; poof, no more Rome, no more empire. The only thing we
have going for us is that the Saxons are a degenerate, violent lot and they
can’t keep their army organized to save their asses. They depend completely on
numerical superiority to win every battle. If we can keep our men in formation,
use the best Roman tactics and out maneuver them, we can beat those pagan
swine. I’ll swear to it.”


When he finished
his speech, Ambrosius let out a huge belch, stormed across the room, dropped
his two hundred pound bulk into a seat next to his nephew and tossed his
drinking horn to a nearby page, indicating that he needed a refill.


Having listened
silently to Ambrosius’ bombastic assessment of the situation, Arthur nodded
sagely to his uncle and raised his head toward the back of the room.


“Praefator, do
you have any insights that might work to our advantage in the coming battle?”


“My Lord, I have
been following the Saxon’s movement in my scrying bowl and can only tell you
that since I have seen the morning sun striking them directly in the face for
two successive days, so it would appear that they are, indeed, heading
eastward, toward Vaddon.”


Ambrosius
slammed his fist on the arm of the chair, shouting “I KNEW IT.”


Acknowledging
his uncle’s comment with a nod, Arthur continued to address Merlin. “And what
suggestions do you have on how best to maximize our chances of defeating the
Saxons when we confront them?”


“I will, of
course, accompany yourself, my Lord Aurelianus, and our men, to the field of
battle and offer whatever small advice and assistance I can, but at the moment
my best suggestion is that you allow Master Jason to accompany us and heed his
advice as you would my own. Jason has already offered a number of innovations
to the equites, and unless I am much mistaken, they are finding them most
effective.”


So nearly
simultaneous that they almost spoke in unison, Ambrosius Aurelianus shouted
“Who?”, Jason blurted out “WHAT? ME?” and half a dozen cavalrymen whistled and
shouted their assent.


Never missing a
beat, Merlin continued as smoothly as though both the old general and Jason had
both shouted “What a great idea”. “General Aurelianus may have heard from the
King that I brought a young wizard here to aid the Britons in their struggle
against the dragons. It is my belief that he – that is Master Jason
– should accompany the armies of Briton into the field to better
understand how we array ourselves for battle, and thus devise the best plans
for integrating his engines of war among the troops. I also have reason to
believe that he may have knowledge of battle tactics far superior to our own
and that we should pay close and serious heed to any deployment suggestions he
may offer. If you doubt my words I suggest you speak with Llewellyn and Bedwyr
of the equites.”


When nearly all
of the heads in the room turned to stare at Jason, he tried valiantly to employ
what little magical powers he possessed to make himself invisible. It was
absolutely no use, and the only thing he managed to do was grin and wait for
Merlin to rescue him. The first person to break the awkward silence, however,
was not the wizard but Ambrosius Aurelianus.


“Is this man
both a warrior and an engineer as well as a wizard?”


This time Merlin
came to Jason’s rescue. “No, my Lord, he is not a warrior. But just as a man
does not have to be a priest to study scripture, nor does a woman need to be a
healer to grow herbs, Jason has undertaken many years of study which, I assure
you, includes the history of many great battles and how each of them was won
and lost and he has an intimate understanding of the know-how necessary to turn
the tide of battle.”


The old man rose
from his chair and stared across the room, skewering Jason with a hard glare. “Awfully
young to be a wizard.”


Finally rising
to his own defense, Jason silently extended one hand, as a goblet of wine began
to lift itself off of a table and float gently to a position directly in front
of the old general’s face. While snickers and murmurs rumbled around the room,
Ambrosius snatched the cup out of the air and drained its contents. Wiping his
mouth on his sleeve, he looked back toward Jason.


“I once knew an
old witch in Gothland who could make fish appear out of thin air. Can you do
that?”


Jason creased
his brow, shook his head and answered. “No, general, I don’t think I can make
fish magically appear from nowhere.”


As he dropped
heavily back into his seat Ambrosius shot a bitter glance at his nephew. “I
hope your new friend is a better engineer than he is a wizard.”


While his uncle
shifted heavily in his seat King Arthur nodded toward Merlin, offered a
fleeting smile, and spoke. “I completely concur with the praefator that it
would be wise for Master Jason to accompany us to battle so he can better
understand how our armies function and thereby decide how best to integrate his
new war engine into our ranks when the time comes to fight the beasts.” Looking
at his uncle before he continued, and only receiving a small shrug and a
noncommittal nod in response, Arthur continued. “And should he have any
suggestions as to inventive tactics, I, for one, am always willing to listen
and take new ideas under consideration. Now, if there is nothing else to
discuss, I suggest you all go about your business without delay. We march for
Vaddon at first light.”


* * * *


No, no, NO. Absolutely not. Have
you both completely lost your tiny, tiny little minds?” Beverley was pacing
back and forth in exactly the same manner Ambrosius had been doing not more
than twenty minutes earlier, her fury barely contained and her face as red as a
cherry.


“But, Babe, we
came here to help these people. That’s why…”


“Yes, we came to
help them, not to enlist in their army and get chopped to pieces by some bloody
Saxon war axe. Do you have the vaguest idea what one of those things can do to
a man? One good chop could split you open from collarbone to pelvis and gut you
like a hog, and I have no intention of letting you die in some stinking fifth
century battle by getting yourself hacked to pieces.”


“Babe, I need to
do this. I studied a lot of military history so maybe I can suggest some kind
of new tactic that will give them an edge, but to do that I have to see how
they fight.”


“No, you don’t. You
can discuss it here. You don’t have to risk your life and get covered with
blood to understand how these people fight.”


Merlin had been
standing out of Beverley’s direct line of fire, but seeing that Jason was
losing the struggle he held up a placating hand and spoke in a calm, level voice.
“My dear, I’m afraid I have to take some of the blame for this confusion. You
see…”


Whirling around,
Beverley nearly bit his head off. “You’re bloody well right you do. How dare
you volunteer my husband to go off to God knows where to play World of Warcraft
with King Arthur and his bloody knights without even asking his permission
first? Or mine?”


“Please,
Beverley.” Merlin stepped forward, looking properly contrite but determined to
press his case, convinced that Jason’s presence at Vaddon was absolutely
necessary. “If Arthur and Ambrosius don’t come up with some new way to fight
Colgrim’s army they’re going to lose. You saw the result of this same battle
the last time it took place; I showed it to you on our way here.”


“Merlin, I
understand…”


“Please,
Beverley, let me finish.” Beverley backed off and held her tongue, but Jason
could see the tight muscle twitching in her jaw. “Thank you, my dear. The
Britons have been losing ground to the Saxons for decades and no one knows as
much about their struggle as I do. It was the usurper Vortigern who brought the
first Saxon mercenaries to our island six and a half decades ago.”


“This is the
same Vortigern who had you killed when you were a boy?”


“Yes. The same
man. If Vivian hadn’t brought me back to life I would have been dead at nine
years of age. So, you see, I do know more about the course of the Briton’s
decline at the hands of the Saxons than any other living person. Vortigern
brought the Saxons here to fight for him, but inevitably they turned on him,
killed him and seized his territory and they have been pouring into Britain,
overrunning more land year after year, ever since.” Waving a hand toward a
cluster of chairs, Merlin convinced Beverley to sit down, hoping that if her
body relaxed so would her temper. “This is more than a territorial war; it’s a
war between cultures. The Saxons are still pagan and they practice human
sacrifice. They believe that the more people they kill, particularly
Christians, the more pleased their gods will be. Unless Jason can help me
devise some new battle tactic, three days from now fully one third of Arthur’s
men will be sacrificed to their pagan gods in a disastrous battle. With our
numbers reduced to that extent there will be no hope of combatting either the
next Saxon raid or mounting a credible offense against the dragons.”


Merlin’s
well-presented rhetoric and calming tone of voice had taken the edge off of Beverley’s
anger. Exhausted, she was rubbing her forehead, shaking her head back and
forth.


“Damn you,
Merlin, if you let anything happen to him I swear I’ll kill you myself.” After
a long pause, she added “And I won’t bollocks it up like Morgana le Fay did.”


“My dear, I
conjured a shield spell strong enough to protect our boy from a dragon, I think
I can protect him from the Saxons. Besides, I have no intention of allowing him
anywhere near the battlefield. Fighting is a job for professionals and neither
your husband or I are soldiers.”


Pushing herself
out of her chair, still shaking her head, Beverley held up her hand to indicate
that the discussion was over. Pointedly avoiding looking at Merlin, she walked
toward the door. As she passed Jason she leaned close, whispering “If you get
yourself killed out there, Jason Carpenter, I will absolutely never speak to
you again.” Seconds later she was gone, leaving the two men alone in the
silence.


Jason flopped
his long frame into a chair, letting the tension drain out of him. “Well” he
sighed, “I think that went about as well as could be expected.”


“You really
can’t blame her, Jason. She loves you and she’s worried about you. I’m sure all
women feel similar anger when their men go off to war.” Scooting his chair nearer
Jason’s, the sorcerer placed his hands on his knees and leaned forward. “And
when we get back…”


“If we get
back.”


 “Oh, don’t worry. We’ll be fine. And I
have every confidence that you will dredge up some spectacular tactic from some
war over the last sixteen centuries that will guarantee Arthur’s victory.”


Jason mumbled “I
appreciate your confidence” but the look on his face did nothing to confirm the
wizard’s belief in his ability.


“My point is, my
boy, that when we get back we will have another little situation to deal with.”


“Yeah, I know,
the dragons.”


“Oh, no, I mean
we have something to deal with before we deal with the dragons.”


“Oh, Christ,
Merlin, what now?”


“Don’t blaspheme
and the ‘what’ is Morgana le Fay.”


“Why do we have
to deal with her?”


“First, we still
have to rob her library, and then, before we confront the dragons, we have to
tell the king that his half-sister is in league with the creatures.”


Jason’s eyes
flew wide and his jaw dropped. “You mean HE DOESN’T KNOW?”


Merlin stared
hard at Jason, shaking his head slowly back and forth. When his head came to a
halt, he whispered “And eventually we’re going to have to deal with her army of
mercenaries.” After a long pause he added “And I’m reasonably sure they’re
Picts.”


“That’s bad?”


Merlin pressed
his eyes shut and nodded his head. “Very bad.”


“Worse than the
Saxons?”


“Much.”


“Oh, God.”


* * * *


“I understand how you feel,
Beverley, truly I do.” Gwenhwyfar set two small, stemmed goblets of strawberry
wine on a delicately carved table, pulled up a stool and sat facing her guest. “I
don’t know how many times I’ve watched Arthur ride off to battle, never knowing
whether he would come back and, even if he does, will he be in one piece. We
all go through it. I suppose this is just one of those things that women have
to learn to deal with.”


“Well, it isn’t
something this woman has ever had to deal with and I don’t like it one bit.”


“I can’t imagine
what it must be like to come from a place where there is no war.”


“Oh, we have
wars, it’s just that my country usually has the good sense not to get involved
in them, and when we do, our military is all fulltime professional so it
doesn’t affect most of us.”


“How strange
this place you come from must be. Does your king not fight?”


“Our monarch is
a queen and she is quite old, but her grandsons fight.”


“I should like
to meet your queen someday.”


“I’m sure she
would like to meet you, too, my Lady, but for now, I’m stuck here and I have to
find something to do to keep my mind off this battle.”


“That’s always the
hardest part – the waiting. Of course, once they come back there will be
plenty to do. Inevitably, it’s always the women’s job to tend the wounded. And
I warn you, some of the wounds inflicted by the Saxon battle axes are truly
horrible.” Gwenhwyfar let out a long, sad sigh. “Most of the badly wounded die,
of course, and even some with minor wounds if the poison sets in. But we do
what we can to lessen the pain until they find peace.”


Beverley pulled
herself upright, leaned forward and stared at the queen. “So what kind of
preparations will you make before they come back?”


“Preparations?”


“Yes, like, do
you have a place that you use as a hospital?” The look on Gwenhwyfar’s face
gave her all the answer she needed and more than she wanted. “Ok. Do you have a
real doctor…a surgeon…some kind of a healer to tend the wounded?”


“Oh, now I
understand. The praefator makes his ointments and unguents, many of which are
highly effective at helping to heal the wounds, but it is we women who actually
tend the wounded. Merlin just tells us which ointments and potions are for
which purpose and instructs us in how to administer them.”


“And where do
you put the wounded?”


“If they live
here in Baenin we take them to their homes and look in on them daily, if they
are from elsewhere in the kingdom we place them on pallets. We try to keep them
outdoors if the weather is nice.”


“Nope. No good. No
wonder the wounded die.” Rising to her feet, Beverley extended a hand to
Gwenhwyfar, as a request that she, too, should stand. When they were
eye-to-eye, Beverley smiled. “My Lady, while the men are off playing war games,
you and I are going to set up a proper hospital. Someplace where we can give
them twenty-four hour a day care and at least keep them from dying of infection
– what you call the poison. The first thing we need to do is find an
adequate space. What is the largest single room in Baenin?”


“The largest is
my husband’s audiencing hall, the room where we first met, and the next largest
space is the chapel.”


“Where is the
chapel?”


“Adjacent to the
audiencing hall.”


“Well then the
king is just going to have to hold his parties somewhere else for a while
because those two rooms are going to be the hospital.”


“I don’t know
what I’m going to tell Arthur about this.”


“Tell me, my
Lady, who is in charge when the men are gone?”


“I am.”


“Then you don’t
have to tell him anything, do you?”


For the first
time during Beverley’s enthusiastic outburst Gwenhwyfar seemed to join into the
spirit of things. Her nod was small but a tiny smile had crept into the corners
of her mouth. “No. I guess I don’t.”


“Good. Then the
minute the men march out of here, we want to move the furniture out of those
two rooms and scrub them down from ceiling to floor. Now, I don’t suppose you
happen to have forty or fifty spare beds lying around anywhere, do you?’ The
queen shook her head, her eyes wide with confusion. “No, I didn’t assume you
did. Well then, we want as many beds as your ladies can round up and any spare
mattresses as well. When we run out of mattresses we will have to make do with
blankets piled on the floor.”


Now totally
absorbed in her work, Beverley began circumnavigating the queen’s small sitting
room, counting off things on her fingers and making mental lists. When Bronwyn,
the queen’s lady in waiting, came in to check on their wine, Beverley asked
Gwenhwyfar if she would ask Bronwyn to have all the ladies of the court join
them. Half an hour later Beverley was still rattling off her list of hospital
necessities, adding more and more things as they came to mind while the queen’s
secretary, Myfanwy, scratched furiously with a small quill pen in a frantic
attempt to keep up with Beverley.


When Beverley
asked “And what do you use for bandages?” it was Gwenhwyfar’s friend Guendolena
who answered.


“Whatever spare
cloth we have left over from our sewing, Mistress.”


“Ok. That won’t
do. It won’t do at all. I want you to bring me thirty or forty clean white bed
sheets. Nothing dyed. Then I want them cut into strips no wider than the palm
of your hand and I want them boiled in clean water.”


“Boiled,
Mistress?”


“That’s right. Boiled.
And I want them to stay in the boiling water for at least fifteen minutes. Then…”


“Mistress?” It
was Ganieda who spoke in a small, uncertain voice, curtsying as she did so.


“Yes, Ganeda? Is
there something you don’t understand?”


“You say you
want the strips of cloth boiled for fifteen minutes… is that right?”


“Yes, and?”


“What is a
minute, Mistress?”


“Right.” Thinking
to herself, They don’t have the slightest
concept of how we measure time, she only paused for a second and said “Boil
them for as long as it takes you to eat your lunch.” After a long pause to
catch her breath and down a great draught of the queen’s delicate strawberry
wine, Beverley pressed on. “What do you use for antiseptic?” When the only
response from the ladies was blank looks, she tried again. “What do you use to
stop the poison from setting in?”


“The praefator
has an ointment for that, Mistress.”


“And does it
work?”


“Sometimes,
Mistress.”


“Not good
enough.”


Looking more
confident than she had all afternoon, Gwenhwyfar looked up from her chair,
smiled and coughed gently. Realizing that she may have seriously overstepped
the bounds of courtly propriety, Beverley stopped talking, curtsied and said
“Yes my Lady?”


“Mistress
Beverley, be assured that we deeply appreciate your desire to help save the
lives of our wounded menfolk, but before we proceed, I have one question.”


“Yes my Lady?”


“Is this really
going to work?”


“Not everyone
can be saved even under the most ideal conditions or with the most skilled
physicians. But I guarantee you than far less will die with proper care than
will surely die without it.”


“Then there is
nothing more to be discussed. We will do as you ask. What do you want next?”


For a moment
Beverley had no idea what to do about finding an effective antiseptic. She
needed alcohol. The only things in this world with alcohol in them were the ale
and the wine, but it wasn’t nearly strong enough to kill germs and prevent
infection. How could she make it stronger? Then it came to her. “Do you have a
potter here at Baenin, my Lady?”


“My husband is
our potter but he’s going to battle with the rest of the men.” The shy
Bronwyn’s voice was hardly audible from behind Gwenhwyfar’s shoulder, the place
where she perpetually stood both from a sense of duty and for protection.


“Do you ever
fire the kiln for him, Bronwyn?” The wheels inside Beverley’s head were turning
furiously now.


“Sometimes,
Mistress.”


“Do you think
you could carry out an entire firing by yourself.” When the queen’s lady in
waiting seemed unsure how to answer, Beverley prompted her. “I mean without him
to help you?”


The girl did not
answer until Gwenhwyfar turned to look at her and nodded encouragingly. Finally,
Bronwyn whispered “I think so, Mistress.”


“Is your husband
in his shop now?”


“No, Mistress,
he is with the others, practicing maneuvers.”


“Well,” Beverley
said, wiping a hand across her mouth, “I took a pottery class once so I guess
we’re going to find out if I learned anything.”


Three hours later
Beverley, Bronwyn and a curious Queen Gwenhwyfar were huddled around the small
potter’s wheel staring at the product of Beverley’s efforts. She had created
two separate vessels. The first looked very much like a two-foot-tall teardrop
with three short legs under it, but it had been cut in half, horizontally, just
above its widest point. The upper half of the vessel had a small opening at the
pointy apex and around the lower edge it had been fitted with a lip so it would
fit securely over the lower bowl. The other object looked exactly like a small
teapot with an extra-long spout.


“There” said
Beverley. “With any luck they won’t crack when they dry and we can fire them in
a day or so. To get enough antiseptic prepared in the time we have, I’ll
probably need two more just like this one. I can make them in the morning after
the men leave.”


The queen leaned
forward, hands clasped behind her back, inspecting the strange, cone shaped top
section, the bowl-like bottom with three delicate legs and the funny little pot
with the long spout.


“They really are
very attractive, Beverley. What are they?”


“It’s called an
alembic. It is a device used by wizards to extract the healing elements found
in certain substances, including wine.”


“Can you share
its secret with us…so we can heal others after you and Jason return to your
homeland?”


It was at this
point that Beverley realized she was about to commit the same terrible sin
Jason had committed when he designed the stirrup. Two days earlier she had
kicked his ankle to stop him from explaining what a chimney was and now she was
on the verge of sharing knowledge of the distillation process which should not
be known in the western world for another six hundred years. She could always
destroy the alembic and let infection take its natural course among those men
with wounds both large and small. No, there was no way she could do that, and
she knew it. No one with even a single shred of decency could just stand by and
watch people die when they knew how to save the vast majority of their lives.


“Of course, my
Lady. The process is called distillation and all we need to do is fill the
lower bowl half full of strong wine, place a small fire under the alembic and
the healing essences hidden in the wine will rise in the form of vapors and
come out of the hole in the top in the form of steam. To collect these
essences, we set the little pot upside-down over the top and the steam will
condense into a liquid and come out the spout. We just need a clean beaker to
catch the liquid in. With three of these we should be able to make enough
medicine to deal with the majority of the wounds by the time the army gets back
from Vaddon.”


“Is that all
there is to it? Are there no incantations to say, magical potions to prepare,
nothing like that?”


“That’s all
there is to it; wine in the alembic and fire enough to bring it to a very low
boil. Don’t let the wine boil away or the vessel with crack. Just keep adding
wine when it gets low and clean it thoroughly between distillations.”


The queen’s eyes
were riveted on the cone shaped object standing in front of her with the
fascination and reverence normally reserved for some holy relic that
miraculously held the power to heal by touch alone. “That’s amazing. This could
save hundreds of lives.” Turning her head toward Beverley, she added “How can
we ever thank you?”


“That’s why
Merlin brought us here, to assist you. No thanks are necessary.” Inside her
head she was thinking, It also makes one
hell-of-a brandy so, whatever else you do, try to keep Merlin away from it.
















Chapter Ten



 

The night sky was still as black
as pitch when Jason stumbled into Merlin’s laboratory, mumbling incoherently
about black coffee and the “ungodly hour” at which he had been shaken out of
bed by one of the king’s pages who insisted the Praefator needed him. Across
the room from where he stood rubbing his eyes, Merlin was hunched over one
corner of his workbench, his hands passing back and forth through the air,
leaving gold and blue streamers as his fingers moved ceaselessly, scribing invisible
runes in the atmosphere. When Jason headed in his direction, Merlin glanced
over his shoulder, motioning for him to join him. Returning his attention to
the table, Merlin went back to muttering incantations in Latin, his hands never
pausing in their mission of invisible writing. In front of him sat a thick
walled black bowl nearly filled with water; dotted across its surface were the
remnants of powerful herbs that imparted special, magical properties to the
potion.


“What do you
want? It’s the middle of the night.”


Pausing in his
incantations, Merlin snapped “Time to be up. We have work to do. We’ll be
leaving in a few hours, anyway.”


Pulling his head
back from the bowl, the sorcerer snapped his fingers once, causing tiny sparks
to fly from their tips into the bowl, making it erupt in a tower of flame that
shot to the ceiling with a deafening whoosh.


“Ok. Now I’m
awake. So what do you want me for?”


Fanning the
billowing cloud of smoke away from the bowl, Merlin leaned forward, motioning
Jason to join him. Craning his neck, Jason peered into the swirling depths of
the ink-black water as the ripples slowly settled out to be replaced with
images of what appeared to be a military campsite. A few sleepy men –
almost all of them tall, blond haired and heavily built – were doing
early morning things; crawling out of bedrolls, stoking fires and pulling on
their clothes.


“Those, my boy,
are the Saxons. Tomorrow morning Arthur’s army will be lined up in the middle
of some field, facing them, waiting to see who lives and who dies.”


Jason leaned
closer, staring at the small reflection of reality. “Big guys, aren’t they? How
many of them do you think there are?”


“I’m having
trouble keeping count. Their number seems to change. I think they send out
small raiding parties who come and go at random. Overall I guess somewhere
between seven and eight hundred; an average sized army.”


Jason looked up
at Merlin. “That isn’t a lot different than ours, is it?”


“Almost
identical. The same as it was the last time I went through this time period. That’s
why it’s so important that we have superior tactics. With the numbers so
closely matched the outcome of the battle will be determined by superiority of
wit, not superiority of force. The Saxons like superiority of number but we
have denied them that advantage; now we have to outsmart them.” Locking his
hypnotic blue gaze on Jason, he cocked his head slightly to one side before
continuing. “Have you given any thought to possible tactics and maneuvers?”


Rubbing one hand
furiously through his hair to clear his mind, Jason shook his head. “I have to
know what kind of tactics Arthur normally uses before I can come up with
possible alternatives.”


“I understand. I
will see to it that you have his undivided attention during the early hours of
the march. That will give you the maximum time to think.”


“Thanks. I
appreciate that.” Shifting mental gears, Jason pointed to the bowl. “So what is
that thing? I heard you say something to the king about watching the Saxons in
your scrying bowl. I didn’t know quite what you meant.”


“Remember, glass
mirrors are unknown here. The only mirrors we have are made of bronze and they
don’t work for scrying. The secret here is the bowl itself. It’s made of jet.”


“You mean like
they use for jewelry, the stuff that looks like shiny coal?”


“The same. And
good jet is only found in the north of Britain. I’ll make you one and show you
how to imbue it with the proper incantations when we get back.” Lowering his
head to peer through the one, small window in his workroom, Merlin pointed to
dozens of silhouetted figures running back and forth from the surviving stable
block across the courtyard garden. “You had better get dressed. We’ll be
leaving in an hour or so.”


As Jason turned
to leave, Merlin dumped the water from the bowl into a slop bucket, wrapped the
jet container in a towel and stuffed it in his saddle bag. “And wear that coat
of ring mail I gave you…and those leather breeches.”


“Those leather
pants are hot.”


“You’re going to
be on horseback for the next ten or twelve hours. If you ride without something
between you and the saddle, your backside will be a mass of bloody blisters
before noon.”


An hour later,
in the shadowy grayness of pre-dawn light, Jason wandered aimlessly back and
forth in front of the villa, doing squats and knee bends in a futile effort to
make the leather riding breeches slightly less uncomfortable than they would
have been if they had been made of wood. Muttering in defeat, he leaned against
the rough, stuccoed wall of the building, staring at the hundreds of rushing
men, nervous horses and small, two wheeled supply wagons moving in every
direction. He quickly sorted out the common foot soldiers from the elite
equites whose elaborate armor made it obvious that they were all men of wealth
and status. Their knee length leather coats were split to the crotch in the
front and back, rather than on the sides, so they could mount a horse, and the
plates and rings of metal sewn to the leather was far shiner and more heavily
decorated than a common soldier could ever afford. From their wrists to the
elbows they wore heavy leather gauntlets with strips of metal running
lengthwise to fend off enemy sword blows. They also had leather riding breeches
like Jason’s but, somehow, they all seemed able to move without any problem.


For all their
flash and swagger it was not the equites that fascinated Jason most, however,
but the ordinary soldiers. Dressed in endless variations of the leather and
metal armor worn by everyone, the only thing hinting at the fact that the troops
all belonged to a single army were the matching short swords and six-foot-long
spears, which were being issued to them from one of Arthur’s supply wagons. Jason
wondered if the hundreds of wooden shields, decorated with crude replicas of
the Roman laurel wreath design, would help make them look more like a real army
once they were distributed from the wagons. Overall, the unity and discipline
that Jason associated with the military was completely lacking from this
disorganized rabble. Most disturbing of all was their ages; at least one in
four were certainly still in their mid-teens, some looked like they were no
more than twelve or thirteen. These were a far cry from the hard-bitten
medieval soldiers portrayed in the movies; they were untrained children being
sent out to be ground-up like sausage meat. All Jason could think about was
that Arthur would need to have a lot more men with a great deal more training
if he was going to stand any kind of a chance against the dragons and Morgana’s
army of Picts.


“Wizard.” The
voice startled Jason out of his reverie and it took him a minute to realize the
boy was talking to him. “Your horse. The king said I was to bring it to you.”


Behind the boy
stood one of the shaggy, short legged ponies the equites were mounting
everywhere around the yard. Grinning and nodding his head, the boy handed Jason
the reins and ran off. Jason stared at the animal, walked around to its left
side and looked at the saddle wondering blankly how he was supposed to mount a
horse when there weren’t any stirrups to put his foot into. He may have
provided stirrups for half of the equites, but there were none on his own
horse. He looked around, trying to see how the equites and noblemen mounted
their horses. As he stood staring in confusion Merlin came riding around the
corner of the villa on a nearly black horse that was even odder looking than
the rest of them. As he reined to a halt a broad grin spread from ear to ear.


“Problems,
Jason?”


Holding one
index finger in the air threateningly, Jason snapped “Don’t you dare mock me,
old man. I don’t even know why I’m here, let along how to get on this damned
animal.” Shifting his gaze to Merlin’s mount, he added “And what kind of a
horse is that?”


“It’s not a
horse, it’s a mule. I’m still an ordained priest and for some reason it’s
deemed more appropriate if I ride a mule.”


“How are you
going to keep up with the charge of the Light Brigade, over there?”


“I don’t have
to. They have to move slow enough to keep pace with the men. We only move at
three or four miles an hour.”


All around them
the army of King Arthur was preparing to march; organizing themselves to take
the road heading southwesterly, hoping to confront the army of the Saxons
before it reduced Vaddon to a wasteland. The soldiers were being separated into
two war bands of roughly three hundred men each, each band arranging itself
into columns three abreast and roughly one hundred men long. Behind the war
bands a line of more than two dozen small carts heaped with equipment and
supplies was being readied for departure. Around the villa the high ranking
officers and noblemen were mounting up and heading toward the front of the
line. Jason watched the equites mount their horses, hoping to figure out how it
was done and repeat the process smoothly enough to prevent embarrassing
himself. Merlin saw what he was doing, smiled, and directed his attention to
their left. There, the ever charming Llewellyn stood eight or nine feet behind
his horse, laughing and chatting casually to Bedwyr. Clapping the other man on
the shoulder and nodding, Llewellyn sprinted forward, slapped his hands
squarely on his horses rump, pushed down and vaulted into the air, landing
squarely in the saddle.


“Oh, for God’s
sake.” Jason shook his head and Merlin threw back his head and laughed
uproariously.


“Grab the front
of the saddle and jump up. It isn’t that far and it isn’t hard.”


Wiping the back
of one hand across his mouth, Jason took hold of the front of the creaking
leather saddle, flexed his knees and vaulted upward, landing sprawled across
the horse on his belly. Swearing and grunting he pulled himself forward,
finally taking his seat. Leaning forward, he whispered into the horse’s ear “I
hate you.”


“Come on, Jason,
follow me. We ride up front with the big boys.”


“And I hate you,
too, old man.”


Merlin smiled,
chuckled and urged his mule forward with his knees and a gentle clucking sound,
slowly making his way to the center of the line where Arthur and Ambrosius
waited. As the sun crept over the eastern horizon, pushing the night upward,
moving the darkness slowly toward the west, Ambrosius’ trumpeters sounded a
single, long blast and King Arthur addressed his little army.


“Once again we
go to confront the Saxon enemy who kill our families, burn our homes and gnaw
away at my kingdom like rats. Tomorrow morning it will be our job to stop them
for all time. They cannot have my crown nor the land of the Britons. We will
have every advantage in our favor; we have the element of surprise, we are
coming from the east so the sun will be at our backs and in their eyes. And we
not only have the Praefator to support us, but he has brought us a new wizard;
one who will be adding his own special knowledge to that of Merlin’s. No army
in history has had two wizards to guide them. Place your faith in God and your
future in my hands, but most of all, be strong. We will have three rest periods
during the march but will not make camp until we are within striking distance
of the enemy. Expect to be on the road until the sun hangs low in the sky.” Looking
up and down the line and receiving waves and affirmative nods from his
officers, Arthur nodded to his uncle, turned his horse toward the front of the
line and shouted “Move out.”


Four hours
later, shortly after Ambrosius Aurelianus ordered the first halt and the
baggage boys had begun passing out ale rations to the troops, Merlin led Jason
to a low tussock of earth where Arthur, his uncle, Griffudd, Llewellyn and
three other men who were unknown to Jason sat discussing their mission. After
turning Jason over to the king, Merlin moved a few yards to one side, called to
one of the boys, telling him to fill his jet bowl with water so he could spy on
the Saxons’ movements.


“Sit down and
take your ease, Master Jason.”


Jason shifted
uneasily, twisting inside his leather riding breeches and flexing his knees. “Thank
you, my Lord, but if you don’t mind, I think I’ll stand.”


Arthur smiled
and nodded but Ambrosius and several of the others broke into raucous laughter.
Ambrosius nodded knowingly, saying “Not used to riding, are you young wizard?”


“I’m afraid not.
When we go back on the road I think I’ll walk for a while.”


“Ask your friend
the praefator to give you some of the ointment he keeps. It’s in one of the
wagons. The baggage boys know where it is.” Turning to one of the others,
Ambrosius added slyly “He thinks he hurts now. Wait till tomorrow.”


Diverting the
levity from Jason, the king rose and spoke again. “The Praefator tells me you
have questions for us. Please, speak freely.”


“Thank you, my
Lord. If I’m going to come up with possible alternative tactics to use against
the Saxons, I need to know what your battle plan is at this point.”


Before Arthur
could answer, Ambrosius spoke again. “Unless the Saxons do something
unexpected, which they never do, we will fight them in exactly the same way we
always do.”


“Which is?”


“We can keep the
advantage of having the sun at our backs if we do battle in the morning. We try
to position ourselves on high ground, if there is any, and we can still manage
to keep the sun behind us. Then we move into formation and try to goad them
into attacking us. If they come to us we can hold the high ground. If they
won’t come to us, then we attack them. What more is there?”


“I need to know
about your formation. What’s it like?”


Ambrosius rolled
his eyes at the thought that anyone would be unaware of standard battle
formation, and was about to explain the basic facts of life and warfare, but
Arthur held up his hand for silence.


“Our usual
formation, Master Jason, will be nearly identical to the Saxons’. With minor
variations it’s the same formation used by almost all armies when they are
engaged in a major battle. We line up our men in four ranks, one behind the
other. My uncle will position himself, on horseback, at the center of the line
and Griffudd and I will move back and forth to his left and right, relaying
orders from Ambrosius to our men. As we begin to close ranks with the enemy,
the front row provides shield protection and all four rows throw their spears. As
men fall, others from the rows behind move forward so we always present a solid
row of shields to the enemy. When we get close enough, the front lines will
switch from spears to swords because in such a tight space a spear would only
get in your way. Once we enter close-quarter fighting, Griffudd, Ambrosius and
I will dismount and join the men. We try to stay near the center of the line
because that’s where the Saxon’s commanders and noblemen will be and it is our
right to engage them in personal combat.”


“Your equites,
how do you use them?”


“They never take
part in the main battle. Horses are awkward creatures and there’s no real way
to control them in battle. We hold the equites in reserve and use them to chase
down the enemy if they try to run away and prevent enemy units from circling
around behind our line and attacking us from the rear.”


“And the two
lines just push back and forth until one side or the other is too weak to
continue?” Jason’s disbelief was apparent in his voice.


“That’s the way
all warfare is carried out here. How is it done in in your kingdom?”


Jason’s brain
was reeling. Jesus, he thought to
himself. They have this fancy cavalry and
don’t even know how to use it to break up the enemy line. They just stand there
and hack away at each other. It’s nothing but organized butchery. Deciding
this was not the best thing to say, he asked “So, exactly how many men do you
have?”


“Two war bands
of approximately three hundred men each. And we have…” Turning to Llewellyn he
raised his eyebrows enquiringly.


“Just over one
hundred and fifty equites, my Lord. A fine turnout on such short notice. And
thanks to Master Jason, twenty-five of the men have those wonderful new…what
did you call them?”


“Stirrups.”


“Stirrups. They
make controlling the horses much easier than I could ever have imagined.”


As Jason smiled
and nodded his acknowledgement, Merlin walked toward the group, wiping the last
drops of water from his scrying bowl. When he approached, Arthur nodded and
rose to meet him.


“What news, old
friend?”


“My Lord,
Colgrim and the Saxons are still moving eastward, raiding and burning small
farmsteads and murdering the inhabitants as they come. I have not…”


“Did you see
Colgrim, himself?”


“I did, my Lord.
And while his men are obviously headed toward Vaddon, I can’t tell exactly
where they are. All the countryside is very similar in that area.”


Turning away
from Merlin, Arthur motioned to Llewellyn. When the equite commander stood and
approached, he said “I want you to send your two best riders to scout ahead. Keep
them apart so that, should the enemy discover one of them, the other will still
get through. I want to know where the Saxons are, how fast they’re moving and where,
and if, they make camp.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


The equite
hustled away, leaving Merlin, Arthur and Jason standing alone. Over his
shoulder, Arthur called for Ambrosius to muster the troops and get them back on
the move. After thanking Merlin for his intelligence, he turned to Jason.


“Do you have any
thoughts as to tactics, young wizard?”


“Not yet, my
Lord. I’ll need to analyze your current tactics and manpower as well as your
strengths and weaknesses. Give me until we make camp for the evening. I’ll try
to have something for you then.”


“If you have
nothing by then, Master Jason, it will no longer be of any importance. To make
the most of whatever small advantages I can guarantee myself, I will engage the
enemy when tomorrow’s sun breaks the horizon line.” After a thoughtful pause he
added “And I will have to do so with whatever tactics I have. The rescue of
Vaddon will not wait.” Patting Jason on the shoulder, the king walked to where
one of the baggage boys had been holding his horse, mounted and moved to join
the line.


For the rest of
the day Jason walked with the troops, sometimes plopping down at the side of the
dusty road, lost in thought, and then running to catch up. He reviewed
everything he could remember about the great battles of history, from
Thermopylae in ancient Greece through the American Civil War. He pondered who
lost and who won, and how and why they had won. He needed to make much better
use of the equites than Arthur and Ambrosius did. He would have loved to devise
some elaborate Napoleonic cavalry charge but he knew that charging in unison
takes a lot of practice and their stubby Roman swords were no substitute for
four-foot-long cavalry sabers. He briefly contemplated arranging the foot
soldiers in a renaissance pike block, but it was a complicated tactic to learn
and their six foot spears were way too short. Letting his mind wander, he
sometimes imagined that the best thing would be to have just one modern tank
with a howitzer and a machine gun, or even a nineteenth century Gatling gun,
then he could wipe out the Saxons all by himself and not even break a sweat. But
that wasn’t going to happen. He had to come up with something these people
could learn with almost no practice and still perform effectively with the
weapons they had at hand – and that pretty much limited him to Roman or
medieval tactics.


Hour after hour
they marched, finally turning off the rutted dirt path onto the old cobblestone
road built by the Romans, which Jason knew as the Foss Way. By the time
Arthur’s army marched to within five miles of Vaddon, Jason had settled on what
he considered the best, most practical attack formation. He was on his way
forward to tell Merlin, or the king, or whoever he met first, when the column
of soldiers squeezed to the side of the road to make room for two families
driving one cow and six unhappy hogs along the road in the opposite direction. Behind
them came another family with a cart loaded with household belongings. No one
had to tell Jason who these people were; he had seen the same look on the faces
in films from World War II, Viet Nam, Bosnia, Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and a
dozen other wars from his own time – these were refugees fleeing their
homes in the face of an advancing enemy. Farther down the road, at the furthest
extent of Jason’s vision, he could see an approaching cloud of dust rising in
the wake of one of the riders Llewellyn had sent out nearly six hours earlier.


Minutes after
the rider reined in next to the king, a runner dashed along the marching column
shouting the news: “Make camp in four miles. Make camp in four miles”.


As they neared
the end of their journey the army entered the outskirts of Bath, which the
Romans had called Aquae Seulis and the Britons now called Vaddon. As was true
of Arthur’s villa, the Roman buildings were showing their age – patched
and repaired, their plastered walls splotched with brown stucco. Here and there
stood a Roman temple, a few sporting a wooden cross above the elaborately
columned portico, most simply left to decay and crumble. As the army marched
through the nearly deserted streets the slap, slap, slap of their shoes echoed
hollowly off the walls of abandoned houses and shops.


A quarter mile
beyond the western edge of the town, a low defile separated the last outskirts
of Vaddon from the open expanse of farmland beyond. Here Aurelius halted the
line, ordering the officers to have the men erect camp and set up guard posts
between the camp and the open expanse of fields to the west. When the order
went out that no campfires were to be built the implication was clear; the
Saxons were close enough that they would see the light from the Britons’ fires.


“My Lord.” Merlin
coughed gently, hoping to distract Arthur, who was deep in animated
conversation with his uncle.


“Yes, Merlin,
what is it?”


“I think our
young magus, Jason, has a tactical maneuver he would like to present to the two
of you.” Jason, who had been standing silently beside Merlin, smiled and
nodded.


“Wonderful. Uncle
and I were just discussing tactics and Jason’s name was already on our
tongues.”


Motioning toward
a quartet of empty camp stools near one of the supply wagons, the king smiled
and nodded at Jason. When they were all seated and one of the baggage boys had
brought cups of ale, the king invited Jason to make his presentation.


“I’ve been
thinking about this all day, my Lord, and I have come up with two or three
variations on a similar theme, any one of which might work. Do you want to hear
them all, or what?”


“While I have no
doubt that each of your ideas has merit and is worthy of due consideration, we
have very little time. Give me the one plan which you think has best chance of
success and my uncle and I will discuss it.”


Letting out a
huge breath, Jason leaned back against the wheel of the cart and plunged into
his narrative. “Earlier, you told me that we have two war bands with three
hundred men apiece and about one-hundred-fifty mounted equites. Do I have that
right?” Ambrosius scowled, nodded and crossed his massive arms over his chest
as though he had already decided just how bad this newcomer’s idea was going to
be. “Ok. For what I have in mind you will need to redeploy them. We need three
groups of foot soldiers with two hundred men in each one. Divide the equites
into two equal groups of seventy five.”


Ambrosius
grunted. “And what do you propose we do with these tiny armies? Send them
against the Saxons one at a time to be slaughtered?”


“Uncle, please. Let
him finish.” Nodding and smiling toward Jason, Arthur simply said “Continue.”


Jason picked up
a stick, smoothed out a spot in the dust with the sole of his shoe and began
sketching as he spoke. The first thing he drew was a straight line, which he
said represented the Saxons, lined up the way Ambrosius had explained. Next,
pointed directly at the center of this line was an inverted letter V. Tapping
the V with the point of his stick, he explained.


“This is one
group of two hundred men. You have to keep them in tight formation, shoulder to
shoulder, so they can help push each other forward. The ones along the outside
edges of the V formation have their shields overlapped like the scales on a
fish. All the men in the body of the formation hold their shields over the
heads of the man directly in front of them. This makes a wedge-shaped formation
surrounded by a solid wall of wood that the Saxons can’t stab through or hack
through with their axes. We’re going to call this a ‘flying wedge’, and we will
use it to punch a hole through the center of the Saxon line.”


When Jason
glanced up, he saw that Arthur was leaning forward, staring intently at the
sketch. Ambrosius had cocked his head to one side, obviously unconvinced, but
at least paying attention. On each side of this wedge, Jason drew two short,
straight lines. He continued his explanation by tapping one of the lines
closest to the inverted V.


“These two, the
units next to the wedge, are the remaining foot soldiers. Arrange these the way
you always do, four men deep with the front row forming a shield wall and the
men behind throwing spears.” A quick glance told him he still had everyone’s
attention and he pressed on, tapping one of the outermost lines. “These two
groups on the outside edge are the equite divisions. Now when…”


“Hold on, young
man.” Ambrosius leaned forward, shaking his shaggy head from side to side,
pointing an accusing finger at the diagram. “Are you seriously suggesting that
the equites ride right into the enemy line?”


“Yes, general,
that is exactly what I’m proposing.”


“It’ll never
work.”


Determined not
to be shot down for no valid reason, Jason gritted his teeth. “Of course it
will work. Horses are amazing weapons. They move faster than men, they can push
the enemy out of the way and force them to move wherever you want them to. Their
hooves can do terrible damage when they rear up on their hind legs, and as long
as you put the equites with my new stirrups at the front of the line they can
make their horses do anything they want.” When the old general grunted and
settled back, Jason continued with his explanation. “Don’t wait for the Saxons
to attack you. Seize the moment and attack them; this allows you to start the
battle when the sun is to your best advantage and it gives you the element of
surprise.” Suddenly, amazingly, both Arthur and his uncle were nodding. “The
biggest challenge is going to be keeping the front of your lines even. The
point of the flying wedge absolutely must be the first thing to hit the enemy. Drive
the wedge into the enemy, split their line and keep pushing forward. Don’t stop
to fight. This will not only divide their forces but their commander…what’s his
name?”


“Colgrim.”


“Colgrim. This
forces Colgrim to one side or the other of the wedge, and he loses control of
half of his force.” Arthur was now staring intently at the crude lines in the
dirt and even Ambrosius Aurelianus was leaning forward. “Once the wedge
penetrates all four ranks of the Saxon line, our left and right flank –
the equites - should start closing in; swinging inward, toward the center like
closing a door.”


Jason rubbed out
the straight lines on either side of the wedge and redrew them, pivoting the
lines forward and inward, so Arthur’s formation now looked like a letter W.


“This will crush
the Saxons into a smaller and smaller space. They won’t be able to swing their
axes and they’ll start stumbling backwards, falling all over each other. Once
their line breaks down completely, our men in the wedge can open up their shield
wall and join the fight. At this point the Saxons will be trapped between two
lines of enemy and their rear line will start to break and run away. That’s
when the equites spread out so some of them can come in around behind the
Saxons and completely encircle them. All you have left are two little pockets
of panicked enemy troops trying desperately to find a way out of the trap.”


Arthur stared at
the sketch for a long moment, leaned back and addressed his commander. “Uncle?”


“I’ll admit it
looks great in theory but how do we know it will work?”


Merlin held up
one finger for attention. “The two sides are very evenly matched; so even, in
fact, that a straight-on battle along traditional lines gives no advantage to
either side. The outcome will be a matter of attrition. While I don’t claim to
be a military expert, I have to believe that a surprise tactic –
particularly one which splits the enemy forces and uses the equites in a new
and unexpected way – will offer us a decided advantage.”


“I suppose your
wizard is right, Arthur.” Ambrosius ran one hand across his weather-beaten
face. “Maybe we should give something new a try. Something that might actually
give us a decisive victory over those swine.”


The tension
drained out of Jason to the point where he thought he would have collapsed if
he hadn’t been sitting down.


“How do we
divide command, Uncle?”


“I’ll stay in
the center, behind this wedge formation.” Flicking his eyes toward Jason, he
grunted “I have to admit, I like that flying wedge idea.” Turning back to
Arthur, he continued. “You, nephew, I want commanding the left flank; you can
have that annoying pretty boy to command your equites – what’s his name?”


“Llewellyn. His
name is Llewellyn, uncle.”


“Right. You take
him.” Counting positions off on his fingers, Ambrosius continued down the chain
of command. “I want Griffudd to command the foot on the right and Bedwyr can
direct his equites.” Looking at his king, he scowled. “Any problem with that,
nephew?”


“I wonder if we
should exchange Llewellyn and Bedwyr. Bedwyr isn’t as experienced in command as
Llewellyn and if he’s on my side I can keep an eye on him.”


“Whatever you
want. Honestly, I think the trouble will start on whichever side that slimy pig
Colgrim ends up when we split their line. He is one hard bastard and he’ll try
to find a way to break through our lines if he only has one man and two dogs to
work with.”


“Then I suggest
we practice these formations now, before we go into battle.”


With that,
Arthur stood up, stretched, and offered his uncle a hand. Shaking his head,
Ambrosius rejected the offer and grunted as he heaved himself to his feet. It
took nearly an hour to get the new sub-commanders and their battle orders
sorted out, and another two for the troops to be informed of the changes and
everyone assigned to a specific unit. By the time the army had drilled to the
point where Ambrosius was satisfied that each man knew what to do, it was after
midnight. Five hours later, as the first glimmer of light broke over the roof
tops of Vaddon, seven-hundred-and-fifty weary soldiers were putting their armor
back on and lining up to meet their enemy. A mile and a half away, across a
wide swath of land dotted with tiny cottages, animal shelters and soft green
fields, the army of the Saxons was doing the same thing.
















Chapter Eleven



 

After watching the struggle
between the armies of the Britons and Saxons escalate in intensity and
brutality for almost two hours, Jason started to vomit. The battle had begun
just the way he had envisioned it. By his best estimation, the Britons had
marched onto the field around 6:30 in the morning, heading toward the Saxon
camp in full formation. Considering that they had only practiced the flying
wedge and its flanking units a few times in the near dark, Jason was impressed
both by how well they kept their lines trimmed and by the Saxons’ reaction. The
enemy was obviously unprepared for such a direct assault and even while they
were scrambling to fend off the attack, it was clear that they were confused by
the weird formation their enemy had assumed in its relentless march forward


When the two
sides clashed, Arthur’s wedge worked exactly as Jason had planned. The Saxons’
assault with their nasty, long handled axes had virtually no effect on the
impenetrable wall presented by the Britons’ shields, and their insistence on
pushing forward, rather than standing and fighting, sent disarray through the
Saxon ranks. No more than ten minutes after the two sides met the Saxon line
cracked, Arthur’s wedge pushed through, and the flanking lines of soldiers and
cavalry to begin the squeezing process that Jason hoped would guarantee a
swift, decisive victory.


So far, so good,
but from Jason’s point of view the conflict quickly became eerily surreal. First
there was the sound of the battle or, more particularly, the lack of it. In
Jason’s mind battles were overwhelmingly noisy things; explosions rocking the
ground, rifles chattering, fighter planes screaming and vehicles rumbling
across the landscape. But none of those things existed in this world, so the
only sounds were the distant clinking of swords and the screaming. And there
was lots and lots of screaming. Still, things didn’t get unbearable until the
Britons dropped their shield wall and engaged the Saxons in hand-to-hand
combat. The tactic worked, but the ensuing slaughter was worse than anything
Jason could have imagined in his most horrible nightmare. The left side of the
Britons’ line, led by Arthur and Bedwyr, attacked the Saxons before they could
regroup after being separated from Colgrim, who was trapped on the right side
of the wedge. With swords, spears and horses, Arthur and his men pressed so hard
that the Saxon’s could barely swing their axes. Stabbing, stabbing, stabbing
and always advancing, the dying Saxons’ screams were as clear to Jason and
Merlin from their observation point more than a quarter mile away, as if they
had been in the midst of the fray.


After half an
hour of close-quarter fighting the ground was red and soggy with blood, the
coppery tang so thick in the air that it reached all the way to where Jason
stood, watching in horror as both sides tripped and stumbled over the bodies
and entrails of the dead and dying. Even for someone who had spent years
studying the past this up close, hand-to-hand warfare was incomprehensibly
savage. And if fighting on the left flank was horrible, on the right it was at
least as bad and getting worse by the minute.


The Britons’
right flank had two major disadvantages; they did not have Arthur to lead them
and they were facing the section of the Saxon line containing Colgrim. Griffudd
and his men fought valiantly and, at first, their enthusiasm seemed to more
than compensate for the fact that they were facing the enemy’s war chief. It
was not until Llewellyn and his equites stretched their line in an attempt to
surround a group of Saxons intent on breaking out for a rear assault that
things started to go terribly wrong.


Released from
the confined space they had been forced into by the Britons’ pincer movement,
the Saxons immediately started to wield their great axes. Swinging like they
were possessed by every demon in hell they began hacking at the Britons, and
their horses and pressing forward nearly as fast as the Britons could push them
back into containment. Even from his safe vantage point, Jason could literally
see the arms, legs and heads of Griffudd’s men being lopped off and falling to
the ground, followed by incredible fountains of hot, red blood spraying high
into the air.


The stench of
spilt bowels and urine clawed at the pit of Jason’s stomach, clogging his
nostrils and searing his throat. His system rebelled and now he was hunched
over, hands on knees, emptying the contents of his stomach on the dewy morning
grass.


Merlin did not
embarrass Jason by telling him it was alright to be sick, or that everyone was
overcome by their first sight of battle. Instead, he waited quietly until Jason
stopped retching and handed him a skin of wine to wash out his mouth.


“Are you
alright?”


Jason bent forward,
the palms of his hands pressed hard against his eye sockets. “I think so.” His
voice was small and strained, little more than a horse whisper. When he finally
stood up, wiping his eyes, Merlin was staring at him. “I don’t think my idea
worked so good.”


“On the
contrary, lad. Half of the Saxon line has been virtually wiped out. And despite
how it may look at the moment, the other side is barely holding its ground. I
think Arthur just needs a little help.”


“It isn’t Arthur
that needs the help, its Griffudd, that is, if he’s still alive.” Again Jason
hid from the butchery by turning his face away from the battlefield and
focusing his attention on Merlin, who had begun pacing back and forth,
alternately rubbing his chin and his head. “Can’t you do something?”


“I’m thinking.”


“How about some
of those fireballs you used against Morgana’s thugs in Mongolia?”


“I would have
just as much chance of hitting our own men as I would hitting the Saxons, and
it could make things worse rather than better.”


“That would
suck.”


“What?” Merlin
snapped out of his reverie, swinging around to face Jason.


Jason looked
blank. “What, what?”


“What did you
just say?”


“I just said
‘that would suck’.”


“That’s it. Why
didn’t I think of it before?” Merlin flailed his arms in the air, pulling the
cuffs of his wide, batwing sleeves above his elbows.”


“What’s ‘it’? What
the hell are you talking about?”


“I’m talking
about sucking up the Saxons. Now stand back and observe.”


With the
extended index finger of his left hand twirling in small circles, Merlin raised
his right hand and began scribing runes in the air. Chanting in Latin, the
movement of his hands increased in speed and intensity; the airy shapes taking
on intense colors as his fingers moved so fast it was impossible for Jason to
focus on them. As the ochre, crimson and violet designs flashed into existence
and slowly faded from sight, the twirling index finger of his other hand
created a tiny vortex in the air – a miniscule twisting of the morning
breeze that grew into a small, self-sustaining whirlwind with just enough
energy to pick up a few grains of sand and dirt, turning them into a laughing
dust devil, dancing around in front of Merlin as though it was putting on a
show for the old man.


As the chanting
grew in intensity, volume and speed, the dust devil grew in size until it was
waist high, jumping and leaping like a dog chasing a butterfly. As suddenly as
he had started invoking the odd phenomenon, Merlin ceased chanting and, with
the smallest wave of a hand, sent the whirlwind careening across the meadow
toward the spot where the two armies stood chopping each other to pieces. Following
his creation with one eye, Merlin turned to Jason and smiled knowingly.


“Watch this.”


“Won’t this be
as dangerous as a fireball? I mean, how can you control it?”


Pointing across
the field, Merlin grinned and winked. More than a thousand feet away, the
whirlwind danced toward the embattled right flank of the Britons’ line. As it
approached, it grew ever so slightly, becoming just large enough to throw a
wall of dust into the eyes of everyone in its path, bringing the battle to a
shuddering halt, causing men on both sides to fall back, creating a small gap
between the lines. Skittering through the opening, the little maelstrom passed
through the Saxon hoard until it was well behind their ranks. As the combatants
scrambled to clear their eyes, reform their tattered lines and lunge toward the
each other again, the whirlwind suddenly grew until it was as tall as a man. When
it accumulated enough power it leapt upward, doubling, tripling, quadrupling its
size, until it stood like a towering, twisting shaft reaching skyward.


With the Saxons
now thrown into complete confusion, the whirlwind enlarged yet again,
transforming into a full-blown cyclone. As though trying to emulate its distant
cousin who had ripped Dorothy Gale’s house from its foundations and hurtled it
away to the land of Oz, the churning column plucked dozens of screaming,
flailing men off of the ground, drawing them into itself before they
disappeared from sight forever. Two minutes after it waded into the battle, the
tornado scurried away, skipping lightly across the landscape to some
destination known only to itself and Merlin. In its wake, the vastly depleted,
disoriented and terrified Saxon troops succumbed to the renewed onslaught of the
Britons and in less time than it takes a hungry man to eat his dinner the
blood-drenched Battle of Vaddon came to an end.


When Arthur
turned toward Merlin and Jason, waving Excalibur over his head, Merlin ordered
the baggage boys to move the supply wagons onto the battlefield. Then, turning
toward Jason, he said “We should go, too.”


Jason cringed at
the thought of wading through a field covered with bloody corpses and the
screaming wounded. “Oh, God, Merlin, I don’t think I can go down there.”


As the first of
the two-wheeled wagons trundled past, Merlin clapped Jason on the shoulder. “Come
on, lad. No one wants to do this, but they need all the help they can get with
the wounded.”


“No prisoners. We
don’t have room for them and I’m in no mood.” Spying his wizard and his new
engineer coming toward him, Arthur separated himself from his officers,
continuing to shout orders over his shoulder. “Uncle, send two of those Saxon dogs
home to tell their king of what happens when they try to invade my kingdom.” After
a pause, he added. “Kill the rest.”


Approaching
Merlin and Jason, a broad grin broke out across the king’s blood splattered
face. Appalled, Jason could not take his eyes off of Arthur. He looked like
someone had dumped a bucket of red paint over him. From his hair to his boots
there was blood everywhere, and when he clapped Jason and Merlin on the
shoulder, Jason cringed.


“I don’t know
which one of you to thank first.” Looking at Merlin, he said “I assume the
whirlwind was your doing?” When Merlin nodded the king responded in kind,
adding “It was brilliant and brilliantly timed. I think we would have been fine
on our own – eventually - but that was the decisive factor; and it saved
a lot of lives, including Griffudd’s.”


Turning toward
Jason, Arthur smiled again. Jason could smell the coppery twang of blood on the
king’s breath. “Master Jason, if I had any doubts about your abilities as a
military engineer, that flying wedge formation dispelled them entirely; you
saved my army. I’m sure my uncle will want to thank you, as well, as soon as he
has time.” Arthur started to turn back to his men, but paused, looking back at
Jason. “And your idea about using cavalry for encirclement was very clever. I
have to go now, but we will talk more later.”


“What are they
going to do with all these bodies?” Jason’s voice sounded very small in his own
ears.


When he
answered, Merlin stepped close, keeping his voice low. “Once we separate those
of our men who can survive from those who have no hope, and get the wounded
loaded onto the carts, Arthur will dispatch a detail to give our dead a
Christian burial here, where they fell.”


“And the Saxon
dead?”


“Meaning the
entire army.”


“God, he isn’t
really going to kill all the prisoners, is he?”


Merlin squatted
down on the ground, motioning for Jason to join him. “Look, Jason. If we don’t
kill them, their king will take it as a sign of weakness and, eventually, he
will send another, bigger army against us. If only the two messengers are left
alive, and they tell King Hengest about our new tactics and the whirlwind, he’s
going to think long and hard before he invades us again.”


“It’s just so
barbaric.”


“War is always
barbaric, it always has been and it always will be. There is no such thing as a
clean war. It’s just that most people in your world don’t have to look directly
into its ugly face.” After a long pause to let his words sink in, Merlin added
“And you understand we will have to kill some of our own men?”


“WHAT?”


“Some are far
too badly wounded to recover. And we can’t just leave them to suffer.”


“Oh, Jesus.”


“I know; I feel
the same way. But it’s really much kinder if we relieve them of their suffering
now rather than put them in a jostling wagon and torture them with a ride they
can’t possibly survive. Now be strong and come help the others tend to the
wounded while I give last rights to the dead and dying. I am still a priest,
you know.”


By sundown
Arthur’s men had buried one hundred and seventeen dead Britons – more
than fifteen percent of his army - in a common grave and dragged the bodies of
more than eight hundred Saxons – stripped of their weapons and armor
– to the edge of a small woodland bordering the battlefield where they
were piled up and left for the wolves, fox, crows, ravens and other of nature’s
scavengers to dispose of.


With their
grizzly work finished, nearly all of the men able to walk made their weary way
into Vaddon where they found a tavern whose owner had not fled, and proceeded
to eat and drink the innkeeper out of everything in his cellar. Only Merlin and
a few volunteers remained at camp, tending to the wounded. It was the first
time Jason had ever known the wizard to pass up an opportunity to make friends
with alcohol. In an equally unusual switch, Jason got roaring drunk. The other
men and officers assumed that he, like themselves, was helping to celebrate
their stunning victory over the despised Saxons, and they took every
opportunity to congratulate him on his help. Only Jason knew the real reason he
drank himself insensible.


The following
morning Arthur separated his forces into two divisions. The main body,
including the vast majority of the army and all the wounded well enough to
travel under their own power, would return to Baenin by the end of the day. The
remainder, including the baggage wagons with their freight of wounded, and a
small contingent of drivers and armed guards, would take a slower course to
avoid jostling the casualties and breaking open freshly clotted wounds.


Jason and Merlin
rode with Arthur, Ambrosius and some of the officers, and while the others
laughed and joked, reliving their fabulous victory of the day before, Jason
gritted his teeth and pressed his eyes shut, wishing the herd of horses running
around and around inside his head would go away. He didn’t know if they had
been on the road ten minutes or a thousand years when he vaguely heard someone
speak his name. Opening one eye and turning toward the sound he looked into the
grinning face of Llewellyn.


“It was the
mead, wasn’t it lad? It’ll get you every time if you’re not used to it.”


“It was
something.”


“I just wanted
to thank you personally for figuring out how to use my equites in battle. And
thanks to the stirrups, when we rode into the enemy lines we no longer got
unhorsed when we drove a spear through somebody; the force of the impact used
to throw us out of the saddle. Now it doesn’t. It was superb and my men loved
every minute of it.”


The thought of
driving a spear through another man at the speed of a charging horse nearly
sent Jason into another round of dry heaves, but he fought the urge, tried to
smile and once the banging inside his head slowed down he mumbled, “It wasn’t
really my idea, but you’re welcome. Glad it helped.”


“When we have
some time to ourselves, I’d appreciate hearing any other ideas you might have
for the equites.”


Jason wanted to
be polite but he also needed time alone and his answers were correspondingly
terse. “Any time you like. Merlin brought me here to help.”


What he said was
true; all Jason had wanted to do was help Merlin save lives. Now, somehow,
after devising the technology and tactics that had taken the lives of more than
a thousand men he felt like he had the blood of every one of them on his hands.
His hung-over head hurt, his back hurt, his saddle-sore rump hurt but mostly
his soul hurt. He tried to shake his head but the pain was too intense, so he
just sighed, pressed his eyes shut and clung to the back of the shaggy little
horse as it bounced homeward. His mood was not helped when Merlin’s mule walked
alongside his horse and slowed to keep pace. When Jason finally opened his
eyes, Merlin spoke.


“You do realize
that we won the battle, don’t you, Jason?”


“Of course. What’s
your point?”


“I just want you
to consider that, for whatever it means, we have irrevocably altered the course
of history.”


Jason scowled
and ran a filthy hand across his dirt-streaked forehead. “So what’s going to
happen?” Merlin’s only reaction was to raise one shaggy eyebrow enquiringly. “What
I mean is, how do you think it might affect the future?”


Merlin shook his
head almost imperceptibly, mumbled “I have absolutely no idea, Jason” and kneed
his mule forward, leaving Jason alone with his inner pain.


An hour later
Jason was still dealing with his self-recriminations, trying to decide whether
he should have come to this primitive world with Merlin, and whether things
would get better or worse if he stayed, when his attention was brought back to
the real world by the sound of screaming voices. Opening his eyes, his
attention was drawn to his left where two ragged looking men were shouting and
waving their arms in the air as they scrambled over a low hillock a few dozen
yards beyond the roadway. Arthur and Ambrosius almost simultaneously held up
their hands, ordering the column to a halt, and waited for the strangers to
approach. The closer the men got the clearer the reason for their distress
became. Their clothes were literally in tatters and their faces, hands and
bodies were covered with soot and spotted with burns of various degrees of
severity. Even before they reached the edge of the road, holding their hands
toward Arthur in supplication, Arthur, Merlin and Ambrosius had dismounted and
were moving to meet them.


“My Lord, my
Lord,” one of the men croaked through blistered lips as he stumbled and fell to
his knees. “My Lord, the beasts are back…”


“They destroyed
our entire village. My wife and children, they burned them alive. Oh, God, oh
God.”


Merlin had
rushed to the men’s side, passing a skin of wine back and forth between them. By
the time he had them seated on the ground and calm enough to quit babbling,
Jason had dismounted and joined the others who were clustered around the
terrified men. Arthur squatted down so he was looking the men squarely in the
eye and spoke calmly and evenly.


“Where is your
village?”


One of the men
was completely incoherent, capable only of repeating the single word “them,
them, them” over and over, but his companion pulled himself together and
answered the king’s question.


“We are from
Uwlly, my Lord.” The man’s eyes were glazed over in shock and it was obvious
that it took every ounce of composure he had left to form a coherent sentence. “Two
days north of here, near the river.”


Merlin passed
the wine skin between the men again. “Have you been running for two days?”


“Aye. We ran
till we collapsed last night and again all day today.” Looking back and forth
from Arthur to Ambrosius, not sure which of the men in fine armor was their
king, he blurted out his story. “We heard that your Lordship had come to
destroy the foreigners. When the monsters flew down from the sky and burned our
village, we were the only ones to escape. I think we were. I don’t know. I
can’t be sure. But we ran to find you. Can you help us, my Lord? Will you? Please.”


As Arthur patted
him reassuringly on the shoulder, the man broke down in tears. Standing up, the
king stepped toward Ambrosius and motioned for Merlin and Jason to join him.


“We four will
ride to Uwlly. The equites will come with us. We need to search for survivors
and gather whatever information about the attack we can find in the rubble of
this sad place.”


Pointing toward
the two wretched figures on the ground, Merlin whispered “Perhaps I should stay
with them.”


“No. I need you
with me, old friend. It will have done me no good to defeat the Saxons only to
have the kingdom fall to the dragons; and to prevent them from tearing my
kingdom apart one village at a time I need to take the war to them. That means
you have to tell me how to locate their lair. Do you think you can locate their
base for me?”


“Yes, my Lord.”


“Good. Then turn
these poor hulks over to Griffudd and instruct him to have someone tend to
them. He can take them back to Baenin with the rest of the troops.”


Turning to
Jason, Arthur offered a twisted smile. “It would seem that Merlin brought you
here not one minute too soon. I want your thoughts on the damage at this
village and your help devising every possible means of dealing with these
creatures, so I would appreciate it if you came with us as well. I can’t order
you to come; you’re not one of my subjects. Do you think your backside can
survive another day or two in the saddle?”


Jason nodded
wearily, repeating almost verbatim the words he had spoken to Llewellyn only an
hour earlier. “No problem. That’s why I’m here.”


Clapping Jason
on the back, King Arthur shouted down the line of men. “Llewellyn, you and the
equites are with me. We ride to survey a dragon attack. Tell Griffudd he can
proceed with the rest of the men to Baenin.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


As Merlin handed
his wineskin to Griffudd, leaving the two survivors in his care, Arthur shouted
“Mount up.”


A half hour
later Merlin motioned for Jason to follow him and dropped back to the end of
the line. When Jason caught up with him, Merlin sighed and rubbed his nose.


“I just realized
something that I completely missed when I went through this timeline before. Possibly
it was the stress of losing the battle to the Saxons.” When Merlin left the
thought unfinished, Jason prompted him to continue. “Ah, yes. After destroying
Uther’s kingdom the dragons disappeared for nearly a decade-and-a-half and now,
suddenly, there have been three attacks within two months.”


“And you see
some kind of a pattern here?”


“I’m afraid I
do. You see, I think their first series of attacks, both here and in Europe,
were simply exploratory. Testing the waters if you will.”


“And now?”


“And now I
believe they’re ready to move forward with a full scale invasion.”


It took every
ounce of courage Jason had to hold himself together as he contemplated the
outcome of a full blown dragon war. Calming himself, he responded as evenly as
he could. “Why now? What changed?”


“I think they’ve
been looking for someone on this side to help them, a person willing to act as
their eyes and ears in this world.”


“Morgana.”


“Morgana.”


* * * *


When the supply wagons and their
freight of moaning, wounded men pulled into Baenin, Beverley, Gwenhwyfar and
her ladies were waiting in the dusty courtyard in front of Arthur’s villa. Their
sleeves were rolled up, their hair was bound and covered with scarves and
– for reasons understood only by her - Beverley had insisted that
everyone wash their hands in hot water. More water was being kept at a slow
simmer for anything that might need to be sterilized. Now, as the first cart
lurched over the uneven stones, the women were there with makeshift stretchers,
ready to receive the wounded and carry them into the reception hall and chapel
where they would be made as comfortable as possible until the severity of their
wounds could be assessed. Beverley had seen enough war movies to know that the
wounded had to be divided into three categories; those who were so badly
wounded that no amount of care could save them, those who could survive if they
received immediate attention and, finally, those whose wounds could wait. The
dying would be made comfortable and given one of Merlin’s pain killing
concoctions, those who could wait were to be led to a comfortable place to lie
down and those who needed immediate medical attention would be stripped of
their clothes, their wounds cleaned and given whatever treatment was needed.


When the first
semi-conscious man was carried through the door Beverley took one look at his
ashen-gray face and the ugly, gaping spear wound in his thigh and she knew he
had gone into shock from blood loss. She also knew that shock can kill.


Pointing toward
the nearest bed she said “Put him there and get him out of those filthy
clothes. I want the foot of the bed elevated at least the width of your hand.” Over
her shoulder she called to the pre-teenage girl watching the cauldrons of
boiling water. “And bring me a bowl of warm water and three or four clean
cloths.” Seeing that the women had not yet begun to remove the man’s clothes,
she scowled and asked if there was a problem.


“But Mistress,
he is neither our husband nor our brother. It wouldn’t be right…”


“I don’t care who
he is or isn’t. Take off those filthy clothes…” Pushing her way between the
women she mumbled “Oh, here, I’ll show you. Now watch what I do” and began
undressing the man after telling the crowd of milling women to find beds for as
many men as possible and do it as quickly as they could. When the man moaned
incoherently, pawing at her, she gently brushed his hands away and mumbled
soothingly. Once the soldier’s dirty, blood-spattered tunic and leggings had been
removed, she dipped the clean pieces of cloth in the warm water and bathed the
area around the gaping slash on his leg. The wound was at least six inches in
length and at its deepest point it reached to the thigh bone, the whiteness of
which she could see peeking through the clotted blood.


“That will need
to be seared, Mistress. I’ll have one of the girls put an iron into the fire.” Ganieda
was leaning over Beverley’s shoulder, watching the proceedings and pointing a
finger. “I’ve seen hot irons applied to deep wounds before. It prevents the
poison and rot from setting in.”


“And it also
prevents healing and the pain of the hot iron can worsen his shock to the point
that he’ll die right in front of you. There aren’t going to be any wounds
cauterized here as long as I’m in charge. Now bring me a small cup of alcohol
from the alembic, a length of thread and the sharpest sewing needle you have.”


“What are you
doing, Mistress? You can’t sew up a man like he was a ripped seam in a pair of
leggings.”


“Oh, can’t I?”


Dipping a clean
cloth into the alcohol, she began cleaning the wound. The wine color of the
brandy made it difficult for her to tell which of the wet spots were from fresh
blood and which disinfectant but it did not slow her work.


“Mistress, we
usually clean wounds with a mixture of hyssop water and propolis, which is made
from the red resin collected from bee hives.”


“Hyssop, that’s
an herb, isn’t it?”


“Yes, Mistress. It’s
sacred. The priests use it when they purify the church.”


Not wanting to
alienate the women entirely, but unwilling to have God-knows-what kind of
concoction poured into open wounds, Beverley nodded.


“Use the hyssop
water to bathe the men after you get their clothes off, but clean the wounds
with the liquid from the alembic. It is very pure and prevents infection.”


The women nodded
and most of them went about their business as instructed, while Beverley
sterilized the gaping spear cut until she was satisfied it was as clean as it
was likely to get. After administering a drink of Merlin’s pain killer to her
patient, she began suturing the gaping wound with neat stitches spaced at what
she guessed to be three sutures to the inch, while the women around her stared
open-mouthed, not believing their eyes. When the stitches were in place, she
applied a pad of sterilized cloth to the wound, wrapping the thigh in clean
linen. When she finished, she stood up and pressed her hand into her lower
back, making a silent wish that the beds were two feet higher. When she wiped
her forehead with the back of one hand she was amazed that it came away
drenched with beads of sweat.


“Ok. Who’s
next?”


The next man,
who had a broken arm, had also developed a fever, compounding his situation.


“Mistress, it’s
customary to bleed those with fevers.” Beverley couldn’t remember the women’s
name, but she was very serious and spoke as though she had some experience
dealing with sickness and wounds. “They say the bleeding helps balance the
body’s humors. That, combined with prayer to drive away the devils that cause
people with fevers to suffer delusions, is often effective.”


“Pray all you
want. It might help and it certainly won’t do any harm, but bleeding under any
circumstance is really, really bad and it’s very likely to kill a patient who’s
already lost a lot of blood or is running a fever. Does anybody here know how
to set a broken arm?”


“I grew up with
five younger brothers, so I’ve set several broken bones.” The queen spoke
quietly from the rear of a clutch of women who moved aside at the sound of her
voice.


“Ah, my Lady.” Beverley
smiled when Gwenhwyfar stepped forward. “Are you familiar with splints?”


“Yes. Give the
patient a pain killing draught of Merlin’s elixir, pull the arm until you feel
the bone shift into place, and then bind it between two boards.”


“Oh, that’s
great. I’ll leave you to it then.” As she was about to turn away, Beverley said
“Oh, one more thing. This man has a fever. Give him all the liquid he can
drink, give him more blankets to keep him warm and keep him out of cold drafts.
If he catches a chill the fever might get worse and we don’t have any effective
way to combat a fever.”


By the time
Beverley, Gwenhwyfar and the other women washed the blood from their hands and
drew up chairs in the queen’s private chambers, they had spent very nearly as many
hours mending the soldiers’ wounds as the army of the Britons had spent
defeating the Saxons and burying the dead; and both had been equally hard
fought battles. As they left the makeshift hospital Beverley grabbed an
earthenware jar filled with the brandy she had distilled in her alembic. Now
she poured it into small cups and distributed it among the company.


“And what do we
do with this, Mistress?” Myfanwy shifted her uncertain gaze from the cup to
Beverley.


“Taste it. Sip
it slowly. It’s very good but it’s really strong.”


Cautiously,
hesitantly, one after another the women took uncertain sips of the
distillation. From some it brought small nods and sounds of approval, from
others came delicate coughs brought on by the strong, sweet taste. Eventually they
all agreed it was a truly wondrous elixir to have so many different and amazing
uses.


“This land you
come from,” Gwenhwyfar began cautiously, not wanting to offend her visitor who
was sharing such an impressive store of new skills with her people. “Are these
strange talents you have common among your people, or are they yours alone?”


“I know only the
most rudimentary things compared with many people in my country.”


The queen shook
her lovely head in disbelief, pausing to push back a small, errant lock of hair
that had slipped from underneath the bloody scarf covering her head. “These
things you know, your strange skills and arts, they seem so very odd. But I
confess, I’ve never seen wounds cleaned and bound with such care and neatness. On
behalf of my husband and all of our people, I want to thank you again for
sharing your knowledge with us.”


“Thank you, your
Ladyship. Let’s just hope all the wounded men survive. I think the best thing
any of us can hope for is that no more of our men die.”


General nods and
murmurs of agreement rippled around the room and as Beverley was reaching for
the decanter, ready to offer refills, one of the guards who had accompanied the
wagon loads of wounded ran into the room, breathless. Grabbing the edge of the
doorframe and skidding to a halt, he blurted out “My Lady.”


Gwenhwyfar
looked up, eyes wide with expectation. “Yes?”


“My Lady, the
king and the equites have been sighted coming toward Baenin.”


“How far out are
they?”


“The messenger
said they are close and riding hard.”


The queen rose
and signaled her ladies to follow her; turning back to the guard she nodded.


“Thank you,
we’re on our way.”

















Chapter
Twelve



 

Jason and Beverley walked
arm-in-arm through the bright, crisp morning air. To their left, far behind the
range of deteriorating stone barns being cannibalized to build Arthur’s new
city, a shepherd boy waved his staff at a flock of puffy brown sheep, trying
desperately to keep them headed in one direction with the help of a black and
white dog who barked in frustration at its blank-eyed charges. This new world
was certainly primitive by every standard they knew, but Jason and Beverley
were slowly accepting the fact that some of the differences might not be as bad
as they initially thought.


“The air smells
so different here.” Jason drew a deep breath, savoring it for a dozen seconds
before letting it escape again.


Beverley smiled
and nodded. “No cars, no factories, no smog.”


“No sewer
system.”


Beverley slapped
him playfully on the rump, grabbing a satisfying handful of tight muscle. “I
hate that. I was going to slide my hand in your pocket but you don’t have
pockets anymore.”


“Doesn’t matter
much. These pants are so baggy and wrinkly.”


“Oh, you mean
those sags and wrinkles are in the trousers?”


Jason poked her
in the ribs with his thumb making her jerk away and double up laughing. It was
the first time they had found a few moments to spend alone with each other
since the army’s victory at Vaddon and the king’s side trip to the devastated
ruins of Uwlly.


Arthur had
returned home more determined than ever to engage the dragons in open battle
and had ordered his uncle and his men to remain at Baenin while he sent
messengers to recruit additional forces. While Merlin rode to Cornwall in
search of copper, emissaries were dispatched to the Britons’ allies on the
continent with letters requesting help mounting a full scale campaign against
the creatures which were devastating Arthur’s kingdom.


Three days after
Arthur’s army returned from battle, head builder Davidd announced that he was
ready to demonstrate his prototype ballista and Jason and Beverley were now
taking advantage of a few leisure moments before the scheduled test firing of
the weapon. Already, they could see a few workmen wandering back and forth,
congregating around the barn where Davidd had set up a workshop specifically
for constructing the new arsenal.


“I don’t think
Arthur is very happy about having his throne room and chapel turned into a
hospital.”


“Babe, you and
the queen and her ladies are saving dozens of lives and that’s what’s really
important. I think you did an amazing job and I’m sure the king is smart enough
to appreciate that fact. Now his uncle Ambrosius, on the other hand…”


“Oh, pretty
upset, is he?”


A huge, toothy
grin broke across Jason’s face. “He certainly didn’t enjoy having the victory
feast in one of the barns, and last night he went full Klingon, storming
around, ranting and swearing a blue streak, screaming about the indignity of it
all and how this would never have happened when he was a young man and Uther
was king.”


“Oops.”


“Oh, don’t worry
about it, Bev.” Jason slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Arthur reminded him
that only one of the wounded had died since we got back, and everybody agreed
that was a pretty astounding thing.”


Their quiet chat
was interrupted by the thunderous sound of approaching hooves. Turning, they
saw Llewellyn and Bedwyr headed toward them as fast as their stubby-legged
ponies could carry them. Both men had huge smiles plastered across their young
faces, and before reining their mounts to a sudden halt they displayed their
skill at horsemanship by executing full 360 degree circles in opposite
directions.


“A fine morning
Master Jason” Llewellyn nodded and grinned at Beverley. “Mistress Beverley.” He
swung easily to the ground, handing his reigns to Bedwyr. “We were just out for
a morning ride before the big demonstration.” Patting the flank of his horse he
added “If these war engines of yours works as well as the stirrups do, we’ll
make short work of the dragons. It’s going to be a glorious battle.”


Still uneasy
about his introduction of new technology into this world but knowing that
without his help these people were doomed, Jason smiled and nodded. “I’m glad
they helped. It certainly looked like you didn’t have any trouble maneuvering
your horses during the battle.”


“Thanks to you,
my equites must be the most effective horsemen in the world. I’ve already
ordered the smith to make enough stirrups to equip every equite’s saddle.” After
a small pause he seemed to want to say more but hesitated, apparently not sure
where to begin.


“Is there a
problem, Llewellyn?”


“Well, two
actually. But they probably aren’t anything you can help with. I think we can
deal with the one ourselves, and…”


Anxious to get
to the point and head toward the barn, Jason prompted the cavalryman. “Why
don’t you tell me about it and I’ll see what I can do.”


“This was the
first time we ever engaged an enemy in the crush of battle while we were
mounted and our spears don’t have the reach we need. I just need to have longer
shafts made, but I can deal with that myself. I’m just not sure how long they
should be. I want enough reach but I don’t want them so long they get
unwieldy.”


“Ok. Two
things.” Jason’s mind churned furiously, mulling over everything he knew about
battle lances from the great age of chivalry. “First, they should be twelve or
fourteen …ah…I mean they should be about two and-a-half times as long as a man
is tall. And I think you want to have the smith make longer heads, too.”


“But if they’re
too long they are going to get heavy.”


“You need an
iron sleeve behind the head so the Saxon’s can’t chop the head off of the shaft
with their axes. The head itself doesn’t need to be any longer than it is now,
but the sleeve that fits over the shaft should be as long as your forearm. You’ll
get used to the extra weight with a little practice.” Jason pondered for a
moment, contemplating what he knew about the great cavalries of history. “And
while you’re at it, have the armorer make new swords for all of your men. You
want them to be twice as long as the ones you have. Oh, and they should only be
sharp on one edge and they should be slightly curved.”


Llewellyn stared
blankly at him. “What’s wrong with the swords we have?”


“You need more
reach. You can’t get as close to the enemy when you’re on horseback as you can
on foot, so you need longer swords.”


“Yes. Yes, I
see. Very good, Master Jason. Thank you.”


“And you said
there was something else?”


“The soles of
our feet hurt.”


“Excuse me?”


“From the
pressure of forcing our weight against the stirrups.” Llewellyn leaned against
his horse’s rump, lifted one leg and pointed to the lightweight sole of his
shoe. There was a dark scuff mark running across the center of the sole, just
in front of his heel.


“Oh. Right. Amazing
how one little thing leads to another, isn’t it? Meet me later and we’ll go see
the cobbler. You just need thicker soles and stacked heels so you can get a
good grip on the stirrup; that will put the pressure on your shoe and not on
your foot.”


Jason could see
that his explanation left the young equite confused so he lifted his own foot
and pointed to the bottom of his heavy-soled shoe. The sight of the thick,
rigid sole and one inch heels made Llewellyn’s eye’s fly open like he had been
kicked. Raising his head to peer across his horse’s back, he motioned to his
companion.


“Bedwyr. Look at
Master Jason’s boots.” After a stunned silence, he shifted his gaze back to
Jason’s face. “How can you walk in those? They look so stiff and heavy.”


“You’d be amazed
at how much protection they offer. And they give your ankles a lot more support
than those lightweight things you wear.”


Desperately
trying to find a polite way to wrap up the conversation so he could move to the
barn for the test firing of his new ballista, Jason was rescued by Beverley.


“Guys, I hate to
break this up, but the king and about half of the court are on their way to the
big demonstration. Don’t you think we should join the party?”


When Jason
followed her eyes he could see Arthur in full dress, helmet under one arm and
his flowing purple cape billowing out behind him, striding across the kitchen
garden. In his wake came more than two dozen officers and a clutch of women,
including the queen. Across the courtyard Davidd and two of his men were
struggling to move the ballista into the swath of open grass fronting the barn.


Jason had
checked on the progress of the ballista several times since the army’s return,
but seeing it lumbered out into the sunlight filled him with pride. Long, sleek
and deadly looking, it was a far cry from the poor thing he and half-a- dozen
Buddhist monks had cobbled together six long years earlier.


The finely
worked, crossbow-shaped body of the ballista was mounted on a four legged base
that stood nearly four feet tall. Its splayed legs were as wide as the weapon
was tall, providing the greatest possible degree of stability and the carriage,
which would carry the projectile, had been hewn from a four-inch-square beam
six feet in length. Near the front of the carriage a heavy, rectangular frame
held the two independent throwing arms and the twisted skeins of rope that
provided the tension necessary to hurl the giant forged metal arrow through the
air. The tapered throwing arms were as long and thick as a large man’s forearm;
at one end of each arm a notch had been cut to hold the bowstring and at the
other end, a pair of channels ensured that the taught rope did not slip out of
place when subjected to the tremendous pressure the cocking mechanism would
generate. At the rear of the carriage a small, two-pronged iron hook was
attached to a length of chain, the opposite end of which was fastened to a
small windlass operated by a cog.


Stepping up to
his machine and shaking Davidd’s hand enthusiastically before addressing
himself to the king and the rest of the audience, Jason described exactly how
the weapon worked, and explained that the Romans had used identical weapons to
their great advantage on the battlefield.


As he spoke,
Jason surveyed the small crowd of expectant faces hanging on his every word. As
ludicrously tiny and primitive as this demonstration might be, for these people
it was a major occasion in the advancement of their understanding of weapons
technology. It suddenly occurred to Jason that of all the ways he might have
imagined his life unfolding, he never dreamed he would become a major player in
the military-industrial complex. The concept that he was becoming a central
figure in a military establishment, even if it was a Dark Age military, made
him slightly queasy; but he had given Merlin his word that he would help save
Arthur and his kingdom and he was not about to renege on his promise. When his
small speech drew to a close, Jason nodded to Davidd who handed him what looked
like a vastly oversized arrow. At nearly four feet in length and more than an
inch in diameter, the thing looked as much like a walking staff as an arrow,
except for the fact that on one end were two flat, leather fins that took the
place of the three fletches on a regular arrow. The opposite end had been
whittled to a sharp iron point.


“Understand, my
Lord” Jason said, handing the arrow to King Arthur, “the ones we use against
the dragons will be made of iron and there will be a chain attached to each of
them. The opposite end of the chain will be grounded so when the arrow strikes
home it will short out the dragon’s system. The creatures’ physiology is
electrically based and we are confident that the grounded chain will drain off
their energy and kill them. It worked for Merlin and I before and I see no
reason it won’t work again.” Judging by the blank look on the faces of everyone
around him, very little of what he said had made any sense. “I’m sorry, I don’t
think I explained that very well, did I?”


“No matter,
Master Jason.” Arthur stepped forward and laid a hand on Jason’s shoulder, his
irascible uncle a half step behind him. “We never understand much of what the
praefator says either, but that doesn’t matter. We are simple soldiers and all
that matters to us is that this ballista of yours kills the creatures. May we
see it in operation?”


“Of course, my
Lord.”


Jason accepted
the arrow back from the king, laid it in the channel, hooked the heavy
bowstring into a small notch at its rear end and placed the double hook over
the string. Taking an iron bar from one of Davidd’s assistants, he placed one
end of the rod into one of a series of sockets positioned around the winding
cog and pulled back until the cog clicked three notches. After repeating the
process half a dozen times, the windlass was ratcheted so tight that it took
all of Jason’s strength to pull the cog back one final notch. Satisfied, he
asked everyone to step back a few paces, swung the front of the ballista around
and upward, toward a fluffy white cloud drifting aimlessly through the morning
sky. Grabbing a pair of crude iron handles located at the rear of the carriage,
he pushed forward on the trigger mechanism.


There was a
sudden jarring thud as the throwing arms flew forward, slamming against their
heavy framework. The arrow flew so far and fast it seemed to have disappeared;
only a very few eyes were quick enough to see its lightning-fast flight through
the air, hurtling skyward until it vanished into the distance. Seconds later
more than two dozen voices chattered excitedly, even General Ambrosius nodding
and grinning, demanding to see another shot from the amazing weapon. Before the
close of the demonstration the king, his uncle and Griffudd had all been given
an opportunity to fire the ballista. Among the laughing, excited conversation
and general congratulations, Davidd tapped Jason on the shoulder to get his
attention.


“Master Jason,
would the machine not fire even farther if we made it larger? I could envision
a machine many times this size that would hurl an arrow as large as a tree
trunk that could destroy the beasts while they were still too far away to
present any danger to our men.”


“I know that
sounds great, Davidd, but the fact is that bigger doesn’t always mean more
powerful. Technically, it’s called the law of diminishing returns, but just
think of it as being impossible to make a bowstring heavy enough to withstand
enough pressure to hurl a whole tree trunk.”


Crestfallen,
Davidd nodded his head. “I understand, Master Jason. I can also see that a
machine so large would be nearly impossible to move to the field of battle and
to reposition once there.”


“Yeah. I’m not
even sure how we’re going to move two or three dozen of these things around in
the field.”


“So, young
Master Engineer, how do you intend to keep - what did you say – thirty of
these ballistae, mobile enough to move them from one place to another as the
tide of battle – and the dragons - move around?”


Jason was unsure
whether Ambrosius had overheard his exchange with Davidd or whether he was
enjoying making Jason look stupid. While Jason scratched his head, pondering
the effectiveness of mounting the things on small wheels, like a catapult, it
was King Arthur who spoke.


“Let me be sure
I understand the problem, uncle. We need to be able to move the ballistae to
the battle site, however far that may be, and also keep them mobile during the
fight; am I correct?” Both Ambrosius and Jason nodded their assent. “Then why
not simply mount each of them on its own cart? We can pack supplies around them
during the journey and leave the carts hitched to a team during battle. That
way we can move them as far and as fast as necessary to keep pace with the ebb
and flow of the fight.” When the only response was a lot of wide eyes and
slowly nodding heads, Arthur added “So, will this work or is there something
here that I don’t understand?”


“It’s brilliant,
my Lord.” Jason nodded his head furiously, grinning from ear to ear. It’s going
to take a lot of wagons and a lot of extra men, but it’s absolutely brilliant.”


“I don’t think
it’s going to be as complicated as you imagine, Jason. If the armies from the
continent join us we will be using hundreds of wagons anyway, and a few dozen
extra men to tend the horses during battle should be no problem. I’m sure there
are hundreds of brave yeomen farmers and craftsmen who have no skill at arms
but will gladly volunteer to help rid the kingdom of these beasts.”


Jason nodded and
leaned forward, motioning the king to come closer so they could have a quiet,
private word. “Speaking of your men; I really hate to bring up another request,
my Lord, but…”


“Jason, your
tactics have already saved the lives of hundreds of my men and your stirrup has
improved the effectiveness of my equites tremendously. If you have another
suggestion that will increase the effectiveness of my army never hesitate to
tell me. If we need weapons we will find a way to pay for them.” Glancing over
his shoulder, Arthur called out “Isn’t that right, uncle?”


Ambrosius
snapped to attention, his best Klingon scowl directed at his nephew. “Isn’t
what right?”


“That we will do
whatever is necessary to protect the future of our kingdom and the lives of our
men.”


“With that, I
agree completely. Dead men do not win battles.”


Smiling, Arthur
turned back to Jason. “Now, what is it you need?”


“Your shields. They’re
made of wood with rawhide stretched over it.”


“And?”


“And the dragons
breathe fire. Even the minutest exposure to fire and your men’s shields will
burn.”


“And you suggest
what?”


“The shields
need to be covered with a thin layer of metal – preferably iron, copper
melts too quickly.”


“But the added
weight will make them impossible to carry.”


“Reduce the
thickness of the wood by half and beat the iron as thin as possible. If you use
overlapping strips or small plates it will make the smith’s work easier and the
shields quicker to build.”


“And you think
this will protect my men from the dragons’ breath?”


“It will
certainly help.”


“Then we will
make it so. Tell the armorer and the smith that it is my desire that they make
as many of these metal shields as possible. We will distribute them to the
front ranks who will be closest to the creatures. Who knows, by the time we march
we may have enough to equip the entire army.”


“And when do you
plan on going after the dragons, my Lord?”


In reply, Arthur
took Jason by the arm and walked to where Ambrosius stood gently stroking the
bed of the ballista, fawning over it like the thing had just turned into his
favorite dog.


“Uncle, Master
Jason asked when the army marches to find the dragons’ lair and do battle with
the creatures.”


The old man
turned, scratching his stomach as though it helped him concentrate, and stared
into the distance. “Well…we have to wait till the others get here. Depending on
the weather over the channel that could take two months or more. And then your
moth-eaten wizard needs to tell us where these things live, so we can find
them.”


The queen
stepped forward, coughed gently to attract her husband’s attention and added,
“And you cannot possibly leave before the spring planting is finished or we
will all starve by the time autumn comes.”


Arthur pinched
the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger in concentration. “Given
all of these variables, and assuming Merlin can locate the creatures, I think
we should be ready to move out by the Feast of St John the Baptist.”


Jason scowled
and had already opened his mouth to speak, despite knowing exactly how stupid
his question would make him look, when Beverley leaned over his shoulder and
whispered into his ear. “June twenty-fourth, and you really should have taken a
few classes on medieval life.”


“I did.”


“Then you should
have stayed awake.”


Jason nodded and
sighed. “Thanks, Babe.”


Beverley patted
his shoulder and stepped back, allowing the fantasy that all great decisions
were made by men to continue unchallenged.


“And speaking of
your wizard, nephew, why wasn’t he here to watch this wonderful new machine in
action?” Ambrosius was still admiring the ballista as though it might vanish if
he took his eyes off of it even for a second.


Arthur turned
away from Jason, motioning for Davidd and his men to drag the weapon back into
the barn which was about to become a ballista factory. “Merlin has gone to
Cornwall, uncle. He’s trading for copper and tin so we can make the chain
necessary for…” Here he turned to Jason. “How many arrows will we need, Master
Engineer?”


“Thirty
ballistae, and let’s say, thirty arrows each. That works out to…ummm…wow…
that’s nine hundred arrows and if we figure, maybe a thousand feet of chain per
arrow.” Jason’s eyes grew large at the realization of just how much work and
material this was going to require. “I think we may have to reel some of it
back in and reuse it during the battle.”


Jason’s stream
of thought was interrupted by the darting figure of a small boy who came
running around the corner of the old villa, waving his arms and shouting. With
dirt smeared across his face, hands and bare legs even at this early hour of
the morning, the boy rushed up to the king, breathless.


“My Lord.” The
boy had been running so hard he could hardly breathe and he had to wait to
finish until he caught his breath. “My Lord, the praefator has returned and he
has a thousand wagon loads of gold with him.”


Arthur smiled
and laid his hand on the boy’s head. “Are you certain it’s the praefator, lad?”


“Yes, sir. And
he’s coming into Baenin right now. Hurry.”


The king turned
to the crowd and smiled. “I doubt that even Merlin could have traveled to the
depths of Cornwall, concluded his business and returned in only four days, but
I think we should see what great wonder has this fine young man so excited.”


* * * *


Merlin turned around, leaned his
back against the edge of his worktable and chuckled. Jason looked up from his
latest lesson on how to direct the activity of a scrying bowl in utter
confusion.


“What?”


“I’m sorry,
Jason. I was just being amused at that child who thought I was bringing wagon
loads of gold to court.” Leaning close to Jason he smiled “He must have
mistaken me for an alchemist.”


“As far as I’m
concerned, thirty-nine wagon loads of bronze chain is worth more than all the
gold in the world; at least as far as fighting dragons is concerned.”


“I’m glad you
approve, my boy. I will confess that supplying that much chain and bringing it
here in such a short time stretched even my abilities.”


Jason turned to
face the old man, leaned one hip against the workbench and crossed his arms
over his chest. “Ok. Now that we’re brother wizards, will you please tell me
how you did it?” Merlin cast his line of sight toward the ceiling, his electric
blue eyes as innocent as a child’s. “Oh, come on, Merlin. You were only gone
for four days. That just about gave you time to get to Cornwall. There is no
way you could have negotiated a deal for that much copper and tin, let alone
found enough craftsmen to turn even one tenth of it into chain. So how did you
do it?”


Merlin offered a
lop-sided grin. “And don’t forget that I got the Cornishmen to agree to supply
us with at least five hundred troops for Arthur’s army.”


“You really love
to rub it in, don’t you?” By this point Merlin’s grin had grown as wide as a
Cheshire cat’s, but he just stood mute and grinning. “You’re not going to tell
me, are you? I understand that you wouldn’t tell Arthur, it’s a trade secret,
after all. But we’re supposed to be in this together. Now, are you going to
tell me or not?”


“Let’s just say
that while there are many things I cannot do, there are others that I can do
extremely well. Now, please, let’s get back to our scrying lesson. It’s time we
checked in on Mistress le Fay.”


Jason windmilled
his arms helplessly. “You’re really not going to tell me, are you?”


“Not until
you’re ready.”


“God. Sometimes
you just make me crazy, old man.”


Merlin grinned,
pointed at the shelf to Jason’s left, saying “Pass me the jar marked Achillea
millefolium.”


Jason shook his
head and began scanning the rows of colored pottery jars, squinting to read the
tiny velum labels written in Merlin’s cramped writing. “Ach…Ach…”


“To your left,
the blue one.”


“Ah-ha. Achillea
millefolium. Got it.”


Jason handed the
squat jug to Merlin who gently removed the wooden stopper, shaking a small
quantity of powdered, dried herb into his hand.


“The entire
scrying process is much easier when you have a real mirror to work with. The
glass, or preferably crystal, will hold the spell indefinitely. When you are
limited to using water, the spell has to be recast each time you empty the
bowl.” Waving the container of dried plant matter in the air before setting it
aside and sprinkling a tiny amount on the surface of the water, he muttered
“And this is from the plant which you may know as Yarrow. It has certain
astringent qualities and I also use it in a number of my healing balms. In this
application it helps clarify the image.” Grinning, he added “Helps keep the
picture in focus, if you will.”


Jason watched
the powdery, gray-green flakes swirl on the surface of the water.


“So why do you
use a jet bowl rather than one made from some other material?”


“It’s black.”


“Excuse me?”


“I said; I use
jet because it’s black. It gives me a dark, neutral background that doesn’t
interfere with the images.”


“You mean the
jet doesn’t have any magical qualities?”


“Certainly not. Whatever
gave you that idea?”


“You.”


“Ahh, yes. So I
did. Sorry.”


Changing the
subject to avoid having to provide a lengthy, awkward explanation, Merlin
pointed at the massive book lying on the table between them. “Now, Jason, I
want you to follow along while I recite the first incantation. That’s it, right
there, the middle paragraph.”


For the next
half hour Merlin walked Jason through the laborious process of turning a bowl
of ordinary water into an effective tool for spying on people. He explained
each ingredient and incantation in detail and instructed Jason on the precise
runes that had to be scribed in the air in precise synchronization with the
recitations. During the first run-through, Jason just observed closely, but the
second, third and fourth times he mimicked Merlin’s movements, concentrating
intently on each sound and motion of his hands.


“Now. You see that
small incantation there?” Merlin pointed to three lines of Latin verse written
in faded red ink. In response, Jason only nodded. “Read them. Memorize them,
and then stand back a step.” When Jason complied, Merlin spoke the final words
of the spell, leaned his body away from the bowl and snapped his fingers. A
tiny shower of sparks flared from his fingertips and dropped toward the surface
of the bowl. When the sparks touched the water there was a deafening rushing
sound and a tower of flames, sparks and smoke shot toward the ceiling. A second
later the air had cleared, leaving only a slightly earthy aroma lingering in
the room. Grinning, Merlin turned to Jason.


“I really love
that part; WHOOSH.”


“You are one
very strange man. I think you were in that little ball too long.”


“Oh, come on
Jason, loosen up, this is fun. What boy doesn’t want to grow up to be a wizard?


In spite of
himself, Jason had a fleeting vision of himself as Harry Potter, grinned and
nodded. “Ok, so who are we going to spy on today?”


“I think it’s
time we started keeping an eye on Mistress le Fay. Since Arthur is busy
assembling an army to fight the dragons, we need to start providing him with
all the intelligence we can. And also because we’re going to pay a visit to the
good lady’s library in the very near future…”


“You.”


“I’m sorry?”


“You meant to
say that YOU are going to her library.”


“No. WE are
going to rob her library. You and I. Together. As a team.”


“Woah, slow
down, there. The last time you did this you handled it yourself.”


“That’s right. And
this time we’re going to do it together.”


Jason fluttered
his hands helplessly. “This is exactly what I was talking about. You do this
shit all the time. You manipulate people mercilessly. I still don’t understand
why you just didn’t bring her books back with you from the twenty-first
century.”


“It’s not about
me having the books. It’s about the fact that she will have the books until I
steal them and in this timeline I haven’t stolen them yet. I cannot allow her
to continue to have access to the books because the second she realizes Arthur
is mounting a war against the dragons she will do something terrible, and we
have to do everything we can to limit her access to the dangerous information
that’s inside those books. And the only way to do that is to take them from
her.”


“Why can’t you
just plug up the dragon gate with a spell like you did the last time? It’s not
like you have to hold it closed for another sixteen hundred years.”


“Jason, even
with the help of her books it took me five months of constant work to cast that
spell. I don’t have five months. I have less than three months until the end of
June when Arthur marches. And between now and then I have to tell him where to
go to confront the dragons.”


“You’re going to
send him to the Hellfire caves, aren’t you?”


“I can’t do
that. The caves are in Saxon-held territory and we can’t fight a war with the
Saxons and simultaneously fight the dragons.”


“So where are
you going to send him?”


Merlin turned
away, staring at the floor and rubbing a hand across his high forehead. When he
turned back to Jason his mouth had become a hard line. “I’m going to tell him
to attack Morgana’s fortress. The dragons will come to her rescue when she
calls them. At least it will give us a way to choose a battle site that suits
our attack strategy rather than risk meeting them on some random plot of land
with terrain that might end up working against us. That’s what happened the
last time; they caught us unaware and destroyed us.”


“Wow. You’re
going to send him out to destroy his own sister. Didn’t you once tell me that a
lot of people at court had told him to do that exact thing a long time ago?”


“Oh, there are
many people who have been telling him that for years. Ambrosius told Uther to
kill her more than twenty years ago and he has been telling Arthur the same
thing since the day he came to the throne.”


“But, of course,
Arthur didn’t know she was in bed with the dragons then, did he?”


“No.”


The way Merlin
had begun studying the veins on the back of his hands gave Jason a slightly
nauseous feeling. “But you have told him, right?” When there was no response,
he repeated the question. “Right. Merlin? You have told King Arthur that his
half-sister is working with the dragons, haven’t you?”


“Not exactly.”


“Oh, shit.”
















Chapter
Thirteen



 

The woman sat facing the wall. All
that was visible of her was a sea of sleek, raven black hair tumbling across
her shoulders and down her back, as dark and thick as a midnight waterfall;
beneath the hair her back was draped in royal purple. On her head was a diadem
woven from hundreds of tiny, snow white pearls. On either side of the
delicately carved table at which she sat stood shelves piled high with scrolls
and leather-bound books ranging in size from the very small to impressively
large.


 Between her hands was a low metal box,
its top set with dozens of crystalline levers and dials in a wide array of
sizes, shapes and colors. Some of the crystals were pulsing with light,
throbbing, growing brighter and dimmer in no discernable pattern. Directly in
front of her, on the cold stone wall of the big room, hung a three foot disk of
bronze, worked and beaten until its surface was as smooth as silk and mirror
bright. From the disk a face stared at the woman. The hideous image leered out
through time and space, its long, gray-green crocodile-like jaws filled with
crooked yellow teeth obscured fully half of the screen. Above the mouth a pair
of gigantic golden eyes with glowing red pupil slits stared malignantly at
Morgana le Fay. After a few moments Morgana le Fay fiddled with the crystals
until a cloud passed across the gleaming disk and the image of the Dragon Lord
shimmered, faded and finally vanished.


When she turned
from the table, rose and strode across the room, Jason got his first look at
Morgana as she had appeared during her natural lifetime. Leaning closer to the
black depths of the scrying bowl, he riveted his concentration on the image in
the water. The first thing that struck him was the fact that Morgana’s face and
form appeared exactly the same in the fifth century as they had in the
twenty-first; her sculpted, heart shaped face and perfect ivory complexion were
set off by a full, wide mouth and a pair of startlingly vivid violet eyes. Had
it not been for the piercing eyes, her flawless, unlined face would have made
her look like a girl in her early twenties. He knew this face intimately; it
belonged to the same woman who had seduced and nearly killed him in a hotel
room in Liverpool. This was also the woman who had dragged Beverley through the
Hellfire caves in an attempt to throw her through the dragon gate but had been
foiled at the last second by Merlin, who had saved Beverley and pushed Morgana
through the vortex, tumbling through with her. He knew this woman for exactly
who and what she was, and it made the flesh on his spine and arms creep.


Pulling away from
the image of this astonishingly evil creature, Jason broadened his range of
vision and realized that Morgana was wearing the exact same color combination
she had worn every time he saw her in his own world. Her floor length gown,
cinched at the hips by a belt of gold links, was a brilliant scarlet and the
cloak, which he had seen when she sat with her back toward him, was bright
purple and was fixed at her throat by a large silver brooch inscribed with
Celtic knot work. The biggest difference between this woman and the one he had
known sixteen centuries in the future was the length of her hair. In his own
time she had worn it in a jaw-length bob, now it reached nearly to her waist.


As she walked
across the room, threading her way between pieces of furniture, glowing
braziers filled with hot coals and a seemingly random collection of armor and
weapons, Jason was struck by two things; first, how cat-like and sensuous her
movements were and, second, how very much she looked like the wicked queen in
Walt Disney’s classic cartoon, Snow White.


“You see, Jason,
even this early she dressed like the biblical Whore of Babylon, ‘arraying
herself in scarlet and purple’.”


His reverie
broken, Jason’s attention snapped back to the real world as he turned toward
Merlin. “Yeah, I noticed. And I also see she wears a purple cape, like she
thinks of herself as a king.”


“She does. She
fancies herself the rightful heir to Uther Pendragon’s kingdom and her only
goal, at least at this particular point in time, is to kill Arthur and assume
his throne.”


“And you’re the
only thing that stopped her from doing that, right?”


“Well,” Merlin
stared into the bowl of water, worry lines creasing his forehead. “The Saxons
kept her from seizing the throne by overrunning Arthur’s kingdom after his
death; I just kept the dragons from destroying the world. Unfortunately, I was
too late to save Arthur.”


The tone of
Merlin’s voice pulled Jason away from the images in the water. “Hey, look,
we’ve already taken care of the Saxons. We’ll make everything alright. Things
just take time. All we…”


“Wait. Jason,
look.”


Merlin’s hand
drew Jason back to the scrying bowl and the image of a young man who had just
entered the room and was striding toward Morgana. Appearing only a few years
younger than the woman next to him, he was of medium height and slim build. His
most notable feature was an unruly mop of curly, red-blond hair that tumbled to
his shoulders. In a matter of minutes his silent conversation with Morgana
became agitated and within seconds it turned into a shouting match.


“So who’s that?”


“That would be
Mordred.”


“That’s her son?
He doesn’t look much younger than her.”


“Remember,
Morgana is five years older than Arthur. Her youthful appearance is already
being maintained through the dark arts.”


Jason leaned
closer to the watery surface, staring at the tiny figure. “So, is he as crazy
as the legends say?”


As he answered,
Merlin never took his eyes off of the two figures in the bowl. “I believe that
in your time he would have been referred to as being both sociopathic and
psychopathic. He has no regard for anyone else, has absolutely no conscience
and is frequently disconnected from reality.”


Jason inched
closer to the two tiny figures. “And what do you call him in your time?”


“A monster.”


“And that
monster is the one who killed Arthur?”


“Not this time,
my boy. Not if I have anything to do with it.”


While Merlin and
Jason were talking, Morgana had unceremoniously dismissed Mordred with a
flourish and a silent shout, and moved into an adjacent room where she turned
her attention to an array of chests and cases stacked along three walls of the
narrow space. After pulling a small, leather covered trunk out from behind the
door, she began to riffling through one of the larger chests, selecting a few
pieces of clothing, examining them with a critical eye and placing those she
deemed suitable in the small trunk. She repeated this process a half dozen
times before being satisfied, closing the chests and standing up, dusting off
the knees of her gown.


“I do believe
our Mistress le Fay is going on a little journey, my boy.”


“And?”


“And I think
this would be a marvelous time to pay her library a brief visit and make a few
discrete withdrawals.”


“Look, Merlin,
judging by the size of that trunk, I don’t think she’s going to be gone long
enough for us to get all the way to wherever she lives. I mean, there aren’t
even any roads in this world.”


“It all depends
on how we travel, doesn’t it?”


“Ah-ha, I see. It’s
a magic thing.”


“Look, here
comes Mordred again. Possibly we can get some idea of her travel plans.”


The man with the
strawberry blond hair stood talking calmly with his mother, their violent
argument of fifteen minutes earlier apparently forgotten or, at least forgiven.
Their conversation was animated and included much gesturing and arm waving,
particularly on Morgana’s part. Finally she gestured toward the small chest and
laid a hand on her son’s cheek.


“God, I wish we
could hear what they were saying.”


Even as Jason
spoke, Morgana drew Mordred close, pressing her mouth to his. Long, slow and
moist, this was no motherly kiss. It was the kiss of a lover about to be parted
from their beloved.


“Oh, yuck. That
is just so not right.”


“I don’t think we
should expect any less from someone who is so spectacularly evil that they have
willingly allied themselves with the demons of hell. Do you?”


“Evil’s one
thing, but that’s just gross.”


By now, Mordred
had separated himself from his mother’s embrace, picked up the small chest and
carried it out of the room, Morgana close on his heels. As they walked down a
long, dark passageway, Merlin waved his hand across the surface of the bowl
causing the image to waver and fade from sight. While the old wizard moved to
his chair, Jason rubbed his eyes while gathering his thoughts.


 “Ok. So now is the time to rob her
library; while she’s gone. So are you going to at least tell Arthur what the
hell is going on before we do a break-and-enter on his sister’s house?”


“Half-sister.”


“Whatever. Are
you going to tell him?”


“I need time to
prepare him properly.”


“Well, you can’t
wait till the last minute and just spring it on him when he has a million
soldiers all standing around waiting to march off to war.”


“I’m well aware
of that, and I think, at the moment, I should tell him that you and I are going
to reconnoiter information about the dragons’ whereabouts. That way he knows
we’re working on it.” Jason raised his eyebrows, cocked his head to one side
and stared at Merlin blankly. “It’s not a lie. That is exactly what we’re going
to do.”


“And you’ll tell
him the part about Morgana being in league with the dragons when we get back?”


“Yes.”


“Immediately
after we get back?”


“Oh, all right. I
promise that as soon as we get back I will tell the king that if he wants to
confront the dragons, his army will have to attack his half-sister’s fortress.”
After drawing a long breath and letting it out in a great sigh, he added “Are
you happy now?”


“Yes. Thank you.
Now, where, exactly does the mad harpy live?”


Merlin smirked
at Jason’s creative description of Morgana, rose from his chair and walked to
one of the many shelves piled high with random heaps of scrolls, parchments and
books. Rifling through one stack after another, he finally drew out a rolled-up
piece of velum, spread it out on the table and held it open with an inkwell, a
cup and a wine pitcher positioned at three corners.


As Jason moved
next to Merlin he could see it was a map of the British Isles but the political
divisions were a far cry from the Great Britain he was familiar with. The
entire eastern half of what he knew as England was designated as being Saxon
territory. In the center, running from the southern coast to what would one day
be the Scottish border in the north, was a narrow area defined as the land of
the Britons. To the west of this was an area denoted as belonging to the Welsh
Tribes. From north to south this last area was identical to modern Wales, but
it extended much further westward, into England, than it would in the distant
future. Running a long, gnarled finger across the map until he had his mental
bearings, Merlin pointed to a black dot near the eastern border of Briton,
nearly level with the head of the Severn Estuary.


“This is where
we are now.”


“That’s Baenin?”


“Correct. Now…” Merlin’s
finger slid due westward, across the top of the Severn Estuary, until it
reached a point along the coast about half way across the Welsh territories,
roughly where the town of Swansea would one day stand. “And here is Camlann.”


“That’s where
Morgana lives?”


“It is.”


“Camlann; I know
that name. Why do I know that name?”


“Because your
legends record it as the place of the battle in which Arthur dies.”


“Oh. Right. Sorry
about that.”


“But you’re not
going to let that happen, are you, my boy?”


Jason jerked his
head up from the map, staring at Merlin. “Hey, don’t put this whole thing on
me. I’m just here to help. I’m not the United States Marines and I’m not Royal
Air Force.”


“My apologies. I
meant WE are not going to allow that to happen.”


“Right.” Jason
nodded, shifting his gaze back to the map. In his mind, he tried to calculate
the distance from twenty-first century Swindon to Swansea, guessing that it
must be roughly one hundred miles. That made it about two hours in a car traveling
on modern roadways but how far would it be in the trackless wastes of the fifth
century? “That’s a long way. You really think you can get us there by magic?”


“Let’s just say
I have a plan.”


“Oh, thank you;
clear as ever. So when do we leave and how long should I tell Bev I’m going to
be gone?”


“Obviously we
have to wait till Mistress le Fay has time to get well away from home. It
wouldn’t do to run into her as she was going out the door. Of course, it’s
still early in the day and she seems to be packed, so she may plan on leaving
today. If not, I assume she will leave in the morning, so you should be ready
at any time.” After offering a wry smile, he added “And you don’t need to pack
for a lengthy trip. We know what her library looks like – you just saw it
– so we should be able to get in and back out and be home in a matter of
hours. You shouldn’t need anything more than the clothes on your back.”


Jason remembered
the nightmare they went through when they escaped from Morgana’s fortress on
the Chinese border and sighed long and deep. “That’s what I like about you,
Merlin; eternal optimism.”


* * * *


“I don’t care. I’m coming with you.”


Beverley had
been following Jason around their room throughout the course of a conversation
which had produced no results beyond a growing mutual frustration.


“You say that
like you don’t remember how close that woman came to killing you five years
ago.”


Beverley crossed
her arms over her chest and stared at Jason. “I remember perfectly well, but
she won’t be there.”


“That’s right,
SHE is won’t be there. But that psycho kid of hers is still going to be there
and so are God knows how many of her hired thugs. Don’t you remember that fun
little shootout we had with her friends in the Hellfire caves? I am SO not
looking forward to another one of those entertaining afternoons with Morgana’s
buddies.”


Beverley flopped
into a chair, crossed her arms defensively and muttered into her breast. “You
and Merlin will be there.”


Jason stopped
his frustrated pacing and knelt on the floor next to her, taking one of her
hands in his own. “You’re right. Merlin will be there and I will be there, but
just as sure as I’m sitting here it’s going to take every ounce of energy we
can muster just to keep our own asses out of hot water. We won’t have time to
look out for your ass as well.” When she didn’t react, he leaned closer, his
mouth touching her shoulder, and whispered “And I really don’t want anything
bad to happen to your ass. It’s a very nice ass.”


Beverley pulled
her hand from his, placed it gently against his forehead and pushed him away,
giggling. Standing up, she reached a hand down to help Jason to his feet. “Ok,
Romeo, you win.” When they were face to face, she looked directly into his eyes
and laid a single finger on the end of his nose. “Do you have any idea how much
alike you and that horrible old man really are? Sometimes you’re every bit as
bad as he is.”


“Look, Babe,
I’ve been following that old man around for years on this weird quest of his
and I’m not dead yet. Almost, but not quite.” Then, after a brief pause “And,
despite my better judgment, we did promise to help him with this mess.”


Beverley nodded
in acknowledgement and offered a tight smile, but also held up a warning
finger. “By God, Jason Carpenter, if you end up getting yourself killed I swear
I will never speak to you again.”


“Deal.”


The following
morning, as he and Beverley were sharing a small loaf of freshly baked bread,
still warm from the oven and spread with a mild flavored, runny cheese, Jason
wandered toward the small window of their room, pushed open the roughhewn
shutter and stared at dawn’s first pink fingers of light as they caressed the
roofline of the barns on the far side of the kitchen garden. Near the edge of
the garden, in the more-than-shadowy half-light, he could make out two vague
figures walking side by side, heads bowed, deep in conversation. Peering into
the gloom he tried to pull them into focus. The one nearest him was obviously
wearing a long cloak and a glint of dawn light bounced off the heavy gold
torque encircling the man’s neck. This was clearly the king. Although the other
figure was nearly invisible, blocked by Arthur’s body, the sound of a deep
chuckle echoed off the distant barns and found its way to Jason’s ear. Merlin. Jason
turned from the window and walked back to the table and Beverley.


“I think Merlin
is finally telling Arthur what the hell is going on.”


Beverley shook
her head. “Well, it’s about bloody time.”


Jason nodded
silently and cut another slice of the soft, warm bread. A few minutes later, as
Beverley was pouring them both a second mug of flat, room temperature ale, a
small knock came at their door. Beverley fumbled to set the pitcher down, but
Jason waved for her to relax, and crossed the room. When he opened the door he
found himself staring in the face of a sleepy looking boy who could not have
been more than eleven or twelve years old.


“Hi there. Who
are you?”


“I’m Cadwaladr.”
The boy was only half awake and obviously embarrassed.


“That’s a lot of
name for so early in the morning.”


The boy smiled
awkwardly and nodded. “I’m one of the king’s pages.”


“I see. And what
can I do for you, Cadwaladr?”


“Oh.” The boy
started as though he just remembered why he knocked on the door. “My Lord the
King sent me to tell you that the praefator wants you to join him at the gate
of the new town. I can take you there, if you like.”


“That’s ok; I
think I can find my own way to the hill fort. You go back to bed.”


The boy yawned
so wide it looked like his face was going to split in half, nodded and wandered
away down the hall toward the far end of the villa. Pulling his head back into
the room, Jason returned to where Beverley sat, chugged down the half cup of
ale she had poured before they were interrupted, and leaned down to kiss her.


“I’m being
paged. Literally. That was one of Arthur’s page boys and it seems Merlin wants
me at the hill fort. I think it’s time to pay the sister-in-law from hell a
little visit.”


Beverley stood
up and hugged him hard before turning him around to face the door and swatting
him on the bottom.


“Nice bum. No
wrinkles.”


Jason offered a
lop-sided smile and walked out the door.


By the time he
joined Merlin in the meadow near the barbican gate of Arthur’s new capital, the
sun had risen sufficiently to add depth, detail and a few glints of morning
gold to the world. Merlin gave Jason’s shoulder a comradely pat and was happy
to make idle conversation, but steadfastly refused to divulge any details about
how they were going to get to from Baenin to Camlann. Walking due northward,
through air sharp enough that it allowed their breath to hang in gossamer
clouds before their faces, it was no more than half an hour later that they
approached the banks of the River Og.


Even when the
river was far enough away that it appeared as little more than a gray smudge
along the horizon line, Jason could see the figure of a child playing on the
riverbank, darting in and out of the water, running between the trees and
bushes lining the water’s edge. It was not until they were within a few hundred
feet of the water that he thought he recognized the girl, and even then he was
not certain until she looked up, spied Merlin and ran toward him, calling his
name. Throwing herself against the wizard’s bony chest, the naiad buried her
face in his beard, taking in his scent for a full minute before turning her
head to stare at Jason.


“I know you. You
are Merlin’s other friend. Where is your companion?”


Jason smiled,
nodded and offered a small hello. “My who?”


The Lady of the
Lake pulled herself away from Merlin, cast her eyes left and right in apparent
confusion, finally placing one tiny index finger to her pale lips in
concentration. “I’m sure she was here just a moment ago; the human woman with
hair the color of fire.” Then, looking back to Jason, she repeated the
question. “She is your companion is she not? I liked her.”


“Oh, you mean
Beverley. You remember her, then? We met you on your island once, but that was
a long time ago.”


Shrugging and
muttering “You humans come and go so quickly I can never keep up with you” she
turned back to Merlin and smiled. “Are you coming to my island, my love?”


Merlin stroked
her hair to hold her attention and spoke very quietly. “Not yet, my love, but
soon, I promise you. Today I need you to transport my friend Jason and I to
Camlann.


Vivian’s pale,
watery blue eyes grew large and round. “She lives there, your friend Arthur’s
sister.” Obviously agitated, the girl-thing glanced nervously one way then
another. “I don’t like her. You should come with me and leave her alone.”


“We don’t want
to go there, child. We’re only going because we must. Now, will you take us?”


“You humans
insist on meddling in things best left alone. It’s not healthy.”


Merlin stared
hard into her face. “Will you take us there?”


“I will take you
to a closer shore. But I will not go there. Not even for you.”


“That’s quite
alright. I certainly don’t want you to be frightened, my dear. A few miles
distant; anywhere along the shoreline will be fine.”


Vivian drew a
huge breath, let it out in a ragged sigh and nodded disconsolately. Motioning
Merlin and Jason to follow her, the water sprite skipped back to the riverbank,
her diaphanous skirts floating around her, and waited for the others to join
her. Taking Merlin by one hand and Jason by the other, she giggled and placed
one foot in the swift moving current. Seconds later, as the three of them were
about to plunge both feet into the swirling water, they were stepping back onto
the shore. But unlike the banks of the Og, which were steep and rock-strewn,
the ground around them was now a wide expanse of pebble beach. A few hundred
feet up the coast was the leading edge of a broad salt marsh covered with tall
reeds and saw grass, beyond which lay the mouth of a dark, sluggish river
anxious to join the liberating expanse of the sea. Jason slogged through the
few yards of shallow water separating him from dry ground, looking back toward
Merlin and Vivian as he reached solid footing.


Shaking her head
violently from side to side, the Lady of the Lake pulled away from Merlin,
refusing to be persuaded or comforted. Finally, Merlin nodded, bent and kissed
her gently and held her hand as she turned away and walked into the sea,
disappearing beneath the waves a dozen steps later. As Merlin turned around and
walked toward Jason he shook his head.


“Wow, your lady
friend really doesn’t like this place.”


“She’s
terrified. I can call her back whenever we’re ready to leave, but she wouldn’t
stay.” Casting a knowing glance toward Jason he added, “She said she could
smell the evil.”


Jason lifted his
head to the gentle breeze and sniffed. “I don’t smell a thing.”


“Neither do I,
but the fae folk can sense things humans can’t even imagine.”


While Merlin was
speaking, Jason’s attention had wandered to the shoreline ahead of them. “Not
only don’t I smell anything, I don’t even see anything.”


Beyond the salt
marsh and the mouth of the of the unhappy looking river, all Jason could see
was the hard, rocky face of a low escarpment rising five or six feet above
their heads where it turned into a plane covered with gorse, heather and clumps
of coarse marram grass. Beyond, in the cloud shrouded blue-gray distance, he
could see the heads of the low, rolling Welsh mountains peeking over the
horizon.


“Up, boy. Climb
up to the meadow but keep your head down when you get to the top. Let’s not
announce ourselves. I want our visit to be a surprise.”


“Right.”


With Merlin
close on his heels, Jason climbed up the face of the low stone cliff that held
the sea safely on one side and the expanse of Wales on the other. When they
reached the top, Merlin raised his head just far enough above the crest of the
grass to survey the surrounding countryside. When his only reaction was a deep
chuckle, Jason crept forward to join him and poked his head upward. From
anywhere else in the meadow it would have appeared as though the tops of two
disembodied heads were inexplicably floating gently above the endless acres of
scrub growth.


From his vantage
point, Jason could see that about a quarter mile in front of them the beach
grass gave way to a long swath of reeds, bulrushes and tough saw grass. Merlin
pointed toward the cattail heads of the rushes, moving his finger from left to
right, from the beach toward the range of mountains. “You see that line of
rushes?” When Jason acknowledged with a nod, he continued. “That tells us there
is a water meadow or swampy area on either side of the river.”


“That’s not
good.”


“It only poses a
minor inconvenience for us but it provides great protection for Morgana and it
will be a serious problem for Arthur’s army. Of course, that’s precisely why
she chose this site.”


“I still don’t
see anything like a fort.”


Merlin waggled a
finger toward a spot next to him in the tall grass, motioning Jason to scoot
closer. When they were side-by-side, Merlin pointed across the line of rushes
to a gray-brown lump in the distance, nestled into the side of a hill.


“Oh. So, that’s
where the Wicked Witch of the West and her flying monkeys live, is it?” Merlin
pulled his head back and stared at Jason, a blank expression on his face. “Nothing.
Just an old movie reference.”


“Impressive. Since
it will be a millennia-and-a-half until the invention of cinema you have
unquestionably just become the first person in history to make a movie
allusion.”


“Oh, right. Cool.
But I still can’t see what that place looks like. We need to get closer.”


Together, they
crept through the tall grass, keeping their bodies bent and their heads below
the crown of the grass. Moving slowly, so their passage would not create
suspicious looking waves that might attract the attention of Morgana’s guards,
they crossed the meadow at an angle, making their way closer to the river marsh
and the distant structure. Their progress eventually brought them to the edge
of the marsh itself; a long, narrow field of oozing, gelatinous muck bordering
both sides of a wide ribbon of brackish water, hidden beneath an attractive
blanket of gently waving grass and reeds. After staring at the soggy ground in
disgust, Jason lifted his head to look across the river toward their goal which
was now no more than a thousand feet distant.


Jason scowled
and stared in disbelief. “Um, I hate to be the one to tell you this, old
friend, but I don’t think the lady’s been here in a very long time.”


Ahead of them, slowly
rotting away to merge with the low rise of the distant hillside, were the
fragmented ruins of what had once been a sprawling Roman military fort. Chunks
of deteriorated stone wall with random swaths of plaster clinging to it poked
out of the ground like the bones of some sad, long-dead creature slowing
sinking into the soil. Here and there amid the ruins, small sections of wall
still held a shattered, glassless window or a sagging door, its weight slowly
pulling it away from the rusted hinges that held it to a rotten chunk of frame.


“I’ve excavated
better looking ruins than this.”


“She really did
a wonderful job, didn’t she? I have to admit she’s very good.”


Jason turned
from the shattered building to stare incredulously at Merlin. “Excuse me?”


“You should know
by now that nothing you see over there is real.”


Jason looked
back at the ruin, back at Merlin and back at the ruin again. “You’re joking. You
mean to tell me that whole thing is an illusion?”


“Oh, absolutely.
That fortress is far larger, and in far better condition, than Arthur’s villa.”
Merlin rose from where he had been squatting on his haunches, removed his
sandals, and began moving into the marsh. “Shall we go inside and pay the good
lady’s library a visit?”


“Oh, goody.”
















Chapter Fourteen



 

After slogging through knee-deep
muck and fording a river that enveloped them to the waist in ice cold water,
Jason and Merlin continued their progress through the tall grass at an
excruciatingly slow pace. During one of the short rests they took to ease the
pain in their knees, wrists and backs, Merlin explained that without the
benefit of his scrying bowl, which presented a view of the world unaffected by
spells and conjurations, he had no way of telling how complete the old Roman
fort might actually be and whether there might be guards stationed along the
top of the invisible walls.


More than an
hour after crossing the river the wet, tired pair emerged from a clump of
bracken and slumped against what appeared to be the surviving corner of stone
wall. While catching his breath Jason ran the palm of one hand along the
shattered wall. Not more than a foot from his right shoulder he could see the
broken edge of the wall, a pile of stones and broken bricks tumbled around it;
on the far side stretched an expanse of weeds separating the exterior
fortification wall from piles of rubble that indicated the location of a long
collapsed building. Eerily, as Jason ran his hand along the wall behind him, he
continued to feel a hard, smooth surface where there should have been only air.


“The fort really
is still there, isn’t it?”


“Oh, absolutely.
I told you she did an amazing job of hiding it.”


Without lifting
his rump more than a few inches, Jason turned his head and peered into the
ruinous fort, examining the layout of the piles of stone and foundation lines. “So
do you think we’re seeing the actual layout of the fort or is this all just
made-up?”


“An interesting
question.” Merlin scratched his beard, deep in thought. “Knowing the layout would
certainly be an advantage to us, now, and to Arthur later. Unfortunately I have
no idea.”


Pulling himself
to a squatting position, Jason stared around him and upward, trying vainly to
locate the top of the invisible curtain wall.


“So what do we
do now?”


Keeping as close
to the wall as possible, to prevent being spotted by some invisible guard
standing on top of an invisible wall, Merlin dusted off the seat of his gown,
motioning for Jason to follow him. Together they edged along the wall, feeling
their way across the invisible, sun-warmed surface of the stone, until they
came to what appeared to be a fragment of wall supporting the shattered remains
of a doorframe and a rotting door suspended on a pair of sagging hinges.


“I could be
wrong, of course, but I think we can go through here.”


Jason stared
blankly at Merlin before shifting his attention to the sad looking door. Leaning
slightly to one side he peered around the crumbling wall toward the scattering
of ruined buildings and expanses of over-grown streets and parade grounds
beyond. His mind told him that if he wanted to get to the other side of the
door all he had to do was step over the pile of stone where the wall had once
been, but the touch of his hand made a mockery of everything he saw. In
response to Jason’s quandary, Merlin waggled a finger, motioning for Jason to
step away from the door. Without saying a word the wizard opened the door and
offered a low, sweeping bow to indicate that Jason should precede him to the
other side.


Beyond the
rotting doorframe, occupying the same space which appeared like open air from
the outside, was a perfectly intact stone landing which led to a steeply
descending staircase disappearing into the blackness. One last time before
entering, Jason craned his neck outside to look at the decayed doorframe with
absolutely nothing on the opposite side except acres of tangled grass and
weeds. Shaking his head he stepped back inside, muttered “Into the rabbit hole”
under his breath and pulled the door closed behind him.


The second the
door shut, the darkness closed in, but as he had done on numerous previous
occasions, Merlin stretched out his long hands, worked his fingers,
manipulating the air and muttering quiet incantations. In a matter of seconds
four tiny glimmering spots of light appeared in the darkness, swirling,
twirling, glowing and growing until they were shining orbs of silver-gold
illumination hanging in the air, lighting the staircase and the tunnel beyond.


“You have got to
teach me how to do that. That is just so cool.”


No longer blind,
Merlin followed his lights and Jason followed Merlin, along the damp length of
the passageway. Just as it had been in the tunnels beneath Morgana’s Chinese
fortress and inside the Hellfire caves, there was a cloying send of danger
hanging thick in the cold, musty air. Jason had been here – or in places
far too much like this – before and he did not like the creepy feeling
running up and down his spine now any more than he had on previous occasions. Shaking
his head, leery of every tiny noise, Jason experienced an unpleasant sense of déjà vu, thinking to himself “This is like being caught in some goofy
fantasy novel; lurking around in a stinking tunnel under a haunted castle with
a wizard. If I get out of here I’ve just got to get a normal life.”


Although there
were occasional doorways, branch tunnels and intersections in the
spaghetti-like maze of corridors, Merlin never seemed to hesitate or falter in
finding his way toward their goal. Now and again he would, however, hold up one
hand, indicating that Jason should stop. Closing his eyes for a few seconds and
listening to some inner sense, he would smile, nod and move on, Jason close in
his wake.


By Jason’s
estimation they had been moving through one passageway after another for nearly
ten minutes when he first heard the soft chittering, squeaking sound somewhere
behind them, back along the way they had just come. By the time he turned to
look over his shoulder the volume had increased and the profusion of tiny
squeaks had been joined by a dry fluttering noise that increased in intensity
by the second. Sensing Jason’s distraction, Merlin whirled around only seconds
before hundreds, possibly thousands, of bats came shrieking toward them.


The hoard of
flying rodents was so tightly packed that it filled every inch of the tunnel’s
vault, ceiling to floor and wall to wall, like a solid mass of quivering fur. Rushing
toward them far too fast for Merlin to decide whether they were real or just
another of Morgana’s conjurations, it was too late to cast a counter spell.


With no time to
look for a place to hide, and no way to escape, Jason grabbed Merlin, threw him
to the ground and flung himself down next to him, pressing his body so close to
the ground he could taste the dust against his lips and feel a tiny cloud of it
being pushed into his nostrils. The hoard of nasty little creatures passed over
their heads in a matter of seconds, but to Jason it felt like they continued to
flap against his legs, back and shoulders for days.


The instant the
fluttering wings stopped caressing his neck and hair Jason raised his head,
blinked and spat, clearing the dust from his eyes and mouth. As he and Merlin
scrambled to their knees, it only took an instant to realize that the bats had
not simply continued down the length of the passage to disappear into the
distance. Not more than thirty feet ahead of them the creatures had begun to
coalesce in midair, twisting and turning, closing in on each other, congealing
into a whirling mass. As the quavering cloud of tiny black creatures moved
tighter and tighter it melded together, transforming into something new,
different and terrifying; a hideous humanoid shape that slowly revealed itself
to be a towering, faceless warrior clad in black armor and wielding a great,
black sword. Staring down at Jason and Merlin with its eyeless countenance, the
thing raised its sword, preparing to move forward.


Without
thinking, without hesitating, Jason scrambled to his feet, pulled his sword and
leapt forward, lunging at the thing before it could land the first blow. His
blade scything through the air, slicing deep into the entity, Jason lost his
balance and nearly toppled forward. The thing’s body offered absolutely no
resistance. As his weapon passed harmlessly through the phantom warrior it
dissipated, breaking into thousands of flapping bats which battered Jason from
all sides with their little wings, squealing and squawking, nipping and biting,
leaving Jason with nothing to show for his act of foolish bravery except one
very small, very dead bat impaled on the end of his sword.


“Son of a bitch.”


As the creatures
shot past him, Jason whirled around to follow their flight. When it reached a
position directly between Jason and Merlin the torrent of bats reconfigured
itself into the indestructible warrior. Ignoring Jason entirely, the thing took
two gigantic strides toward the wizard, raised its black sword and swung. But
Jason’s action had bought Merlin the precious seconds he needed to understand
the exact nature of the thing and begin casting a counter spell.


When the black
knight swung its sword downward, Merlin ducked and whirled to the side but he
was not quick enough to avoid the razor sharp blade as it slashed through the
sleeve of his gown leaving a nasty gash in his bicep. As Merlin instinctively
grabbed his wounded arm the thing lifted its weapon to deliver the killing
blow, but before it could swing Jason lurched forward. The instant Jason’s
sword connected with the monster’s back it again broke apart into a cloud of
bats. As the thing dissipated, Merlin discharged a glowing bolt from his
fingertips and a matter of seconds later it was gone, leaving nothing in its
wake except the acrid stench of burnt fur and a few moats of ash settling
gently to the ground.


Helping the old
man to his feet, Jason offered a wry smile. “You do realize that the minute
this dragon mess is sorted out I’m going back to my day job. I like
archaeology. It’s fun and it’s safe.”


Glancing up from
his bloody arm, Merlin grinned. “What, and miss all the fun we have?”


While he bound
Merlin’s arm with a section of cloth torn from his own shirt, Jason ignored
Merlin’s swearing and grumbling about the senseless loss of his first new gown
in more than sixteen centuries. As he finished tying the bandage, Merlin
motioned along the tunnel with his head. “It has to be right up there
somewhere.”


“What does?”


“Whatever
Morgana doesn’t want anyone to find. Otherwise that thing would have been
stationed somewhere else.”


The ‘whatever’
turned out to be an ascending staircase and it was located no more than seventy
feet from where the attack had taken place. Creeping upward, feeling their way
up the heavily worn stone stairs with the toes of their shoes, Jason and Merlin
paused behind the safety of a heavy wooden door located at the top of the
stairs.


Slowly, careful
that the crude iron latch made no sound when he opened it, Jason eased the door
outward a mere crack and placed his ear next to the opening. When he was
satisfied that no one was moving around near the door, he pushed it open far
enough to peer into the space beyond. The narrow crack gave him a clear view in
one direction along a wide corridor, the opposite wall of which was dotted with
stone columns. He was looking into a cloister-like area that ran for nearly
fifty feet to his left before making a right turn and continuing into the
distance. With no one in sight, Jason was left with no option but to open the
door far enough to stick his head through to look in the opposite direction. Assured
that they were safe for the moment, he stepped outside, motioning Merlin to
follow him.


“Which way now?”


Merlin took only
a moment to get his bearings before motioning along the hallway to their left. Stepping
ahead of Jason he scurried to the second door which he opened and stepped
through.


The room looked
much like it had in Merlin’s scrying glass but it was far larger than Jason had
imagined it to be. To the left of the door, occupying much of the room’s twenty
foot width, were dozens of crude boxes and crates, neatly stacked in rows
separated by narrow aisles. Immediately to Jason’s right stood a double row of
cross shaped wooden frames, each one holding a suit of armor and a helmet. The
variety of armor styles was vast and apparently completely random. There was
Roman armor, Greek armor and Saxon armor; there was armor made of boiled
leather, scale mail and iron rings sewn to cloth and leather jackets. There
were helmets of iron, brass and bronze, and on the wall behind this
intimidatingly impressive array of ancient armor was a wall filled with
weapons. Spears, shields, swords and axes occupied almost every inch of the
wall from floor to ceiling, and they ran the entire twenty-five or thirty foot
length of the room. While Jason stared in open-mouthed awe at the most
impressive collection of Roman and Dark Age weapons he had ever seen, Merlin
dashed to the far end of the room and the rows of bookshelves surrounding the
big bronze disk.


“The door.” Merlin
hissed over his shoulder as he pulled a large cloth bag from under his tunic
and began riffling through the scrolls and books, discarding those he had no
use for, scattering them across the floor. “Guard the door, Jason.”


Snapping his
attention back to the job at hand, Jason pushed the door closed, leaving a
crack no more than a half inch wide between its edge and the jamb. Leaning
against the wall next to the thin opening, he held his sword at his side, its
point facing forward, ready to deal with anyone who might disturb them. Watching
Merlin reduce Morgana’s library to a total shambles, he called down the length
of the room in a loud whisper. “Shouldn’t you put that stuff back? She is going
to know somebody was here the second she comes back.”


“Oh, she already
knows somebody is here.”


“WHAT?” Jason’s
voice was no more than a loud croak.


“When someone
breaks a wizard’s spell we always know it. She knew somebody was inside her
precious fort the second I destroyed the bats.”


“Oh, God. Well
then, will you please hurry up?”


The words had no
more than left Jason’s mouth than he heard the slap, slap, slap of soft leather
shoes moving along the flagstone walkway beyond the door. Easing the door
closed and latching it as quietly as he could, he dashed to the far end of the
room, calling to Merlin, desperately trying to keep his voice low. “They’re
coming. Hurry. Hurry.” Stuffing the last few scrolls into his bag, Merlin
whirled around to face Jason. “So what the hell do we do now?”


Calmly, but
without wasting a second, Merlin shoved Jason ten feet toward the door,
cramming him into a gap between two suits of armor. Wedging himself into the
space next to Jason, Merlin whispered “Grab my sleeve and whatever you do,
don’t move and don’t make a sound.”


Seconds later,
the door to Morgana’s library flew open and a smiling Mordred stepped into the
room. He had only taken three steps when the smile vanished from his face,
replaced by a squint-eyed sneer. At the far end of the room his mother’s
precious scrolls and books lay strewn wildly across the floor. Had a windstorm
ripped through the far end of the room the destruction could not have been any
greater. Drawing his sword, Mordred scanned the room with cold, hard eyes as he
stepped backward toward the door.


“GUARDS! GUARDS!”


Seconds later,
six muscular thugs in leather armor poured through the door, positioning
themselves on either side of Mordred, their swords drawn, nasty scowls
plastered across their brutish faces.


Shouting to one
group of the men and then, again, to another, Mordred waved his arms to
encompass the entire room. Instantly the men divided into three pairs and
started tearing the room apart, looking for the intruders who had violated Morgana’s
library. For twenty terrifying minutes they tossed chairs aside, peered under
tables and rushed up and down the storage aisles, tearing open one crate after
another in their quest to find the perpetrators. Even though they repeatedly
poked their heads between the double row of standing armor, staring at the
spaces behind and between the rows, they never thought to count the number of
suits of armor – did they even know that only minutes earlier there had
been nineteen armor stands and now there were twenty-one? They also did not
look closely enough to see the two pairs of eyes peeking out of the eye slits
in two bronze Etruscan style helmets. If they had, they would have noticed that
one pair of eyes was a riveting electric blue and the other was bottle green. The
green eyes were seated in an invisible face slick with sweat.


Despite his
terror, Jason remained calm enough to pay attention to the orders Mordred kept
shouting to the mercenaries. He realized that everything had to be repeated
twice; once in a Germanic sounding language which he assumed to be Saxon, and
again in something that was obviously Celtic but definitely not the language of
the Britons. Could these men have been Scottish…or Irish…or Pictish? He might
not have been able to figure out where the men were from, but he quickly
deduced that Morgana’s army had a language problem and that fact alone would
make it extremely difficult, if not impossible, to control it on the
battlefield.


While Jason
concentrated on intelligence gathering as a means to keep his panic at bay,
Merlin was scanning the room, looking for any additional bits of information
that might be useful in his campaign to thwart Morgana.


At one point, as
the soldiers were poking their heads between rows of armor, sweeping the floor
with the points of their swords, Merlin noticed one small corner of his bag of
books and scrolls protruding beyond the thin magical shield which allowed him
and Jason to appear like armor stands. Slowly, with infinite care, he extended
the toe of one sandal silently beyond the exposed corner of the brown bag and
nudged it ever so gently back into place.


Not more than
ten feet away a one eyed soldier with a ragged scar bisecting his face from
hairline to jaw, heard a small, swishing, scratching sound and jerked his good
eye in the direction of the noise. He stirred the air near the floor with the
point of his sword, but could see nothing. Deciding he must have heard a mouse
scurrying for its hole, the man shrugged, pulled his head out from between rows
of armor and moved to another part of the room.


Minutes later
the guards finally admitted defeat and left, Mordred following in their wake,
screaming orders and curses and gesturing in both directions along the
cloister. When the noise dissipated into the distance Jason and Merlin stepped
out from their hiding place.


 “Remind me to kill you when we get home.”
Jason was leaning against one of the armor stands, trying to convince his heart
it should stop slamming against his ribs.


Moving toward
the door, Merlin patted Jason on the shoulder and chuckled. “You love this.”


“No. I’m sane; I
hate this. You love it.”


Leaning against
the door frame, waiting for Jason to catch up, Merlin grinned. “I knew one of
us loved it.”


After checking
to make certain the guards had carried their search to other parts of the
compound, Jason and Merlin crept into the passageway, sliding quickly and
silently along the wall toward the door leading down to the tunnels. When they
were only steps from their goal they heard the sound of running feet and
shouting voices. Momentary panic eased when they realized that the sounds were
echoing up the stairwell. The guards were in the subterranean passages.


Grabbing Jason
by the arm, Merlin pointed to an adjoining wall of the cloister where sun light
streamed through a broad archway. Pointing and gesturing furiously, Merlin
shoved Jason forward, moving hard on his heels, until they reached the passage.
At the last instant they both dived in and threw themselves against the wall. Pausing
only for a second, they ran to the far end, skidded to a stop and peered into
the open area beyond. There was no sign of soldiers but there was also no
escape to the outside. The passage had led to a large grassy area now overgrown
with weeds and bracken. On three sides were buildings and on the fourth was the
exterior fortification wall. It was a dead end and they were boxed in. While
Merlin crossed his arms and stared at the wall separating them from freedom and
the world beyond, Jason flung his back against the building and pressed the
heels of his hands into his tired eyes.


“So what now?”


“I’m working on
that.”


“Why can’t you
just levitate us over the wall the way you got yourself out of Morgana’s place
in China?”


“Creating
illusions is easy. Levitating small objects, or even myself, is fairly easy. But
levitating the combined weight of two men and a heavy bag of books would be
impossible.” Suddenly, Merlin whirled around to face Jason. “You can levitate
objects. Can you levitate yourself?” Sullenly Jason shook his head wearily. “Well,
if we can’t go over the wall then we have to go through it.”


“How’s that?”


“Don’t you
remember how I got you out of Morgana’s jail cell?”


Suddenly, Jason
brightened. “Oh, right. You melted a hole in the wall.”


“Correct. Unfortunately,
that wall was sandstone and this one is granite. This may take some time.”


Pulling his
sword, Jason moved to a spot next to the tunnel entrance and listened for any
sound. “Then you better get to it.”


“I have a better
idea.” Walking toward a corner where one of the buildings abutted the exterior
wall, Merlin conjured a large cluster of overgrown hawthorn bushes. Pointing
toward it, he turned to Jason and smiled. “Here. We can hide behind these
bushes while I work on a hole. All I need you to do is hold the image of the
shrubbery intact while I work on the wall.”


“What? I don’t
know how to do that.”


“Then this is
the perfect time for another lesson. Come on.”


Three hours
later they wriggled through a small hole in the six foot thick granite
enclosure wall, crawled through the swamp and made their way toward the
pebble-strewn shore. There, pacing nervously back and forth, Vivian was waiting
for them. When she saw their figures appear at the edge of the low rocky escarpment,
she rushed forward, grabbed their hands and dragged them forcefully toward the
safety of the water’s edge. Three steps into the rising tide and they were
walking up the muddy banks of the River Og on their way back to Baenin.


* * * *


 While Beverley tended to Merlin’s wounded
arm, Jason sought out Arthur, informing him that he and Merlin had returned
with important information regarding the location of the dragons and asking him
to call a meeting of his military staff. Later, after a bath, a change of
clothes and a hot meal, Jason and the wizard attended the king in a great hall
that had been returned to its appointed use after Beverley declared the last of
the wounded soldiers strong enough to return home.


Gathered around
a large table were Arthur, his uncle, Ambrosius Aurlianus and Griffudd, who
represented the army, and Llewellyn and Bedwyr representing the equites. Slowly,
over a meeting lasting more than four grueling hours, Jason and Merlin laid out
nearly every detail they had learned about the dragons, the proposed site for
the upcoming confrontation with the creatures and the fact that there was a
conspirator working with the beasts and that this traitor had a mercenary army
of unknown size under their control.


Merlin detailed
the location of the cave from which the dragons emerged into the world but
explained that because it lay more than thirty Roman miles inside Saxon
territory it would be impossible to confront the beasts in their lair. Consequently,
he proposed that they should be drawn to another location and explained that
the best way to eliminate the double threat of the dragons and the mercenary
army controlled by the traitor would be to confront them simultaneously at the
enemy’s fortress along the Welsh coast. It seemed obvious that if the traitor
felt threatened they would call on the dragons to come to their defense and
both armies could be dealt with at once. He also gave a detailed description of
the proposed battle site’s topography including the river cutting the fortress
off from the long swath of coastline and the difficulty of traversing the marsh
to reach the enemy army which would undoubtedly be on the same side of the
river as the fortress.


Jason added that
the enemy would be at a distinct disadvantage because they appeared to have
been drawn from a number of tribes and did not speak the same language. He
surmised that this might also indicate that they lacked a cohesive command
structure and might be easy to break into small groups that could be conquered
quickly. He admitted that his suggestion that they might lack coordination was
as much wishful thinking as a conclusion based on hard evidence.


Repeatedly, both
King Arthur and General Ambrosius prompted Merlin to give them the name of the
person who had so traitorously raised an army against the king and who was so
completely without any shred of humanity that they would work in tandem with
the dragons. As often as they demanded the turncoat’s identity, Merlin
demurred. Finally he shook his shaggy head and told Arthur to wait until later
when he would speak with him in private; what Arthur did with the information
would then be up to him to decide.


Before the
meeting adjourned, Jason was ordered to come up with field tactics appropriate
to the two fronted battle they expected to encounter when they simultaneously
faced the mercenaries and the dragons, taking into account their battery of
ballistae. Working in their favor was Arthur’s announcement that both of
Baenin’s blacksmiths were working long hours to produce additional stirrups and
lances to equip as many of their allies as possible with the latest weaponry.


When Jason
queried the king and Ambrosius about the possible size of their combined armies
he was told that enough Cornishmen to form four Roman centuries were already on
their way. To prevent Jason from making an obvious mathematical mistake, Merlin
leaned toward him and whispered in his ear that a century did not necessarily
contain one hundred men, but could be anywhere from eighty to one hundred and
fifty, so somewhere between four hundred and six hundred Cornishmen were on
their way to Baenin.


There was no
information on how large the other armies might be, but letters had arrived
from both King Hoel of the Bretons and Duke Aegidius of the Franks, promising
to support Arthur in his cause and insisting that their armies would land on
the south coast of Briton as soon as they could be gathered together and the
weather cleared long enough to make the perilous channel crossing from the
continent. To Jason it all seemed more than a bit vague.


Later, when
everyone else had either gone to bed or were drinking to celebrate the upcoming
campaign against the dragons, Merlin and the king wandered alone through the
deserted streets of Arthur’s partially built capital. Here, the great wizard
explained that he and Jason had obtained their information by robbing the
traitor’s library, that the theft had already been discovered and that the
enemy would probably guess who was behind it. He explained that the enemy’s
response would undoubtedly be to undertake a series of raids in preparation for
a major attack and that it was only logical to go on the defensive as quickly
as possible to prevent the kingdom from being forced into fighting a defensive
war. Finally, reluctant to bring even more bad news to his friend and king,
Merlin informed Arthur that the traitor was none other than his half-sister,
Morgana le Fay.
















Chapter Fifteen



 

Morgana le Fay stormed back and
forth along the length of the room, waving her arms, shouting and pacing as
though she was trying to wear a hole in the flagstone floor. Well off to one
side, safely away from his mother’s fury, Mordred stood with his arms crossed
over his chest, his scowling face staring toward his feet like a petulant
child.


“I know who did
this. By God, I know who did this. It was that shit-for-brains usurper, my
dear, dear baby brother; Arthur, the so-called king of the Britons. Ha! That’s
a laugh. The man can’t even rule that simpering wife of his let alone rule a
kingdom.” Flailing her arms over her head, spittle flying from her mouth as
though she were a rabid dog, Morgana turned her burning gaze toward her son. “Oh,
don’t you think for one second that brave King Arthur had the courage to do
this himself; he was always a gutless wonder. No, he sent that moldy, decrepit
old wizard he keeps to do his dirty work. Mark my words, that’s who it was; it
was Merlin.” She spat out the final word as though it were physically bitter on
her tongue.


Whirling around,
she marched to the far end of the room, stopped in front of the big bronze disk
and began caressing it, as though it were the most precious thing on earth. “At
least he didn’t steal my communicator. I will NOT allow those fools to use my
books to stop me from calling in the dragons. They will NOT stop me from ruling
the kingdom and they will NOT stop me from ruling the world.”


Stomping to the
spot where Mordred stood, she grabbed his chin, lifting his face until it was
nose-to-nose with her own, squeezing her fingers against his jaw bone as hard
as she could. When she spoke, her voice was no more than a hiss. “I will rule
the world. And you, my son, are going to find my books to prevent that cheap
wizard from closing the dragon gate. Do you understand me?”


Deep down,
Mordred was terrified of Morgana but he was also enthralled by her and had long
ago become accustomed to her irrational tirades. “Mother, it will take him
weeks, possibly months, to decipher enough of your books to understand how the
gate works. We have time.”


When Morgana
released her hand, five livid pink circles stood out on Mordred’s face. “There
is never enough time, my son. But you are right about one thing; it will take
that horrid old man months to figure out how the gate operates. But I’m not
ready for the final push. Not quite yet. These things must be handled
delicately. We have to get my scrolls back before he deciphers them, and I’ll
have to move more quickly than I planned. Damn, I HATE being rushed.”


“Tell me where
he is and I’ll find him, take your scrolls back and kill him.” After a small
pause during which a leering smile crept across his face, Mordred added a final
promise. “And I’ll make sure he dies very slowly.”


“I don’t know
where he is. I’ve been scrying for hours and can’t find him anywhere.” Her
pacing became quicker, more frustrated. “I don’t know how but he can make
himself invisible to my scrying bowl.”


“What do you
want me to do?”


Pointing a
finger toward her son, she shouted. “Find Rhydderich Hael. Tell him to take his
men and harry the countryside. Search every farm and village for the wizard. Kill
everyone and everything in their path; don’t leave anywhere for Merlin to hide.
But tell him not to go too deep into Arthur’s territory. I can’t afford to
start a war before I’m ready.”


 “Yes, mother.” Mordred turned and began
moving toward the door.


“Wait. Tell
Rhydderich I’ll call in a few of the dragons to help him.”


“Yes Mother.”


“But only two or
three. I have plans to lay before I allow any more of them through. I can’t
afford to let things get out of control now. Not when I’m this close.”


“Will there be
anything else, mother?”


“Yes.” Pausing
in her aimless pacing, Morgana whirled around to face Mordred across the length
of the room. “After you’ve sent Rhydderich on his way, you and I are going to
start gathering my army.”


More than a
hundred miles away Merlin waved his hand across the surface of the water,
making the image waver, fade from view and disappear amid the tiny ripples. The
silent images left little doubt as to the general topic of Morgana’s tirade,
but he desperately wished he knew the specific details. What was she going to
do next, how soon would she be able to do it and, most importantly, how could
he best thwart her until Arthur’s army was ready to move? There was obviously a
great deal of work to do; he just wished he had some way of knowing what it
was. Nodding to himself, he reached for the small jar of anti-scrying ointment
the Buddhist Llama had given him years before and placed an extra dab on his
forehead.


* * * *


Off in the distance, just to the
east of the ancient hill fort with its burgeoning new fortifications and
buildings, hundreds of small encampments were scattered across the meadows and
grasslands. Large gaudy tents; small, plain tents; hastily constructed
lean-tos; thousands of temporary structures were situated individually and in
clusters. Here and there the scene was punctuated by the glow and smoke of
early morning fires as the encampment of Arthur’s allies stretched into the
distance nearly as far as the eye could see.


The first
volunteers to arrive had been more than four-hundred-and-fifty Cornishmen who
walked into Baenin only three days after Jason and Merlin robbed Morgana’s
library and less than a week before word of the first attack by Morgana’s thugs
reached the king. Two weeks later the first contingent of Bretons had ridden in
behind their king, Hoel. The remainder of his army straggled in over several
days as their ships landed on the southern coast and they made their way
northward to Baenin. During this same period three more villages were sacked
and more than two hundred additional Britons answered Arthur’s call for men,
making their way in twos and threes and groups of a half dozen or more into the
capital, often after abandoning the ruins of their shattered homes and farms. The
last, grand entrance was the arrival of a vast array of Franks, who paraded into
Baenin in a single body that stretched along the southern road for nearly a
mile.


Now, seven weeks
after Easter, on the day before Whitsun, King Arthur, along with his closest
advisors and nearly three dozen foreign dignitaries stood in the meadow between
the sprawling military camp and the old Roman villa, watching in amazement as
the king’s engineer displayed a startling array of military technology. They had
already been escorted through the barns where they Oooed and Awwed over a
battery of thirty nasty looking ballistae mounted on conveniently mobile, two
wheeled carts, and watched in awe as Jason demonstrated the deadly power of one
of the weapons while the young page, Cadwaladr, led the cart horse back and
forth across the field.


While the
ballista was being trundled back into the barn, the assemblage of kings,
noblemen and generals was given a chance to examine the stirrups, lances, heavy
soled riding boots and iron plated shields that Jason had designed; and Jason
fielded the flurry of questions they hurled at him.


Later, fortified
by a hearty lunch washed down with a strong new drink whose manufacture Merlin
had wheedled out of Beverley - but which he steadfastly insisted was a magical
formula far too complicated to explain - the dignitaries had reassembled in the
meadow where they were treated to a stunning display of cavalry maneuvers put
on by Llewellyn, Bedwyr and a half dozen of their best men. Back and forth they
charged, turning their mounts in tight, complicated maneuvers and stopping and
charging with more speed and accuracy than any of their audience had ever
witnessed. With their long lances tucked under their right arm, they charged at
jousting dummies, driving the points of their lances through the dummies chests
and plucking circular brass rings from the tops of wooden posts with astounding
skill.


“Well, I never
had much faith in the idea of putting perfectly good soldiers on the back of a
horse, but as much as I hate to admit it that was about the most impressive
display I’ve ever seen. Those equites of yours could do a lot of damage to an
enemy line, Arthur.”


The man who
spoke had been introduced to Jason as Hoel, king of the Bretons. As first
cousin to Ambrosius Aurelianus and Uther Pendragon, Hoel was Arthur’s second
cousin and his kinship to Ambrosius was unmistakable both in the similarity of
their physical appearance and their mannerisms. Well into his middle years,
Hoel’s hands and arms were crisscrossed with deep scars earned in dozens of
hard-fought battles. Two fingers were missing from his left hand and he wore a
strip of elaborately embroidered cloth tied around one eye; or, at least around
the empty socket where an eye had once been. The cape slung over his right
shoulder had obviously been made from the skin of a male lion - the poor
beast’s mane now provided a high, standing collar that encircled Hoel’s neck. Now,
as he stared at Llewellyn’s men executing one complex maneuver after another,
his good eye gleamed. Turning to Arthur, he said “I want to know more about
those foot things your man showed us.”


While Hoel
spoke, Arthur motioned for Jason to give him one of the stirrups. “As Master
Jason explained earlier, these stirrups allow my equites to maneuver easily and
with tremendous accuracy. They also ensure that the men are not unhorsed when
their lance impacts with an enemy soldier or horse.” Arthur watched in silence
as the Breton king examined the simple metal object. “And I have more than
enough of them to equip your equites as well as those of Duke Aegidius. How
many horses did you bring?”


Hoel passed the
stirrup to a short, muscular young man standing next to him before answering. “I
only brought twenty. Horses onboard ships are awkward, clumsy things and I’ve
never had much faith in them. Of course, if I’d known about all this new
equipment…”


“That’s all
right, cousin. We will make use of what we have to work with.” Turning to the
young man who was now examining the stirrup with intense interest, Arthur
continued. “Your Lordship seems particularly fascinated by our stirrup. Obviously
I noticed that you came with an impressive number of mounted troops.”


“Seventy-three.”
The man raised the stirrup to eye level and turned to face Arthur. “This is
astounding; so impossibly simple and yet such a wondrous innovation. Did you
say the same man designed these as invented the ballistae? I want to meet this
engineer of yours.”


Arthur motioned
Jason forward. “Your Lordship, this is my engineer and second best wizard,
Master Jason, known as the carpenter. Jason, allow me to present you to Duke
Aegidius, ruler of the Franks.”


The duke offered
his hand in the Roman fashion, clasping the forearm rather than the hand, and
Jason was amazed at the power of his grip. As they greeted each other, Jason
took a second to study the young man whose descendants would include the
Emperor Charlemagne, and after whose people France would one day take its name.
Short, black haired and intimidatingly muscular, but with a broad, easy smile,
Aegidius could not have been more than twenty-three or twenty-four years old. He
would have been remarkably handsome except for what Jason at first assumed to
be a face deeply scarred and pockmarked from an advanced case of adolescent
acne. But the second he noticed the same scarring on the man’s hands and arms
he realized what he was seeing. Duke Aegidius had survived a bout with one of
the most contagious and deadly diseases in human history; smallpox.


“I assume you
must be a student of Praefator Merlin. Am I correct?”


Jason stammered
for a second, returning his attention from his appraisal of the duke to the
conversation at hand. “Um, yes. Of course. So you know Merlin, then?”


The duke laughed
and nodded. “Everyone in the civilized world has heard of the Praefator’s
power, and if what I have seen today is any indication of your work, you will
do credit to his name.”


“Thank you.”


The duke
continued to hold Jason’s arm in his grip, but addressed himself to both Jason
and Arthur. “Are there enough stirrups and lances to equip all seventy-three of
my equites, as well as myself?”


“More than
enough.” Arthur nodded.


“Good. Please
have your saddler see to it as soon as possible. I want my men to start
training with your equites immediately.” Releasing Jason’s arm, the young duke
started to turn away but checked himself. Pointing a finger at Jason’s chest
with one hand and holding up the stirrup in the other, he added “And by way of
offering a small thank you for this wonderful technology, thirty of my men will
volunteer to help you man your ballistae.”


“They will?”


Aegidius offered
a lop-sided grin and a wink. “They will when I command them to.”


With the
demonstrations finished, Arthur suggested they all adjourn to his audiencing
hall to discuss options and tactics, stressing the role Jason had played in his
resounding victory over the Saxons three months earlier. As they walked back to
the old villa, Merlin pulled Jason to the end of the line. When he spoke he had
that riveting stare Jason had come to know far too well.


“So, what do you
think of the alliance Arthur has assembled?”


Jason shrugged. “Honestly,
I didn’t have any idea what to expect.”


“But I know what
you think.”


“No you don’t.”


“Of course I do.
You think this is a sad, tiny army made up of untrained peasants and barbarians
and that they wouldn’t stand a chance against any real army.”


Jason shook his
head. “I wouldn’t have said it, but you’re right.”


“And so are you
– or you would be if they were judged by the standards of old Rome or the
military power of the twenty-first century. But this is the fifth century and
by the standards of our time this is a very impressive army.”


“Like I said, I
didn’t know what to expect but I do know Dark Age battles were pretty small.”


“I also know you
don’t particularly like Ambrosius; you think he is a barbarian and you probably
think Hoel is at least as bad as he is.”


“I’m not the one
who has to lead this army into battle – thank God – but those guys
are pretty crude.”


“If Ambrosius
wasn’t good, Arthur wouldn’t have him at the head of his army, uncle or no
uncle.”


Jason nodded. “I
understand that.”


“Good. And as to
Hoel, he is, without doubt, the hardest, most battle-tested soldier you will
ever meet – in this or any other time. He has fought in literally
hundreds of campaigns. He has fought the pagan tribes in what you think of as
Germany; he has fought against the remaining legions of Rome and he even fought
against Duke Aegidius’ father. He is a brilliant general and every one of his
men would die for him; and that’s the kind of loyalty that wins battles. That
man is a legend.”


Jason nodded
again. “I understand, and I promise I’ll work with him as much as he’ll allow
me to.”


“Good. But I
don’t think you realize just how famous Hoel is. Despite how little your
history may know about our time, his name has survived into your own century.”


Jason scowled,
ploughing through his memory for the name Hoel but coming up empty. “I don’t
think I’ve ever heard of him.”


“Of course you
have. You just don’t know it. Aren’t you familiar with the children’s rhyme
about Old King Cole?”


“Sure. Everybody
knows it. ‘Old King Cole was a merry old soul; and a merry old soul was he; he
called for his pipe; and he called for his bowl; and he called for his fiddlers
three’. So what’s that have to do with…wait”, Jason squinted his eyes and
cocked his head. “You’re not seriously trying to tell me that Old King Cole is
really King Hoel?” Merlin grinned, nodded and slapped Jason playfully on the
back. “Oh, God. How do I get myself into these things?”


In the center of
Arthur’s assembly hall a long table had been set up with enough chairs around
it to accommodate the twenty-two highest ranking noblemen and officers, plus
Merlin and Jason. With all of the shuffling for position, and helping
themselves to tankards of ale from a huge earthenware vat standing along one
wall of the room, it took nearly a half hour just to get everyone seated. Taking
his place next to Merlin – who was arranging sheets of parchment, an ink
well and quill - Jason vainly tried not to imagine that this would all somehow
be more authentic if the table had been round instead of rectangular. Shaking
his head he forced the ridiculous thought from his mind before he inadvertently
said something that would make him look stupid rather than like the military
genius they all seemed to think he was.


Once everyone
had taken their place, Arthur declared the first order of business would be to
make a final tally of troop strength: only when they knew how many men were at
their disposal could they form a specific number of units, of sufficient
strength, to fill whatever battle formation they decided upon. As the host,
Arthur spoke first, stating that he had nine hundred and fifty foot soldiers,
fifty equites and one hundred and twenty engineers including the thirty
Aegidius had volunteered.


The Cornish
general spoke next, declaring that he had never taken an exact count but
assumed that he commanded around four hundred and fifty men, all of whom were
on foot.


King Hoel offered
his numbers as being seven hundred and thirty foot soldiers and twenty equites,
still grumbling that if he had known about the stirrups he would have brought
more horsemen.


The last to
speak was Duke Aegidius who proudly announced that he commanded slightly more
than nine hundred foot soldiers and seventy three equites.


When each of the
commanders was finished, Arthur looked at Merlin and asked him to announce the
final size of the combined armies.


“My Lords,”
Merlin cleared his throat, rose from his seat and read from the small sheet of
parchment in his hand. “We now have slightly in excess of three thousand foot
soldiers complimented by one hundred and forty three equites. There are thirty
ballistae with one hundred twenty engineers to operate them. Considering each
ballista requires a three man team for optimum efficiency we have thirty
engineers in reserve, should we need them. Presumably the horses on the
ballistae carts will be manned in battle by the baggage boys who are otherwise
charged with caring for the animals. Our total number of men, as nearly as I
can figure without a precise count, and not including the baggage boys, stands
at three thousand, five hundred men.”


Although
everyone expressed both delight and amazement at the size of the combined
force, there were questions fielded as to the possibility of recruiting
additional troops. The proposal of sending an emissary to Emperor Leo of the
Eastern Roman Empire was immediately rejected as taking far too long. When
Aegidius suggested asking for help from the Roman Emperor Lucerius Hiberus, or
Pope Simplicius, virtually every head at the table shook from side to side,
showing absolutely no faith in either the shattered remnants of the Roman
Empire or the weak and vacillating pope.


“NO.” General Ambrosius
slammed his open palm on the table with a mighty crash, pushing himself to his
feet. “We have assembled the greatest host the world has seen since the time
when the Roman Empire was at its peak, and we need no outside help. We have
sufficient foot soldiers to form thirty centuries, and that is greater than any
single legion known to history. With the help of God, our good King Arthur, the
Praefator and master engineer Jason, we are up to this task. And when we rid
the world of the dragons we will be lauded and praised throughout all times and
among all men and nations.”


When the man
Jason continued to think of as The Klingon finished, the entire company erupted
in cheers, shouts and whistles, while Ambrosius himself hoisted his huge
drinking horn into the air in a salute, placed it to his lips and emptied it in
one long draught. Jason had to admit to himself that the whole thing was very
impressive and very moving. Now the only thing that concerned him was
convincing Morgana’s army and the dragons that Arthur’s army was as indomitable
as its leaders seemed to think it was.


In celebration
of the religious holiday known as Whitsun – or White Sunday - Arthur
declared the rest of the weekend a time for celebration, feasting and
enjoyment. While the people of Baenin and the surrounding villages drank
copious amounts of ale donated by their king, and amused themselves with a tug
of war; a ball game that used an inflated pig’s bladder and apparently had no
rules; and a greased pig chase, members of the court and visiting dignitaries
prepared for a great feast that would also mark the formal launch of their war
against the dragons.


Jason was
vaguely familiar with the etiquette surrounding medieval feasts but since no
records of Dark Age celebrations survived he had no idea what to expect. Silently
he hoped that the old Roman customs which still permeated this society did not
extend to reclining on a couch to eat. When he and Beverley returned to the
hall after changing into a fine set of formal garb provided by the king and
queen, the pageboy Cadwaladr escorted them to their assigned seats.


It was obvious
that some well-established and highly ritualized pecking order determined who
sat where. At the center of one long side of the table sat Arthur with Duke
Aegidius and King Hoel on his right. On his left were General Ambrosius
followed by the queen. As near as Jason could figure out, the foreign
dignitaries were seated to the king’s right, in order of their importance and
the Britons were arranged to his left. Normally the queen would have been
placed next to the king but evidently because this was a time of war, her place
was assumed by the king’s uncle and chief of his military. Merlin, due to his
status as the world’s greatest wizard and a Christian priest, was seated at the
end of the table to the king’s right, beyond the last of the visiting
dignitaries. Jason sat to Merlin’s right, on the opposite side of the table
from the really important people; Beverley was to Jason’s right and the ladies
of the court were beyond her, facing the men on the opposite side of the table.


The food, which
was served in six separate courses, was spectacularly presented and
surprisingly tasty, if far more reliant on meat than Jason and Beverley were
accustomed to. Merlin ran interference, explaining each dish as it was brought
to the table by the queen’s ladies in waiting. One dish was a rich, savory
rabbit stew and another was an almost inedible fish stew with raisins and a
colorful variety of unidentifiable things floating in the broth. The main
course was spit-roasted venison glazed with a honey sauce, which melted in the
mouth. The final course was announced by Merlin who said it was a rare and
exotic dish he had brought back from the faraway land, known as England, which
Master Jason and Mistress Beverley called home. This special offering arrived
on individual platters, which were placed in front of a clearly skeptical
company. While Beverley was unable to contain an attack of the giggles, Jason
stared at the thing on the plate for a second before rolling his eyes at Merlin
who grinned broadly. In front of each of King Arthur’s noble guests was an
individual sized pizza, complete with zesty tomato sauce, wafer thin slices of
sausage and a liberal topping of cheese. After a more than hesitant start the
assembled company declared the strange dish to be ambrosia – the food of the gods.


After dinner the
ladies followed the queen’s example and excused themselves, repairing to the
queen’s private chamber and leaving the men to discuss war. Rising from her
chair, Beverley leaned down, kissed Jason on the cheek and whispered in his ear
“Be careful, my love, you’re drinking with the professionals, now.”


As the evening
wore on it became, in Jason’s opinion, very much what he thought a Viking
battle celebration must have looked like. Vast quantities of strong, specially
brewed Whitsun ale were consumed with frightening abandon. With each round of
drinks the shouting, joking, bantering insults and blood curdling battle
stories increased in both volume and outrageousness. Hoel, Ambrosius and the
other old warriors gleefully told one story after another of gruesome battles
replete with severed heads and piles of bodies higher than a man could see over.
Many of Ambrosius’ tales centered on their recent victory against Colgrim’s
Saxon forces at Vaddon, and while he did give passing credit to Jason’s flying
wedge battle tactics he conveniently failed to mention Merlin’s part in the
victory. Hoel seemed to have more stories than anyone else and certainly lived
up to the nursery rhyme reputation of being ‘a merry old soul’ – even if
it was in a blood thirsty sort of way. After a dozen or more rounds of old
glories relived, the men began to brag about the death and destruction they
would undoubtedly wreak on the dragons and their human allies, the details of
their victory to come growing more lurid with each round of drinks.


Jason was
careful to notice that only three of the company declined to take part in the
outrageously boisterous bragging sessions; the king, Duke Aegidius and Merlin. He
assumed that Aegidius held back because he was too young to be included in the
bragging rights that went along with being a part of the ‘old boy’s’ network,
and it seemed that both Arthur and Merlin held positions of such power and
respect that bragging would only have lessened their standing among the
company. The evening came to an end far into the wee hours of the morning when
Hoel slammed his fist on the table for everyone’s attention, hoisted himself
onto uncertain legs, raised his mug and announced that he had composed a poem
to their enterprise. With the help of two equally drunken companions he climbed
onto the seat of his chair and shouted:



 

King Arthur is for
Briton,


And before we kill
the dragons,


We’ll drink a toast
of Whitsun ale


Out of our warrior’s
flagons.



 

A thundering round of cheers and
shouts went up from everyone in the room, followed by Hoel’s stumbling off of
his chair seconds before he passed out in a dead faint, too drunk to be roused
and too heavy to be hauled to his tent.


The following
morning Beverley very nearly had to drag Jason out of bed. Cadwaladr had
knocked on their door at what Beverley thought must have been between eight
o’clock and eight thirty, bringing word that the war council would be meeting
to discuss strategy soon and that Jason needed to be there. She had no idea
when Jason had crept back to their room but doubted he had been asleep for more
than three or four hours. When she pulled him erect it was obvious that he was
hovering somewhere between continued drunkenness and the start of a monumental
hangover. As he sat on the edge of the bed pulling on his leggings he had to
stop several times, resting his elbows on his thighs, hanging his head and
being very still in the vain hope that his stomach would settle and his head
stop throbbing. When Beverley sat down next to him and handed him a glass of
water he had to grit his teeth against the slight downward motion of the straw
mattress.


“What, Jase?” She
knew he had said something but his voice was too tiny and far away for her to
hear.


“Shhh.” Jason
shook his head ever so slightly, wincing at the movement.


“Oh, you poor
thing.” Beverley wanted to laugh but his distress was so real she could only
sit near him and stroke his shoulder.


“I said,” He had
to draw a huge breath before continuing. “I have no idea how these people drink
the way they do. How do they function this way?”


“You did pack
away a lot of ale. And it was pretty strong.”


“I thought
Merlin drank like nothing I had ever seen, but you should have seen how much
Ambrosius and Hoel poured down their throats.”


“Thankfully I
left before they really started hitting it hard.”


“Jesus, they
just kept going, on and on, all night long.”


Beverley finally
convinced Jason to eat a few slices of bread but he refused to drink anything
stronger than water. Eventually he managed to stand up and wash his face before
heading toward the door on rubbery legs.


“Are you going
to be ok?”


“As soon as
Llewellyn’s cavalry stops practicing its maneuvers inside my head I’ll be
great.” Jason pressed down on the iron door latch and winced at the clicking
noise. “Besides, I have to go figure out some brilliant military formation so
we can beat the hordes of hell.”


“Good luck.”


“Right.”


The commanders
were already discussing strategy by the time Jason eased his way into the hall.
Scanning the crowd of faces it was obvious that Griffudd, Bedwyr and several
others were in the same condition as he was, but the rest of the crowd not only
seemed to feel fine but several of them had already started drinking.


In the center of
the long table were a row of the shallow trays of sand that Davidd used to
execute his architectural drawings. In each of them, Merlin had drawn an
accurate likeness of the area surrounding Morgana’s fortress. Across the lower,
left hand corner of each box was the coastline and sea, and empting into it was
the river surrounded by marshland. The river itself continued laterally across
the map toward the upper right hand corner of the tray where the old Roman fort
stood, surrounded by a range of low hills. With a crude sketch of a winged
serpent Merlin indicated the easterly direction from which he knew the dragons
would attack. The generals were arguing over troop placement and disbursement
and even before he reached the table it was obvious that they remained stuck in
the same mindset they had been using all of their lives.


“Ah-ha, and here
is Master Jason.” Jason was amazed at the cordiality in Ambrosius’ voice. “He
can explain far better than I ever can how this amazing wedge formation works. I
tell you it made all the difference against Colgrim and his Saxons.”


“I fear our
chief engineer looks a bit green around the edges.” A broad grin broke across
Llewellyn’s face as smirks and chuckles rolled around the room.


Jason nodded,
grinned held up a hand in greeting and moved next to Merlin and one of the
maps, picking up a long, slender stylus. “I’ve been thinking about this a lot.”


“A face as
filled with the effects of too much drink as yours is, is not the face of a
deep thinker.” Hoel’s joke got a laugh, but even before Arthur could call for
order, Ambrosius silenced his battle-scarred cousin, insisting that everyone
pay close attention to Jason.


“Thank you,
General.” Jason nodded.


Prior to
explaining his proposed formations, Jason gave everybody a general explanation
of how the Roman flying wedge formation worked to divide and compress the enemy
troops, making it nearly impossible for them to fight or move forward. Backed
by the enthusiastic approval of King Arthur, Ambrosius , Griffudd and Llewellyn
he finally felt ready to lay out his battle plan.


“I see Merlin
already told you the dragons will probably be coming in from the east. I think
we can also reasonably assume that the enemy soldiers will be on the western
side of the river, guarding the fort.” Jason scanned his audience’s faces,
taking in the nods and murmurs of agreement. “Ok, then here is how I propose we
set up our lines. Along the western edge of the marsh, facing the fort - but
far enough inland that we don’t get backed into the quagmire – we station
all of our foot soldiers.”


Arthur leaned
forward, placing his palms on the table. “Would you have none on the east side
of the river; at least as reserves?”


“No, my Lord. We
will have reserves, but not on the eastern side of the river. Foot soldiers are
useless against the dragons; it would be sacrificing their lives for nothing
and it would keep them from fighting against the enemy soldiers.”


Arthur crossed
his arms, nodding in agreement. “Very well. Continue.”


“We don’t know
how large the enemy force might be, so we divide the foot troops into thirty
centuries like General Ambrosius suggested yesterday. We will form ten of these
centuries into wedge formations. Between each wedge, and on each end of the
line, we place individual centuries lined up in ranks four men deep. That
accounts for twenty-two centuries. I suggest you hold the remainder in reserve.
On the left and right flank of this line we should have a unit of equites
thirty men strong. We can use these to protect the ends of the line and prevent
the enemy from escaping or coming around the end of our lines and attacking us
from behind.”


Again Jason
paused to gauge the reaction of these hard-bitten soldiers. To his utter
amazement there was nothing but raised eyebrows and nodding heads.


“And what about
on the opposite side of the river?” Jason could not see who spoke.


“I’ll get there
but I’m not quite done on this side. At the northern end of the line, nearest
the fort, I think we should place eight of the ballistae. They should be
stationed in a southeast to northwest line, at a ninety degree angle from our
main battle line. Before you ask, I think we can assume that some of the
dragons may try to come around the end of our line, to attack our men and
defend the fortress. This way we’re ready for them.”


The response
this time was both vocal and approving.


“Now. On the
eastern bank of the river we should spread out the remaining twenty-two
ballistae in a line. We can’t get too far from the river because we need to
anchor the ends of the chains on the arrows in the water. If we don’t, the
arrows alone probably won’t kill the beasts.”


Before he could
continue, Jason could hear whispers of “magic”, “great sorcery” and a number of
the men crossed themselves. Deciding it would be too complicated to try to
explain that this was more a case of basic technology than wizardry, Jason
forged ahead.


“In front of the
ballistae we position four units of equites with twenty men in each unit. These
and the two units on the opposite side of the river will account for all of our
equites. There will be none in reserve but…” Here he looked at Llewellyn “Your
equites need to hold their position until there is absolutely no option but to
charge the dragons. If they charge when the dragons are still out of range of
the ballistae they will sacrifice their lives for nothing and the creatures may
never get close enough for us to kill them.”


On and on the
discussion went. In principal everyone agreed that it was a well-conceived and
thought-out plan and beyond a few logistical discussions like how to get the
eight ballistae down the escarpment, across the mouth of the river and back up
on the opposite side, most of the suggestions were purely academic. Finally,
after nearly an entire day of exhausting discussions, arguments and counter
arguments, everyone seemed satisfied that Jason’s plan was both innovative and
workable. King Arthur declared that if this plan worked it would change the
face of warfare forever.


“And if it
doesn’t work, cousin?”


Arthur stared at
Hoel. “In that case, cousin, none of us will be in any position to worry about
the future.” Scanning the three dozen earnest faces, Arthur asked “Are there
any more questions before we adjourn?”


“I have one, my
Lord.”


“Aegidius?”


“You never told
us. Who is this vile person who has allied themselves with these demonic
creatures?”


After a long
pause and a deep sigh, Arthur answered the question with the two simple words,
“My sister”.


The meeting
broke up amid a stunned silence.
















Chapter Sixteen



 

Thanks to a monumental amount of
hard work – and the added incentive of a continuing series of attacks by
Morgana’s mercenaries and the dragons - the combined armies of the Britons,
Franks, Cornish and Bretons were prepared to move out nearly three weeks ahead
of the June 28 date originally targeted by Arthur. It was only three days prior
to their departure that Gwenhwyfar, Beverley and several ladies of the court
approached Arthur and announced their intention of accompanying the army in the
capacity of a mobile hospital unit. The reception was less than enthusiastic.


“Absolutely not.
You, Madame, will remain at court. It is your place and your duty.” Then, in a
more conciliatory tone, Arthur tried another tactic. “While I deeply appreciate
the work you, Mistress Beverley and your ladies carried out in helping my men
after Vaddon, I absolutely refuse to allow you to place your lives in danger by
trekking across hundreds of miles of wilderness swarming with brigands and
dragons. The wounded will simply have to wait until we return.”


“My Lord, the
wounded will all be dead long before you haul them back from the far edge of
the world.” The queen balled her delicate hands into fists, planting them
firmly on her hips.


Arthur hung his head,
massaging his brow with the fingers of one hand. “This is unbelievable; it’s
unheard of.” Raising his face he looked first at Ambrosius and then at Merlin. “Can
either of you reason with these women?” Ambrosius scowled, crossed his arms and
cursed into his beard but refused to take part in the argument. Merlin only
rolled his eyes heavenward and made mumbling, placating sounds. Finally, Arthur
turned his gaze toward Jason who bravely took a single step toward his wife
when she pointed a finger at him, halting him in his tracks.


“Don’t even
start, Jason Carpenter. Either we come with the army or you sleep on the floor
for the rest of your life; and you know I mean it.”


“Ladies, please.”
Arthur raised both hands in a call for peace. “Allow me and my advisors time to
discuss this unprecedented situation in private.” He scanned the scowling faces
of his wife and her co-conspirators who exchanged long, silent glances before
agreeing to a temporary truce while the men decided what to do.


As Arthur
stomped loudly out of the room he motioned not only to Ambrosius, Merlin, Hoel
and Aegidius but also to Jason. There seemed little doubt where the idea of a
mobile military hospital had originated. Twenty minutes later the men returned
with a counter proposal, parts of which were accepted and parts of which were
flatly rejected. After more than three hours of grueling argument, offers made
and rejected, concessions gained and lost, the two sides reached an agreement: a
contingent of not more than thirty women would be allowed to accompany the
army. They would be allocated no more than ten wagons for themselves and
medical supplies and they would agree to make their final camp at whatever
location the king designated, safely removed from the proposed battle site. Most
importantly, the queen would remain in Baenin; should something happen to
Arthur she must be kept safe to ensure political continuity and to work with
the surviving noblemen to elect a new king. No one was entirely happy with the
arrangement but it was one which everyone was willing to accept.


“Now,” said
Arthur, “may we please get back to the business at hand?” When everyone in the
room nodded, he looked at Beverley. “And how long will your women require to
assemble their supplies?”


“Oh, we’re all
packed, my Lord. We’ve been ready for days.”


Arthur shot a
sharp glance toward Jason but only shook his head silently. “I will find ten
wagons for you and you will be expected to have them packed and ready to move
out in the morning.” Scanning the entire assembly he added “We leave at dawn.”


That evening, as
Beverley, Llewellyn’s wife Ganieda and Myfanwy, the queen’s shy secretary,
directed the loading of the wagons, Jason was left alone to pack his bedroll
and the small amount of clothing he would take with him on the long march. As
he dug through the big square trunk in their room his hand touched the cold,
black side of the small pistol he had brought with him from the twenty-first
century. Staring at it, he picked it up, hefting its weight in his hand. Shoving
it into the waistband of his baggy trousers, hidden beneath his tunic, he
repeated the words he had uttered when he first decided to bring a modern
weapon into the past: “Just in case.” It was past dusk when he made his last
inspection of the thirty wagons containing his ballistae, the supply of arrows
and a small mountain of bronze chain, and making certain everything was secure
and that the carters and baggage boys were all accounted for.


The warm yellow
sun of early summer had just begun creeping across the grasslands of the
Wiltshire plains and the allied armies of King Arthur were already lined up,
ready to move toward their confrontation with Morgana le Fay and the dragons. Most
of the men and horses had taken their place in line the evening before, camping
next to the wagons or at the side of the crude, deeply rutted roadway. How long
the trip might actually take no one could predict with certainty, but those who
had traveled this route in the past knew that the one hundred and fifty miles
between Baenin and Camlann lay across largely trackless open spaces and over
rugged passes in the foothills of the Welsh mountains.


The course
Arthur, Ambrosius and Merlin had laid out demanded that they head first
west-north-west, traversing the top end of the Severn Estuary and, after
crossing the river, alter course to a west-south-westerly direction which would
put them on a relatively direct line with Camlann. Those experienced in such
things projected that on a good day they might travel as much as fifteen miles;
crossing the Welsh mountains would slow them to a four or five mile per day
crawl…if they were lucky. Listening to them discuss travel plans, Jason
pondered how amazing it was that a simple three hour road trip in his world
would now take two weeks – and even that depended on the uncertainties of
the Welsh weather and how well their luck held out.


When King
Arthur, his noble allies and chief officers emerged from the old Roman villa
and mounted their horses, their army was ready and waiting for them. Stretching
for more than two and a quarter miles across the open plain, the troops were
arranged in a carefully plotted order. At the head of the line, was a unit of
thirty-five equites – riding two abreast, they included Arthur, General
Ambrosius and the foreign dignitaries. Next was a unit of five hundred foot
soldiers, marching three abreast, followed by a single line of fifty wagons. Behind
them were another five hundred soldiers and another unit of thirty-five
equites. This pattern was repeated twice more; equites, foot, wagons, foot,
equites; dividing the column into an evenly distributed formation of four units
of equites – including one at the front and one at the rear of the line
– six units of five hundred foot soldiers each, and three clusters of
wagons. At the middle of the central cluster of wagons were the ten wagons
allotted to the women. The thirty wagons holding ballistae would be divided so
that ten ballistae would be included in each of the three contingents of
wagons. This arrangement should, according to the consensus of everyone
involved in the planning, provide the greatest possible degree of protection
for everyone involved in the journey. Should the army be attacked at any point,
no one would be too far from the defensive capabilities of foot soldiers, the
attacking power of the equites or, in case the dragons swooped down from the
sky, from the ballistae.


As the great
army began its slow move westward, it marked the days as much by the monotony
of plodding along, hour upon weary hour, as by how many evenings they made
camp. The further from Baenin they travelled the fewer occupied towns, villages
and hill forts they passed. By the end of the first week, as they approached
the eastern-most boundary of Arthur’s kingdom and rounded the tip of the Severn
estuary, the clutches of refugees streaming past them began increasing in
number and frequency. In the distance they could see and smell the burned-out
farmsteads and villages where Morgana’s bullies and their monstrous allies had
laid waste to the land. While none of this surprised Arthur, Merlin or Jason,
the most unsettling aspect of the destruction was not in what they saw, but
what they failed to see. No matter how many small scouting parties they sent
out, and despite the refugee’s reports of attacks taking place within the
previous day or two, they could discover no sign of marauding thugs or circling
dragons.


* * * *


“Please, mother, let me take have
just two units of your army. Let me attack them.”


“Not yet. My
army isn’t up to strength. You need to learn patience. Can’t you see the size
of that army?”


“I don’t care
how many of them there are.”


“That’s your
problem. I love you, but you must learn to think your actions through.”


Morgana and
Mordred stared intently into the black depths of her scrying bowl where a
column of miniature figures crept slowly across their line of vision, moving
from right to left at a snail’s pace. Morgana’s hand made a scooping motion
above the bowl, pulling the invisible lens in for a closer view. Brushing her
fingers from left to right, as though flipping the pages of a book, the scene
scrolled along the line of marching men, wagons and horses until it came to the
clutch of noblemen at the head of the column.


“There’s
Arthur.” Mordred’s index finger shot out, pointing to the small figure on
horseback, a purple cloak flung over his right shoulder and the jewel encrusted
scabbard of Excalibur slung at his left hip.”


“Yes. But it’s
not what we see that interests me. It’s what I don’t see.”


“What do you
mean?”


“Where is the
wizard?”


“Who cares about
him?”


“I care, damn
it. Use your mind. Merlin is every bit as dangerous as the entire rest of
Arthur’s army and he should be right there, next to my brother; he’s always
next to my brother. But he’s not there.”


“Maybe he’s just
somewhere else.”


Morgana
manipulated her fingers, changing her line of vision. When the view had shifted
to the opposite side of the lead unit, she stopped. “Well, well, well. What do
you make of that?”


Mordred followed
her finger. “What? It’s an empty horse. Maybe it’s a spare.”


“Look closer. That’s
no horse, it’s a mule.”


“So?”


“So only priests
ride mules and Merlin is a priest. Where the hell is he?”


“Maybe he went
to take a piss. How should I know?”


“No. If he had
left the line he would have ridden his mount.”


“I don’t know,
mother. What difference does it make?”


“I think he’s
there.”


“Where?”


“On his mule. I
think he’s there and I think that for some reason I can’t see him.”


“You mean he
made himself invisible to your scrying?”


“Yes. I think
that’s why I haven’t been able to find the motherless old bastard since he
stole my scrolls.”


“Well, what I
want to know is what those things are.” Mordred pointed back along the line of
soldiers to the first cluster of wagons where a group of strange looking constructions
jutted up from the center-most wagons.


Morgana leaned
forward, moving the focus of the scrying bowl to the right, pulling closer on
the ballistae. “How odd. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything quite like
that.”


“What do you
think they are?”


“I think, my
son, that whatever they are, they are dangerous and we must keep them in mind
for the day the battle comes.”


“Attack them
now, mother. Kill them all.”


Morgana patted
her son on the cheek. “Patience. You have to learn patience. They have miles to
travel and every mile gives me one more chance to wear them down to the point
where they are incapable of putting up a fight once they’re within reach. But
before then, I want to give them a uniquely Welsh welcome – something,
shall we say, properly atmospheric.”


“I’d rather kill
them now.


 “I know, my love. Just be patient. Once
they’ve stumbled to my doorstep, tired and weary, you can kill every one of
them and bathe in their blood if it pleases you.”


* * * *


After the army forded the River
Severn and crossed the border into the Welsh territories, the entire feel of
the expedition changed perceptibly. Growing numbers of refugees – both
men and women – volunteered to join the army, anxious to take revenge on
the brutish men and flying monsters that had robbed them of their homes,
livestock and, in many instances, family members. In stark counterpoint to the
morale boost provided by the new recruits were steadily deteriorating weather
conditions which significantly slowed travel.


The Welsh
mountains, even in the relatively low-lying areas of the foot hills, have
always been a challenge for travelers. The army’s course, as plotted by Merlin
with the help of an obliging Peregrine falcon who constantly surveyed the
landscape on the wizard’s behalf, carried them south of the bleak range of
mountains which Beverley and Jason knew as the Brecon Beacons. They had planned
their route carefully but there was no way to avoid three separate ranges of
foot hills.


As near as Jason
could figure, they were somewhere near the location which would, one day,
become the town of Pontypool when the notorious Welsh fog set in. Rolling off
the hillsides and descending out of an angry black sky with staggering speed,
in less than two hours the weather changed from clear and sunny to an
impenetrable murk so thick it was like fighting your way through a series of
wet, gray blankets. Wave after wave of fog rolled down the hillsides and the
balmy summer temperature dropped to a numbing cold and visibility was reduced
to less than one hundred feet. Nearly blind and panicked by the roiling fog,
the horses lost their way, stumbling off of the narrow track into the loose
gravel, slipping, sliding, bucking and jerking, fighting the carters’ every
effort to keep them confined to the safety of the rough path. As the water
soaked through everyone’s clothes, the cold, wet soldiers began to grumble.


Jason was trying
to guide his skittish horse from one group of ballistae carts to another,
checking on their progress, encouraging them as best he could and helping to
control the horses, when Merlin and his jet black mule appeared out of the fog.


“How are you
holding up, my boy?”


Jason wiped the
water from his face and grimaced. “You’re from this country, aren’t you?” Not
waiting for an answer, he continued. “Why? Why in the name of common sense
would any sane person choose to live here?”


Merlin threw
back his head and laughed. “Do you remember what I told you and Beverley when
we first drove through here to visit Vivian?”


Pulling up next
to one of his ballista wagons, tugging on the horse’s wet harness to make sure
it had not stretched, he shook his head, making the water fly from his sodden
hair. “Probably not.”


“I told you that
when you can see the Welsh mountains it means it’s going to rain, and when you can’t
see them it means it’s already raining.”


“Right. Now I
remember. I didn’t think it was funny then, either.”


Merlin laughed
again, pulled his water-logged cloak closer around his shoulders and rode
ahead, disappearing into the churning fog in a matter of seconds.


Deciding that
the harness and traces remained tight despite the damp, Jason pulled his horse
away from the cart and fell in behind Merlin, making his way toward the next
cart. Wiping his face again, he contemplated his situation. He had never been
in the military and never wanted to be, but he did have some idea of what
warfare was supposed to be like and speed was at the heart of that concept. In
his world it was fighter planes, helicopters and missiles, and in primitive
warfare it was supposed to be charging horses competing to engage the enemy
before they could gain an advantage. This, however, seemed like an army made up
of snails and turtles, slogging along endlessly with no goal in sight, moving
from one damp spot to another. Two days later the damp turned to wet.


In the normal
course of events a good rain will wash fog out of the air, but the rain that
began falling in the Welsh foothills was anything but normal. Day after day it
rained; hard, steady and relentless, day and night, straight down, without ever
easing up, and no matter how hard or long it rained the fog refused to
dissolve. An hour after the downpour began everything was soaked. By the end of
the first day the roadway had turned into a quagmire, sucking at the soldiers
shoes, dragging against the wagons’ wheels and denying the horses traction. Exhausted,
hungry, cold and nearly blind Arthur’s army stumbled forward; placing each
mud-caked foot in front of the other became a hard-fought battle.


By the second
day the crude roadway ceased to exist. Carts slid from side to side and the
horses were up to their fetlocks’ in mud. In an attempt to keep the army
moving, the equites were ordered to harness their mounts to the wagons to ease
the strain on the carthorses. Foot soldiers stood behind the carts, placing
their shoulders against the tailgates and pushing; slipping, sliding,
stumbling, falling into the muck but each time doggedly pulling themselves to
their feet and returning to their task.


If possible, the
nights were worse than the days. With nowhere dry to make camp, the best anyone
could hope for was finding shelter under a bush that might deflect at least a
portion of the rain. The carters and baggage boys sought shelter under their
wagons, and while this kept the rain off of their heads they, like everyone
else, had no choice but to lie down in the mud to sleep. Even the proud equites
were reduced to huddling under their horses’ bellies, risking being stepped on
in their quest to find even a few minutes respite from the downpour. Not
surprisingly, no one got any sleep.


Worst of all,
much of the food was ruined. The pelting rain soaked into cloth bags and wooden
chests containing loaves of bread, turning them into inedible slop. It was
impossible to light a fire so nothing could be cooked and even if there had
been fires, the game had all gone to ground so there was nothing to hunt.


Shortly after
midafternoon on the third day of ceaseless rain a section of hillside that had
been loosened by the torrential downpour collapsed into a nameless valley
thirty feet below the roadway. The landslide gave no sign it was coming. There
was no warning and no chance for anyone to move out of its way. One minute the
row of carts was being pushed and pulled through the sucking mud by clutches of
slime-covered men and teams of exhausted horses and the next minute five
heavily laden carts, ten screaming horses and more than fifty men were sliding
out of line, grasping, grabbing, frantic to find purchase in the sea of mud as
it carried them over the hillside and out of sight in less than a minute. Like
watching a movie in slow motion, those immediately behind the carts could only
stare in wonder as their companions gently swayed to the left, slid silently
across the track way and disappeared before they even had a chance to scream.


“You there, tie
those ropes to those trees. Hurry, man, hurry.” The captain stood at the edge
of the cave-in, shouting orders. He had already sent two equites up the line
with orders to halt the column; the soldiers behind the disaster had drawn to
an immediate stop. “You, you and you; go down there and see if anybody needs
help. Take the end of an extra rope with you to tie around the wounded so we
can drag them up.”


As the column
halted its ponderous trek, more and more men made their way to the broken edge
of the road, staring into the yawning chasm, anxious to help. Ropes were lashed
around men’s waists and they were lowered through the muck to examine the
wreckage for survivors and salvageable items from the wagons.


“Gently, gently.
Here, I’ve got him.”


The captain laid
the wounded baggage boy against a tree. While Merlin knelt to examine his leg
and offer reassuring words, they were both splattered with mud thrown by a
panicked horse being pulled over the edge of the hillside in a makeshift rope
halter. Wiping the slop from his face, Merlin smiled at the terrified teenager.
“Just try to relax. It’s going to be all right.”


“Is it broken,
Praefator?”


“No. You didn’t
break it, it’s just a sprain. I’ll bind it tight and in a few days it will be
as good as new. I just want you to keep your weight off of it, so ride in one
of the wagons for four or five days.”


Beverley and
three women made their way toward the tree where Merlin squatted, laying an
unconscious man next to the boy.


“Do you need me
to help with the boy?”


“No. He’s fine,
Beverley. What do you have there?”


“I don’t know. I
don’t see any obvious wounds but he isn’t responding.”


Merlin moved
next to the man, shielding the gray face with his body. Rummaging through his
leather shoulder bag, the wizard extracted a small square of highly polished
bronze and held it under the man’s nose. After a minute he shook his head and
stood up.


“I’ll get some
men to help me move him out of the way. I don’t want to frighten the boy.”


“Is he dead?”


Merlin only
nodded, sighed, took Beverley by the arm and drew her to one side.


“Have you seen
Jason? I need to talk to him.”


“No. I don’t
know where he is. How can you find anybody in all this rain and fog? Why?”


“This is not
just rain and fog.”


Beverley pulled
a sodden strand of hair from her mouth and flung it aside. “Really? You could
have fooled me.”


“What I mean is;
this isn’t natural. I feel certain Morgana’s behind this.”


“Can’t you do
some sort of counter spell and make it stop?”


“First, I have
to figure out what type of spell she used. Then I can counter it.”


Beverley patted
Merlin on the shoulder, her hand making a dull splashing sound on the saturated
cloth. Just as she was about to speak, Jason rode up. Pulling his horse to a
stop he slid breathlessly to the ground, sinking ankle deep in the mud.


“Somebody found
a deserted village up ahead. A lot of the buildings are burnt out, but the
church and some barns and a few houses are still ok. We’re going to try to find
a dry spot for everybody to sleep tonight. Pass the word, will you?”


Beverley leaned
forward, kissed Jason on his unshaven cheek and said “Sure. We just have to
deal with this mess first.”


Jason surveyed
the milling men, the small group of wounded lying under the trees and a pile of
bodies a few yards away. “Right. So what’s going on here? Is there anything I
can do?”


Merlin shook his
head. “No, we’re fine, you carry on spreading the word. I’m sure the thought of
a dry place to sleep will be the best morale booster possible.”


Leaning close to
Merlin, Jason whispered “Does this mess remind you of anything?”


Merlin lowered
his eyelids and nodded. “Slashing rain, mud slides, wrecks, dead men. It is
reminiscent of one of our previous encounters with le Fay and her friends. I
was just telling Beverley, I think this is all Morgana’s work and I’m trying to
work out a counter spell.”


“What kind of
spell did you use when her buddy, Doctor what’s-his-name, did this to us in
Mongolia?”


“If you recall,
I broke the spell by killing him. Tragically, Mistress le Fay is not here, or I
would gladly facilitate her demise, as well.”


Jason nodded,
remounted and moved on down the line of drenched men and horses, telling
everyone the king had ordered them to move around the wreck site and follow the
column to the abandoned village. Once there they should unhitch their horses
and find shelter anywhere they could.


By the time the
last of the wreckage was cleared away and the salvage pulled up the hill, the
loss included the deaths of all five carters, two of the five baggage boys and
thirteen of the fifty men who had been pushing the wagons. Four of the five
cart horses were dead and the fifth had broken a leg and had to be killed. Eight
of the ten equite horses helping to pull the carts were safe, if panicked. After
the crates, boxes and loose weapons had been rescued, the dead horses were
laboriously hauled up the hillside, their gutted carcasses thrown across wagons
and hauled to the deserted village to be cut up and eaten by the starving men.


That night Merlin
went from campsite to campsite, using his magical power to warm the air inside
buildings and light fires in piles of wood far too wet to have been ignited by
the traditional method of striking a piece of flint against steel. While
everyone in Arthur’s army, including the thousands of men from Britany,
Cornwall and the Frankish Kingdom had heard of Merlin’s powers, less than a
dozen of them outside Arthur and his uncle Ambrosius had ever seen him perform
one of his miraculous feats. After the initial moments of unease and fright,
sometimes accompanied by hurriedly made signs of the cross, the sight of a warm
fire brought rounds of cheers and whistles from even the most superstitious
among the company.


Seven dead
horses did not stretch far enough to adequately sate the ravenous appetites of
nearly four thousand men, women and boys but when supplemented by a small
portion of cheese and a pint of ale, the pain of three days hunger was
sufficiently abated to allow the army – now dry and warm for the first time
in almost a week – to drift into a deep, dreamless sleep. Outside the
sound of the endless rain lapped against the deep layers of thatch on the roofs
above their heads.


The rain, which
had been sluicing down the hillsides for days, digging rivulets through the
forlorn village, gnawing at the foundations of the houses and the village
church, had also been digging away at the churchyard. Long before the soldiers
arrived the soil around crudely carved tombstones had been loosened and washed
away, leaving the stones to tilt and topple, the smaller of them bumping along
on newly made rivers until they found anchorage and came to rest. But if the
grave markers eventually found rest the same could not be said for those whose
presence they commemorated. With the removal of each tiny mote of dirt the
bodies below the soil lost one more shard of their covering.


After days of
torrential downpour, the first glimmers of white bone and putrefying gray flesh
were exposed to a world they had long ago abandoned. Under less careful eyes
than those of Morgana le Fay this would have been a tragically sad, and rather
disgusting, state of affairs, but now it was about to become something far, far
uglier. Released from their earthy tombs, the dead fingers and toes of the
village’s dearly departed began to twitch and contract, digging at the last of
the dirt and their confining shrouds, scratching frantically to free themselves
from the soil. In various stages of decay and dismemberment, they crawled,
stumbled and walked toward the door of the old church only a few yards from
where they had lain.


The endless
droning sound of the rain, combined with utter exhaustion, conspired to
guarantee that none of the men sleeping in the church heard the scraping,
scratching, dragging noise of the corpses as they lurched into the temporary
haven and fell on their unsuspecting victims. Ripping and tearing at the living
flesh with bony fingers, gnawing with hideously exposed teeth, the things
attacked the soldiers’ heads, devouring their skin and eyes, searching, probing
for the delicate brain matter beneath. Within seconds of the onslaught the
sounds of the screaming, thrashing men aroused their companions who, assuming
an attack by enemy troops, grabbed their weapons and began hacking at anything that
moved. In the near total darkness, injuries to their comrades were inevitable,
but within minutes nearly three dozen of the living dead things had been hacked
to pieces as more and more heavily armed reinforcements poured into the crowded
church, aroused from their slumber by the commotion. Less than twenty minutes
after the things first crept across the church threshold, the excitement was
over. The creatures were gone and eleven men lay dead, their faces gone and
their heads smashed open. The sad, broken bodies were dragged outside, but the
fear the creatures had instilled left the men shaken, nervous and, in many
cases, in a near-catatonic state of shock.


To provide some
degree of comfort, Merlin created glowing orbs of soft light that remained
suspended in the air, near the roof of any building where the sleepers
requested them. He explained that he would also weave a spell of protection to
ensure that no more of Morgana’s things would attack the unwary, but all the
reassurances on earth would not allow sleep to return to the camp. Later, as
the first fingers of wet, gray light crept over the crest of the hills, Jason
came upon Merlin, standing alone on a hillside, his back to the camp, his right
arm uplifted and a single finger raised toward the lowering clouds. This sight,
which would have once fascinated Jason for its sheer weirdness, was now
something to be studied closely, observed for its subtle nuances. As he
watched, bright gold tracers drew out behind Merlin’s finger like smoke from a
cigarette. Slowly swirling and twisting, they rose into the air, whisked upward
in defiance of the falling rain. After nearly a half hour of constant spell
casting Merlin dropped his arm, turned and walked directly toward Jason as
though he had known he was being observed the entire time.


“All done.”


“What were you
doing?”


With the wave of
a hand Merlin directed Jason’s attention eastward. There, just above the tops
of the far hills, the first pink and gold streaks of a clear, bright dawn were
creeping across the landscape.


“The things that
attacked us last night gave me the clue I needed to figure out the precise
nature of the spells she was using. Once I knew that, counteracting them was
fairly simple.”


My midmorning
the rain had completely stopped and the warmth of the sun began drawing a
steaming mist out of clothes, animals and supplies, bringing a deep sense of
relief and renewed vigor to the enterprise.


One the third
day after the rain stopped, as the sun stood high in the sky, two advance
scouts rode hard toward the head of the line where kings and noblemen cantered
alongside one wizard and a chief engineer. As the men pulled their mounts to a
halt they reported that less than three hours ahead was the place Merlin had
described; a long, open meadow near the seaside, bisected by a river marsh. In
the distance, beyond the marsh, stood the remains of a ruined Roman fort. Merlin
insisted that the column should halt immediately while he, Arthur and Jason
rode ahead to scout the landscape. Arthur agreed, but ordered Ambrosius,
Aegidius and Hoel to come with them. As the six men prepared to ride toward the
proposed battle site, Arthur told the captains to move the tail of the line
forward and establish a permanent camp, promising that he would be back by
nightfall.


Three hours
later the group sheltered under a small cluster of trees. Ahead of them lay the
scene, just as Merlin and the scouts had described it. The field of marram
grass extended for more than a mile ahead of them, the only sign of the swamp
and river which cut it neatly in half was a swath of brown where the furry
heads of the rushes grew in the swamp. Sweeping down from the hills an uneasy
wind rustled the grass, but otherwise the only sound was the snorting of the
horses; the only movement the men twisting uneasily in their saddles.


“Wizard.” Aegidius’
quite voice sounded loud and jarring in the preternatural silence. “How many
days do you make it since we left Baenin?”


“Twenty-seven,
my Lord.”


“Odd. And you
feel certain she knows we’re coming?”


“Oh, most
assuredly, my Lord.”


Arthur nodded
and grunted. “Strange, isn’t it, that there aren’t any mercenary encampments?”


“It may be, my
Lord,” Merlin rubbed his nose with the back of a hand as he spoke, “that she
has cast a spell over them, or over us, like she has over the fortress. You
see, what appears to be the ruins of a Roman fort is actually a complete and
very well maintained fortification.”


Aegidius leaned
forward, leaning far out over his horses’ neck, staring into the distance. “Are
you certain we’re seeing an illusion?”


“Absolutely, my
Lord. Master Jason and I have been inside and I assure you it’s a most
impressively large complex.”


With a muttered
“This should be interesting” Arthur turned his horse, motioned to the others
and headed back the way they had come.


As he nudged his
mule toward the end of the line, Merlin trotted alongside Jason. “I’ll wager
she knows something else, too.”


“What’s that?”


“That I’m here.”


Jason pulled his
head back and stared at Merlin. “What do you mean?”


“I mean; up until
the rain started the invisibility ointment kept her from finding me. No way to
remain hidden after a week of rain pouring down my face.”


“So I guess you
can’t sneak up on her, huh?”


“It would seem
not.”
















Chapter
Seventeen



 

The combined army of the Britons
and their allies marched out of base camp more than two hours before sunrise,
advancing as far as the edge of the long narrow meadow before Arthur held up
his hand, bringing the column to a standstill. With the line halted, forward
scouts crept silently through the tall marram grass, making their way to the
edge of the swamp, searching for any forward troops or spies that might have
been sent ahead by enemy commanders. Even before they left, Merlin insisted
that his scrying bowl could find no one in the field. He did confirm that inside
the fortress hundreds of scruffy looking fighters were engaged in frantic
activity; how large their number might actually be, he could not predict. When
Arthur’s scouts returned they verified Merlin’s prediction of an open field and
Arthur felt safe to begin deploying men and equipment to their assigned
positions.


Dealing with the
most labor intensive job first, while more than a thousand men clambered up the
escarpment and formed an ad-hoc defensive line to guard against a surprise
attack, another two hundred soldiers and engineers attacked crumbling sections
of the low cliff face with picks and shovels, chipping away rock and earth to
form a pair of crude ramps – one on each side of the river - across which
horses and carts could be moved from one side of the watery barrier to the
other. While they worked, eight ballistae carts were hauled westward across the
shallow mouth of the river where they waited in a patient line. Less than an
hour later the ballistae were moved to their assigned position along the
northernmost end of Arthur’s main defensive line. Following the carts, sixty
cavalry horses charged into position as three thousand foot soldiers raced down
one ramp and up the other, reforming into thirty orderly units of one hundred
men each. All in all, Arthur and his commanders were more than pleased with the
speed and economy of effort their men showed in getting their defensive line
into position.


While Arthur
dealt with the line facing Morgana’s fortress, Jason and Llewellyn struggled to
get twenty-two ballistae, along with eighty equites and their nervous mounts,
into position on the eastern edge of the swamp. Arthur had assigned thirty of
the baggage boys to help the carters control the cart horses during the anticipated
nightmare of a dragon attack. One by one the ballista wagons were pulled into
position along the edge of the swamp. By allowing a gap of roughly twenty-five
feet between each of the twenty-foot-long horse and cart units, the line of
battle wagons stretched for nearly a quarter mile. While the equites organized
into units of twenty men each and took up position in front of the ballistae,
Jason’s engineers, carters and baggage boys tied the ends of nearly four
hundred and fifty copper chains to large rocks, heaving each one into the murky
water only a few feet behind the carts.


Jason briefly
contemplated explaining the purpose of this strange ritual but the longer he
thought about the complexities of the explanation, the more he realized there
was no way he could make his men understand what he was talking about; it was
easier just to give orders and see that they were carried out. The work would
have gone quicker if Llewellyn’s equites had been willing to pitch in and help,
but apparently equites did not roll rocks into swamps.


During every
minute of the four hours it took the Britons to organize their battle lines,
every man among them expected a hoard of murderous enemy soldiers to appear at
any second, swoop down on them and decimate them before they assumed their
position. Many among them also expected to see the huge leathery wings of the
dragons come plunging out of the sky and incinerate the entire army without
giving them a chance to defend themselves. Neither of these things would have
surprised them; the only surprise was that no enemy, either human or reptilian,
appeared. The absolute silence was, if anything, more unnerving than an attack
would have been.


Taking advantage
of the continuing inaction, Jason gathered his engineers and gave them a final
review and pep talk. He reminded them that they only had twenty projectiles
each, so it was essential that they not fire until the dragons were close enough
that they were certain of a hit. He reminded the baggage boys that part of
their job was to keep the chains from getting tangled and to always, always
have a fresh arrow ready to hand to the engineer when he called for it.


“And most
important of all, guys, remember that the only way the arrows are going to
penetrate that scaly hide is if you wait until they pass over your head and
then shoot them from the rear. Since they will undoubtedly circle around during
successive passes, there’s no telling which direction they might be coming
from. You have to be ready to swing your weapon around and fire from any angle.
And you have to time your shots just right. If you shoot while they’re still
headed toward you the arrow will just glance off of their belly. If you wait
too long, you’re just going to hit their tail. You need to get them right after
they pass over you, before they pull up and start climbing. And always aim for
their belly; it’s the softest part and it’s the biggest target.” Jason paced
back and forth, counting off the important points on his fingers like a
university professor grilling his students.


“And I know this
one is really hard, but you have to remember that no matter how terrifying the
fire looks when the dragons come diving down on you, belching flames, it’s
absolutely essential for you to stay calm. Merlin is going to weave a protective
shield that will keep all of us safe from the dragon fire. I know how hard this
is. I’ve been there. I’ve stood directly in line of a dragon and, thanks to
Merlin, I not only lived but I killed the thing. You’ve got to have faith in
Merlin’s magic.” This last brought nods and murmurs of agreement but Jason knew
that every one of them had their doubts; the prospect of being roasted alive
was one of the most terrifying things a person could imagine. He wished there
was some way he could convince them not to be afraid, but courage was something
everyone had to find within themselves. “Ok. Are there any questions?”


There were no
questions; not then or over the next long boring hours while engineers,
carters, baggage boys, equites, foot soldiers and noblemen all waited for
something, anything, to happen. During the nerve crushing wait, King Arthur
rode up and down his line, surveying the anxious faces, shuffling feet and
sweaty hands clenching and unclenching around weapons. Every few paces he would
draw to a halt, offer a few words of encouragement, joking with one man here,
reminding another of how important this battle was to the future of the
kingdom. Long experience had taught him that no matter how desperate any
military situation looked there was always a sense of exhilaration, a
heightened sense of awareness, that comes on the eve of battle and that it was
now his job to ensure that these men retained that special edge. He also knew
exactly what his sister was doing; she was attempting to wear his men down by
increasing their stress level to the point where they were too emotionally
exhausted to fight effectively. He understood the tactic and he had no
intention of allowing it to work.


Hour after weary
hour they waited, tension growing, nerves fraying. Even the normally ethereally
cool Merlin was beginning to fidget, levitating himself back and forth across
the murky depths of the swamp and river, moving from one set of battle lines to
the other. It must have been nearly noon, while Jason, Merlin and Llewellyn
reviewed tactics for the dozenth time, when they heard the collective gasp from
more than three thousand men on the opposite side of the river.


Nearly a half
mile beyond Arthur’s defensive line, up the hillside, amid what appeared to be
the fragmented ruins of an old Roman fort, an arch-shaped hole appeared out of
thin air and hundreds upon hundreds of tiny figures were pouring through the
opening, screaming, running pell-mell down the hillside directly toward the
allied line.


Arthur, Hoel,
Ambrosius, Aegidius and Bedwyr all rode furiously back and forth, shouting
orders, instructing their men to trim their lines and hold fast, while behind
them the enemy descended like an approaching avalanche of furious, shrieking
madmen. As the mercenary army approached, a bank of black clouds rose up behind
Morgana’s fortress, growing, roiling, reaching upward to blot out the blue sky,
casting deep shadows across the battlefield, making it harder for both sides to
single out their opponents with any degree of clarity.


Wave after wave
the shrieking warriors flowed onto the field, little more than a collection of
dark forms moving inside the larger shadow of their combined bulk and the
deepening gloom of the overcast landscape. As they rushed forward, it became
clear that they were a random assemblage of ruffians dressed in the costumes of
dozens of different nations. Some were wild Picts, naked as the day they were
born, their bodies painted with strange blue shapes and designs and their hair
spiked straight upward with snow-white lye paste. Others wore the long, heavy
kilts and plaids of the Scots tribes, their orange hair and beards plaited in
long braids, streaming out behind them as they plunged forward. Many carried
the nasty, long-handled battle axes that marked them as Saxon warriors while
still others wore Roman style breast plates of bronze and boiled leather, their
scarlet cloaks fluttering behind them, swords in one hand and shields in the
other. Mixed among all of these were hundreds upon hundreds of wild barbarians,
nearly naked, wearing nothing more than animal skins wrapped around their
waists and carrying crude spears. All of them, no matter what they were wearing
or what they looked like, were running as fast as their legs could carry them,
shouting, screaming in an absolute fury, shaking their swords and spears, each
man shoving against his neighbor in a desperate frenzy to be the first to score
a kill. So thick and fast did they come that great plumes of dust rose in their
wake, adding another layer to the darkness of the scene, negating any attempt
to calculate their true strength or numbers.


* * * *


Morgana le Fay stood in the
center of the room, nearly a dozen strategically located braziers burning
around her; each brazier charged with a particular combination of rare and
exotic plants and ingredients intended to enhance her already considerable
magical powers. She had moved away from her scrying bowl and was standing, arms
raised high over her head, beneath a glowing orb that hung in midair, its
obscenely pulsating surface making it appear nearly alive.


“Blood, blood,
rivers of blood. I see it, I smell it, I taste it. Oh, god, I love it.” Laughing
maniacally she continued to chant while, outside, swirling things began to
solidify in the moist air of the dense, black cloud cover she had conjured. Massive
and horrible, they were things which had no names and very little form. Moaning
like the bereaved, clicking like gigantic cockroaches and howling like all the
banshees in hell, they descended from the sky, following in the wake of her
army of barbarians and thugs, heading directly toward three thousand
well-ordered troops assembled by Morgana’s brother.


Pausing in her
work, she turned and strode toward the table and her scrying bowl. Staring into
its depths, she watched as one ant-sized army ran silently toward another, both
sides encompassed by the rim of the jet bowl. As she tightened the focus for a
closer look at her half-brother and his noblemen, Mordred’s head appeared at
her shoulder, leering as he peered into the depths of the bowl.


“Well, well,
well. Would you look there.” Morgana directed one finger toward the clutch of
diminutive figures, her son following her movements. “I want you to kill him
for me, my love. Will you do that tiny little thing for your dear, loving
mother?”


Mordred stared
at the group of half-a-dozen figures, a deranged grin twisting his face to one
side as he reached around Morgana, stroking the back of her hand. “I will bring
Arthur’s head to you on a platter, Mother. I swear it on my life.”


In a fury
Morgana pulled lose from her son’s embrace. Whirling around to face him she
took his face in her hands, drawing him so close he could feel the puff of her
breath on his lips when she shrieked. “SCREW MY BROTHER. I want MERLIN.” Releasing
Mordred, she whirled back to the bowl, thrusting a finger toward the gray-clad
figure. “I told you that motherless old prick was down there somewhere. I don’t
know where he was hiding or how he kept himself invisible from me, but he’s
there now. He stole my books and I want to drink his blood. Now you get your
ass out there, find him and kill him.”


Simultaneously
terrified and physically excited, Mordred grinned, clutched at his crotch like
a small child who needs to go to the toilet, and began backing out of the room.
“Yes, Mother. Immediately.”


“Oh, and son…” When
she was sure she had his attention she smiled benignly. “Once Merlin is dead,
then you can kill Arthur, and when the dragons have burned the corruption and
weakness from the world and given me my kingdom, I will make you the heir to my
throne.”


“I love you,
Mother.”


“I love you too,
dear. Now run along and kill people.”


* * * *


As the enemy surged toward
Arthur’s neat formation, the barbarians, with their crude spears, surged to the
front of the ranks. Above them, high in the air but descending like diving
birds of prey, came the hoard of things Morgana had conjured to harass and
terrify Arthur’s troops. Dashing across the rear of Arthur’s battle line,
Merlin waved his arms in the air, scribing runes that left brilliantly colored
tracers behind them as they faded into nothingness, each one instantly replaced
by more and more arcane designs and symbols. As the wizard worked his magic the
stampede of shrieking, shimmering nightmares began melting into nothingness. But
inevitably, as they faded away they were replaced by other, equally horrible
things. Merlin chanted and prayed in Latin, his rich baritone voice filling the
air with a strength that seemed, to all who heard it, more than equal to any threat,
either natural or supernatural. Below the airy battle taking place in the belly
of the dark, lowering clouds, a less visually spectacular, but no less bitter,
confrontation was taking place on the ground.


When the
mercenary army was within a dozen yards of the Britons they raised their spears
high over their heads, lunged forward and launched them into the air. For a
split second, as the air filled with slender, whistling shafts, the missiles
flew so thick and fast it appeared as though it was raining sticks, but in a matter
of seconds the missiles reached their zenith and began a rapid fall earthward. In
unison the tight ranks of allied infantry raised their shields over their
heads, allowing the spears to slam with a mighty thunder against their ironclad
surfaces. Where the enemy might otherwise have been expecting a blood-curdling
chorus of screams and cries of the wounded and dying, there was only a dull
banging like the pounding of hailstones on metal. When the last spear fell
harmlessly aside, the shields were lowered, revealing rank upon rank of men who
remained virtually unscathed.


Stunned, the
oncoming mercenaries paused long enough in their headlong rush for General
Ambrosius to give the order to advance. Slowly, with ordered steps, the army marched
forward. As they did so, the enemy regained its composure, spreading out along
a front more than fifteen hundred feet wide, before charging into the bizarre
alternating formations of neatly ranked troop blocks separated by strange
wedge-shaped formations. At the moment the two sides met the onrushing
mercenaries lost what little sense of order and discipline they displayed in
their initial push, breaking their ragged line against the saw-toothed edge of
Arthur’s phalanxes. Hacking and slashing with wild abandon the mercenaries fell
on the Britons, inadvertently giving their adversary the precise opportunity
they were waiting for. Remaining tight and orderly, the Britons pushed forward,
one hard-won step at a time.


Inevitably,
there were moments when small cracks appeared in the tight formations. When
they did, Morgana’s men made the best use of every small advantage and within
seconds hundreds of men on both sides lay writhing on the ground, blood pouring
from deep wounds, swords and spears protruding from broken bodies. But always
one of Arthur’s noblemen would rush to the scene of the break, urging their men
forward, shouting orders to “Close the gap. Close the gap.” And always the
soldiers proved up to the task, repairing their lines, pressing forward, slowly
squeezing the enemy backward, forcing it against itself, making it harder and
harder for them to advance.


Hour after hour
the two sides pressed against each other, the overwhelming number of
mercenaries more than compensated for by the tight formation and carefully
crafted tactics of the Britons. Slowly, inch by painful, bloody inch the
barbarian hordes were divided into small, manageable pockets, pressed backward,
condensed and surrounded on three sides until they could no longer attack, the
constant forward pressure of their own rear ranks making retreat impossible. Once
immobilized they were hacked to pieces.


Those at the
extreme flanks of the front line who tried to save themselves by escaping to
the left or right were surrounded by the equites and driven back into the mass
of churning bodies like sheep being led to slaughter. All the while, as the two
sides ground against each other like two gigantic mill wheels, Merlin rushed
back and forth, dispelling any mischief that Morgana tried to impose on the
scene and working small miracles when and where they were most needed.


Across the
river, Jason, his engineers and four units of equites stared in open-mouthed
silence as the massive battle surged back and forth only a few hundred feet
from where they stood. Transfixed in horror by fountains of blood filling the
air and painting the combatants on both sides with slippery, pink slime, nearly
three hundred equites, engineers and their assistants looked on in terror as
their comrades struggled against the enemy hoards. From minute to minute there
were subtle shifts in the line that made it impossible to determine who was
winning and who was losing. At one point, a group of several hundred wild
Saxons attempted to attack the left flank of Arthur’s line by making an end run
around the outermost edge of Duke Aegidius’ equite unit which was already hard
pressed to contain a surge of Picts trying to execute an almost identical
maneuver. As the Saxons pushed forward it was only sheer luck and masterful
horsemanship that kept a dozen equites from being pushed backward until they
plunged down the low cliff and onto the rocky shore.


“In the name of
God, Jason, this is madness.” Llewellyn wheeled his dappled gray mare around in
a nervous little circle, pulling her close to where Jason leaned against his
ballista, transfixed by the tide of battle. “We’re doing no good at all here
and our men are dying like flies over there. No offense to you, but I don’t
think your dragons are going to show up. I’m taking my men across the river. I’ll
be back as soon as I can.”


Jason turned to
face Llewellyn and rubbed his hands across his weary face. Behind him he could
hear the screams of hundreds of dying men. “Llewellyn, I know the dragons will
come. They work with Morgana and they are not going to allow her army to be
defeated if they can help it. I know how…”


“What seems to
be the problem?” Both Jason and Llewellyn turned at the sound of Merlin’s
voice. The wizard was floating toward them across the swamp, his feet barely
brushing the tops of the reeds. “Well?”


As many times as
Jason had seen Merlin perform logic-defying feats he never quite got used to
the sight of someone doing the physically impossible. While Jason collected his
thoughts, Llewellyn spoke.


“With all
respect, Praefator, The dragons have not appeared as you predicted and our men
are dying by the hundred over there. They need our help. Just one more unit of
equites is all they need to turn the tide.”


As silently and
calmly as if he were contemplating his next chess move, Merlin looked at the
empty sky and surveyed the line of equite units lined up in front of the
ballistae. Finally, before turning back to Llewellyn, he looked across the
river, impassively surveying the mass of foot soldiers and horses struggling
near the edge of the escarpment.


“One sortie,
horseman. And take no more than one unit of your equites. But see to it that
you confine yourself to the seaward flank. The dragons will be here and when
they arrive I want you back in line.”


“Two units.”


“Never bargain
with a wizard, boy, he might just turn you into a frog. You can have one unit
and I want you to leave Bedwyr here in command of the rest of your men.”


Scowling,
Llewellyn turned his horse around, charged to the far end of the line and
passed a few shouted words to Bedwyr before charging back, motioning to one of
the two center units of equites to follow him. Instantly twenty horsemen
charged after him, their anxious mounts flying over the low cliff, landing on
the pebbly beach before making a hard right turn across the river and
thundering up the ramp to join the battle.


From the vantage
point of his cart, Jason watched as Llewellyn ploughed through the surging wall
of enemy soldiers, heading directly toward Aegidius, while struggling to keep
his men in a tight formation so they would not be dragged from their horses one
at a time and hacked to pieces. Jason had no way of knowing what was said, but
after exchanging a few shouted words while simultaneously fending off an attack
by a clutch of screaming, naked Picts, he saw Aegidius nod, raise up in his
saddle and shout something at the top of his voice.


Just as it
seemed that the Picts and Saxons were about to push the cavalrymen and their
stocky little battle ponies backward, over the cliff edge, both Llewellyn and
Aegidius’ equites kneed their horses in the ribs, lunging forward, breaking
through the massed enemy like a plough cutting through soft ground. Surging
laterally across the field, they drove their horses through the ranks of the
enemy, riding over the bodies of living and dying alike, before breaking onto
the open ground at the far end of the battle line. Behind them, Arthur’s left
flank was dangerously exposed to an onrushing mass of Saxons and Picts who were
surging forward, heading directly toward the unit commanded by Griffudd.


To everyone
watching this bizarre scene unfold, including Jason and his engineers, it
appeared as though two entire units of King Arthur’s cavalry were simply
abandoning the field, leaving their comrades to the mercy of the enemy. It was
a sentiment that was evidently shared by Morgana’s mercenaries because when the
equites pulled clear of the fray a massive cheer went up from the rabble as
they waved their weapons in the air and closed in on Griffudd’s collapsing
position, pushing it inward toward the adjoining flying wedge who were far too
busy to come to their aid.


With Morgana’s
soldiers totally engrossed by the prospect of rolling up Arthur’s left flank,
they were far too occupied to see what Jason and his companions could see from
the elevated vantage point of their wagon beds. More than a hundred yards
distant, in the center of the open field, the two units of equites were
executing a one hundred and eighty degree turn and reforming into a single,
wedge shaped formation aimed directly at the rear of the enemy line. Those who
still had intact lances took the lead positions, at the point of the formation,
while those behind them drew their swords and crouched low in the saddle, ready
for the coming attack. At the head of the formation Duke Aegidius tucked a
borrowed lance tight under his right arm, nodded his head once and screamed
“Forward”.


Like a single,
swift-moving body more than forty of the best equipped cavalrymen on earth
plunged forward, their horses’ hooves thundering across the open grass, heads
down and necks thrust forward. Suddenly, completely unexpectedly, in a matter
of seconds they hit the back of the massed enemy soldiers, trampling hundreds
to death under the thrashing hooves and impaling dozens more on their lances,
sometimes spiking three and four men at a time before the lance broke; leaving
their victims skewered like chickens on a spit. Deeper and deeper into the
enemy ranks they rode, killing anyone they could reach and pushing dozens more
aside, throwing them on their backs where they lay flailing until they were
pounced on and killed by Gruffudd’s furious troops.


For more than
twenty minutes the wild cavalry attack continued with Llewellyn and Aegidius
pressing their advantage, never giving an inch of ground. Despite being
surrounded on all sides by the enemy they refused to be halted, instead
continuing to cut a swath of death and destruction laterally through the enemy
line. What they did not see as they reached the far right end of the thousand
foot-long front, was a slim young man dressed in black, a mop of red-blond
curls falling across his shoulders, and the three companions who followed close
behind him.


By the time the
equites reached the emplacement of eight ballistae at the right end of the
line, and wheeled around for a return pass, Mordred and his co-conspirators had
disappeared behind the safety of Arthur’s rear ranks, scurrying between the men
and the edge of the swamp, only jumping out of hiding when they were sure they
could stab a man in the back without the danger of confronting him face to
face. Long before the equites completed their second heroic pass through the
massed enemy troops, Mordred and his companions had slipped silently into the
swamp, crossing to the opposite shore in their search for the man who robbed
his mother’s library.


But to Mordred’s
mind the most important part of his mission had to do with his Uncle Arthur,
and how much fun it would be to watch him die amidst the spurting fountain of
blood that would erupt when he drove his knife deep into the king’s throat,
slowly twisting the handle while the man choked out his life, his eyes bulging
with pain and fear.


Elsewhere, at
the shore end of the main battle line, Llewellyn had separated his men from
those of Duke Aegidius, feeling supremely lucky that of the twenty equites he
had arrived with only five had fallen during their insane ride through the body
of the enemy. Before charging back down the ramp to the sea shore, Llewellyn
circled around to the back of the lines, holding his prancing horse in check
long enough to salute his king, who raised the gleaming Excalibur, nodding in
acknowledgement of a job well done. Heading back to his men, Llewellyn offered
one last theatrical display by bypassing the ramp and jumping his mount off the
low sea wall before leading his unit back to the far side of the river. Once there,
he reined his mount to a halt in front of Merlin and Jason, offering a huge
grin and as much of a sweeping bow as he could manage while still in the saddle.


“You’re going to
get yourself killed some day, showing off like that, boy.”


“I have no doubt
you might be right, wizard, but not here and not today.”


Llewellyn
grinned and laughed as he waved for his men to follow him back into line to
take up the wearying job of waiting for the dragons - dragons whose appearance
even Jason and Merlin were beginning to doubt. For more than four hours Jason
and his men had been scanning the sky every minute they were not transfixed by
the slaughter taking place beyond the river, and so far the most threatening
thing they had seen were the crows and rooks that had flown in, attracted by
the smell of blood and death with its promise of rich feasting that would come
as soon as the humans stopped running around. The line of stunted, scraggly
trees dotting the low hills, far off to Jason’s left, were so full of the black
carrion eaters that they appeared to have sprouted a rich crop of huge black
fruit. Jason was watching the nasty creatures bounce around on their perches in
hungry anticipation when one of his baggage boys, shouted at him.


“Master Jason,
more crows coming. There’s lots of them, too.”


Jason looked
down at the boy and followed his finger toward the eastern horizon. There, in
the far distance, a small flock of tiny black shapes were bobbing through the
clouds, heading directly toward the site of the battle. It only took Jason a
few seconds of watching their odd, lumbering flight to know that these were not
crows.

















Chapter
Eighteen



 

Jason stared intently into the
distant sky, watching the indistinct V shapes pump their wings up and down. They
heaved awkwardly, as though the act of keeping their huge weight airborne
required a supreme effort. As he watched the things approach, they were joined
by more and more of their kind; all of them climbing slowly upward in
preparation for the swooping dive that was only a matter of minutes away. Jason
had seen this same maneuver before, at a monastery in Mongolia, and he knew
exactly what was coming. In the seconds between the time when he first realized
what he was looking at, and the point when he started shouting orders, all he
could think of was a stupid poster he had seen tacked to the wall of someone’s
dormitory room when he was in college: ‘Do not meddle in the affairs of
dragons, for you are crunchy and taste good with ketchup’. Instantly the
thought was banished and he snapped back to himself, shouting at the top of his
lungs.


“DRAGONS
COMING.”


Up and down the
line the cry was repeated as the engineers bent their backs to the cocking
mechanisms of their ballistae, and nervous baggage boys hurried to lay the huge
iron arrows and endless lengths of chain in neat, orderly rows, ready to be
handed up to the engineers. Equites shouted to each other and struggled to pull
their skittish mounts into orderly rows, while couching their lances tight
under their right armpits, preparing for the moment when they would charge
forward, ready to pit themselves against the creatures which were slowly
destroying their kingdom.


High above, mixed
with the bottom layer of rolling black clouds, the first wave of dragons was
now close enough for everyone to get a clear look at their truly monstrous
appearance. From the ground, the clearest image was of the creatures’ feet;
huge hooked talons, like the claws of some unimaginably monstrous bird of prey,
clutching and grabbing, waiting to snatch and crush anything within reach. By
the time they were close enough for those below to have a clear view of the
monstrous, snapping jaws and huge, beating wings, many of the men were
momentarily frozen in sheer terror.


The great, black
wings tore their way through the ragged clouds, rending the air with a slow,
rhythmic pumping; the heavy beats sounding distinctly like the dirt being
shaken out of a rug: Whump, whump, whump. Flying in such close formation that
the tips of their hundred foot wingspan nearly touched, their bodies filled the
sky like a swarm of gigantic locust. In front of the veiny, leathery wings,
long necks twisted and curled like writhing snakes, whipping back and forth as
they turned their heads from side to side, focusing fiery yellow eyes on the
massed prey below. Poking, prodding, feeling the air were dozens of wriggling
tentacles surrounding the things’ mouths like the feelers around the mouth of a
catfish; the main difference between the dragons’ feelers and those on a
catfish was that these threw off electrical charges, intermittently lighting up
the belly of the clouds with an eerie incandescence.


When the nearest
of the flying nightmares opened its mouth it exposed row upon row of twisting
yellow fangs. A moment later it let out a mighty roar as loud as the
afterburners on a 747 airliner. Almost instantly the bellowing dragon, along
with the sky surrounding it, disappeared behind a wall of flame and smoke
nearly as wide as its wingspan. Behind it, more and more dragons answered its
call, hurtling through the sky, closing in on the tiny line of men, horses and
machines on the ground below.


Lost in the
confusion and bustle, a gray-clad figure ran back and forth in the narrow space
between the orderly line of ballistae carts and the ranks of waiting horsemen. With
long hair and beard streaming behind him, Merlin waved his hands frantically in
the air as he sought to weave a thousand foot long wall of protection to guard
engineers and equites from a fiery death. Over the course of his long life the
great wizard had constructed hundreds of protective umbrellas, some large
enough to safeguard as many as thirty or forty people, but this was unquestionably
the greatest challenge of his career. Moving as fast as his legs could carry
him and still allow him the time necessary to spin his magical spell, the tips
of Merlin’s fingers scribed the air with a great pentagram consisting of a five
pointed star enclosed in a circle of protection. Because of the speed of his
movement, the glowing, shimmering tracers flowing endlessly from the tips of
his fingers made no visual sense to those observing him, but magic is not
dependent on appearances, only upon the right incantations and formulas
combined with decades of practice and an immense amount of faith. As he rushed
through the tall grass, bits and snatches of Merlin’s murmured chants reached
Jason’s ears and now, since he had learned to speak Latin, he could understand
what the old wizard was saying. Straining his ears to pick up as much of it as
he could, Jason listened intently.


“In the name of
God and all the angels and the power of all the planets, suns and stars, I
command you, in the name of the one who sits today on the throne of the
Pendragon…”


The rest was
lost. Merlin’s hurried passage had taken him out of earshot but even if he had
remained in one spot there would have been no time for Jason to memorize the protective
spell. In the cloud-laden sky above him the creatures had reached the zenith of
their climb and were beginning to dive, their wings half folded, their
snake-like tails thrashing, directing their downward plummet, and their cruel
crocodile-like jaws open, ready to spew fiery death on everyone and everything
in their path.


Three hundred
yards, two hundred yards, one hundred.


As they dove,
the creatures’ truly enormous size became more apparent by the second. Hurtling
down, down, down toward the ground at a terrifying speed the things came in one
rank after another like dive bombers, their roars splitting the sky, the glare
of their fire so bright it was as impossible for their intended victims to look
upward as it was to stare into the glare of the sun.


Ready for the
assault that was only seconds away, Jason and his engineers gripped the handles
of their ballistae so hard their knuckles turned white under the pressure. Desperately,
Jason tried to remain calm and keep his muscles lose, flexing his arms and
legs, his back and shoulders. Muttering to himself, his voice sounded almost
like one of Merlin’s chants: “I can do this. I can do this. I can do this.”


In the seconds
before the wall of blinding light and furnace-like heat hit his face, Jason
realized that the dragons were widening their arc of approach, extending it to
their right, so they could hit the engineers and equites head-on while
simultaneously making a running dive across the mass of soldiers still locked
in bloody combat on the far side of the river. As he felt the wall of flame
sweep over him like an onrushing tide breaking across his head, Jason whirled
his ballista around one hundred and eighty degrees, waiting for vision to
return so he could aim and fire. Even with his eyes squeezed shut the blinding
light and heat had the same effect as looking through the door of a blast
furnace. The blazing wind of the dragons’ breath tore at his hair and clothes,
but he remained untouched by the fire thanks to Merlin. As soon as the heat
dissipated enough to allow movement, Jason collected himself and stared upward,
trying to identify one single target. He could only hope that the rest of his
men were doing the same and that the emplacement of eight engineers on the edge
of the far battlefield was preparing themselves; their turn would come in a
matter of seconds.


Raising his head
and blinking to clear his vision, he saw it; the huge, creamy-white belly of a
dragon passing just above his head and slightly to his left. And it was very
close. It could not have been more than sixty feet above him. Pushing down on
the ballista handles, he raised the nose of his weapon as high as it would go,
bracing his legs and holding himself as steady as the adrenaline rush would
allow. Just a few more beats of its wings would put the thing in a perfect position
to take a clean shot in its lower abdomen. Pumping the air with its tail the
dragon heaved mightily to gain altitude before making its next pass. Up, down,
up, down the massive tail went. The third time it lifted its tail after a hard
downward stroke, Jason eased back on the trigger, releasing the bowstring and
letting the huge iron bolt fly heavenward.


As though
everything in his line of vision suddenly moved in slow motion, Jason watched
intently as the sleek, black dart climbed upward, spinning, pulling itself
through the air, hauling its shimmering length of bronze chain behind it like a
bright gold ribbon tied to the tail of a child’s kite. Before the dragon could
bring its massive tail down for another lunge forward, the arrow struck,
driving itself so deep into the creature’s belly that it nearly disappeared. The
impact pushed the dragon violently to the left, but in a split second the
effect of the chain, whose opposite end was grounded in the murky waters of the
swamp, made itself apparent to everyone on the battlefield. Like dropping an
electrical appliance into a sink full of water, even before the chain played
out to its full length the creature began writhing, twisting and throwing a
shower of bright, multicolored sparks in every direction. Convulsing and
thrashing, its body covered with tiny dancing sparks, the hideous thing threw
back its head, smoke billowing from its mouth, and let out an ear shattering
shriek as its entire tail section exploded in a storm of released energy. In a
grand display of destruction the dragon excreted its entrails as it pirouetted
through the air, plummeting downward to crash on the rough stone shoreline next
to the ocean.


Even before
Jason could whirl his ballista around to take aim at the next incoming dragon, three
more of the monstrous creatures exploded above his head. As they thrashed and
careened toward the ground, cascades of sticky dragon slime plummeting out
behind them, drenching both combatants and engineers on the field below. Four
dragons down, uncounted hundreds to go.


As Jason wiped
the nervous sweat and slime from his face, out of the corner of his eye he
caught a blur of motion as a small group of men darted between two of the
ballistae carts. Initially he failed to give the men a second thought but as he
ratcheted back the cocking mechanism of the ballista he could not get them out
of his mind. Something about the way they moved; furtive, sneaky, like they
were trying to avoid being seen. As the baggage boy handed him an arrow and he
fixed it into place, Jason cast his eyes to the left, between the front of the
cart next to him and the rear of the one beyond. Surrounded by dragon smoke,
the confusion of equites’ prancing mounts, carters struggling to calm terrified
horses and baggage boys passing arrows as fast as they could, it took him a
moment to find the group of men. Even when he found them, they were hard to
keep track of; crouching behind the wagon, sneaking into the space between the
ballistae wagons and the squadrons of equites. It was only when he saw Merlin
coming toward him, moving along the line, signing with his hands, trailing the
glowing tracers of his enchantment, that Jason first thought something might be
very wrong.


As Merlin moved
closer to where the men crouched behind a wagon, Jason saw three of them move
forward.


“MERLIN. BEHIND
YOU.”


Jason screamed
so loud it tore at the back of his throat but no voice was loud enough to be
heard over the clash of battle and the roar of diving dragons. Even as he
shouted, another dragon came swooping down, headed directly toward Jason,
forcing his attention on the wall of fire and grasping talons aimed straight at
his head. While Jason frantically fended off the latest attack, Merlin ducked
and turned in one smooth motion; in the process, snatching a nearby ballista
arrow from the ground. Whirling, straightening his shoulders and tossing his
shock of white hair behind him, he caught the first attacker as he stepped from
behind the wagon. Moving so fast he was almost invisible, Merlin swung around,
whirling the metal staff in an upward arc, striking the man squarely on the
right temple, fracturing his skull and sending him reeling to the ground.


Without pausing in
the execution of his elegant dance, the wizard shifted position, grasped the
arrow at the center point and stepped forward one step, driving the point deep
into the stomach of a second man. As the man doubled forward and clutched at
the iron rod boring into his bowels, Merlin extracted the arrow, swinging it
upward, catching the dying man in the throat, driving him backward, forcing him
to the ground.


As the second
man hit the ground the third one stepped from behind the wagon and grabbed
Merlin by his upper arm. Dropping the arrow, Merlin twisted toward the man,
grabbed hold of the front of the man’s tunic with his left hand and his belt
with his right. In one swift motion he lifted the startled, struggling man free
of the ground and lifting him high into the air.


The entire fight
lasted mere seconds, giving Jason no time to react, let alone climb down from
the wagon and make his way to Merlin. Now, as Merlin heaved the third assailant
into the air, Jason saw what the old wizard could not: the fourth man. Clutched
tight in one hand he held a short, ugly looking dagger and he was moving in behind
Merlin’s back. As Merlin’s third victim crumpled across the sideboard of the
nearest wagon, the man with the dagger raised it high over his head – a
head covered with a mop of strawberry blond hair – and stepped forward,
ready to drive the blade deep into Merlin’s back.


Without
hesitating, virtually without thinking, Jason shoved his hand under his loose
fitting tabard and extracted the nine millimeter pistol. Pausing only long
enough to glance down to make sure the safety was flicked off he raised the gun,
pointed it at Mordred and squeezed the trigger once, twice, three times. Even
in the midst of the noise, screaming and shouting of battle the sharp reports
of the pistol were deafening. Stunned, it took a second for Jason to collect
himself enough to look for Merlin. There, twenty feet away, the old man stood,
looking dazed as he wiped trails of blood from the side of his face.


Jumping over the
side of the wagon and rushing forward, terrified that one of the bullets had
struck his friend, Jason was so relieved that he almost collapsed when he saw
the grin spread across the old man’s face.


“Nice shot, my
boy.”


“Oh, God, I
thought I’d hit you.”


Merlin patted
Jason’s shoulder reassuringly. “I’m fine. The blood belongs to him.”


Merlin pointed
at the crumbled heap lying at his feet. There, with one side of his head nearly
shot away, his hair and face covered with blood, lay Morgana le Fay’s
psychopathic son. Jason stared at the body for a second before speaking.


“So I guess he
doesn’t get to kill Arthur in this timeline.”


“Nor,
apparently, me. Thank you again.”


“Right. No
problem.”


Without another
word both men turned back to their work. Merlin continued weaving his
protective umbrella, and Jason clambered back over the side of the cart,
settled in behind the ballista and took aim at the next incoming dragon. Everywhere
around him the world seemed to disappear beneath a dense wall of flame, smoke
and shrieking terror.


Faster and
faster the giant beasts came screaming out of the sky, and every time Jason
followed one along its downward path, honing in on its underbelly, whirling his
ballista around to drive a heavy iron bolt into its innards, he caught a
glimpse of the increasingly disorganized fighting on the far side of the swamp.
While it was obvious that Arthur and his allies had been making good progress
in their effort to roll back Morgana’s mercenaries, the incursion of the
dragons into the mix was throwing the battle into complete confusion. Having no
allegiance to either group of humans the dragons were just as happy to
incinerate Morgana’s allies as they were to kill her enemies. Although the
squadron of engineers on the right flank of Arthur’s line was doing their best
to kill those dragons which escaped slaughter at the hands of Jason’s men, they
could not eliminate the tide of destruction sweeping across the battlefield.


Through
intermittent waves of smoke and Jason caught glimpses of the horror taking
place only a few hundred feet away from where he stood. Nearly overwhelmed by
the sight, he caught glimpses of fire-charred faces surrounding terrified,
blind eyes and withered and blackened limbs. When the wind moved in the right
direction he gagged and nearly vomited as he was assailed by the smell of
burning hair and roasted human flesh. Equally horrible were the wails of dying
men as they ran stumbling and falling through the battle lines, their bodies
engulfed in flame, unheeding of the enemy surrounding them, before they
collapsed to the ground and died. And on and on the dragons came, row upon row,
wave after wave, an endless parade of furious hell-borne creatures determined
to wipe out all human life and inhale the released energy as their victims
roasted in their own juices. Regardless of how many dragons were sent crashing
to the ground or exploded in mid-flight their numbers never seemed to lessen
and the ferocity of their advance never wavered.


Because of the
speed of their flight and their trajectory, the vast majority of the dragons
brought down by the ballistae plummeted earthward far beyond the battle site,
many plunging into the sea, exploding and disappearing in a great, black plume
of smoke. Others sailed beyond the range of low hills and disappeared into the
distance. One massive beast did an impressive barrel roll in midair before
crashing against the outer wall of Morgana’s fortress, causing the entire
structure to shimmer and blink into existence before a huge section of wall
exploded and collapsed inward, leaving a gaping hole half filled with a dragon
carcass. Some of the impaled creatures simply disappeared in a flash of
blinding light, vanishing into thin air as completely as if they had never
existed. But occasionally one would land in the midst of the fighting,
ploughing a great, bloody furrow through the screaming combatants, spewing
bodies left and right, chewing a gaping hole in the ground, forcing the
survivors to climb over the tumbled mounds of dirt to reach the enemy.


After what
seemed like days of making one pass after another at their human targets,
losing hundreds of their number in the process, but incapable of penetrating
Merlin’s protective shield, the dragons changed tactics. Decreasing the angle
of their approach, some of them started landing at a safe distance from the
allied line and lumbering toward their targets on foot. Spread out from each
other far enough so they could pump their great wings, creating a huge
windstorm ahead of their approach, they bounded across the tall grass, setting
it aflame ahead of them; the force of the dragon-wind creating a wall of smoke
so thick the engineers found it impossible to focus on the incoming beasts. Taking
this as his cue to action, Llewellyn rode up and down the line of equites,
shouting orders to his men before spurring his mount and disappearing into the
smoke, five of his men galloping close behind him. In groups of five and six
the horsemen charged through Merlin’s protective shield, disappearing into the
advancing wall of fire and dragons.


As the smoke
wafted back and forth across the field, Jason caught brief glimpses that
allowed him understand what the equites were doing. Riding through the wall of
flames, they circled around the dragons’ massive sides - always in danger of
being de-horsed by the huge flapping wings - and wheeled their horses around so
they could charge the creature’s sides from the rear and drive their lances
between the layers of protective scales. Without the bronze chains to
ground-out their lances the impact did not cause the beasts to explode, but the
vast majority of the strikes seemed to inflict terrible wounds, some of them
throwing the creatures violently to one side, rolling them over and over,
breaking their huge wings as they careened into others of their kind. Inevitably,
when a dragon rolled across the field, there was the chance they would crush
one or more of the equites as he darted back and forth alongside them.


Other equites
succumbed to the flames belched out by the beasts as they frantically sought to
kill their pursuers. Here and there, through shifting smoke and fire, Jason
could see men and mounts incinerated in mid stride, there one instant and gone
in a flaming explosion the next. Even over the clatter and roar of battle the
screams of the terrified horses tore at Jason’s ears and sickened him.


Slowly, over
what seemed like endless days, but must have been more like three or four
hours, the intensity of the dragons’ assault began to slacken as their numbers
slowly dwindled and they, like the humans battling them, seemed to become
exhausted, finding it difficult to produce fire and death as easily as they had
when they first descended from the sky.


“Come on lad. You’re
needed elsewhere.” Merlin stood beside Jason’s wagon, wagging a beckoning
finger in the air.


“What?” Jason
pointed skyward. “I can’t just leave.”


“I think your
men can handle it from here. You and I have work to do.”


Grumbling, Jason
climbed over the side of the cart, jumping to the ground before staring
accusingly at the old man. “So what the hell is so important?”


Merlin hooked a
thumb in the direction of the now visible fortress. “You and I are going to pay
a call on the lady of the house.”


“Oh, God, not
again. She keeps trying to kill me.”


“And me.”


“Yes, and you,
too.”


“And Arthur and,
just in case you need reminding of the fact, she came within seconds of killing
your wife.” Merlin stared at Jason with his hypnotic blue eyes, waiting for him
to process this information.


“Right. Ok then.
So what are we standing around here for? Let’s go snuff this bitch.”


Grinning, Merlin
stepped behind the wagon, making his way toward the edge of the swamp. Keeping
low, the pair followed the edge of the bog to the northeast until they were
well clear of the battle lines. There, they took off their shoes and waded
through the swamp and across the shallow river, reaching the opposite shore at
a point roughly half way between the northern-most edge of the battle and the
limp, black tail of the dragon which had opened a convenient seventy foot wide
breach in the fortress wall. Keeping low, so the tall grass disguised their
passage, Merlin and Jason emerged next to a massive green-black leg that had
nearly been torn off when the creature slammed into the wall. A single glance
across the dead beast’s back told Jason that the situation inside the fortress
was quickly going very, very wrong. Everywhere, buildings, clutches of fleeing
men and even the grass and trees were phasing in and out of existence; there
one second, gone the next; on, off, on off, like a flickering neon sign about
to burn out.


“Is it safe to
go in there?”


“Ah, that. Once I
was sure Mistress le Fay was distracted by the course of the battle I managed
to weave a few spells of my own. I thought you might find the effect amusing…” With
a sly crinkle around his eyes, he winked and added “I know they have her
undivided attention.”


Merlin climbed
up and over the shattered, scaly leg, sliding down the opposite side, waiting
against the interior of the wall while Jason followed him. Inside the fortress
everything was sheer pandemonium; lights flashing, objects and structures
appearing and disappearing at random, and everywhere a disconcerting crackling
noise that sounded like someone crumpling a sheet of thin plastic.


“When the hell
did you have time to do all this?”


“In my copious
amounts of spare time. Now come on.”


Even the ground
at Jason’s feet seemed to be shifting in and out of existence, the earth
appearing and disappearing beneath his shoes, leaving him suspended over a
vast, gaping nothingness.


“Is this safe?”


“It is if you
stay close to me.”


Rushing across a
dangerously exposed courtyard toward the shelter of a building which
alternately was, and was not, seventy or eighty feet away, Jason pressed his
hand against the pistol tucked into the waistband of his trousers. As he ran,
he mumbled to himself “Nine rounds left, nine rounds left.”


Three more
dashes across insanely unprotected areas and they came to rest against a
building which seemed more stable than the rest.


“Where the hell
are we, anyway?”


Resting his back
against the rough stone wall, Merlin took a moment to catch his breath before
answering. “You remember the building where Morgana’s office was?” Jason nodded
silently. “This is it.”


“You think she’s
in there?”


“Oh, I know
she’s in there. I can feel her. I can sense the evil.”


“So what do we
do now? I mean, we can’t simply waltz in there and say ‘hi, we just dropped by
to kill you’.”


“I’m open to
suggestions.”


“WHAT THE FUCK?”
Jason’s panicked voice came out as a strangled shout. “You mean you brought us
in here and you don’t have a plan?”


“Shhhh. I got us
this far, do I have to do everything?”


“You could have
given me some warning.”


“Life doesn’t
come with advance notice, Jason. Consider this part of your training as a
wizard. It’s called thinking on your feet.”


“Oh, God. Ok,
wait. Just give me a minute.”


“Here. Take hold
of my sleeve and I’ll make us both invisible while you ponder. Just remember
that…”


“Wait. Maybe… Oh,
why the hell not.” After a long pause and a huge sigh, Jason continued. “Morgana
doesn’t know who I am, right?”


“She won’t meet
you for another sixteen hundred years, so I shouldn’t think so.”


“Ok. Then this
is what we’re going to do.” Head down, holding tight to Merlin’s sleeve, he led
the way around the corner of the building and down a long colonnaded corridor,
explaining his plan in hushed tones. At the far end he could see small clusters
of armed guards rushing back and forth, some of them vanishing in mid stride,
others only partly visible; torsos without legs, bodies without heads, once a
pair of feet ran past, the man attached to them invisible from the ankles up. It
all made Jason slightly giddy, and despite having spent the last four hours in
constant danger of his life being snuffed out at any second he felt an almost
overwhelming desire to giggle.


Inside her
office Morgana le Fay was storming back and forth, waving her arms in the air,
mumbling incoherent incantations, weeping and screaming curses at the top of
her voice. Her beautiful, wonderful son was dead, more than half of her army
lay slaughtered on the battlefield - many of them wiped out by the very dragons
who were supposed to be her allies - and half of the men who were not dead had
deserted in a frantic attempt to save their miserable, worthless lives. She had
tried and tried to reach the Dragon Lords on her communicator but they refused
to answer; didn’t the fools know she needed reinforcements? Worst of all Arthur
was still alive and that miserable old man had vanished again. She had searched
back and forth across the battlefield but couldn’t find any sign of him in the
scrying bowl. And now something had gone horribly wrong with the spell that
kept her and her fortress invisible. Would Arthur and his army of traitors
storm her fort? If they did, would they be able to see her?


“DAMN IT TO
HELL. How in the…”


Her furious
outburst was interrupted by the sound of someone knocking on the door. Storming
across the room, shrieking until her vocal chords were raw, she depressed the
latch, jerking the door inward. “WHAT?” There was no one there. “Show yourself,
you son of a motherless dog.”


In one smooth,
easy move Merlin ducked beneath her arm and circled around behind her. Jason
held fast to the long, trailing cuff of the wizard’s batwing sleeve as long as
he could. When the last inch of rough, homespun cloth slipped through his
fingers, his invisibility vanished and he stood eye-to-eye with Morgana le Fay.
Breaking into a broad smile he offered a cheery “Hi there. We’ve come to kill
you.”


Stunned, not
knowing how to react to this weird apparition, Morgana took one step backward,
muttering “Who the hell are…” That was as far as she got before the flaming
ball of energy struck her squarely in the back. Whirling around to face her
attacker, when she saw Merlin standing at the far end of the room her lips
curled in a hate-filled sneer.


The two intractable
enemies faced each other, flexing their hands, readying themselves for what was
to come. Seconds later orbs of pulsing, glowing energy were cascading from both
of their fingertips. As the bolts flashed from their hands, they slammed
against each other, sending sparks and streamers of iridescent power cascading
in every direction, filling the room with brilliant shards of light, blinding
all three of the occupants. From somewhere, Morgana produced a second energy
beam, sending it rocketing toward Merlin. Shouting spells, incantations and
prayers to ward-off evil, Merlin produced an umbrella of protection, deflecting
Morgana’s attack harmlessly to the side. Waves of pure power pulsed from both
wizard’s hands with such fury that the entire room hummed with the intensity of
the assault. As the energy level climbed, it produced audible vibrations
ranging from so high only a dog could have heard them to so low that the ground
throughout the fortress shook and quivered like it was made of pudding.


Wave after wave,
energy bolts came thick and fast, one after another, filling the room from
floor to ceiling with balls of fire and cascades of light so potent that Jason
was forced to shield his eyes and step back, terrified that the building would
explode. Through the glare and the din, he could faintly discern Merlin’s
glowing outline and realized that the great wizard was being forced backwards,
retreating towards the far wall. His shield of protection was glowing less
intensely and his bolts were being bent, warped and pushed aside by the fury of
Morgana’s onslaught.


Jason had to do
something but he knew there was no way he could withstand the power of
Morgana’s magic. After taking the briefest second to weigh his options he
pulled the pistol from beneath his tabard, flipped off the safety, and took
careful aim at Morgana. Taking a deep breath, he released the pistol, leaving
it suspended in midair, and moved to one side of the doorway. Cupping his hands
around his mouth, he screamed “HEY BITCH, CATCH THIS.”


Morgana whirled
around to stare at the small, black object suspended in the center of her
doorway. “What the…”


Concentrating on
the gun, Jason used his limited powers to pull the trigger three times. Two of
the shots struck the sorceress squarely in the midriff, driving her backward,
tripping and stumbling across the room toward Merlin. The second he heard
Jason’s shout, Merlin had made a dive toward the row of armor standing guard
over an array of wall-mounted weapons. Grabbing the nearest Saxon war axe, he jerked
it from the wall and leapt back to the center of the room. Pulling the axe
backward over his right shoulder, he brought it forward in a great, wide arc
just in time to connect with Morgana le Fay’s neck. As gracefully as a ballet
movement, her head separated from her shoulders, did a double pirouette in the
air and crashed to the floor, rolling next to her collapsing body.


Without
hesitating, Merlin stepped forward, picked up the head and tossed it into the
nearest brazier. As her hair caught fire and the skin began to blacken, Merlin
leaned down and stared into the melting face. “My dear” he murmured “that was
probably much less painful that what the dragons did to you in the future, so
you can take this as an act of undeserved mercy.”


Walking across the
room, he put an arm around Jason’s shoulders. “Thank you again. That’s the
second time today you’ve saved my life.”


“That’s ok. You’ve
saved mine plenty of times.” He rubbed a hand across his weary face, smearing
layers of dirt and dragon soot. “Is this finally over? Can I go home now?”


“I believe it’s
finally over. We’ve saved the world…again.”


“Thanks Batman. Now
let’s get out of here.”
















Chapter Nineteen



 

It took the rest of the day for
the battle to grind its way to a weary, inglorious conclusion. Too exhausted to
keep fighting but too angry, frustrated and belligerent to quit, the three
sides continued to hammer away at each other, hour after hour, wearing each
other down an inch at a time, long after the outcome would have been painfully
obvious to any casual observer watching from the distant hills. Mercifully for
all concerned, before the first fingers of dusk crept across the landscape, the
last of Morgana’s mercenaries who had not been roasted in the inferno of dragon
fire or cut down by King Arthur and his allies opted for saving their skins. Deserting
the field they fled across the hills or along the coast, vanishing into the
distance from where they had come. Not long after the last of the barbarians
disappeared even the dragons seemed to have had enough, turning their great
tails toward the western horizon they retreated eastward, returning to the
portal leading to the nightmare existence of their own world.


After bringing
down one last dragon, burying a ballistae bolt into its retreating rump and
watching it cartwheel through the air before exploding and dissolving into
nothingness, Jason slumped over the bed of his ballista and rubbed his
dirt-smeared face with trembling hands. It took five full minutes before he
mustered enough energy to lift his weary head and survey his surroundings,
taking stock of the destruction and desolation wrought by a single day of
relentless slaughter.


King Arthur, the
army of the Britons and the combined forces of their allies had won the day but
the cost had been horrible. While a dispatch rider was sent back to the main
camp, taking news of the victory and warning the women to prepare to receive an
unknown, but huge, number of injured, the work of untangling the dead from the
wounded, the bodies of friends from those of the enemy, began. Those who had
the strength worked far into the night; those who were too exhausted to move
slept where they fell to the ground, among the dead and wounded, rejoining the
clean-up crew with the coming of the dawn. Over the next two days Merlin worked
with the rescue crews, administering last rites to the dying and delivering
massed funeral services over slit trenches filled with bodies. High ranking
officers and noblemen received individual burials and orations but speeches for
each of the more than one thousand fallen men would have been impossible.


While Merlin
toiled among the dead, Jason worked with his engineers and carters. Pulling all
but six of the ballistae from the beds of the twenty one surviving battle
wagons, they repaired the damaged carts, making them ready to carry the wounded
back to base camp where they would be handed over to the gentle ministrations
of Beverley and her nurses. As each of the patched-together carts became
available for service, four broken, moaning men were laid on the rough wooden
floor and transported away from the battlefield. Inevitably, base camp was
quickly overwhelmed by the influx of wounded, particularly because many of the
volunteer nurses were informed that they were now widows and were so grief-stricken
it was nearly impossible for them to concentrate on their work.


It was not until
noon of the second day that the true extent of the losses began to emerge. As
near as Jason could figure, about one in three of Arthur’s men were dead and
nearly as many had suffered some kind of injury – mostly burns of greater
of lesser extent. One third mortality and one third wounded was disastrous by
the standards of any organized military at any period of history. On a more
personal and individual scale, Llewellyn the handsome, dashing commander of
Arthur’s equites was dead, crushed by a wounded dragon as it careened across
the field. King Hoel, too, had been cut down; slashing and cursing, wreaking
death and destruction on the enemy, the old warrior had been stabbed multiple
times, finally killed by a Saxon war axe. While righting one of the overturned
wagons, Jason uncovered the small, broken body of Cadwaladr, Arthur’s young
page who had bravely volunteered to serve as baggage boy to the engineers. Lifting
the limp body gently, Jason carried his sad burden to the king who directed him
to the boy’s father who sat among the wounded, a bloody, makeshift bandage
engulfing one arm and hand.


On the morning
of the third day after the battle the shattered remnants of Arthur’s army began
the march back to camp where Beverley and the women of the court were
frantically tending to more than five hundred badly wounded men. By the end of
the first full week Arthur began making noises about starting back to Baenin,
but Beverley adamantly refused, declaring that many of the wounded could not
possibly be moved for at least another two weeks. To placate the increasingly
anxious king, Merlin volunteered to travel to Baenin and deliver the news of
Arthur’s victory to the queen, promising that he would return within a few
days.


Reluctantly,
Arthur agreed but insisted on walking to the sea shore with the wizard, seeking
any words of wisdom and comfort he might have to offer. When they reached the
water’s edge Vivian was already there, waiting to transport Merlin to the river
running north of the capitol. As the two men approached the pebbly shingle, the
sylph-like figure rushed forward, stretched high on her toes to kiss Merlin and
then skipped over to Arthur and hugged him.


“I know you. You
are Merlin’s friend, the king of the humans.”


Arthur grinned. “It’s
nice to see you again, my Lady. And while I’m certainly Merlin’s friend I’m
afraid I’m only the king of a very few of the humans.”


The Lady of the
Lake shrugged and let out a huge sigh. “Oh, well, at least you are alive now. Sometimes
you are dead, you know. Still, I find it very strange.” 


Arthur smiled,
knowing full well that this creature had absolutely no concept of time, its
passage or its effect on the lives of humans. “You find what strange?”


“I thought you
were dead this time. You were certainly dead the last time it was this time.” Then,
after a long pause, she added “At least I think you were.”


Arthur threw
back his head and laughed. It was a good, cathartic laugh and a release that he
desperately needed after the unbearable stress of the past days. “I have no
idea what you mean, but I want to thank you for taking Merlin back to my city.”


Vivian pointed
one tiny finger toward Excalibur. “Does your father’s sword still do you good
service?”


“Yes, thank you
for allowing me to keep it. Without it I might well be dead…this time. Next to
my wizard it’s my best weapon.”


Vivian grinned,
nodded and took Merlin by the hand, leading him toward the water with the easy
grace of someone leading a partner onto the dance floor. Arthur watched in
amazement as Merlin’s sandal touched the water and both he and the strange
girl-thing disappeared from sight.


Three days later
Merlin returned to camp, bringing a letter from Gwenhwyfar expressing the
gratitude of the Britons for ridding the kingdom of the dragons. The shrieks
and sobs of the wives, children and parents of those who would never return to
their families went unmentioned, but Arthur could see the pain in Merlin’s face
as clearly as if it had been written on parchment and hung on the wall of his
great hall.


Declaring that
it was essential for the wellbeing of the Britons that they reestablish
Arthur’s continued control over the kingdom and bring a renewed sense of order
out of the chaos of battle, Merlin called for a royal court to be held
immediately. There, among the make-shift tents and waving grass of the base
camp, a great bonfire was built from the disassembled ballistae and a hunting
party returned to camp with six deer, four wild boar and a huge elk known as an
alce. Merlin apologized for the lack of ale, but everyone assumed that the
wizard and General Ambrosius were more disappointed by the absence of alcohol
than most of the company.


Not
surprisingly, court was a depressingly solemn occasion. Arthur expressed his
deep gratitude for the many hundreds who had given their lives, or suffered
terrible wounds, to save their kingdom from the forces of his now-dead
half-sister. Words of praise were heaped on those who had shown outstanding
valor, or done extraordinary deeds, during the battle. The loss of Arthur’s
kinsman, King Hoel of Brittany, was lamented and his bravery in four decades of
battle was proudly remembered. Duke Aegidius was similarly lauded not only for
the outstanding leadership of his troops, but of taking over command of Hoel’s
divisions after their leader had fallen. Arthur’s uncle, General Ambrosius
Aurelianus was praised for his courage and loyalty to the throne of the Britons
throughout his long career, both during the extraordinarily difficult years of
the dragon attacks during the later years of Uther’s reign and now, under
Arthur.


Llewellyn was
remembered as the man who had made Arthur’s equites the most advanced unit of
cavalry in the known world. In recognition of his outstanding performance in
taking command of the equites after Llewellyn’s death, Bedwyr was promoted to
permanent commander of all of Arthur’s mounted troops. Griffudd, too, was
called before the throne and honored for his part in carrying out the
complicated new tactics that had helped win two successive battles, first
against the Saxons and now against Morgana’s mercenaries. His reward was
advancement to the coveted rank of Cohort Leader, or commander of five hundred
men, a rank immediately below general.


When all the
military awards and honors had been passed out, Arthur called for Jason and
Beverley to come before him and be introduced to the entire assembly. At some
point in the month-long expedition nearly everyone involved had come to realize
that Jason was someone of importance; he was, after all, riding a horse rather
than walking and had often been seen talking to the king and Ambrosius and
sometimes spent entire days deep in conference with the great wizard. But who
this man was, and where he came from, had remained mostly a subject of gossip
and speculation, so the king’s introduction of the strangers was received with
rapt attention. Arthur explained that Jason and Beverley, like Merlin, were
wizards, and that they had come from a faraway land at Merlin’s behest to aid
the kingdom in its time of need. He explained how Jason had designed the
engines of war called ballista, had invented the stirrups that gave the equites
an unequaled edge in battle and devised the formations that gave the army a
much needed advantage over the Saxons and Morgana’s mercenaries.


“This man
rejected the conventional wisdom that a smaller army must always concede
victory to a larger, and he has proven that the outcome of a battle is based
more on ingenuity, forethought and planning than on sheer force of arms. For
these insights, and the skills which allowed us to act upon them, we are
eternally indebted to him.”


After an
introduction that left Jason thoroughly embarrassed and red faced, the king
held out his hands to Beverley, who stepped forward and rested her hands in
his, offering an unaccustomed curtsey in the process. When he released her
hands, Arthur explained how this woman, who wore magic windows on her face,
which allowed her to see things that no other person could see, had brought
knowledge of healing and medicines to the kingdom and thereby saved countless
lives that would otherwise have been lost to wounds and fever. When he
finished, and the applause and cheering died down, Arthur leaned back in his camp
chair and smiled.


“The two of you
have given much to my kingdom, and have done so selflessly. Not once have you
asked for anything in return; you have requested neither land, nor gold, nor
positions at court. And I know you did this for love of Merlin and no other
reason. This displays a nobility of character that is rarely found among men. And
while you have asked for nothing, I would like to offer you a small reward in
recognition of your contributions to my kingdom. To you, Lady Beverley, I grant
the title of Chief Healing Wizard to the Kingdom of the Britons, and to you,
Master Jason, I bestow the title of Chief Engineer and Second Best Wizard in
Briton.” A ripple of respectful laughter and chuckles ran through the crowd
before Arthur continued. “I’m sure you understand why recognition of your
magical prowess must remain subservient to that of our friend.” Then, after a
long pause during which Jason and Beverley stared at each other, dumbstruck,
Arthur concluded. “So, what say you? Will you stay with us?”


An awkward
silence followed as Beverley and Jason held a strained, whispered conversation
during which they exchanged pain-filled glances with Merlin, who had been
standing silently beside Arthur throughout the long evening. How could they
refuse an offer to become members of a society that they had studied, loved and
dreamed about all of their lives, particularly after their years of adventuring
with Merlin in his quest to rid the world of Morgana le Fay? On the other hand,
how could they simply abandon their entire world, exchanging the friends, loved
ones and conveniences of the twenty-first century for this primitive –
and, in all honesty, barbaric - world of the fifth century? Finally, it was
Jason who spoke for both of them.


“My
Lord…umm…King Arthur…this is the most generous offer ever made to any stranger
who wandered, uninvited, into a strange land. It has been the greatest honor of
our lives to aid our friend Merlin in his quest to rid your kingdom of the
dragons and the Saxons. And while we will always cherish our time with you,
once we get back to Baenin we really have to return to our own land. I’m really
sorry.”


Arthur nodded
and smiled a small, tight smile. “I regret your decision but I also understand
it; for I could not remain happy living outside my own small kingdom and would
quickly long to return to my home, just as you do. But please remember that
should you ever change your minds, you are always welcome to return to the land
of the Britons as long as I remain on the throne.”


After the deeds
of all of the dozens of individuals who had suffered and fought for victory had
been recognized and applauded, Arthur turned to Merlin and called him forward
from his customary court position, immediately to the right of, and slightly
behind, the throne, asking him to stand before him. Rising from his chair, the
king stepped forward and placed his hands on the wizard’s shoulders.


“Old friend, I
wish there were something I could give you for your immense help in winning
this terrible battle. But you already possess all the honors I have to bestow. You
wear the torque of power, you are my teacher and my closest advisor. I’m afraid
the only thing more I have to give is my throne and if you don’t mind I would
like to hold on to that for just a little while longer.”


After the
general rumble of laughter quieted down, Merlin spoke. “My Lord, you have
already granted me my greatest desire: the knowledge that both you, and your
kingdom, are safe and well. No true subject of a great and noble king could ask
for more than that. I would, however, ask your permission to address this
assembled company of your followers.” When Arthur nodded, his forehead creased
by small lines of confusion, Merlin turned around and raised his arms, calling
for silence, and addressed the crowd. “Some few of us” he said, nodding toward
Ambrosius, “remember a time before Arthur came to the throne and the land was
ruled by his father, King Uther. We remember too, that because of his own
valiant fight against the dragons Uther was given the sobriquet Pendragon
– meaning foremost among the dragons. And while Uther the Pendragon
strove mightily, he could not vanquish the beasts. But his son now has, and in
so doing he has freed the earth from their scourge for all time. Therefore, I,
Myrddin Emrys ap Morfryn, the greatest of all wizards, ask you who owe your
lives and allegiance to our beloved King Arthur, to join me in proclaiming him
the new Pendragon.”


A deafening
cheer filled the night air, echoing back from the distant hills, rolling down across
the camp. When the cheering died down, Merlin turned his back on the crowd,
smiled and bowed. “We, the people of the Britons, welcome you, King Arthur
Pendragon.”


Later, after the
spit-roasted deer, boar and elk had been reduced to empty carcasses, after the
wounded had been made as comfortable as possible and most of the weary soldiers
made their way to the rumpled pile of blankets they used for camp beds, Merlin,
Jason and Beverley walked alone along the shore, staring out at the moon-lit
tide as it washed eternally in and out, cleansing the stones on the beach,
carrying them out to sea and replacing them with new ones.


“You don’t have
to leave, you know.”


Beverley hooked
her arm through Merlin’s, squeezing herself close to his side. “We know. But we
only came to help you. Our job is done and we…well, at least I, want to go
home.”


“If the two of
you don’t mind waiting for a few weeks, I’ll come with you.” The surprise on
Jason and Beverley’s face was invisible in the dark, but Merlin knew it was
there and chuckled. “Just because we drove off the dragons and killed Morgana
doesn’t mean the dragons are gone. There are still an endless number of them in
that terrible place where they live, and I have to seal the gate permanently.”


“But didn’t you
already do that? I mean, with the stones, those Urim and Thummim things.”


“I did that in
the twenty-first century, my boy. Now I have to do it here, in the fifth
century. And the only way I can do that is to travel back to your time, remove
the stone from the gateway and immediately come back here and replace it.”


“In the same
place?”


“In the same
place but sixteen centuries earlier. And I have to make the change quickly
enough that the dragons don’t realize it’s missing, or we’re right back where
we started.”


“Wait a minute. I’m
still confused.” Jason scratched his head. “We just killed Morgana, right?”


“That’s right. You
shot her and I cut off her head. I think we can be reasonably sure she’s dead.”


“Ewwww. You cut
off her head?”


“I’m sorry, my
dear, but yes, I decapitated her. With an axe. Better safe than sorry.”


“Wait, wait,
wait.” Thinking about the paradoxes implicit in time travel made Jason’s head
hurt. “If we killed Morgana now, in 485…”


“It’s now 486,
our new year began in March.”


“Whatever.” Jason
flapped his arms helplessly, like a flightless bird trying to take off. “If we
killed her now then she won’t exist in the future. Right?”


“Correct. And by
killing her now we have prevented untold suffering and wars, and who can
predict what other horrible things she did over the centuries. The future will
be a far better place thanks to what we’ve done.”


“But if she
doesn’t exist, are the dragons still a threat?”


“The gate has
always been there and will remain there whether Morgana le Fay is alive or not.
Which is why I have to go back.”


“Back to the
Hellfire caves?”


“Back to the
future. I have to retrieve the stone, bring it here and re-lock the gate now. It’s
the only way we can guarantee that the future is safe from the dragons.”


“I guess.”


Merlin laughed
and clapped Jason on the shoulder. “Just give me a few weeks to weave a spell
that will seal the gate temporarily and I’ll take you both home.”


“Didn’t it take
you, like, four or five years to cast that spell the last time?”


“Indeed it did. But
I know a lot more now than I did then – thinking about any one thing for
sixteen centuries is bound to teach you something. And since I’m only going to
be in the future for a few days it only needs to be a temporary spell.”


“Merlin?”


The wizard
inclined his head toward Beverley. “Yes, my dear?”


“If you’re going
to travel to our time to get the stone, doesn’t that mean that the spell to
close the gate has to last for more than a thousand years?”


“No. Only a few
days.”


“I just can’t
wrap my head around that.”


Merlin chuckled
again, squeezing Beverley’s arm close to his side. “Don’t think about it. Once
you’re both safely back in your own time, and I’m back in mine, your only
connection to the past will be digging up its remnants.” When neither Jason nor
Beverley made any reply, he prompted them. “That is what you want, isn’t it?”


“I guess.”


* * * *


Immediately upon the army’s
return to Baenin, Merlin locked himself in his workroom, adamantly refusing to
come out for nearly three and a half weeks. Meals had to be left at his door
and he gave strict orders that unless the kingdom came under attack he was
absolutely not to be disturbed by anyone for any reason. The only evidence that
he was still alive was the occasional sound of a pot smashing against a wall
followed by a string of invective that made the women blush. Now and again,
there were unconfirmed reports that he had been witnessed emerging from the
door leading into his herb garden, late at night, where his shadowy form was
seen picking a few green sprigs while he muttered distractedly to himself.


While the great
wizard occupied himself with his spells and incantations, life among the
Britons slowly returned to normal. Duke Aegidius led his troops, and those of
King Hoel, back to the southern coast where they launched their ships and
returned to their homes far away on the European mainland. Hundreds of widows
and orphans slowly came to grips with their new, lonely reality and the
survivors struggled to tend their fields and flocks with fewer hands to share
the labor. As the wounded regained their strength, they too returned to work,
many of them bearing horrific scars left by the dragons’ fiery breath. There
were also scars less visible, and many veterans woke up screaming, their sleep
shattered by images of flying horrors and their companions being burnt to a
cinder only feet from their horrified eyes.


It was at dinner
time, on August fifteenth, when Merlin finally reappeared. Stepping out of his
workroom, humming to himself, he wandered into the reception hall and quietly took
his accustomed place at the long table, seemingly oblivious to the open-mouthed
stares that greeted him.


“Are you well
then, Praefator?”


“I am extremely
well, my Lord. And yourself?”


Playing along
with this odd game to which he did not seem to know the rules, Arthur smiled,
nodded and continued the oblique, formal conversation. “I am well, as is my
Lady, the Queen. And would you care to share with all of us your activities
over the last, my, my, what has it been…twenty five days or more?”


Merlin sighed. “I
do apologize. I had no idea it had been so long. But I’m finally finished with
my work and I’m ready to take Jason and Beverley back to their own land.” He
looked at Beverley, then at Jason, smiling. “When would you like to leave?”


After nearly a
month of hanging in limbo, they were both caught by surprise and it took them a
few minutes to figure out when they could wrap up the small projects they had
taken on to occupy their time while waiting for the wizard to reappear. Jason
had been working with Davidd, the royal architect and head builder, teaching
him the concept and structure of a chimney. Only months earlier he had resisted
this same idea as being far too likely to change the future, but considering
everything that had happened in the intervening months, something as minor as
keeping warm hardly seemed to matter. While Jason wa building fireplaces,
Beverley worked with Gwenhwyfar’s ladies, which she now referred to as her
‘nursing corps’ telling them everything she could remember about healthcare and
sanitation including such simple things as boiling water to make it safe to
drink. After a few minutes of confused back-and-forth Jason and Beverley
decided they could be ready to leave in three days. That night they began
packing their few belongings.


“We really
should take something back to show Dr Daniels. You know, something that would
prove Arthur and Merlin and, well, all of this, really exists.” Beverley waved
a hand through the air, encompassing their single room and, by extension, the
entire Kingdom of the Britons. “Something that would show him, and the whole
archaeological community, that you aren’t a complete crack-pot.”


“Babe, I don’t
think it would do any good. Anything we took back would look brand new. It
wouldn’t be sixteen hundred years old. It would just look like a really good
reproduction. Then they’d think I was crazier than they already do.”


Beverley sighed,
nodded and muttered “I wish we would have brought some modern clothes along. It
never occurred to me how daft we’ll look when we get back.”


“It’s ok. If
Merlin takes us back to our flat it won’t matter. If we wind up in the center
of town somewhere, everybody will just think we’re reenactors or gamers, or
something.”


“Where are we
leaving from?” Jason scowled in confusion so Beverley tried again. “I mean,
where is Merlin going to open the time door thing?”


Since Jason had
no answer, he excused himself and went to look for Merlin, who he found back in
his workshop, standing on a low stool, whistling tunelessly and hanging
clusters of fresh, sweet smelling herbs from the rafters.


“I’ve been
thinking about that very thing. Obviously I have to go to the Hellfire caves,
but I can’t do that now because it’s still in Saxon territory.”


“Right. No more
adventures in Dark Age warfare, please.”


“So I think the
safest thing to do is just leave from here. We can sort out travel arrangements
once we get to the twenty-first century. If you don’t mind I think I’ll
accompany you back to York before I go the Hellfire Caves. There are a few
things I want to pick up to bring back with me – books on improved
brewing methods, books on how to distill whisky, books on pizza; I didn’t seem
to get the sauce quite right. Things like that. Souvenirs. And, of course, I
did promise to teach you how to improve your powers so that you could be a
truly great wizard.” He grinned broadly and asked Jason to hand him another
basket of herb cuttings.


“Yeah, well, I
don’t know how that wizard thing is going to work, what with us being a couple
thousand years apart.”


“I can check
through the scrolls at your flat to see that you have everything you need. You
are now proficient in Latin so you should do fine on your own. And who knows, I
may well drop in on you and Beverley now and again just to see how you’re
doing. That is, if you wouldn’t mind having me visit.”


“We’d love to
have you come to York for a while; you know that. Stay as long as you like. Any
time you want.” Jason seemed unsure of something, creasing his brow in
confusion. “I don’t think I understand what you mean by ‘sorting out travel
arrangements’. Why do we need to travel? I mean, when we came here we left from
our flat and landed in a field just a few miles away. Can’t you just reverse
that?”


“Ah. That. The
fact is, I’m still a little rough around the edges with this time travel thing
and there are so many buildings and obstacles in your time. I wouldn’t want us
to appear inside of a wall, or cut in half by a shop window or something. I
think the safest thing is to move through time but stay in a location where we
know there won’t be any buildings in the twenty-first century.” Turning to look
over his shoulder, he stared down at Jason. “Does that make sense?”


“Yeah, sure, I guess.
So where should we leave from?”


“You know the
area around Baenin as it appears in your own time. You did say you spent months
excavating here. Where can we find an open field?”


“That shouldn’t
be hard. Barbury Castle – Arthur’s new town in the old hill fort –
is mostly surrounded by open fields. And it’s only a two mile walk into Swindon
and Bev and I can pick up some new clothes there and then we can catch the
train for York.”


And so it was
agreed. Early in the morning of September first, in the year 486 AD, Jason and
Beverley Carpenter and their friend Merlin, all stood in the middle of an open
field a few hundred feet north of Arthur’s old Roman villa and twice as far to
the east of the ancient hill fort. Jason and Beverley stood silently, staring
at the dilapidated Roman complex and the clean, sleek new wooden palisades
surrounding the tiny town that would be the new capital of this small,
primitive kingdom. They had said their goodbyes the night before; Beverley, the
queen and the ladies had hugged each other and cried and the king had
reaffirmed his offer that they were both welcome to return at any time. Now
there was nothing left to be said. Nothing left to do but return to their own
world. Beverly wept a few silent tears and Jason pulled her close to his side,
kissing her cheek.


“And you think
this field is a safe place?” Merlin lifted his face to the morning sun,
surveying his surroundings, the gentle late-summer breeze blowing his long
white hair behind him like the sails of some great, proud schooner venturing
off into the unknown.


“In our time
it’s only used to cultivate sugar beets and I had a ground-sounding radar
survey done here before I started excavating the villa, and there wasn’t any
evidence that anything had ever been built here.”


“Good.”


The wizard
raised his arms, the fingers of one hand scribing invisible symbols and runes
in the air as he repeated a string of unintelligible incantations, just as he
had done in their apartment months earlier. Watching him, Beverley silently
promised herself that this was how she would always remember him, proud, strong
and self-confident, in his own time period, performing feats of magic that no
other man in history had achieved. After long minutes Merlin dropped his hands
to his side, turned and smiled.


“All done. I’m
ready when you are.”


“You ready,
Babe?”


Beverley let out
a long, ragged sigh. “I guess. Ready as I’ll ever be.”


Merlin extended
an inviting hand that disappeared into the invisible doorway leading through
the passages of time, back into their own world. Jason took Beverley’s hand,
smiled grimly and stepped through the gate, pulling her along, half a step
behind him. When she disappeared, Merlin hurried through, drawing the door
closed after him.
















Chapter Twenty



 

“Mummy, Mummy. Look, Mummy, it’s
Merlin man.”


The woman
bounced the shouting child in her arms, trying to get a firm grip on her. The
woman looked over her shoulder, smiled and nodded to Merlin, Jason and Beverley
while simultaneously attempting to corral two small boys who were gleefully
beating each other over the head with bright plastic swords.


Jason, Beverley and
Merlin stared at each other before pivoting their heads, taking in their
surroundings. Around them were row upon row of cars nearly filling a huge
gravel parking area sprawled across ten or more acres.


“I don’t think
this is the right place; it’s sure not a sugar beet field.”


Scowling, Merlin
tugged at the end of his mustache. “I’m certain this is the right place. How
did that child know who I…”


He was cut off
in mid-sentence by Beverley tugging gently at his sleeve. “Lads, I think you
should see this.”


As one, Jason
and Merlin turned to follow Beverley’s finger. There, right where it should
have been, stood the Iron Age hill fort. But rather than the quiet, grass
covered historic site it had been when Jason and Beverley conducted their
archaeological dig there, it looked more like it had when it served as Arthur’s
new capital. Around the ancient perimeter trench stood a twenty foot high
stockade fence and at the main access point a wooden gatehouse guarded the
entry ramp; a ramp swarming with men, women and children, laughing and talking
as they streamed into, and out of, the fort. Near one side of the gatehouse
stood a low, modern building, the side of which was emblazoned with a brightly painted
sign reading: Old Baenin Visitors’ Centre.


“Well that’s not
right.” Jason was staring, blinking his eyes, as though he thought that if he
could adjust his vision properly the world would correct itself.


“Looks like we
changed a few things.” A small frown creased Beverley’s forehead as she shook
her head in wonder.


Merlin smiled
approvingly. “At least they know Arthur was real.”


Standing in the
middle of the car park, each offering their thoughts on how their activities
might have impacted the twenty-first century, they were taken completely by surprise
when a sleek shuttle bus pulled up next to them. The driver opened the doors,
leaned forward and smiled.


“You lot need a
lift into town? Free service for park employees.”


Before stepping
aboard, the trio stared at the gaudy decoration on the side of the bus. Wedged
between portraits of a smiling man in a jewel-encrusted crown and an elderly
figure with long hair, a flowing beard and sporting a tall, pointed hat
emblazoned with stars and moons were the words: Old Baenin ~ King Arthur’s
World. Beneath this were a website address and a telephone number.


“Oh, God. What
have we done?” Jason closed his eyes, shook his head and hoisted himself up the
two steps leading to the glaring, hard-surfaced interior of the shuttle. As
Merlin followed him up the steps the driver’s face lit up.


“Oy. You must be
the new Merlin. I heard the old one retired and they was lookin’ fer a new
one.” Leaning forward, he studied the wizard’s face intently before continuing.
“Crikey, that beard’s real. Good on you lad. That’ll go down a treat with the
nippers.”


Jason eased
himself onto the stiff plastic seat and lowered his face into up-turned palms. “This
is like some Twilight Zone thing where everything is the same but it’s all
different.”


While Jason was
lost in morose thought, Beverley stepped to the front of the bus and leaned
over the driver’s shoulder. “Would you mind letting us off at the rail
station?”


“No worries,
miss.” Pulling the door lever and releasing the emergency brake, the driver
slid the little bus into gear.


During the three
months of their dig at what was then called Barbury Castle, Jason and Beverley
came to know Swindon fairly well. It was, after all, the nearest town to their
campsite and they relied on it for both necessities and entertainment. Now,
just over one year since their last visit – or slightly more than three
thousand years, if you counted time travel back and forth – it looked
much as it had during their previous visits. The people looked and dressed the
same as they had; the cars looked the same and their manufacturer names were
all familiar: Honda, Ford, Mini Cooper, Nissan, Excalibur…well, most of the
names. Like the cars, most things were familiar but there were subtle
differences. The bank name on the cash machine from which Merlin extracted
money was unfamiliar, as was the face on the bank notes. At least the notes
still said Pounds Sterling so their values were familiar. The sign on the train
station was different, too. It no longer said Swindon; instead it read Baenin.


As they walked
into the station and headed toward the ticket window, Beverley casually glanced
up at the big map showing the country’s network of rail lines and the towns and
cities they connected. “Ummm, you lads need to come here.” She tried to sound
casual but the tight edge to her voice made Jason jerk to a halt. He and Merlin
followed the line of her eyes and stared at the map. The shape of the British
Isles was just as it should be and the red and blue lines of the British Rail
System looked right, as did the locations of the major cities. It was just that
the names were completely, disturbingly wrong. As is true of anyone looking at
a map of Great Britain, their eyes automatically went first to London; or at
least to the place where London should be. The great metropolis was still
there, and dozens of rail line converged toward its center, indicating that it
was still the thriving heart of the nation, but its name was now Lunnen.


The small smile
creeping across Merlin’s lips was hidden by his mustache, but the satisfaction
was obvious in his voice. “Ah, yes, that would be Welsh.”


“Wait. I don’t
understand. If things have Welsh names, why is everybody speaking English?”


Merlin pondered
Jason’s question for a long minute before answering. “The English you know is
based in Anglo-Saxon German with a smattering of the Welsh used by the Britons
and some Norman French thrown in. At a guess, I would say that somehow
Anglo-Saxon became the predominant language but that the political structure of
the Britons remained in place.”


“Do you suppose
there was a Norman invasion in 1066?”


Beverley pointed
to the upper reaches of the map. “I don’t know about that, but I know the
Vikings never got a foothold.”


“What makes you
say that?” Confused, Jason’s eyes roamed aimlessly across the map.


“Look at York.”


Where the
familiar name of their city should have been was the word Eborācum.


Merlin scowled. “That’s
certainly not Welsh. In Welsh it would be Caer Ebrauc.”


“It’s Latin.” Beverley
shook her head. “Eborācum is what the Romans called York. The Vikings
called it Jorvik, but since the name never changed, that means the Vikings
never settled in England.”


Jason stepped
around Merlin, putting an arm around Beverley’s shoulder. Drawing her close he
spoke quietly into her ear. “I think the big question is; is this still England?”


Despite their
fears, and the possibility of overwhelming changes, the trip back to York
– now Eborācum – was gloriously uneventful. The landscape
looked the same as it always had; small green fields filled with fluffy white
sheep were still surrounded by neat stone walls. In the distance they watched
as villages and towns swept past their window, while in the space between rail
track and towns rows of cars ploughed across the landscape on four and six lane
motorways. The conversations of the other passengers on the train sounded
familiar and even reassuring; the weather was lovely today but would almost
certainly turn dreadful, someone’s niece had a baby, the stock market was down
and the price of houses was going up. It was not until Merlin picked up an abandoned
newspaper that the trio had their first inkling of just how different the world
had become. The masthead was familiar: Daily
Mail, but the headline heralded strange details in the article to follow. It
read: ‘King visits FPNA; meets with MPs’. So where was Queen Elizabeth and what
was an FNPA?


According to the
text, Briton – rather than the familiar terms Great Britain or the United
Kingdom – was ruled by King Edgar IX who was currently on a state visit
to the Federated Provinces of North America where he was leading celebrations
marking four hundred years of Britano-American unity. The article went on to
explain that the king was currently in the FPNA capital, located in New
Eborācum, holding meetings with local Members of Parliament from all
twenty nine provinces. Later in the week he would attend a series of public
celebrations and private events marking the occasion. In addition to photos of
a smiling man with a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee shaking hands with a
group of men and women there was a convenient map of the FPNA which appeared to
include both the United States and Canada. The whole thing left Jason and
Beverley with a very queasy feeling in their stomachs.


As Jason
silently folded the newspaper and slipped it between his thigh and the seat’s
armrest, Beverley allowed a huge sigh to escape.


“I just had a
weird thought, Jase.”


“Weirder than
the rest of this?”


“Maybe.” Beverley
nodded as though she were in a trance.


Her husband’s
response sounded vague and dreamy. “Ok. I’ll bite. What is it?”


“Well,” Beverley
rearranged herself in the seat, resting her weight on one armrest; “if Arthur
and his kingdom are as well-known as they seem to be, then the whole Dark Ages,
as we understand them, didn’t happen.”


Jason folded his
hands in his lap and smiled a tight, constipated-looking grin. “I’m not going
to like where this is going, am I?”


“Probably not.” After
a long, awkward silence Beverley continued with her train of thought. “I was
just wondering, since our archaeological specialty is the Dark Ages; do you
think we still have careers?”


Oddly calm and
composed, Jason blinked several times before speaking. “I hadn’t thought of
that. I think I was too busy wondering if we even exist in this timeline.” Merlin
coughed gently, clearing his throat. Jason raised his eyes and looked at the
old wizard. “You had something to offer?”


“I just wanted
to remind you that in case archaeology is no longer a viable option, I do know
place where you both have standing job offers. You could make a real
difference.”


Jason’s response
was delivered in a soft, flat voice but it had a very hard, sharp edge to it. “This
really isn’t the time.”


The remainder of
the trip was suspended in a bubble of awkward silence. Everyone was
uncomfortable and both Jason and Beverley were seriously worried. When Beverley
spoke it was usually to mumble something about her parents and her brother
Johnathan. Jason sat in almost complete, stony silence and Merlin discovered
that the concession car sold small, individual bottles of wine.


The next few
weeks were anxiety ridden, frustrating and stressful. Overwhelmingly relieved
that their flat was exactly the way they had left it, and all of their
furniture and possessions, including Merlin’s scrolls, remained safe, there
were too many disturbing and unaccountable changes for life to feel normal. Beverley
was nearly hysterically by the time she contacted her family in Chester, and
she arranged to visit them immediately. She asked Jason to go along but they
finally agreed that someone needed to stay in Eborācum and find out how
much of their lives remained intact. Consequently, while Beverley went to
Chester and Merlin printed out online articles and scoured bookshops for
information on crop cultivation, cooking, brewing, vintning and distillation, Jason
tried to track the course of their careers.


Beverley’s week
with her family was, on the surface, both a massive relief and thoroughly
enjoyable. But again, too many things had changed. Her mum remembered Jason as
“that nice looking young American lad” but neither of her parents had any
memory of Beverley and Jason’s wedding or subsequent life together. Her
brother, Johnathan, could not remember whether or not he had even met Jason and
flatly denied having traveled with him, Beverley and Merlin to Northumberland
to meet the reclusive computer hacker who called himself Nemo. Unsettlingly,
neither of her parents seemed to have the slightest idea what their daughter
had been doing since graduating from university. At least, Beverley thought to
herself, they knew she had studied archaeology.


Jason’s own
search to find their place in this strange new world was every bit as
disturbing as his wife’s. On his way to the university – now
Eborācum University – he walked westward along Bootham Road just as
he had done hundreds of times in the past. Houses, pubs and office buildings
were very similar, if not always exactly the same, as they were in what he now
thought of as ‘his world’ and it was not until he came to the corner of Bootham
and Marygate that things looked very different. In the past, the large green
space behind King’s Manor, where the school of archaeology was located, had
been known as Museum Gardens. In addition to the local art museum and public
library, the gardens contained the picturesque ruins of the medieval
Benedictine monastery known as St Mary’s Abbey. Like all religious houses in
England, St Mary’s had been destroyed by Henry VIII in the 1530s. But this was
no longer England and there had been no fat king who went through six wives and
destroyed the religious heritage of his kingdom. Today, the abbey precinct was
as active as it had been five centuries earlier. Monks dressed in modern, but
identical, gray suits scurried in and out of the abbey, smiling, nodding and
waving at people.


Confused and
disoriented, Jason made his way to King’s Manor, desperately hoping it was
still home to the archaeology department. His hopes were at least partially
fulfilled. The front half of the venerable old building still contained the
school of archaeology but the back portion, which he knew as the Yorkshire
Museum, was now the offices of St Mary’s Abbey just as it had been in the
middle ages. Jason decided that if his trip to the departmental offices worked
out even close to the way it should, he would be able to salvage at least part
of his former life. The results were a very mixed bag. Departmental records
showed both his and Beverley’s undergraduate, masters and doctoral degrees, but
there was no record of what either of them had done since their graduation. After
leaving the university they had simply vanished.


In a final
attempt to worm some small information about their recent activity out of his
old school, he asked the secretary if she could give him contact information
for Dr Carver Daniels. Despite the fact that Daniels had visited their dig at
Barbury Castle not more than fifteen months earlier, the secretary insisted he
had been dead for four years. Equally distressing was the fact that neither the
university library nor the local public library had any record of their book Shining a Light on the Dark Ages nor any
other published work by either Jason Carpenter or Beverley McCullough.


The day was so
thoroughly depressing that the trip home demanded fortification stops at two
separate pubs in the hope that alcohol would stop the out-of-control thought
processes taking place inside his head. Instead, Jason’s mind raced off in one
wild direction after another. Back at the flat he spent the remainder of the
day glued to the computer, searching through historical timelines for Briton,
the Federated Provinces of North America and every European country, and every
major war, whose name he could remember. There was no way to tell if the
massive change in global history was the result of saving Arthur’s kingdom or
of killing Morgana le Fay, but in either case it was all his fault. Six hours
of web searches left Jason unable to locate a single familiar war or famous
name connected to any historical period he could identify. It was not that
there were no wars or no important people over the past sixteen centuries
– it was just that none of their names were even vaguely familiar. Finally,
less than an hour after Merlin returned from his latest ramblings, Jason
escaped the ugly realities of this not-so-brave new world by curling up on the
sofa and slipping into an uneasy sleep.


When Beverley
returned from Chester two days later they commiserated with each other but
could come to no creative solution for their dilemma. The frightening truth was
that they – along with the entire world as they knew it - had virtually
ceased to exist. At the very least, Jason and Beverley Carpenter had slipped
completely off the radar and they had no idea how to locate themselves or
reclaim their lives. Even the great wizard had no brilliant ideas to offer. Hour
after hour Merlin commiserated with them, even going so far as to apologize
profusely for not having foreseen this possible outcome. Finally, in utter
frustration, Jason made a feeble attempt at humor.


“I don’t suppose
if I clicked my heels together three times and said “there’s no place like
home” we could make this all go away?”


Beverley and
Merlin both agreed it was unlikely.


The sad truth
seemed inescapable; by going into the distant past to help Merlin rescue King
Arthur and his kingdom they had effectively erased their own recent past and
altered the entire course of world history. Equally inescapable was the fact
that they no longer had any place in a world that was largely their creation. It
took two more days of soul searching, regret and recrimination before Jason and
Beverley agreed that their best – if not only - course of action was to
return to the past; at least there they had friends and job prospects. The only
impediment was Beverley’s understandable reluctance to leave her family, but
when Merlin promised that he would bring them back to see her parents any time
she wanted, the matter was settled.


After two days
of sorting through years of accumulated possessions, disposing of the unwanted,
giving away the unnecessary and packing only those things which they decided
were essential to their life in the fifth century, they were ready to leave. Merlin’s
scrolls, along with new books on a wide variety of useful skills, joined extra
pairs of modern shoes in three bulging duffel bags that were lugged to a taxi
and hauled to the Eborācum train station, their first stop in accompanying
Merlin on his mission to re-seal the dragon gate in the past. A cursory online
search told them that the village of West Wycombe, where the Hellfire caves
were located, now bore its ancient name of Haeferingdune.


Once in
Haeferingdune they stopped at a small pub for one last meal of familiar food. Jason
stared at the deep fried strips of potato skewered on the end of his fork. Even
after a decade in England he still thought of it as a French fry rather than a
chip, but no matter what you called them, they were wonderful. “God, I’m going
to miss these things.”


Across the table
Merlin swished a gulp of single malt whisky around and around in his mouth
before allowing it to slide down his gullet. “Not to worry, Jason. Potatoes are
an integral part of my long term plan.”


“I guess that
helps.” Jason smiled and leaned back in his seat. “You guys about ready?”


Merlin washed
down the last golden drop of his Scotch, sighed, nodded and stood up, dusting
invisible crumbs off the coarse fabric of his long gray gown. A minute later
the three of them were making their way toward the door.


“So do we assume
the caves are still abandoned or are they tourist traps? They’ve been both in
different timelines.”


Merlin pondered
this for a second. “A very good question.” Smiling, he hoisted one of the
duffels and stepped into the street, waving his hand at a black cab parked
along the opposite curb. The taxi pulled into the street, made a one
hundred-eighty degree loop and eased to a stop.


“Where to,
mate?”


Merlin leaned
down, poked his head through the open window and offered his broadest smile. “Do
you know the caves beneath St Lawrence’s Church, just outside the village?”


“You’d mean
Vortigern’s cave, then. Sure; everybody knows Vortigern’s cave. Hop in; I’ll
have you there in half a tick.”


Merlin pursed
his lips, turned to Jason and Beverley and rolled his eyes, thinking back to
the time when he was an eight year old boy and he and his guardian, a monk
named Brother Jerome, were captured and murdered in that cave by the traitorous
Vortigern. Shaking his head he muttered “Vortigern’s cave, indeed.” Letting it
go, he reached for the handle on the rear door. “Shall we?”


Just as it had
been the last time Merlin was here, the cave was a public attraction but it was
certainly not Sir Francis Dashwood’s Hellfire Cave. The entrance lacked the
elaborate faux monastic ruins that Dashwood had built in the 1700s. Instead,
the large flagstone patio was surrounded by flags and banners emblazoned with
the Welsh dragon and more than a dozen other flags that neither Jason nor
Beverley could identify. Making their way to the kiosk, when they paid their
fees the smiling woman glanced at a small clock, cautioning them that the cave
would be closing in forty-five minutes. Merlin took his change, nodded and
returned the polite smile, assuring her that forty-five minutes would be more
than adequate.


Wending their
way along the tunnel, it was obvious that no eighteenth century playboy had ever
turned this particular version of the cave into his personal clubhouse. The
walls were far less smooth than either Jason or Beverley remembered and neither
the strange, gargoyle-like faces nor the cryptic Roman numeral XXII had been
carved into the walls. But there was no time to compare notes. It was the right
cave and they had a job to do at the far end. Hurrying down the long corridors,
they ended up in the cavern carved by eons of water erosion. There, in front of
them, was the stream Dashwood had jokingly dubbed the River Styx, and on the
opposite shore, buried in the rock face of the cavern, was the vortex leading
into the dragons’ realm. The invisible bridge that Morgana le Fay had built was
no longer there, so they removed their shoes and sloshed through the thigh deep
water, struggling to keep the duffle bags out of the water. Once on the other
side, they replaced their shoes while Merlin stood facing the wall, fishing
through his belt pouch until he found the small pebble Jason had rescued from the
Ark of the Covenant. Gripping it tight in his hand, Merlin turned his attention
to the cave wall.


Standing with
his face no more than two inches from the rough, rock surface the old wizard
muttered incantations, scribing invisible symbols on the surface with his left
hand while holding his right hand, and its small treasure, against the rock. Four,
five, six minutes his voice droned on. Sweat beads appeared on his forehead and
trickled down his cheeks. Finally, the wall began to shimmer and seconds later
he felt it give beneath the gentle pressure of his fingers. Thrusting the
pebble against the softening vortex, he inserted the stone which opened the
gate and deftly caught the locking stone as it popped out of the wall. Stepping
back, he made no more than a half dozen deft passes through the air and the
soft, squishy appearance of the rick vanished, leaving the cliff face as solid
as it had been when they entered.


“That’s it?”


Merlin wiped his
brow and held out his hand, opening the fingers to expose the small stone. “That’s
it. But the gate is now unlocked. We have to get to the past and relock it
before the creatures realize there’s nothing holding them inside.”


Brushing past
Jason and Beverley, he resumed his work, repeating the correct incantations and
marking the air with the proper runes to open a door to the fifth century. Another
five minutes and his hand disappeared into thin air. Grabbing one of the
hold-alls he nodded toward the invisible portal. “Come on. No time to waste. I’ve
got to get that door closed.”


“You sure you
have the right year?”


“We’ll find out
in a minute, won’t we?”


Shaking his
head, Jason held his breath and stepped through the door into the past,
Beverley and Merlin hard on his heels.


Immediately upon
emerging on the other side, Merlin returned to the cave wall where he repeated
the spells and incantations that revealed the insubstantial reality of the
vortex. The instant he pressed the stone into place, the vortex began to
shrink, getting smaller and smaller until it vanished entirely, absorbing the
stone and locking the dragon gate. Turning his back to the wall, Merlin let out
a great puff of breath and slid slowly to the floor. Jason squatted down beside
him.


“Is it done?”


“It’s finally
finished, Jason. It took me more than sixteen centuries to do it, but it’s
finally done. Morgana is dead and now the dragons can’t come back.”


“Can we go home
now?”


With a sigh of
resignation, Beverley added “Wherever home is.”


Merlin waved his
hands, illuminating the tunnel with a soft, eerie green light and pointed to
the far end of the tunnel where the river emerged from the rock face. “I’m
already working on that.” As they watched, a shimmering mist began to emerge
from the inch-wide crack between the surface of the water and the rock ledge beneath
which it ran. “We’re still in Saxon controlled territory, so we need help
getting home.”


The finger of
mist crept across the water, making its way toward the shore where it slowly
congealed, compacting into a small pillar. As it gained solidity it took the
form of a young woman. Minutes later, a grin broke across Vivian’s face as she
rushed to Merlin, her hands extended.


“Do you
recognize this place, lady?”


“Of course, my
love. This is where we will first meet. When you are a child and are dead.”


Merlin smiled,
nodded his assent and pushed himself up from the floor with a mighty heave.


“Why have you
brought me here? You are certainly not dead again.”


Merlin shook his
head and offered a deep, throaty chuckle. “Fortunately no. But there are still
very bad men outside and they would certainly kill us if they caught us. I was
hoping you could take us safely back to Baenin.”


The Lady of the
Lake turned to Beverley and Jason. “Why don’t you all come to my island? I
think you have been there before, or possibly you will come in the future. I
can’t remember which, but I know you would find it very lovely.”


Merlin put his
arm around the naiad and pulled her close. “Jason and Beverley have other
things to do right now, but as soon as I speak with my friend Arthur, I will
finally be free to live with you on your island.”


It was
impossible to tell who was the most amazed; Jason and Beverley or Vivian. They
all stared at him, open mouthed, until he explained. Staring into the
girl-thing’s soft, watery blue eyes, he said, “I have always promised you that
I would come live with you when my work was finished.” What he said was true,
and he had repeated it so many times that even Vivian remembered. “Well, now my
work is done. So why don’t you take us all to Baenin, let me have a word with
Arthur and then I’ll be ready to go with you.” Jason was about to speak but
Merlin cut him off. “I’ll always be there when you need me. And before I leave
I’ll show you how to contact me.”


Jason nodded
sadly as he and Beverley followed Vivian and Merlin to the edge of the water. Putting
their foot into the dark stream, their next step brought them to the rugged
bank of the Og, just north of Baenin.


As the four of
them walked toward the old villa and Arthur’s new town, they spotted a group of
riders coming toward them. Within minutes it became clear it was a hunting
party; dozens of men in bright clothes, a pack of greyhounds running ahead of
them, setting the pace. As the distance between the two groups narrowed, one of
the hunters held up his hand, bringing the riders to a halt. Alone, the
huntsman rode forward at an easy canter. Reining in his horse, he dismounted,
smiled and waved. When he was no more than ten feet away everyone except Vivian
offered a small, respectful bow.


“Greetings, my
Lord.”


Arthur started
at Merlin with a lop-sided grin on his face. “While I have long-since given up
trying to understand the comings and goings of wizards, I was under the
impression the three of you were leaving.”


“And, if you
don’t mind my asking; when, precisely, did I last tell you we were going?”


The king stared
blankly at the old wizard. “We held a final dinner for you just last evening.”


Merlin looked
over his shoulder and smiled at Jason. Motioning him and Beverley forward, he
whispered in Jason’s ear. “I seem to be getting better at gauging my time
portals.” Then, turning back to Arthur, he said “I believe Master Jason and
Mistress Beverley have something to tell you.”


The monarch
shifted his attention to Jason and raised his eyebrows, waiting for an
explanation.


“If your offer
still stands, we’ve decided to remain in your kingdom.”


A huge smile
broke across the king’s face. “This is excellent news. Let me send the rest of
the hunt on their way and we can walk back to Baenin together.” Raising his arm
and waving it in the air, he signaled his companions to continue without him. As
the others turned their mounts and rode away in a cloud of autumn dust, Arthur
held out his hand to Beverley, inviting her to walk beside him.


“The queen will
be so happy. When one of her ladies told her that your room was empty this
morning, it saddened her more than you can imagine.”


“The queen is a
good lady. She’s been very kind to us both. I hope having us in your home
hasn’t been too inconvenient.”


“Not at all, but
since you’re going to remain in Baenin, I’ll tell Davidd to prepare one of the
new houses for you, immediately.”


“That’s very
kind of you.”


“Not at all,
Beverley.” Warming to the fact that he was about to have two of the most
learned and clever people he had ever met within constant reach, King Arthur
decided there was no time like the present to start tapping into their
knowledge. “So have you and Jason made any plans for what type of projects you
might want to undertake first?”


Beverley smiled,
nodded and waggled her fingers, signaling Jason to join her. “I understand
you’ve ensured certain rights for your subjects, particularly the women.”


“That’s true. It
seemed the right thing to do. Why do you ask?”


“Well, I was
wondering if you had ever heard of something called a constitution?”


Silently, Jason
rolled his eyes as Merlin grinned and shook his head. The future was going to
be a very interesting place.
















 Epilogue



 

So what happened to Merlin after he and Jason defeated
Morgana le Fay, saved King Arthur’s kingdom and changed the entire course of
human history? I think the answer is best expressed in his native Welsh, in a
line taken from a poem about another Welsh hero, Owen Glendower:



 

Rann vawr a ddywaid I varw; y brudwyr a
ddywedant na bu


(Many
say he died; but the poets say he did not)



 

My money is on the poets.
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