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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    October 2012 
 
    Cambridge, England 
 
      
 
      
 
    For two long hours, I’d been absorbed in searching an ancient manuscript for clues. In fact, I’d been looking for clues, for answers, ever since coming to Cambridge three years ago. 
 
    My friend Henry suddenly erupted into my room, as was his habit, crying out, “Come on Gabriel! What are you still doing here? It’s your birthday! Do me a favor – Drop those stupid old books and come with me to the Eagle. We’ll celebrate your twentieth birthday like it deserves to be celebrated!” 
 
    Henry and I took the same classes, so we were often together. Henry was highly intelligent, with a real gift for computer technology, and an overabundance of energy. His infectious enthusiasm helped break the dull monotony that had settled on my life.  
 
    Noticing that I hadn’t reacted, he sighed loudly and fell into one of the soft leather armchairs. Relaxing, he put his feet on the coffee table and said, “I warn you – I’m not leaving here without you.” 
 
    He observed me for a moment. “Did I tell you about my last date with Kate?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, trying to hide my exasperation while he poured out a flood of words at dizzying speed. Resigned to the situation, I capitulated. “Okay, let me take a shower and I’ll join you there in a few minutes.”  
 
    Satisfied, he said with a wink, “Better not change your mind, or I’ll come back looking for you!”  
 
    I smiled as I watched him leave.  
 
    Lost in thought, I pulled off my clothes absentmindedly and stepped into the shower, hoping the hot water would relax my muscles, which were stiff from sitting too long.  
 
    Another year gone by... I couldn’t help thinking about another anniversary, the one that changed my life. It didn’t take much to bring back that dreadful day, the day I saw my parents die. So many things had happened since then! I closed my eyes, assailed by the memories. 
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    January 2004 
 
    Strasbourg, France 
 
      
 
      
 
    I looked up at the stars from my bedroom window one last time. A week had passed since they had died, and I missed them so much.  
 
    I was only eleven, and I couldn’t picture life without my parents. After the funeral, Grandmother had done her best to comfort me, whispering, “Everything will be alright.”  
 
    I had felt rather cross at that. I didn’t see how anything could ever be “alright.” And all those people who looked at me as if... I shook my head to chase away my dark thoughts. Actually, I was glad to leave. It would be a relief to get away from all those compassionate faces.  
 
    I looked at my own face reflected in the window. The ugly scar on my cheek would mark me for life, an ever-present reminder of tragedy. Images flashed before my eyes, violent, intense images, but when I tried to remember, anguish washed over me, devouring and icy, and I only saw black. Trembling, with my knees wobbling, I opened the window. I needed air.  
 
    It was nearly Christmas, and all of Strasbourg was lit up by garlands of thousands of lights. The city’s ambiance at this time of year was unique. Its residents took great pains to decorate their houses with fir branches, glittering ornaments and colored ribbons, and when night fell, the open-air market stalls, built to resemble miniature chalets, and all the shop windows in town glowed warmly, enticing people to stroll in the streets.  
 
    The odor of cinnamon and other spices rose up to my window from the mulled wine sellers installed just below. I contemplated the huge Christmas tree standing majestically in the center of the square. Decked out with its finest, it provided the tourists an unforgettable vision in this magical atmosphere. My eyes wandered farther, stopping to observe a child nestled between his parents in front of a pretzel seller. All three seemed so happy, so full of joy. I felt a twinge of sadness.  
 
    Christmas carols floated out from the cathedral and through the crowded streets, but I felt nothing. For me, all that magic was gone.  
 
    It had taken me two days to realize that my parents would never be coming back. In the hospital, when I had opened my eyes, no one was at my bedside. Nurses busied themselves all around me, but carefully avoided answering my questions.  
 
    “Where’s my mom?” I’d ask.  
 
    “You need to rest and get your strength back,” they would reply. “Your grandmother will be here soon.”  
 
    In my anguish, I wondered why she was coming. I barely even knew her! When she got there, she told me that my parents had died. At first I vehemently denied it. Maybe that would bring them back, I thought. But no, that was not to be. My pain was such that my cries became piercing wails. My grandmother came up close to me, and when she placed her hands on me, my suffering abruptly ceased, leaving only a feeling of emptiness.  
 
    I closed the window firmly and went to bed. Tomorrow I would change my residence. Tomorrow I would change my life.  
 
    Early in the morning my grandmother called a taxi to drive us to the airport. It was still dark, and the freezing cold bit my skin. The streets were empty and silent. At the airport, we headed toward the departures monitor.       
 
    “What flight are we taking?” I asked. 
 
    “We’re going to Rennes.” 
 
    “Hmm...” I didn’t see any flight to Rennes. In any case, we walked right past the monitor, with my grandmother taking no notice of it. I had never been to her home. Our contact had been limited to a few phone calls and two holiday celebrations, both at our house. I didn’t really know her, and the thought of spending the rest of my childhood with her in some unknown place worried me.  
 
    “Do you live in Rennes?”  
 
    “No, we’re going to Comper.”  
 
    That name didn’t ring a bell. Noticing my puzzled look, she said, “Comper is in Brittany, in the Broceliande region.”  
 
    “Broceliande?” I exclaimed. “Isn’t that the forest of Merlin and King Arthur?”  
 
    “Yes, indeed,” she replied.  
 
    A surprised gleam came into her beautiful blue eyes, the same eyes as my mom’s, the same as mine... Actually, no, there was something different about her eyes. My mother’s image suddenly appeared in my mind. She was so beautiful, with her long, golden-brown hair falling softly around her face. She resembled her mother but she didn’t have the same elegant way of moving.  
 
    I watched my grandmother walking with a firm step toward the departure lounge. With her black high heels, her chic suit and her bun, she looked far different from my mother, who had a graceful but simple appearance. I didn’t know how old she was when she had my mother, was but one thing was certain: I had a young grandmother.  
 
    “Mom told me stories about King Arthur and Merlin the Wizard every night before going to bed,” I explained.  
 
    “Really?” she said with an enquiring look. 
 
    “Are you familiar with them?” I asked her.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes and gave me a strange look, but she didn’t answer.  
 
    We entered a private waiting room – well, I think it was private, because the only person there was a hostess. This was the first time I’d ever flown on a plane, so it was pretty exciting for me. A man came for us and escorted us onto the tarmac. There was something bizarre in the way he moved. He was a giant, with black eyes and a calculated coldness. I had never seen anyone so big and so imposing. He gave the impression that he was monitoring the surroundings, but what exactly was he monitoring? He took me by the shoulder and pushed me calmly forward. I stuffed my hands deep into my jeans pockets, ready to brave the cold.  
 
    I had expected to go up in a crowded Airbus, not a 
 
    private jet!  
 
    I looked at my grandmother. My questioning eyes and raised eyebrows expressed my surprise, but strangely enough, she seemed to avoid meeting my gaze, as if she didn’t want to answer any potential questions from me. A hostess seated us at the front of the plane. I took the window seat, and the giant sat behind us.  
 
    Moments later, the plane took off. The city of Strasbourg got smaller and smaller and its lights disappeared under the thick clouds. It was still dark, but dawn was not far away.  
 
    The trip was not very long, but it was long enough to think about my parents. I still could not accept their disappearance – I felt that they would appear at any moment. Maybe they were expecting me at the airport? Then they would take me in their arms and tell me they’d missed me. No, of course not... It was so unfair. I was the sole survivor of that car crash.  
 
    What had happened?  
 
    Even though I tortured my mind, I could not remember. The plane started to descend and I shut out my feeling of frustration.  
 
    It was full daylight now. Rennes appeared, tiny at first, then more imposing. I heard a noise indicating that the pilot had lowered the landing gear, so I knew we were on the final approach. When the plane touched the ground, the shock made me jump. The sudden braking that followed lifted me out of my seat, and the seat belt held me back, cutting my breath off. That didn't lessen my enthusiasm though, and I fidgeted with impatience.  
 
    After getting our luggage, carried by the giant, we headed to the exit. From the corner of my eye, I noticed a man in a black suit and hat, standing stiffly. I was surprised to see him approach us.  
 
    “Good morning Lady Dymas, did you have a good trip?” he asked as he took our luggage.  
 
    “Yes, Charles, thank you,” she answered in French.  
 
    Then, looking at me, she spoke to him in perfect English: “May I present my grandson Gabriel?”  
 
    Apparently, my grandmother didn’t know that I spoke French fluently. I was born in France. My father was English, though, so we had lived in Lancashire since I was a baby. Then my parents had fallen in love with Strasbourg while on holiday, and had decided, only last year, to live there.  
 
    “Good morning, sir.”  
 
    Sir? I wondered what kind of place I was in, for someone to call me “sir” at eleven years of age. 
 
    “Good morning,” I answered in French, a bit intimidated but letting them know I understood French.  
 
    We followed Charles to the car and wow, what a car! A black monster with pure lines. A glittering winged figure decorated the front of the oversized hood. I love beautiful cars. My father and I used to watch all the TV shows dedicated to these superb machines.  
 
    My God, a Rolls-Royce Phantom!  
 
    I ogled it, my mouth wide open. I couldn’t believe it.  
 
    “Is this car yours?” I asked my grandmother, still thunderstruck and extremely impressed.  
 
    “Yes,” she answered curtly. “Apparently, your mother didn’t tell you much about your family, did she?”  
 
    I saw a flash of pain in her eyes, which puzzled me. My grandmother was obviously wealthy. I suddenly realized that my mother had never talked to me about her childhood. I did know that Grandmother hadn’t been in favor of my mother marrying an Englishman. Since the wedding, a coolness had developed between the two women, and my birth hadn’t brought them much closer.  
 
    Charles opened the rear door of the car for me. It swung open from the back rather than from the front, which I thought was odd. I climbed in gingerly and sat on the smooth leather seat. The interior was luxurious, with thick carpets and precious woods. The chauffeur drove off in silence, and as expected, the car attracted a lot of attention. We quickly passed through the city and entered a national highway. For half an hour, I only saw green fields scrolling by. Then the car turned onto a narrower  road that branched off, and we plunged into a dense forest of extraordinarily majestic trees. Broceliande, a fairytale land…the legendary forest of kings and of magic. Contemplating the wilderness, I uttered my second "Wow!" of the day.  
 
    “Is it far?” I asked excitedly.  
 
    “No, we’re almost there.”  
 
    No sooner had she finished speaking when the trees disappeared and gave way to a clearing and a vast, calm lake. Beyond it, stood a medieval castle. The sight was stunning, beautiful, but strangely cold and sad. 
 
    “Wow!” again. I seem to have pronounced just this one word that day.  
 
    Two imposing towers topped with impressive, projecting parapets framed the entrance, and a spiky portcullis still in working order defended the door. The immense walls fascinated me – the fact that all this remained intact, even after centuries, testified to the energy with which the warriors of that era protected access to their fortresses. Charles drove onto the drawbridge and across the moat.  
 
    We entered the enclosure, and again, I was surprised. On the other side was a second building, newer, more like the kind I had visited with my parents in the Loire region. My mother had explained to me that they dated from the French Renaissance. The wing attached to the castle had big white French doors, and a Virginia creeper had taken possession of a part of the facade. The simplicity of the chapel next to it contrasted with the whole scene.  
 
    The tower door of the castle opened, and a man came out. I immediately recognized him as the giant who had accompanied us during the flight. The car slowed, allowing him to greet us, then stopped in the courtyard. Five people dressed in black and white uniforms were waiting on the doorstep.  
 
    The oldest of them opened my grandmother’s  door, saying in French, "Welcome home, Countess!"  
 
    Charles opened my car door, and I got out, intimidated by five pairs of eyes staring at me. I walked with a hesitant step and everyone greeted me with a nod of the head and a "Good morning, sir." I opened my mouth to tell them to call me Gabriel, but the pointed look on my grandmother’s face stopped me. I finally mumbled a hello before following her in.  
 
    I was amazed at the ambiance inside. I had actually expected a colder and more somber place, but it was just the opposite – medieval style meets designer furniture and modern decorating. I was immersed in an elegant but warm and welcoming atmosphere, where I immediately felt at home.  
 
    I admired the heavy tapestries on the walls, the marble mantelpiece and the plush carpet partially covering the dark, perfectly polished floor. Soft and cozy sofas were arranged near the center of the room for conversation by the fireplace, where a fire crackled and called for relaxation. Beautiful white roses in large vases spread their perfume, which mingled with the odor of wax candles scattered around the room.  
 
    “Would you like to see your room?” my grandmother asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I replied, curious to see the space reserved for me.  
 
    “Come with me, then,” she said encouragingly.  
 
    I followed her up a splendid staircase from the foyer to the floor reserved for bedrooms. We passed a music room with a magnificent, black-lacquered grand piano. This room opened into another spacious room via a large doorway, through which I could see lots of books and publications on dark shelves. A few old leather armchairs left no doubt that the room was a library.  
 
    The long hallway gave access to several rooms, all of them bedrooms. Lining the walls were paintings of young women, including my mother and my grandmother. The figures seemed to be related, as they all had fine, delicate features and bright chestnut hair, enhanced by gilded frames with a slight patina.  
 
    “These are all members of the family,” she explained to me, noticing the questioning look on my face. She pointed out a few of them, saying, “This is your aunt, and these two are her daughters.”  
 
    I studied the portraits as we walked past. There was not one man, as if they had been able to produce only girls in the family.  
 
    We finally reached what must have been my room, as she pushed its door open, and I entered a room bathed in light. The white silk curtains framing the huge windows were certainly one of the reasons for this. A massive bed stood in the middle of the room. A heavy curtain embroidered with a gold interwoven motif covered the wall behind the headboard. I was amazed and perplexed.  
 
    This couldn’t all be for me – there must be some 
 
    mistake!  
 
    My parents had always lived simply. True, I had never wanted for anything in my life, but it was a far cry from all this luxury! I turned to the bathroom. It was as big as my old bedroom. The walls and floor were covered with marble tiles, and the immense bathtub and Italian shower oozed relaxation with its rainfall faucets.  
 
    I was stunned at noticing that the towels had my 
 
    initials.  
 
    “If you need something, call George,” my grandmother said kindly, indicating the old man.  
 
    “Why, are you leaving?” I asked, instantly worried.  
 
    “No, I won’t be far away, but I’m very busy in the day.”  
 
    Then, after giving some instructions to George in French, she left me alone. I looked at my little bag, which George had placed at the foot of the bed. At that moment, it seemed to me that all my old life was inside that bag, the most precious element in this whole place.  
 
    My attention returned to the embroidered motifs above the bed. Its interlaced patterns formed triangles. Then I went over to the windows, to better see the lush forest, a sea of gigantic trees pierced only by the lake in front of the castle. It was strange how I felt I already knew this place, like a déjà vu...  
 
    A sweet languor came over me; it must have been fatigue. I lay on the bed and fell asleep, sinking into a deep slumber practically before my head touched the pillow. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pounding hooves and the neighing of horses in full gallop filled the forest. By the lake, a handsome man with graying hair was taking a bundle handed to him by my grandmother. She looked slightly younger and she wore a long robe from some other era. Its deep blue velvet contrasted with the color of her hair, which fell to her waist. She looked anxious.  
 
    “Be careful, I beg of you!” she implored. “Come back to me! The three of us need you!”  
 
    “Don’t worry, my sweet Viviane,” the man replied. “I’ll be back soon, but I have to protect him. I’ve sworn it to the king.”  
 
    A whimper escaped from the bundle he now held in his arms. The horsemen were getting dangerously close.  
 
    “Go! I'll stop them from following you,” Grandmother cried.  
 
    The man kissed her, then turned away. With remarkable speed, his beard began to thicken and his hair to grow. His skin withered and his face took on the appearance of an old man. He held out his right hand, murmuring words in a strange language I could not understand. Then the largest and most extraordinary stag I’d ever seen materialized in front of him. He jumped onto its back in one easy motion, grabbing its huge antlers with one firm hand and protecting his precious bundle with the other. The stag bounded away just before the arrival of the horsemen.  
 
    My grandmother wheeled to face the attackers. She raised her arms and palms up, and cast what must have been a spell, because the waters of the lake rose high above her and formed a gigantic wave hovering in the air. When she dropped her arms, the wave swept over the pursuers with a force that left them no escape. They screamed in terror and then in agony when their bodies were thrown against trees whose branches impaled them from all sides. They also were acting in obedience to the young woman’s command. The sight of so much blood was unbearable to me, but the most shocking sight was the calm, impassive look on my grandmother’s face.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up with a jolt, dripping with sweat, my heart pounding and my head throbbing. I left the soaked sheets to refresh myself in the bathroom.  
 
    After splashing my face with cold water, I raised my head and my feverish eyes fell on my reflection in the mirror. I froze in amazement.  
 
    Where is my scar?  
 
    I touched my cheek. The skin was smooth.  
 
    What’s happening? An ugly scar like that can’t just disappear!  
 
    I suddenly felt a great longing to talk to my mother, to ask her to clarify what I couldn’t understand. She would have had an explanation, like every other time that something strange had happened to me. I felt so alone right then.  
 
    The next morning, I joined my grandmother in the dining room for breakfast. She was reading the paper and drinking her coffee, giving the impression that she hadn’t heard me come in. I sat down next to her and looked greedily at the basket of fresh croissants on the clean white tablecloth.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said loudly. When she looked up at me, she froze, and the words that she seemed about to utter died on her lips. She stared at my cheek, puckering her brow, but then turned back to her reading and casually asked, “Did you sleep well?”  
 
    “I had a nightmare, but otherwise I’m fine.”  
 
    She frowned and rested her eyes on me again. “A nightmare?” she inquired, with a voice that betrayed a hint of anxiety.  
 
    “Yes, I saw you in the forest, but you were different...”  
 
    With her hair up in a smooth bun, dressed in her conservative suit, she certainly did look different from the woman I’d seen in my vision.  
 
    Her fingers clenched and she abruptly folded her newspaper. “That was only a bad dream. Eat, and get your strength back. This morning you’re going to have your first riding lesson with Galahad.”  
 
    “Why should I learn to ride a horse?”  
 
    “Because I think it will please you, and because you’re Count Gabriel Dymas, heir to the castle of Comper. You require an education that will equip you to adapt to all kinds of encounters and situations.”  
 
    I didn’t understand the meaning of all that, but I liked the idea of riding a horse.  
 
    Maybe I could wander in the forest...  
 
    The “required” lessons enchanted me and I got up docilely to meet my instructor at the stables.  
 
    So that’s the giant’s name, I thought.  
 
    Galahad, my instructor, was none other than the man who seemed to be responsible for the castle’s security. He was so tall! I could make out the bulging muscles under his riding pants, and his tight black sweater emphasized his broad shoulders. I felt puny, insignificant compared to him.  
 
    Would I be that big and strong one day? I fervently hoped so.  
 
    “Hello, Gabriel,” he said in his deep voice. “Ready for your first lesson?”  
 
    I nodded my head, surprised to hear him call me by my first name. It immediately put me at ease. Since arriving here, he was the first, besides my grandmother, who had permitted himself to do that.  
 
    “I'll show you your horse.”  
 
    We passed several stalls before pausing in front of a noble black stallion, who was striking the ground with his hooves as though he wanted to attract my attention. The young stallion looked at me, neighing and tossing his head up and down. I was enthralled, my eyes riveted to his. A strange invisible connection formed between us, as if...  
 
    “Oh no, my boy! This one is too powerful for you,” Galahad exclaimed with a burst of laughter. “You wouldn’t last two minutes on his back. No one has mounted him yet, not even me! Better come over here.”  
 
    I heard the stallion snort with displeasure when he saw me move away, so I turned and gave him an apologetic look.  
 
    “When can I ride Lightning?”  
 
    “How did you know his name was Lightning?” Galahad asked, frowning.  
 
    I shrugged, feeling uneasy. “I don’t know. I think they told me in the castle.”  
 
    Galahad looked at me perplexed. I lowered my eyes to the ground, hoping he wouldn’t notice my embarrassment. I coulnd’t explain to him that the instant I’d seen the horse, his name had popped into my head. It seems impossible, but when I was very young I realized I could communicate mentally with animals. It had started with my dog. An inner voice gave me the meaning of each bark, howl or grunt – I just had to concentrate on the animal. I could also talk to him without uttering a syllable. For some reason still unknown to me, the dog understood and obeyed me. My mother had made me swear not to tell anyone about it, and above all, never to show it.  
 
    We approached another stall, which held a smaller horse, stocky, with a spotted white coat that made him seem gentle and friendly. He was already saddled and ready for my first lesson.  
 
    “Hello!” I called, to give myself courage.  
 
    The horse turned his head, looked at me, and answered with a snort. Unlike the stallion, he appeared very calm.  
 
    The giant lifted me up in the air, like a feather, then set me on the horse’s back and helped me position my feet in the stirrups.  
 
    “Take the reins like this,” he instructed me. “To direct him, slightly spread your arm to the side where you want to go. To make him advance, press your heels on his flanks.” He chuckled as he added, “Don’t give too heavy a kick though, or you'll be off at a gallop.”  
 
    Then with one easy swing, he straddled a great thoroughbred with a coat the color of fire.  
 
    Let's see, I thought. I’ve got to follow him.  
 
    Immediately my horse maneuvered and calmly placed himself behind Galahad’s horse.  
 
    Well, we're not doing too badly, are we? I said mentally to my horse, with satisfaction.  
 
    He answered me with a little mocking neigh, which surprised me.  
 
    Does my horse understand me too?  
 
    A second answer on his part made my heart beat faster than normal. I wasn’t afraid; it was just that there had been too many strange things happening since I arrived. It’s true that the forest of Broceliande and its fairy-like undergrowth lent itself to the imagination.  
 
    The horses tramped along trails covered with thick carpets of dead leaves, which stifled the noise of their hoofs. Ferns, wild garlic and brilliant violet hyacinths spread out at the feet of majestic oaks and gigantic beeches wrapped in lichen.  
 
    The singing of birds broke the silence, and I caught the sound of flowing water close by. We reached a stream, where the horses quenched their thirst. Clusters of mauve clandestina spotted its banks, defying the moss that covered most of the area. They whispered that the forest was enchanted. Immersed in the beauty of the place and the strange ambiance that reigned there, I wanted to believe it. Strong emotions swept over me, but I remained calm, serene and unafraid. It seemed as if it would be perfectly normal to come across a unicorn, to startle some fairies, or to join in some leprechaun games. Of course, nothing like that happened. Though I did get the unpleasant feeling I was being observed, but that must have been my imagination.  
 
    By the time we got back home, an hour later, I felt perfectly at ease on my horse. Galahad had shown me how to master the sitting trot, and I’d found it relatively easy. My horse followed my movements in perfect sync, and I didn’t even have to use my heels or my arms to direct him. I simply spoke to him inwardly, and he understood. I found it amusing, but I took care not to let my instructor notice.  
 
    I looked up at the imposing castle. A soft breeze was blowing on my face, gently sweeping my hair. I could smell the plant life and hear the whispering of trees stirring their branches as if they were talking. I listened to the chirping of birds and the cry of animals from deeper in the forest. My passage had triggered some agitation. Actually, I feel good here, I thought, with a small smile on my face.  
 
    From where I was, I couldn’t see my grandmother watching me intently from one of the castle windows. I didn't see the Countess Viviane Dymas turning on her heels and leaving the room with a solemn look on her face. Nor did I see her raise her right hand and sketch a gesture with her fingers before slamming shut the door behind her. 
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    The horseman in chain mail rode his steed at full gallop, splitting the air with his sword and striking all the men in his path. Cries echoed in the forest and they collapsed, one after another, forming a line of bloody corpses behind him. He finally reached the water’s edge, where he joined my grandmother surrounded by her victims. He leaped down from his horse, planted his shield – white with cross gules* – in the ground, and removed his helmet, tucking it under his elbow. It was Galahad. He greeted her with a nod and waited for her instructions.  
 
    “Mordred must not find him. Go to Myrddin and help him in his task,” she ordered.  
 
    “It will be done according to your wishes,” the knight replied, already mounting his horse.   
 
    He leaned over and grabbed his shield as he turned his horse around, then he took off at a gallop.  
 
    She turned and walked over to the lake. It seemed like she was about to plunge in fully dressed, but then she started walking across the water. After taking a few steps, a magnificent crystal palace emerged from the lake, right in the reflection of the castle on its hill. She disappeared behind its huge door.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared at the ceiling of my room, my eyes wide open. That castle with its numberless turrets must be a fairytale castle, because I had never seen anything like it. All the same, it was odd. Why was she in my dreams? I’d been with my grandmother Viviane for a month now, and every night my dreams were more and more improbable. I was also having lots of nightmares about my parents’ accident, but these always ended at that fateful moment when an explosion had caused my father to lose control of the vehicle.  
 
    I always forgot to mention these dreams to my grandmother, being too busy attending all the lessons she’d decided I would take: riding, music, history, sciences, chemistry... My teachers had nothing in common with those of my school in Strasbourg. I don’t know how to explain it – they weren’t old, but they acted old. They also seemed very anxious to please Viviane Dymas, as if they idolized her. I’d never studied some of these subjects, but I didn’t mind – I found them interesting and they seemed easy. I learned quickly, perhaps too quickly, if I read correctly the meaningful glances between my teachers and my grandmother.  
 
    Nine months passed, and I would soon be twelve years old. On the eve of my birthday, a night like many others, I woke up drenched and panic-struck. It was the first time I’d seen images from the time after I’d lost consciousness during my parents’ accident. What I saw froze my blood.  
 
    After the explosion, the car zigzagged several times across the road before skidding and rolling. I heard metal smashing and my mother screaming, desperately calling my name. Then it was just a black hole. I regained consciousness when her pleading voice penetrated the buzzing of my ears. I painfully opened my eyes, and saw with dismay my mother’s bloody face and her horrified eyes looking at something I couldn't see. Then I sunk back into unconsciousness. These images disturbed me, of course.  
 
    What had I missed?  
 
    I got up and walked around my room feverishly, trying to understand and to remember, but nothing came to me. I groaned in frustration. My head ached, and I couldn’t calm down. My mental state was making me hallucinate – I could hear thousands of whispers. I collapsed to my knees on the carpet, and to silence the voices, I clamped my hands to my ears, feeling like I was going mad.  
 
    Then I heard a horse neighing outside. I got up and peered through the window into the darkness. I saw nothing, until some movement caught my attention. It was Lightning, looking at me with his shining eyes. On an impulse, I grabbed my jacket and silently crept downstairs to go see him.  
 
    When I came out, he approached me and pushed his wet, warm nostrils against my forehead, as if he wanted to calm me. He neighed, making me understand that I should climb up on him. He was not saddled though, and his height made it impossible to mount him, so he lowered his two front knees to the ground, allowing me to reach his neck. Without hesitation, I clambered onto his powerful back and firmly gripped his mane. He got up and took off toward the forest, galloping hard. The cool night wind whipped my face and eased my suffering.  
 
    Lightning glided over the ground with long strides that made the ride comfortable and gave me the  feeling I was one with him.  
 
    When we reached the edge of the woods, he slowed to a trot and then to a walk. His coat was hot and wet, and I was no longer cold. He headed to a stream in the undergrowth, a place I knew well, as I often came here with Galahad to water the horses. I had never seen what I was admiring at that moment, though. I was numb with amazement at that fairy-tale spectacle.  
 
    Thousands of fireflies were perched on the branches and hovering over the water. One of them landed on Lightning's head. I blinked hard, trying to clear away the hallucination in front of me: a tiny firefly had a pretty woman's body and huge eyes with long eyelashes. As she beat her fragile-looking wings, a cloud of phosphorescent powder spread out and illuminated her whole being.  
 
    She stared at me with a shy smile, swiveling her small pointy ears. I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head to chase away the vision, but when I opened my eyes again, she was still there, looking at me with a glimmer of anxiety now. I heard whispers all around me once more. I suddenly realized that they were coming from them, the fireflies, so I was not crazy. Another firefly, a male, landed next to the first.  
 
    “Why is he making that face?”  
 
    One surprise after another – he could speak, and I could hear him! I stood there, my mouth hanging open.  
 
    “I don’t know... Maybe he can’t see us. Yet Lucila said he was the heir, and that we would soon be visible to him,” she said regretfully.  
 
    “Well, he can’t see us,” the boy said, shrugging his shoulders. “And he better shut his mouth or he’ll end up swallowing one of us.”  
 
    I spoke up then, saying, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    My voice startled them, and now it was their turn to be wide-eyed. The girl nudged her neighbor, who responded with an "Ouch!" and a frown, rubbing his ribs. She looked at me with amazement, then turned to the boy.  
 
    “Did you hear that? He spoke to us!”  
 
    She was all excited, and she shook the poor boy, repeating "He spoke to us! He spoke to us!" which provoked a resentful growl from him.  
 
    “I’m Gabriel,” I said with a friendly smile.  
 
    “Me, I’m Eirian and him, he’s Deryn,” she said, pointing to her slightly sullen neighbor. “Never mind, he often seems grumpy, but in reality he’s all heart.”  
 
    I gazed at all the fireflies that had gathered around us, and they stared at me with curiosity.  
 
    “Don’t take this wrong, but, what are you?" I asked. “I've never seen fireflies like you.”  
 
    “It's because fireflies are what humans see," she said with a giggle. “In fact, we’re elves – we’ve always been elves!”  
 
    “What humans see...? I don’t understand, I’m a human and I can see you!" I exclaimed.  
 
    She chuckled before retorting, “That's what you think! You’re not...”  
 
    Deryn interrupted her, looking frightened. “Eirian, shut up! You're going to make Lucila angry."  
 
    “Pffff, what a kill-joy you are!" she said, rolling her eyes. “Someone has to tell him.”  
 
    “Deryn is right, Eirian. It's not up to you to give him that information.”  
 
    I turned to the childish voice that had uttered these words. Eirian had lowered her ears apprehensively, a sign that I was before the famous Lucila. This little girl didn’t appear so very terrible though. 
 
    She looked like an angelic doll, with her old- fashioned blond curls and porcelain skin, and her white veiled dress adorned with flowers and ivy. She studied me for a moment and then skipped lightly from the edge of the river over to me, causing the other fireflies to stir and fly up. I watched them for a while, captivated by the soft buzzing of their wings. When I turned to look at the child again, she had disappeared.  
 
    A remarkable silence filled the forest, broken only by the hoot of an owl. A child's laugh sounded behind me, so I spun around to try and catch a glimpse of her.  
 
    “Why are you hiding?” I asked.  
 
    When I heard a second laugh next to my right ear, I turned my head abruptly. I don't know how she did it, but there she was, sitting on a branch at the height of the horse’s back, and no longer a little child, but a girl of my own age.  
 
    I wondered how could she have climbed that high, and so quickly. And how could she have changed her appearance?  
 
    “This must be distressing for you, but you’ll soon have all the answers to your questions.”  
 
    “I'm tired of hearing people around me talking in riddles,” I cried, losing my temper. “Who are you?”  
 
    I glared at her, but she didn’t seem troubled.  
 
    "Be patient, Gabriel," she said, smiling at me. "It won’t be much longer."  
 
    She waved her hand, and everything suddenly went black and silent. All I could hear was Lightning neighing.  
 
    “Wait, come back! I want to understand!”  
 
    No answer. I waited a while, disappointed and frustrated, before finally deciding to go home.  
 
    The next day, the whole household was boiling. Grandmother had decided to organize a birthday party to introduce me to her friends. Apparently, all these people I didn’t know really wanted to meet me. The staff was hard at work, rushing every which way.  
 
    It’s not worth making such a big deal for my birthday, I thought bitterly, when all I want is just to be with my parents, around a cake.  
 
    I was tired because of my outing the night before, and in a bad mood.  
 
    Florists placed bouquets of lilies and white roses in enormous vases here and there, while George gave instructions to the maids and waiters. Miss Bridget, a petite woman in my grandmother’s service, set up the big table. Immense crystal candlesticks trimmed with floral compositions decorated the center of the table, which was covered with an immaculate tablecloth. The silverware shone brightly, and the fine Limoges porcelain, engraved with gold, gave the scene a timeless air.  
 
    The guests began to flow in, but I preferred to escape all the agitation by standing at a window and simply observing their arrival. Cars paraded into the courtyard, each one more beautiful than the last.   
 
    Grandmother was downstairs to welcome them. Yet another car arrived, but this one was different. Its simplicity immediately attracted my attention, as it contrasted so much with the other, luxurious vehicles.  
 
    A brunette woman stepped down, and Grandmother took her hands with delight and talked at length with her. Then a little girl got out of the car. From the shape of her slender, small body, she must have been at most seven years old. She had wavy brown hair that fell to her waist. Viviane came to a halt when she saw her, clearly moved, then she carefully embraced her and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    I stood speechless for a few seconds. Grandmother had never once shown me that much affection. I wasn’t mistreated of course, and she did give me everything I needed, but she remained cold and distant with me. A feeling of jealousy pinched my heart. I left my post at the window and returned to my room, feeling hurt. I hated this birthday party and I didn’t want to see anyone.  
 
    George knocked softly at my door.  
 
    "Come in," I said curtly.  
 
    "Sir, the Countess wants you in the living room. Everyone is waiting for you.”  
 
    “I don’t want to go down," I grumbled. “I didn’t ask for any of this!”  
 
    "Madame the Countess will be angry if you don’t come."  
 
    “So what? Is she going to throw me in the dungeon?” I replied mockingly.  
 
    “I beg your pardon?” George said, his eyebrows high up his forehead.  
 
    I rolled my eyes with irritation. Obviously George was capable of many things, but certainly not of understanding a joke. Suddenly my grandmother's hard, cold face, the one I had seen in my nocturnal dreams, came to my mind.  
 
    I’d better not push my luck, I thought with a shiver.  
 
    “Okay, okay, I'm coming," I mumbled, feeling irritated.  
 
    I followed his steps, dragging my feet. A rumble of satisfaction arose as soon as we reached the entrance to the living room.  
 
    “Ah, finally!” Viviane exclaimed, smiling contentedly. “Come over here!”  
 
    I entered, still feeling disgruntled. Halfway across the room, I passed in front of the little girl, who stared at me with magnificent light gray eyes, filled with a mocking, malicious look that displeased me. I gave her a furious glance, and with head held high, joined my grandmother and the welcoming group of people surrounding her. Silence fell. Clearly, they were expecting her to speak. 
 
    “I would like to present my grandson Gabriel, who is twelve years old today,” she announced.  
 
    A thunder of applause rang out, accompanied by cries of joy.  
 
    My, oh my, they seemed glad to meet me!  
 
    I was still in a bad mood, though.  
 
    “Comper has an heir. So rejoice, my friends, because you know better than anyone else what that means.”  
 
    A murmur of approbation arose, and the guests nodded in agreement when she added, “Tomorrow we’ll have the answer we’ve been waiting for so long.”  
 
    I suddenly felt uneasy.  
 
    What was she talking about? "Heir" was the same word that Eirian had used.  
 
    A Chopin piece began, and conversation resumed as my grandmother introduced me to the guests one by one. Galahad was at the party. He seemed happy to have found his two friends Perceval and Bohort, who were as tall and broad-shouldered as he. 
 
    “Is this the burly man club?" I said with a chuckle.  
 
    Viviane gave me a reproving look before introducing me to them, and then we approached a group of women, eight exactly. They all had an air of similarity, which was explained because they were sisters. I already knew Thith, my music teacher, Thiten, my chemistry teacher, and Moronoe, my math teacher.  
 
    Their names sure were odd, I thought, or at least uncommon. Gliton, a woman with an endearing face and an affectionate manner, was the sister who had arrived with the little girl. The last four sisters were named Mazoe, Gliten, Glitonea and Tyronoe.  
 
    “What a big family!” I said. “Aren’t there any brothers?”  
 
    “No,” Glitonea answered. “Just one other sister... who couldn’t come.”  
 
    They exchanged embarrassed looks.  
 
    Changing the subject, my grandmother said, “You can ask Pascal for a glass of fruit juice if you want.” She pointed to a young man serving drinks from behind a crowded table near the fireplace. Hors d’oeuvres were also arranged there, so I slipped over discreetly, as I was hungry and lunch wasn’t ready.  
 
    All the guests looked relaxed, and were conversing animatedly.  
 
    “Does he know?” I overheard someone say.  
 
    One of the sisters, whose name I no longer remembered, was speaking to a tall, thin man with a hooked nose. They hadn’t noticed me, so I stopped and listened.  
 
    “No, not yet. He won’t receive the inheritance until the exact hour of his birth. Patience, my dear.”  
 
    “Do you think he’ll be as powerful as him?”  
 
    "Well, we shall soon find out."  
 
    The two people walked away while I stood planted there, trying to understand the meaning of their words. I needed to think, and figuring that getting away from all this noise would clear my head, I began to steer unobtrusively toward the dining-room. It seemed quieter in there.  
 
    On entering, I was immediately soothed by the soft light of hundreds of chandelier candles reflecting in the silver and crystal, giving the room a magical atmosphere.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” I heard someone behind me say in French.  
 
    Startled, I spun around to see who was talking to me. I had not seen the small figure in the corner when I came in the room.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked harshly in the same language. It was my mother tongue and I understood it perfectly, even if at home we’d spoken English more often for my father’s benefit.  
 
    “The same as you," she replied. “Tell me, what have I done to make you so disagreeable to me?”  
 
    She stared me straight in the eye, not at all impressed by my bad mood. Being closer to her now, I realized that her eyes were not entirely gray – I could see a hint of green.  
 
    “Nothing at all," I sputtered, blushing. "I don’t even know you.”  
 
    I lowered my eyes to avoid showing her my embarrassment, and focused on her small pendant, a dragon hooked on a sword.  
 
    “My name is Melora," she said, smiling. "And you’re Gabriel, my godmother’s grandson."  
 
    “Viviane is your godmother?”  
 
    Something else everyone had forgotten to tell me. 
 
    I frowned, upset again.  
 
    “Yes, ever since my father's death, she watches over me and helps my mom," she explained sadly.   
 
    “Oh...”  
 
    Feeling guilty at being so hard on this young girl, I spoke more gently. “My parents died last year in a car accident. I was the only one who survived. So I know what you're feeling.”  
 
    “I miss him sometimes, but my memories are vague,” she said. “I was only a few months old. That's what saddens me the most.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, and eager to change the conversation, I looked around the room and exclaimed, "It's true that it's beautiful!"  
 
    Relaxing, she gave me a faint smile and said, “You really do live in a wonderful place.”  
 
    Then with a little pout, she looked at me mischievously and added, “I have an idea! We could make up a story of princesses and knights.”  
 
    "That's a girl thing!” I complained.  
 
    “Wait, I’m not finished! We get attacked by soldiers and monsters, and we have to defend the castle! Do you have a sword?"  
 
    I chuckled. “For a little girl of seven, you’ve got quite an imagination, and you must be very brave.”  
 
    “I’m eight!” she objected.  
 
    At that, we burst into laughter, and ran out and played until the luncheon bell rang. The meal passed without incident, and all the guests conversed pleasantly over the tinkling of silver cutlery before disappearing one by one to their respective rooms. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The old man, accompanied by Galahad, entered a small clearing with a pretty little cottage. Its stone walls supported a great thatched roof. Ivy grew up to the eaves and along the tops of its small windows. Thickets of rhododendron in shades of blue and violet surrounded the cottage.  
 
    A woman wearing a black shawl came out through the little door and carefully took the bundle the traveler handed her, then dove back into the house. The old man immediately made a gesture with his hand, murmuring something incomprehensible, and the cottage disappeared, leaving an empty clearing beneath the moonlight. He straddled his horse and set off again, followed by the knight.  
 
    Together they took a path through the forest, passing in front of its most beautiful and majestic beech tree, a tree surrounded by thick holly bushes. Its enormous roots anchored it to the ground, and its many undulating branches lent it a mysterious look.  
 
    Suddenly a troop of cavalrymen burst upon them. At its head was a rider in black and a woman with reddish blonde hair. She was very beautiful, but her green eyes flashed with anger and her lips were stretched into an icy sneer. She muttered a few words, and a strange creature appeared behind her, a horrible, enormous beast whose cries sounded like the barking of dozens of hunting dogs. It had the head and neck of a snake but its body was that of a feline.  
 
    Galahad’s horse reared up, and he had to grab its mane so as not to fall off. The riders darted toward him as he drew his sword, preparing to fight.  
 
    At the same time, the snake-like creature leaped at the big stag and ripped into its throat, killing it instantly and forcing the old man to the ground. The woman bore down on him, but he quickly responded by calling for help to all the flying nocturnal creatures of the forest. Bats and owls swooped down on her, destabilizing her for a moment. He took advantage of this respite to place his hand on the giant tree and cast his own spell. His palm lit up, and out came an enormous dragon with blue and green scales. It rushed at the monstrous beast and began a ruthless combat.  
 
    Mad with rage, the woman threw a ball of energy at the man, who retaliated by throwing bluish bolts of lightning at her as he stood behind a shield of protection, screaming unintelligible words. Everything was in chaos and insufferably violent. Then, struck by the hand of Galahad, the soldiers died and fell into a great pool of blood. The black rider charged Galahad, and a fierce battle ensued, but the knight was much more skillful. He let fall his blade once more and wounded his opponent, who screamed and took refuge behind the witch. She was forced to protect her beast and her partner under the dragon's assaults, so Galahad took the opportunity to flee.  
 
    The old man jumped onto the dragon’s back and they immediately began rising in the air, but unfortunately, he could not avoid her last attack, which landed on his spine. He clenched his teeth in agony and shut his eyes, but held on. When he opened his eyes again, he spoke directly to me, planting his blue eyes in mine, and crying out in a commanding voice that echoed in my mind: “You must protect her!”  
 
    I awoke with a start, shaking all over. I tried to get up but my legs gave out under me. It was impossible to understand. How could he talk to me, for goodness’ sake – it was a dream!  
 
    Completely distraught, I stared out at the storm. Lightning crackled across the sky and claps of thunder echoed in the room. The shutters abruptly flew open, letting in the wind and rain, making the curtains whip up and down with an oppressive slapping sound.  
 
    Panicking, I got to my feet to go close the windows, but at that instant bolts of lightning pierced my hands and nailed me to the spot. I felt a strange power surge through my whole body. Images and words swept through my mind, and I could hear the noises of the forest as if I were there. The animals and trees were speaking to me. The elves were shouting happily, and everyone was congratulating me. I felt like my heart was going to burst, that my head was exploding, but then everything calmed down and silence fell.  
 
    I headed down the hallway to my grandmother's room, trembling. When I opened the door, Viviane was at her window looking outside. She was waiting for me.  
 
    She turned her head toward me, still enveloped in her legendary calm.  
 
    “I have to know!” I cried out. “What’s going on? Who am I?”  
 
    She stared at me, her face impassive, but in her shining eyes, I read pride and anxiety. She paused for a moment before answering me.  
 
    “You are the last descendant of Merlin, the greatest and most powerful magician of all time. You are his heir.” 
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    Shocked, I simply stood there, wondering if I’d really understood her. 
 
    Is this a joke? Or has she lost her reason? 
 
    She sat down at the edge of the bed, and patted the mattress with her hand to signal me to sit down next to her. With a faltering step, I obeyed. 
 
    “Your grandfather and I were charged with protecting King Arthur and his family. He was the ruler of our kingdom, and Avalon is an island in a world parallel to this one. The only way to get there is through a passage in the Broceliande Forest.” 
 
    She hesitated and searched my face before adding, “We are not human.” 
 
    I recalled the bedtime stories my mother used to tell me, and remembering the names of the characters in them, I suddenly understood.  
 
    “Are you telling me that you’re Viviane the fairy?” 
 
    She nodded, confirming my discovery. All this seemed completely unreal. 
 
    No, it’s got to be some kind of prank!  
 
    But deep down, I knew it was the truth.  
 
    “The island of Avalon is our kingdom,” she said, her eyes lost in the past, in her memories of her former home. “It was so beautiful before that horrible betrayal! The lands were fertile, and no one lacked for anything. From the castle and its town, we could see fields of wheat, vineyards and apple orchards stretching all the way to the horizon. Our people were happy.” 
 
    I remained silent for fear she would end there, but she continued: “One day, a knight rose up against the king – Mordred, who wanted to conquer this world too. But Arthur didn’t, as he preferred peace for everyone, human or Avalonian. Mordred left the Round Table and wrested our kingdom from Arthur with the help of Morgana, one of Avalon’s priestesses.” 
 
    Surprised, I broke in with a question: “Why did she help him?” 
 
    “She loved Myrddin, too, as much as I did, and she couldn’t bear losing him to me.” 
 
    She noticed my puzzlement, so she explained, “Myrddin is your grandfather’s real name, but I’m the only one who calls him that.” 
 
    I wasn’t used to seeing so much emotion on her face. She paused for a minute, then smiled at me affectionately but with much sorrow, too.   
 
    “Tyronoe had predicted that one of Merlin’s male heirs would vanquish Mordred. Therefore, having decided to support Mordred, Morgana cast a spell on our family to have only female descendants. And it was so. There was Anwen, Eira and your mother Charis – your ancestors were all women.” 
 
    “Why did Mordred want to invade this world?” 
 
    “Because here, the Avalonians don’t age. We’re not immortal on our island, although we can live for several hundred years. And Mordred wanted immortality. He began by attacking the castle at Comper, built to protect the passage linking our two worlds and to serve as a palace on the other side. This had always belonged to us. Then he tried to extend his power all the way to the coast of Brittany, forcing Merlin and Arthur to battle with him in the lands of Broceliande. Humans began seeing things they never should have seen – dangerous creatures and knights wholly without mercy.  
 
    “Merlin had the sword Excalibur forged for Arthur, and they fought together for many, many years. This is why we’re mentioned in books written by humans living in those times. Fortunately, without formal proof, the stories recounted in those books ended up being treated as legends.  
 
    “The war raged on and many lives were lost. One day, in one of the most horrendous battles, Arthur was overcome. He was brought to Avalon seriously wounded, and he died, in spite of the fairy Gliton’s efforts to heal him.” 
 
    I sat there thinking, trying to digest all this. I hesitated a moment before asking her, “What happened to my grandfather?” 
 
    Tears began running down her cheeks.  
 
    “Our daughter Charis, your mother, was seventeen when Myrddin came home after being hurt during an important mission. Morgana had cast a terrible spell on him. He stayed with us on our island for several years, but day by day, he sank into madness. As guardian of the balance between our two worlds, Merlin had sworn to the king that he wouldn’t let them accomplish their wicked plans, so when he realized he was never going to get better, he won back the Comper castle, moved in, and recited a powerful incantation that closed the passage and imprisoned Mordred and Morgana on the island. Afterwards, Merlin became uncontrollable, and I bound him with a spell and locked him up. But I couldn’t save him.” 
 
    She was crying now, and had trouble continuing.  
 
    “It was the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do,” she lamented. 
 
    She broke off, and it took a while to pull herself together again. I understood now why she’d always been rather severe and distant with me. Feeling responsible for the death of the person you love must be difficult to bear. 
 
    Finally, she continued: “In taking away his magic and his freedom, the passage remained closed, imprisoning each of us on whichever side we had been when all this took place. Only a descendant of Merlin, possessing the same abilities, could break the spell. And despite the curse Morgana placed on our family, Myrddin always remained confident. He’d had a vision of the future and had seen the birth of a boy.” 
 
    A loving smile hovered on her lips as she said, “My two older daughters married Avalonians, and they had only daughters.” 
 
    “Did they also come here?” 
 
    “No,” responded the fairy with a pained, trembling voice. “They both perished, as did all their daughters, in accidents or during attacks by Mordred and his partisans. Only Charis was left to me. When you came into the world, you created a general stupor, and then hope. Perhaps the fact that your father was human broke Morgana’s spell… I wasn’t sure, because you started aging like a human, and I didn’t know if you possessed our gifts. But not only have you proven this evening that you’re the heir, but – and I don’t know why – your powers are even more potent than your grandfather’s.” 
 
    She caressed my cheek, murmuring, “Your scar… You healed yourself. Myrddin couldn’t do that.” 
 
    “I saw the battle where Grandfather was wounded,” I whispered. 
 
    “I know. You’re twelve now, and that’s the age when your powers begin to show themselves. Clairvoyance is one of them. You can now see the past and the future.” 
 
    “But I’ve already dreamed many other dreams before that one! I saw you too!” I insisted. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said, seeming troubled. “Even though it should be impossible, as we don’t manifest our powers before the age of twelve.” 
 
    “What else am I capable of?” I asked her. 
 
    She shrugged, then reeled off a list: “You can unleash the fury of the wind or the sea, you can change appearance, treat and heal wounds or sickness… You can even communicate with animals.” 
 
    “I’ve been doing that for a long time,” I declaimed proudly. 
 
    She stared at me, astonished, before going on.  
 
    “You’ll have to complete your training with Avalon’s eight priestesses, the women I introduced you to tonight, and with me of course. And receive combat training from Galahad. Then you’ll go to Cambridge, in England, to finish your studies. All this will prepare you to take up the reins of our society when the time comes.  
 
    “I need you to be aware of one very important thing, Gabriel – the rules in this human world are different. No one must know who you are, and you must not use your magic within the sight of any human. Don’t attract attention! I may have been able to accumulate an immense fortune during my hundreds of years living here, but I’ve also been subject to interrogations by every possible State organization.” 
 
    “Really?!” I blurted out. “Well, why do I have to learn how to fight?” 
 
    “Many of Mordred’s followers are on this side, and they’ll do everything they can to win back the passage. They’re always looking for a way to re- open it, so far without success. When they figure out who you are, you’re going to be in great danger.” 
 
    She sighed. Viviane seemed like such a tower of strength, but right now, she was so fragile, and she was looking at me with eyes full of hope. 
 
    “You can make it possible for us to go back home,” she assured me. 
 
    “But how?” I exclaimed. “Yesterday I didn’t even know I could create a storm, let alone transform myself into a frog. And when Grandfather said I have to protect it, what did he mean? Protect the island?” 
 
    “It’s not yet time to tell you that. You have many things to learn before you can accomplish that task. Again, I want to make this very clear – no one must know who you are! You have to be cautious.” 
 
    After that day, my life changed. Now that all the secrecy was at an end, Viviane acted as if there were no more time to lose. My lessons became more intense. And every one of her sisters, fairies all, had her own specialty to teach me: 
 
    Moronoe taught me numerous spells linked to the alignment of the planets, and she showed me how to read the sky like a map.  
 
    Thiton gave me lessons in alchemy. With her, I learned all about magical formulas, how to use them, and how to make potions. That was fun. I put together my recipes like a master chef, with ingredients each as unlikely as the next. Sure, they didn’t always work at the first try, and I some of the mistakes I made cost me dearly. One day, for example, I made a mistake putting together a concoction for invisibility. Instead of adding spit from a Costa Rican frog, I put in chameleon spit, and the result showed my error beyond a shadow of a doubt: I wasn’t invisible – I was red as a strawberry! It lasted all day, subjecting me to many long hours of Thiton’s stony look of disapproval. 
 
    Viviane also reprimanded me, “You have to be more attentive and concentrate harder!” 
 
    “What use is that potion, if I can simply use a spell for invisibility?” I grumbled. “It’s a waste of time learning that stuff.” 
 
    “You can only use that spell for yourself,” she told me with that irritating tranquility of hers. “If you need to make a human invisible, you’ll need that potion.”  
 
    But later on, it turned out that I didn’t need the potion after all, because I found out that if I simply touched someone as I pronounced the invisibility formula, they disappeared with me. Another one of my hidden powers… 
 
    Gliton specialized in herb-lore. She brought me to the forest to study plants, and she taught me how to make unguents and herbal pastes to treat and heal wounds or sickness. But there too, I found I didn’t need to make cataplasms and concoctions – if I touched the right plants, they would deliver their energy to me, and by setting my hands on an injured or ill person, he or she was healed.  
 
    Gliton discovered this when we were walking through the forest one day, and I heard the desperate call of a chickadee. On the ground near the path, I discovered its fledgling, squeaking with pain and distress. It had a broken wing. I kneeled down, dug one hand under the moss it was lying on, and set the other hand on the baby bird. I felt a pleasant energy flash across my body, then my hand sent out a bluish glow and warmth enveloped the bird. A few seconds later, it flapped its wings and flew back to its mother in the nest. 
 
    My instructor stared at me, astonished. Apparently, no one could heal in this manner, not even Merlin, as she explained. It happened naturally, and this intrigued Viviane too, even more than Gliton. 
 
    As for Tyronoe, she helped me open my mind in order to master my visions and dreams. The most difficult thing, she told me, was to read the future, and that I could never manage to do. On the other hand, I could easily see things that had already come to pass. I was also quite gifted in premonitions. I felt things coming, although I wasn’t yet able to define them. 
 
    Mazoe specialized in storms, and Gliten was mistress of water. These two areas were easier for me than the others. I upset them fairly often by playing tricks on them, to my grandmother’s chagrin.  
 
    But most exciting of all was learning how to change my appearance. Admittedly, it was not easy. My first experiment forced me to remain in the shape of a rat for two days; incapable of correctly pronouncing the formula that would render me human again. Our cat, Mystic, chased me all around the castle. Even though I kept telling him it was me, Gabriel, his hunting instinct was too strong to overcome. 
 
    Glitonea taught me how to communicate with animals. I figured it would be better to keep to myself the fact that I could do this much better than she could. I amused myself by asking animals to do the opposite of what she wanted them to do. When she asked Mystic to come to her feet, I told him to lay down and play dead, which he did instantaneously, to Glitonea’s mystification. I chortled to myself, pleased to be able to play with her nerves. In fact, she was practically a nervous wreck by the time Viviane caught on to my tricks and ordered me to cease and desist my futile games and to respect my professors.  
 
    The threatening flash crossing her cold countenance calmed my ardor, and I decided to pursue my education more seriously. Viviane was without a doubt the most powerful fairy of them all, and I had no desire to anger her.  
 
    What I loved above all else was my combat and swordsmanship training with Galahad, who was, incidentally, no other than the son of Lancelot, the chevalier. Raised by my grandmother from his earliest years, his loyalty to her had no limit.  
 
    His lessons were difficult, but they made me strong and agile. Handling a heavy sword was grueling, and required enormous energy. My muscles developed, and after several years, my physique began to resemble Galahad’s. By the time I was sixteen, I could look in his face almost without having to raise my eyes. I could parry most of his attacks and even force him into tight situations, but to my great frustration, I had never been able to beat him. 
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    Although Henry was waiting for me down at the “Eagle,” I stood in the shower a long time, letting the hot water flow onto my shoulders. As I relaxed, memories of being sixteen took shape in my mind. I had reached perfect mastery of my magic skills by then, but I had no idea what I was capable of when confronting an enemy. 
 
    My nightmares about my parents and the car crash visited me far less often around then, but they were as intense as ever, and I could never push past the moment when I saw my mother’s horrified countenance. I spoke to my grandmother about it. She listened attentively, as concerned and eager as I was to know what had happened afterwards, and discover the reason behind her daughter’s terror. She enlisted Tyronoe’s help, but despite their combined efforts, they couldn’t get past the barrier that my mind had set up. Realizing how demanding my attempts were, Viviane decided to wait and see if time would bring it out. 
 
    I remembered looking in the bathroom mirror after one of those nightmares and realizing that certain things had changed, and others had not. 
 
    What was certain, though, is that during my sixteenth year, one event utterly changed my life for the third time… Melora’s image suddenly popped up in my mind, followed by a pang in my heart.  
 
    Abruptly changing the course of my thoughts, I stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel, rubbed my hair vigorously, then quickly dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt. I had tried to get out of Henry’s little project that morning by pleading extreme fatigue, but without success, so it was with a feeling of resignation that I went down to meet him.  
 
    The fresh air did me good. It’s true that Henry could be a bit exasperating at times, but he was right – I was twenty years old today, and yet I acted – and felt – much older. The burden of my heritage and its responsibilities were making a drudge of me, and it was time I woke up to pleasure, to leisure, to the interests of other students my age.  
 
    It was time I learned to forget who I was, at least every now and then, and that time was now – for one evening, I wanted to forget all about Broceliande and Avalon…and Melora. 
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    May 2009, 
 
    Broceliande, France 
 
      
 
      
 
    Spring had chased away the harsh, freezing winter. Nature was timidly awakening, and a golden afternoon was inviting me out – an invitation I intended to accept. I changed into an irreproachable riding habit and got ready for my usual long ride in the forest. I loved following twisting paths to some sunny clearing or to Broceliande’s ponds and lagoons, where I could listen to birds or the breeze ruffling the dense foliage of the trees.  
 
    I would spend hours playing with Eirian and Deryn the elves, talking to animals or climbing up tree to improvise a siesta in some cozy little nook of sheltering branches. From my perches, I observed the life of the forest, feeling the magic all around me, and becoming truly one with wild nature. 
 
    At sixteen, I had grown into a young man in the prime of life, ready to fight the enemies of Arthur, but to my surprise, I had still never had occasion to test my courage. I didn’t know whether I should be relieved or disappointed about this.  
 
    As I strode up to the stables, eager to get into my element, I saw Galahad waxing his saddle. He nodded at me in lieu of greeting. 
 
    “Do you want to come with me?” I asked him lightheartedly. 
 
    “Not today.”  
 
    Smiling at me, he waved a hand at Lightning and said, “He’s awfully impatient this morning. I don’t know what’s agitating him, but he’s been looking out for you since dawn.” 
 
    He was talking about the black stallion I’d singled out during my initial riding lesson. Lightning had grown into a powerful charger, and since our first ride together one night four years earlier, we had become very close. We communicated effortlessly.  
 
    I remembered with a grin the day I was officially announced his sole rider. It was the day after my twelfth birthday, and I was to meet Galahad for our daily ride. He was waiting for me with the horse he’d chosen for me to ride, but I had refused to mount it. 
 
    “I want that one,” I explained, pointing at a gigantic horse with a black coat in the paddock. 
 
    Galahad took one look at the agitated stallion, snorting with impatience and fixing me with his piercing eyes. 
 
    “Don’t even think about it!” he exclaimed. “He’ll break your bones. Choose another!” 
 
    But all his arguments couldn’t make me swerve from my decision. Finally, he capitulated, persuaded that I’d get a good lesson out of it.  
 
    A groom cautiously approached the horse, saddle in his arms. Lightning shook his mane in defiance, making the young man tremble, but nothing untoward happened, and the stallion let him put on the saddle and bridle. All the stable boys crowded around the paddock rails, thinking there would be a monumental fall to watch. They were laughing and making bets.  
 
    When I entered the paddock, they all held their breath. I walked up to Lightning calmly, in the church-like silence reigning in the stables, and without hesitation, put my foot in the stirrup and swung onto his back. To the amazement of my spectators, the big stallion paced toward the gate in the most peaceful fashion possible. 
 
    I looked at Galahad, and nonchalantly asked, “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Let’s go,” he barked, but not without giving me a look of admiration. 
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    This morning was different altogether. Lightning did indeed seem nervous. I mounted him in one supple movement – thanks to Galahad’s training, I had become limber and energetic.  
 
    We set out, Lightning’s hooves hitting the ground lightly, but with a thumping sound. He flew through the air with long strides, carrying me along at dizzying speed and making my hair fly in the wind. His sweat-soaked muscles bulged and tensed with his efforts. I let him guide me to a spot where the path opens onto a tiny, luxuriant clearing I had never visited, but which somehow seemed vaguely familiar.  
 
    I dismounted, and let the stallion drink from a small wooden barrel filled from the last rains, while I studied more closely a pretty thatched cottage in the clearing. 
 
    A low rock wall around it sheltered magnificent rhododendron thickets with amethyst-colored flowers. The splendid weather contributed to its picture-postcard beauty, and the whole situation was so charming it invited contemplation.  
 
    “Are you looking for something?” 
 
    Immediately on my guard, my hand flew to the knife in my belt, as I spun around. I saw a young girl standing before me. She gazed at me inquiringly.  
 
    There weren’t many girls to compare her with at the castle, but her light gray eyes leaning toward green were so beautiful that they made me lose my bearings. I could only stutter a few weird sounds. 
 
    “For such a sturdy young man, you’re rather quickly overwhelmed,” she mocked. 
 
    “You startled me, that’s all,” I grumbled. 
 
    She looked at me with a perplexed expression, then said, “Gabriel?” 
 
    How does she know my name? 
 
    At my silence and obvious surprise, she explained, “It’s me, Melora!” 
 
    She smiled at me gently. I recognized the pendant she wore and after a second’s reflection, I cried out, “Of course! The little princess invited to my twelfth birthday, the one who wanted to kill all the monsters in the castle!” 
 
    She tittered, looking me up and down with interest. “I’m no longer little, and you’ve grown some too.”  
 
    Feeling self-conscious, I changed the conversation. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    She waved at the cottage, and explained in halting English, “That’s my parents’ vacation home. My mother and I often come here, as she loves this spot. I find it rather boring myself.” 
 
    I appreciated her effort to speak my native language. I observed her discreetly. Melora didn’t look at all like her mother Gliton. I wondered if she had inherited her powers, and if she even knew that her mother had such powers. 
 
    “You’re kidding – there are so many things to see here!” I said, and then with a sudden inspiration, I asked her, “Do you want me to show you what I see?” 
 
    I smiled and held out an encouraging hand, but she didn’t respond – she was studying my horse, then, despite her visible hesitation, she looked back at me and nodded. 
 
    “Are you afraid of Lightning?” I asked.  
 
    I decided to introduce them by first guiding her toward the stallion’s head. He lowered his soft, moist muzzle and in lieu of greeting, rubbed the palm of her hand with his slightly dilated nostrils. Melora smiled and relaxed, thanking him by complimenting him sweetly and caressing his neck.  
 
    I helped her mount Lightning, got up behind her and took off at a gallop. She smelled like lemon and honeysuckle. Her brunette hair tickled my face, and I smiled every time I heard her trilling laugh. We were slowing down at the edge of the woods when I heard what resembled a bellow, so I sent a thought to my horse to stop moving.  
 
    Before us were several does surrounding two large stags, judging each other and preparing for battle, heads lowered and ready to charge.  
 
    I felt Melora holding her breath. The male to the right charged first, and their enormous antlers smashed together with such a deafening noise, resonating throughout the forest, that frightened birds flew up from their perches to the safety of the open sky. 
 
    “Why are they fighting?” Melora whispered. 
 
    “It’s for the females,” I said with a chuckle. “They fight to show them who’s the stronger of the two.” 
 
    “Well, the does seem totally uninterested in the combat,” she retorted. 
 
    “Don’t believe it. They’ll take the winner, as they want the strongest one to sire their descendants.” 
 
    “Because you know all about females?” Melora teased me. 
 
    I groaned in response. 
 
    Then we heard a cracking sound. One of the deer had broken its antler. He abandoned the struggle and loped into the thick undergrowth, pursued by the other stag, who was bellowing victoriously.  
 
    Suddenly he detected us. He pivoted on his heels and faced us, his fourteen-branched antlers proudly raised, foam coming from his mouth and nostrils. He glowered at us, furious and menacing. Melora was terrified. 
 
    “Go on, go away!” I ordered the animal mentally, holding his stare. 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, it turned around and trotted away obediently. Of course, Melora was not aware of my intervention. 
 
    “Oh, that was close!” she said, trembling. 
 
    “Yeah, that was close,” I agreed, a hint of mockery in my voice. 
 
    We continued our promenade at a slow walk. I showed her plants here and there, and commented on them, and as she seemed attentive, I did the same for the animals. Her interest pleased me. We returned to the clearing finally and dismounted.  
 
    She looked at me with her face glowing, and cried,  
 
    “That was really cute!” 
 
    I was puzzled, not understanding exactly what she meant. 
 
    She blushed and rolled her eyes in exasperation.  
 
    “OK, I know I make mistakes but English is not my maternal language. It’s not easy for me!” 
 
    “I know,” I said calmly, trying to keep a straight face. 
 
    She became gentle again, and raising her extraordinary eyes to mine, she said, “I meant, that was a beautiful day.” 
 
    Captivated by her eyes, I tried to find words, but failed, so I remained silent. I held her glance though, and a sort of complicity was born between us. 
 
    “I’ll be here the whole week,” she said. “If you want, we could meet here again tomorrow?” 
 
    I nodded, still unable to pronounce a word, then got back into the saddle and spurred my horse. I gave him the bridle and took off without looking back.  
 
    I wandered through the forest until dinnertime, feeling lighthearted. I thought about Melora and affectionately recalled her little mistakes in English. She seemed so vulnerable despite her assertive character. 
 
    We saw each other every day that week and every time she visited Comper. She often came to the castle, too. At Viviane’s request, Galahad chose a docile mare for her to ride on our frequent outings, but when Melora showed a natural bent for horseback riding, she presented her with a beautiful bay mare.  
 
    We got along well together and became very close, even if we often bickered. I never spoke to her about my gifts, but I used them frequently to show off, to Eirian and Deryn’s disgust. I knew it was wrong to use magic for useless or personal aims but I couldn’t help myself. That is, until the day Lucila got angry. 
 
    We’d left very early that morning for a ride. Melora wanted to watch the first rays of the sun lighting up the world. The tree branches shading the paths filtered the delicate golden rays, making the whole atmosphere fairy-like, and as our horses walked slowly through the fertile green tunnels, the forest began to awaken with sweet birdsong.  
 
    We entered a little clearing, where Melora surprised some white butterflies fluttering from flower to flower as they were opening, vivified by the morning’s dew and sunlight. She dismounted to observe them more closely. Seeing how delighted she was, I got an idea. 
 
    At my request, the butterflies all flew up together, thousands of them, some circling around her and then softly landing on her outstretched hands, her shoulders and her hair. Others fluttered above her gracefully. She marveled at the scene, and her exclamations of joy echoed in my ears gratifyingly.  
 
    It’s difficult to explain, but my feeling when I saw that glow in her silvery eyes with the lake-green specks was incredibly precious. Why did I feel this desire to protect her and make her happy? I didn’t know. I was an only child, so most likely it was the absence of brothers and sisters provoking that emotion. 
 
    After accompanying Melora home, I took the path back to the castle. Lost in my thoughts, I didn’t notice Lucila at the side of the path, evidently waiting for me. When our eyes met, I suddenly understood why Eirian and Deryn were so uneasy at any thought of opposing her. She was angry. A chill went down my spine as I dismounted, pretending to look relaxed. 
 
    Lucila, who continually changed appearance, had decided to appear as a fairly young woman that day, about the same age as my mother, undoubtedly to make an impression on me, and I have to admit she succeeded. 
 
    “Hello, Lucila!” I called out heartily to hide my nervousness.  
 
    Her eyes flashed an unnatural orange color, and not bothering to reply to my polite greeting, she plowed into me: “Nature was not created to obey your caprices! You have to respect her and take only what is necessary!” 
 
    “I understand that,” I assured her airily, trying to minimize the facts. “I didn’t do anything bad. I just wanted to –” 
 
    “No, you understand nothing!” she snapped. 
 
    Around us, the wind gusted up, the sky became dark, and a throbbing silence fell in the forest. I stood there dumbly, mouth hanging open before Lucila’s rage. 
 
    “Follow me,” she ordered. 
 
    I was not in the least inclined to argue, and I followed her docilely to the clearing where Melora and I had been a short while ago.  
 
    What I saw left me speechless. The delicate white butterflies covered the lush, green grass like a snowy carpet. They were all dead, and to my horror, I saw the few butterflies still alive weakly flapping their wings. I turned to Lucila in a panic. 
 
    “Is this my fault?” I said, feeling strangled with emotion. “I don’t understand…”  
 
    “You exhausted them prematurely. Their lifespan is but a few days, maybe a week, and you used them to play with…” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” I babbled. “Now I understand what you and Grandmother meant when you told me about consequences –I promise I’ll    never abuse my powers again.” 
 
    She seemed to be satisfied with my apology, for her eyes had returned to their pretty hazel color.  
 
    “You must make use of nature with wisdom and love, because the power she gives you comes with a price. You must respect her!” 
 
    I humbly agreed, and the next instant, she had vanished. 
 
      
 
    The following month seemed terribly dull. Melora was gone and I missed her. Fortunately, training every day with Galahad took up a good part of my time, and after our afternoon sessions, I often met with Eirian and Deryn, who always had something new to show me or to tell me. 
 
    One day, taking my usual road to find them, I felt a presence. Rustling leaves in a bushy area nearby confirmed my intuition. Lightning heard it too, and he swiveled his ears back and forth, slowed his pace and whinnied to caution me. 
 
    “I felt it too, my friend. Thanks.” 
 
    The birds stopped singing and a dead silence fell. I was on the alert. Then the attack came. A dark shape rushed me, knocked me to the ground and then immediately disappeared. I jumped to my feet and unsheathed my knife, regretting that I didn’t have my sword with me. I was trying to see where my adversary was when I was attacked again, from the rear, and I stumbled forward and fell. Using my momentum, I rolled into a somersault and back onto my feet, peering all around to see where the next assault would come from.  
 
    Suddenly, a half-human, half-dog creature leaped on me, howling. Extremely ugly, it had a bald, greenish snout, and although it wasn’t more than three feet high, its tail swayed menacingly and its sharp-clawed hands held a small blade resembling a     machete. I figured I could easily master the gnome-like thing, but then another one erupted from the bushes, then a third one.  
 
    Taken by surprise, I was at a real disadvantage. Lightning sidled up close to me and reared up to frighten them, kicking hard at any who tried to approach. For they were pouring out from every direction now! At least a dozen, and more kept coming. From the corner of my eye, I noticed a raven observing the scene. My survival instincts kicking in, I asked the bird to go find Galahad, hoping he would arrive in time, but for now I had to stay concentrated if I wanted to live.  
 
    I dodged their blows, hitting and stabbing when they came within arm’s length. A whinny of pain from Lightning froze my blood. Wounded on the thigh by one of the beastly creature’s knives, he fell onto his side with a heavy thud, but just as the assailant lifted his knife to finish him off, I threw myself on it and killed it. Saving my friend distracted my attention, though, and I felt a burning pain in my left arm. I fell on my knees and twisted around, slicing my knife through the air horizontally. A slight gargle could be heard when my blade slit the monster’s throat.  
 
    I had to face the truth, however – they were too numerous and I was surrounded.  
 
    Right then, Galahad broke through their circle with drawn sword and a shout of rage, immediately decapitating the creature closest to me. He tossed me my sword, which I caught with both hands, and we took positions back to back, keyed up and ready to fight. His presence reassured me. The gnomes glared at us, vexed. The game had changed, but they attacked anyway, still sure of victory…  
 
    It was a scene of utter carnage. We knocked their teeth down their throats; we killed them all to the   very last one. After resting a second to catch our breath, Galahad noticed the cut on my arm.  
 
    “You’re hurt! We better get back to the castle.” 
 
    He sheathed his weapon and called his horse.  
 
    “You fought well,” he said, patting me on the back. “I’m proud of you!”  
 
    “But what are those creatures?” I asked him, curious. 
 
    “Kobolds. They live in the forest, hidden in caves. They’re extremely pugnacious, but they never attack without a reason, and since they knew who you were, they must have gotten a good sum of money to attack.” 
 
    He cast a disdainful look at the cadavers. “They’ll never get a chance to spend it now.” 
 
    A feeble nicker, full of pain, brought me back to reality, and I rushed over to Lightning and kneeled down next to him. He looked at me with his eyes rolling wildly in agony and fear.  
 
    I softly murmured in his ear to reassure him, and caressing his neck tenderly. “You were so brave, my friend. You protected me, and I’m grateful to you for that.”  
 
    I placed one hand flat on the ground and the other on the ugly cut across his croup. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on him, and at the same time, sought the energy of the tree closest to us. The wound closed. Lightning propped himself up onto his forelegs and lurched to his feet, then set his forehead against mine to thank me and show his love. Galahad looked at me with respect. 
 
    As soon as we got home, Viviane called Gliton to come look at my wound, but there was nothing to treat – the skin had already begun healing over. 
 
    I listened to my grandmother discussing the event with Galahad. 
 
    “They’re far too close,” she fulminated. “You have to set up closer surveillance. Broceliande and Comper must remain secure places!”  
 
    “They all know of Gabriel’s existence now,” he replied. “Morgana must have asked her supporters to kill him, and they’re ready for anything, so I’ve asked Percival and Bohort to come and lend us a hand.” 
 
    “Good. I’m counting on you.”  
 
    Then she started mumbling to herself, “Training such a large number of kobolds would have required someone highly influential…” 
 
    She looked at Galahad again and exclaimed, “I’m going to make an inquiry – I want to know who’s behind this! I won’t accept any attacks on our family.” 
 
    Her handsome face expressed the same coldly determined look it wore in my visions, and I couldn’t help shivering.  
 
    Forgetting my presence, they discussed their ideas on the best ways to protect me. According to my ancestor, I was far too important to put my life at risk again. 
 
    “Grandma…” 
 
    She didn’t react, still deep in conversation with Galahad. After three attempts, I decided to change tactics, and called out, “Viviane!” 
 
    At that, she turned to me, surprised and attentive. 
 
    “I know that taking Avalon back from Mordred is important for you all,” I said. “I’ll do everything in my power to help you, but I don’t know if I can be that person you expect me to be. I don’t want to be king! I never asked for these powers!” 
 
    I was overwhelmed by the weight of these responsibilities and I didn’t want them. 
 
    Viviane replied, “You need to help our people win their kingdom back, but I never said you would be king.” 
 
    “But I thought we had to remove Mordred from the throne,” I said, feeling confused. 
 
    “That’s right, but you are not heir to the throne.” 
 
    “That’s a relief,” I said with a sigh. “But who is it then? Isn’t Arthur’s son dead?” 
 
    Then I remembered my vision, and the little bundle that Merlin was holding, in my dreams. I waited for Viviane’s answer, but she put me off, saying, “You’ll know soon enough. Now what I’d like to know is why you didn’t use your magic against those ugly midgets. You could have been killed!” 
 
    “I don’t know… It didn’t enter my mind. I thought to defend myself physically, like any normal person.” 
 
    “But you’re not normal!” my grandmother pointed out. “Enormous power lies in you, and you have to use it to defend yourself, to defend us! Those aren’t the last creatures to cross your path – there will be more. You have to put your confidence in magic!” 
 
    “But I fought well!” 
 
    “That’s true, and I’m proud of you,” she said, gazing at me with her blue eyes, and hesitatingly, awkwardly, she set her hands on my shoulders.  
 
    “I would hate to see anything happen to you,” she whispered, then she abruptly left the room. 
 
    The next day, my wound had almost disappeared – only a fine white line remained. Gliton was duly impressed, and I was able to continue with my lessons and activities.  
 
    Melora had arrived the night before, and my absence that day surprised her. When she arrived at the castle to inquire about me, I found a plausible excuse to give her, simply that I was feeling slightly ill.  
 
    She spent the whole day with me, making jokes, reading and listening to me play the piano. My grandmother watched us benevolently but rather oddly – I couldn’t identify a certain gleam in her eye, but I could see the anxiety, a combination that left me perplexed. 
 
    Melora filled up on Miss Bridget’s delicious cakes at teatime, then went home. Viviane set down her teacup and in a low, deceptively airy voice, she confided to me, “I’m happy to see you two becoming so intimate. I didn’t realize you knew each other so well.” 
 
    She gave me an inquisitive look and waited for my response. 
 
    “We come across each other pretty often while riding in the forest,” I explained. “She’s agreeable company.” 
 
    For some reason, I was trying to keep my tone as detached as possible. Viviane pursed her lips and fixed me with that penetrating stare of hers.  
 
    “It’s true you don’t have many friends your own age here, but that’s going to change – school starts soon, and you’ll make a lot of friends at Cambridge.” 
 
    “Why do I have to go so far away?” 
 
    “Myrddin liked going to Cambridge to see his childhood friend Benoit, a priest who settled there after leaving Avalon. His church was built in 1050, even before Cambridge University. It’s in the center of the village at present.” 
 
    “Ah, I understand now. You suspect that Grandfather left some clues about his book of spells?” 
 
    “No, as he was taken with the madness well before that time. But maybe he confided some of his secrets to his friend. He had great confidence in him, and by then he was already wary of me –  one of the effects of his illness. If there’s someone who knew anything, it was Benoit.” 
 
    “Was?” 
 
    “He was assassinated in 1867 while building St John’s College Chapel. Of course, no one had any idea that he was the same Benoit who had been the founder of St Bene’t church in the year 1000.” 
 
    “Hmmn… That’s not going to make things very easy.” 
 
    “That’s why I’d like you to research it while you’re there studying. I’ve contributed large amounts of money to maintain that university, to keep the oldest buildings in good condition. I’ve invested a fortune in order to guard our only chance at reopening the passage one day, but, that said, Cambridge is still one of the best universities in the world! I wouldn’t have chosen any other school.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stifling summer heat replaced the spring rains. I’d been spending my free time with Melora for over a year now, but autumn and my departure for Cambridge were fast approaching. I knew we’d be separated for many long years, and this bothered me. I resented its necessity, but I was almost eighteen, and I had more important things to do than spend my time playing with a little girl! 
 
    One day, even hotter than the rest, Melora and I decided to go swimming, so we headed to the Bridge of Secrets, one of many mysterious spots in Broceliande.  
 
    Viviane had explained that it was here that Lancelot had vowed his love to Guinevere, Arthur’s wife, a vow that had stripped him of his honor as a knight. Arthur had never forgiven him, and his treason had brought about the end of the knights of the Round Table. Galahad didn’t like talking about his father Lancelot, and I suspected that this episode caused him a lot of pain.  
 
    Melora and I walked along, and she also seemed lost in her thoughts.  
 
    Wanting to break the silence, I asked her, “What school are you going to in the fall?” 
 
    “My mother wants to send me to a public school in Paris, Lycée Henri IV,” she said, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    “You don’t seem very enthusiastic.” 
 
    “Of course not! I want to stay in Rennes. I don’t want to go to Paris, but you know your grandma, being my godmother, said it’s the best school. She has all these grand designs for my education, and Mom listens to everything she says.”  
 
    She sounded irritated, but I was intrigued – Viviane never did anything without a reason. 
 
    “Don’t complain!” I said. “I have to go to England, and that’s even farther!” 
 
    “Oh, well…” she sniffed. “When you’re a rich castle-owner, you have to go to a school worthy of your rank, and you won’t find one like that in France. The French are rather allergic to nobility and royalty.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, exasperated. I didn’t like it when she pointed out our social differences. 
 
    We reached the river, and undressed quickly before diving into the cool water. I had kept my undershorts on, of course, and she wore her T-shirt and underwear, like we had done many times before. I sighed with pleasure, floating with my arms and legs akimbo, eyes closed. But something grabbed my ankle and pulled me under. I struggled, breathing in some water with air as I came back up. Panicking, I was about to cast a spell to defend myself when a burst of laughter stopped me.  
 
    Furious, I looked at my assailant, who was no other than Melora, so I splashed her in the face and an aquatic battle ensued, ending with hysterical laughter and cries. 
 
    Melora fled, taking refuge on the riverbank. She looked at me, still laughing, but stopped abruptly and blushed, troubled by my regard. Her wet T-shirt was sticking to her skin, showing her growing breasts and the slight curves of her hips. Despite the water all around me, I felt my mouth get dry and my breathing become rapid and jerky. I’d just realized she was no longer a little girl; she was fourteen now, her figure had become much more feminine and judging from my body’s reaction, I wasn’t at all indifferent to it. 
 
    When did that happen? 
 
    I hadn’t seen it coming. Angry with myself, I turned my head and swam for a while to clear my head. I was embarrassed to have been caught looking at her so obviously. When I got out of the water, she was dressed, and I immediately pulled on my pants.  
 
    “Don’t ever do something like that again,” I said, irritated. “I could have hurt you!” 
 
    “But you didn’t do anything to me,” she retorted in a provoking tone. 
 
    Her ambiguous response troubled me, and a hint of anger blended with some other emotion I couldn’t define. That annoyed me even more. 
 
     “I have to go home,” I mumbled, scowling a little. 
 
     “What time are you coming to get me tomorrow?” she asked, undeterred.  
 
    Afraid to hurt her feelings, I did not answer. 
 
    Back home, Viviane was waiting for me, a glass of wine in her hand, contemplating the luxuriant garden through one of the giant living room windows. She seemed lost in deep thoughts, and I must have jostled her out of them when I entered, for she lifted an eyebrow and looked at me curiously. 
 
    “What is it, Gabriel? You seem cross.” 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s nothing important.” 
 
    She took a breath, as if about to tell me something, but then hesitated and was silent a moment before speaking.  
 
    “You have to get ready to go in a week,” she said, sounding anxious. “You’ll be all alone over there, without protection, but Galahad will never be far off.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I’m not a kid anymore, and thanks to you, I know how to defend myself.” 
 
    “Be careful about using your powers, though. You have to be –”  
 
    “Discreet,” I interrupted, slightly exasperated. “I know all that, Viviane!” 
 
    She held out a pen to me. “Here, this is a ‘guddio.’ I had it made for you.” 
 
    I waited for her to explain, because I was at a loss as to what it was. 
 
    “A guddio is an object that hides another object. When you feel in danger, and you take it in your hand, it will change into a sword – your sword.” 
 
    Intrigued, I turned it around and examined it from all sides, then slipped it into my pocket. I thanked her, leaning down to kiss her cheek, which was about as high as my chin, I was so much taller now… This made her smile, one of those affectionate smiles so rare with her. 
 
    “It’ll be much easier to hide in that shape,” she added wryly. 
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    When I reached the port of Calais I felt dazed by it its effervescence. the salty smell of the Atlantic, but also freshly caught fish, filled my nostrils. 
 
    The imminent return to school explained the exceptional animation on the quai, where crowds of people were waiting for the ferries crossing to Dover and fishermen returning from the sea were noisily unloading the morning’s catch. 
 
     I took a few steps to stretch my legs. Despite the comfort of the Rolls-Royce, the road trip had been long and we had left very early that morning. Charles, impeccably-dressed as usual, closed the car door behind me and told me to wait there with Galahad while he went to take care of our boarding formalities. I strolled along the docks, the cries of gulls and children filled my ears.  
 
    My protector observed me from a distance. Viviane, still fearing further attacks by Mordred’s followers, had insisted that Galahad accompany me. I protested against it, of course. Ever since the death of my parents, she had kept watch over me like I was milk on the fire, and it was even worse since the kobolds’ attack. 
 
    We were traveling to Cambridge, where I would have to study and earn my science degree. I hadn’t had any trouble getting admitted. I would soon be eighteen, I’d already earned my high school degree, with honors, and the University’s requisite mathematics exams had been easy to pass.  
 
    I thought of Melora, who must have been in Paris by then.  
 
    We hadn’t seen each other once since our swim together. I’d avoided her for the rest of August, even during her visits to see Viviane. I was too upset by the thoughts I’d had about her – they were unacceptable, as she was far too young. I shook my head in vexation. I had to concentrate on my studies and on the task that had been laid on me, but her image, the graceful figure and magnificent gray eyes, was incessantly before me. 
 
    Charles returned a few minutes later, and we boarded one of the ferries.  
 
    “The crossing would take barely an hour,” he said.  
 
    He left me again, this time to park the car on the boat. Galahad also left, saying he would be back in two minutes.  
 
    I headed to the club lounge on the upper deck for a coffee and croissant. Carpeted in beige and white, its giant bay windows looked out on the bridge. Comfortable seats filled it, and huge bouquets of flowers decorated the coffee tables of lacquered wood. I went to the bar, ordered my coffee and then sat down near one of the wide entrances, where I started reading a newspaper while waiting for Galahad and Charles to come back. 
 
    The sensation of someone staring at me made me scan the lounge. Sure enough, a young blonde woman with green eyes was looking at me. We must have been around the same age, but she seemed older because of her provocative clothing – tight black leather pants, a belted wool jacket that hid nothing of her figure and high-heeled boots. She gave me a big smile. Her eyes remained cold, however, and that set my internal alarms ringing. She got up and headed toward me with a confident step, undulating her hips in an exaggerated way as she approached. 
 
    I peered around for my companions, but no familiar faces were to be seen. 
 
    “May I sit down?” she asked in English with a strong French accent. 
 
    “Certainly. To whom have I the honor?” 
 
    She sat down across from me and replied, “My name’s Alwena Ygerne.” 
 
    “Your name doesn’t sound very English,” I said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “My mother has Briton ancestors,” she said evasively, with an even stronger French accent. 
 
    “Oh… And where are you going?” I asked, suspicious. 
 
    Remaining vague, she retorted, “Where my family business leads me.” 
 
    Her cold smile became fixed as she looked beyond me. I turned around and saw Galahad, who was glaring at her threateningly. She pursed her lips as she got up, then she declared shortly, “I’m going to have to leave you. Maybe I’ll see you later…” 
 
    My bodyguard came up, and after exchanging glances with her, full of animosity on both sides, he took her seat.  
 
    “Watch out, my boy. She’s a magician.” 
 
    “Yes, I felt it. But don’t worry, I’m capable of defending myself now, thanks to you!” I said with a wink. 
 
    “My training won’t suffice against her,” he groaned. I laughed and said, “Luckily I’ve had other professors as well!” 
 
    Charles came, sat with us and we changed the subject. We sat together about a quarter of an hour, then I told them I wanted to get some air. Galahad was not at all pleased, afraid I would come up against Alwena again, but I assured him I’d be gone only a few minutes and that I’d be right in front of them.  
 
    Once on deck, I walked up and down the bridge, breathing in the sea air, scrutinizing the horizon and watching the gulls dive for fish. 
 
    A noise on my left attracted my attention. A mackerel about a foot long was banging frenetically against the deck. I searched for the gull responsible for its plight, but seeing nothing. I decided to end its agony and throw it back in the water. Hardly had I stretched out my hand when the fish changed into Alwena!  
 
    She was still covered with scales, and her green eyes had nothing friendly about them as she punched me hard in the jaw.  
 
    Thrown back, I lost my balance, and had to grab the railing to avoid a fall. No longer caught by surprise, I replied with a series of blows and wrestling holds that she more or less parried. I leaned against the barrier to face her again and saw her launch herself at me ferociously. I had no time to dodge, and we both fell over the side. As soon as we touched the freezing water, she turned into a deadly shark, and began circling me like a predator circles its prey. Then she came straight at me.  
 
    I had to react instantaneously or I’d end up torn to shreds, so I transformed into a large dolphin. To avoid her attack, I immediately dove and then changed course so she wouldn’t have time to reposition herself for another attack. Swimming fast now, I headed straight up at her, then hit the soft part of her underbelly with my rock-hard rostrum. I took advantage of her subsequent disorientation to do this again and again, until I saw blood mingling with the salt water. She abandoned the fight and fled away into the blue. 
 
    I wanted to get back to Galahad, who must have been worried, so I didn’t give chase.  
 
    Instead, I resurfaced, changing into a seagull at the same time. I flapped up into the air, and then landed on the bridge, where I rapidly changed back into my real appearance.  
 
    A boy about five was staring at me open-mouthed, pulling on his mother’s sleeve as she was talking with his father. Luckily, their heads were turned the other direction. 
 
    “Mom… The bird changed into that man!” 
 
    His mother looked me up and down while I gazed at them innocently, as if I didn’t understand. 
 
    “Oh, honey, you’re embarrassing the man with your stories,” she reprimanded. The boy’s father spoke to me. “Sorry, he has an incredible imagination.” Then looking at his wife, “I told you not to let him watch so much TV.”  
 
    They took the little boy by the hand and walked off. I noticed Galahad on the other side of the deckhouse, peering all around anxiously, so I waved my hand at him, crying, “I’m here!”  
 
    “My God!” he exclaimed, running over to me. “What happened?” 
 
    “You were right. Alwena was not very nice to me.” 
 
    I smiled at him to reassure him, but he was not happy. 
 
    “We’ll have to double our vigilance from now on. Apparently, they know you’ve left the castle.” 
 
    We went looking for Charles, who we found standing next to the car. We finished the crossing without any more incidents, and disembarked in England. 
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    “How could you have botched it up?” Adenora screamed, looking furiously at her daughter Alwena. “Morgana is going to be extremely vexed when she hears it.” 
 
    She paced nervously back and forth across the stone-tiled salon in her manor. Alwena sat grimacing with pain and holding her stomach.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me he was that challenging,” she complained. “It was supposed to be easy…” 
 
    “Drink this, and lie down over there,” her mother replied, handing her a glass ampoule and waving at a chaise longue upholstered in fuchsia silk brocade. 
 
    “I thought it would be easy!” Adenora insisted. “Up until now, Viviane and Merlin’s children weren’t very troublesome, and I’ve killed more than one myself. The boy’s mother – she could barely control the winds! Ah, I should have finished him off in the car when I had the chance!” 
 
    She was nearly in a rage now, and her hands were clenched into fists. “I thought he was dead when I left him in that wreckage!” 
 
    To calm her anger, she started breathing in and out slowly, deeply. Then, standing over her daughter, she placed her hands above her abdomen to relieve the pain. A green halo appeared around her palm. Alwena was suffering, but trying not show it.  
 
    An idea flashed on her, and she addressed her mother: “Up until now, all their descendants have been girls. According to the curse, it couldn’t be otherwise, and apparently, the women inherited only a few of Viviane’s gifts. None of them ever got as powerful as she is. So don’t you think Gabriel’s inherited his grandfather’s powers? What if he really does have Merlin’s powers? Or even both Viviane’s and Merlin’s powers?” 
 
    Adenora scowled. “Then we will have a worthy adversary.” 
 
    She left Alwena and went into the Hall of Mirrors to announce the bad news to her cousin. The room was lit with enormous silver chandeliers and appliques, their candle flames reflected in hundreds of mirrors hung on the walls or set up around the room. She called to Morgana, feeling slightly relieved that she was stuck on the other side of the passage.  
 
    As she had predicted, Morgana was furious, and Adenora shivered as her green eyes glared at her. 
 
    “Why didn’t you take care of it yourself?” Morgana demanded. 
 
    “My daughter is just as devoted to you as I am, Morgana, and she was seriously wounded.” 
 
    “I don’t care about your girl’s health,” interrupted the fairy. “I want Gabriel’s head! We can’t risk having him reopen the passage linking us – until we find out where Arthur’s descendant is, the passage must remain closed. I don’t want the Avalonians hoping for his return, or for Mordred to face a rebellion.” 
 
    “Yes,” agreed Adenora, her eyes lowered in submission. “I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    Morgana gave her cousin a haughty look, then disappeared. 
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    As soon as we reached Dover, we continued our journey, now on the roads of England. Its lovely countryside rolled by, great stretches of greenery dotted with pretty red-brick houses.  
 
    Charles and Galahad planned to stop in London to have lunch, and when we arrived, I was seduced by this city so full of animation and overflowing positive energy. Everything charmed me: gardens tucked between Victorian homes, flower-filled mews along tiny paved roads, imperial-red buses moving in concert with black taxis, ancient stables converted into cozy little homes.  
 
    In the distance, we caught glimpses of the business center, which contrasted with the rest of the city by its modernity. Tall glass towers next to historical monuments offered a fascinating spectacle.  
 
    When we entered Regent Street, with its high-end shops and prestigious hotels, I asked where we were. 
 
    “In the West End,” Galahad said. “We’re going to visit one of my friends, who’d like us to visit.” 
 
    His friend Bertie was a very amiable person and…an Avalonian! After effusive greetings, we enjoyed a delicious lunch he’d prepared for us. 
 
    “Why did you leave Avalon?” I asked him rather abruptly after we finished. 
 
    “I didn’t leave it, per se,” said the short, round-cheeked man. “I had come to London to buy some spices and a few items we can’t get in Avalon.” He puffed up with pride, which made his chubby belly stick out even more. “I was in charge of supplies for the king’s kitchens. When the king died, I left the castle. I didn’t want to serve Mordred, so I came   here. When the gates closed on me, this became my home!” 
 
    Galahad cut in then, “Well, your company is always a delight, Bertie. But we’ve got to get going.” 
 
    I agreed, as I was eager to get to Cambridge. It had been six years since I’d had any school friends, or really any friends at all, apart from Melora, so I was looking forward to being among kids my own age. Not that I was unhappy staying with Galahad or with my grandmother and the other fairies, but I missed the carefree spirit I’d had when I was ten years old. 
 
    We said our goodbyes to the Avalonian and set out again. The trip took two long hours, but finally we pulled up in front of St John’s College, where Charles dropped us off. As I gazed up at this incredible edifice straight out of the Middle Ages, I felt chastened by its beauty and grandeur. The main entrance, called the Great Gate, was at the foot of an imposing crenellated tower. Its heavy wooden door was surmounted by a hammered-gold coat of arms, which featured a red rose and a portcullis flanked by two curious creatures, each with the body of an antelope, an elephant’s tail and a goat’s head with long horns. They were looking up toward St John the Evangelist, who held a poisoned chalice in both hands.  
 
    I knew these mythical animals were called ‘yales,’ and contrary to what humans think, they actually did exist. They lived in Avalon. This made me start wondering what other surprises Viviane had kept from me when enrolling me here.  
 
    I followed Galahad into a courtyard where, again, I was amazed at the majesty of this monument built more than five hundred years earlier. Its extremely varied and elaborate architecture made a person feel so humble! In the northwest corner stood the chapel with its dominating tower. I walked through the First Court slowly, a bit crushed by all these symbols of ancestral tradition defending the values of culture and intelligence.  
 
    The director was waiting for us in his office. He seemed delighted to make my acquaintance, and presented himself as a friend of my grandmother, but I took his effusions with a grain of salt, knowing that the main reason he considered Viviane his friend was her extremely generous yearly donation.  
 
    After some chit-chat, he sent for a guardian, who accompanied us to my lodgings. There, Galahad explained to me that he would be staying in a room he’d rented close to the university, and that he counted on finding a discreet spot where we could continue my training. He gave me his phone number and then left me alone to unpack and get settled. 
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    A few hundred miles from there, Melora had just arrived in Paris and was about to enter Lycée Henri IV with her mother Gliton at her side. The school took in students from sixth to twelfth grade.  
 
    She stood on the sidewalk in front of the blue entry door, fumbling nervously with her pendant. Her fingers shook a little. She was conscious that once she entered this establishment, she wouldn’t be going home for a long time. It had been difficult to leave her old school in the middle of her studies, and the years she was to spend here seemed an eternity. From then on, the dormitory would be her ‘home sweet home.’  
 
    She thought of her friend Gabriel for a second, and felt sad. Would she ever see him again? She couldn’t understand why he hadn’t come to say goodbye before he’d left for England. What had she done to offend him? 
 
    He’s just a jerk and a loser, that’s all! she thought angrily. 
 
    “You be very careful, darling, and call me every night,” her mother said. 
 
    “Don’t worry, mom, I know how to take care of myself now,” Melora assured her, then after kissing her affectionately on the cheek, she strode confidently through the blue door into her new school.  
 
    Gliton watched her go with a worried look on her face. 
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    I woke up the next morning feeling a bit groggy. Suddenly I remembered where I was, and I sat up straight and looked around the room to get my bearings. Thanks to Viviane, it was close to the college, spacious and clean. There was nothing fancy about the décor, though; an ancient fireplace framed by empty bookcases faced my bed, a coffee table on a rug in the middle of the room and a large desk where I’d already set up my Mac, eager to start my research. Along with two leather armchairs, that was the extent of the furniture – an attempt to make the room a bit cozier that didn’t really succeed. 
 
    I jumped out of bed and put on some sweatpants I’d tossed onto one of the chairs, then left to take a walk along the Cam river, which is lined with giant weeping willows. I wanted to take advantage of this early hour to drink up the atmosphere of the place before breakfast.  
 
    I quickly discovered that Cambridge was a town untouched by time, a mix of city and countryside. A pleasant place to live. I watched with envy the canoeists gracefully handling long poles to scull their little flat-bottomed boats toward the Bridge of Sighs, which spanned the river to link the university buildings on both sides. 
 
    Back in my room, I showered and went down to eat. Other students were already seated at the tables and looked at me with curiosity. That made me uncomfortable, so I decided to cut breakfast short and get a coffee in St John’s Street before meeting my tutor. Knowing he would accompany me throughout my university studies made me feel a little anxious about our appointment, and I hoped he wouldn’t be too surprised or doubtful of me when he heard about my academic qualities. 
 
    I waited for him back inside the dining hall, pacing up and down by the college bar, an animated spot where students could meet around a cup of coffee or tea at big tables equipped with outlets for their laptops. Everything here facilitated exchanges between students, but also pressed home the fact that they were here at Cambridge to study. 
 
    “Gabriel?” 
 
    I turned around and found myself face to face with a friendly-looking man, whose clothes couldn’t have been more ‘classic intellectual.’ His beige raincoat and leather briefcase left no more doubts. He appraised me, smiling, his eyes bordered with crow’s feet. His hair was graying at the temples, and lent him the air of someone with a certain amount of life experience.  
 
    “I’m Professor Deen,” he said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Feeling more confident now, I shook it and introduced myself. 
 
    He observed me, saying, “The director told me you were young. I’ve had many gifted students during my career but never with capabilities such as yours. I saw your test results, and I’m really excited to work with a student of your caliber.” 
 
    I reddened slightly at his compliments, not being used to anything like that in Comper, where I was the sole student and my instructors considered my aptitude completely normal.  
 
    After a bit of small talk, he counseled me as to the seminars and courses I would have to take, and the books and essays I would need to study. Then, after a moment of reflection, he decided to bring me to St John’s Old Library, explaining that it would be the best spot to start exploring the campus. Cambridge’s rarest and most beautiful literary works were to be found there, he said.  
 
    Along the way, I tried to glean some information about the manuscript I was looking for, but seeing as how I’d just arrived, it felt awkward talking about my interest for this one book without raising suspicion. So I changed tack, explaining that I had a special interest in medieval poetry. For the moment, I would avoid mentioning my research about the priest     Benoit. I had already located Benoit’s church during my morning walk, and as soon as my schedule permitted, I planned to go and look around it. 
 
    We entered the library. Tall Neo-gothic windows lit up forty or so ornate oak bookcases filling each side of the library. The place looked like a cathedral with its soaring carved-wood ceiling and stained-glass window. Professor Deen made his exit after introducing me to a librarian and setting up a meeting for one week later to review the work he’d asked me to do in the interim. 
 
    I walked down the aisle between the many bookcases, all filled with ancient leather-bound books, and suddenly became aware of the amplitude of the task before me. It would take up many months to come. 
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    What, are you going to spend the whole day in the library?” Henry demanded. 
 
    “I’m almost finished,” I mumbled. 
 
    Seven months had passed since my twentieth birthday, and he was as ready as ever to grab me by the elbow and carry me off on his nocturnal pursuits. We had become close friends since the day I’d gotten him out of a tight spot with a certain Bryan, a rather pugnacious crewmember of the college’s rowing team. Their differences in height and heft was so clear that I’d intervened to keep Henry out of the hospital. Not entirely without risk to me because I had to unveil a part of my personality. As brawny as Bryan was, I could have beat him easily, but I didn’t want to display my combat skills. At twenty, I was pretty heavily built myself, and as to muscular development, Bryan had nothing on me – week after week, I’d been training with Galahad, and I was in top condition. 
 
    After two or three punches that I had no trouble countering, I decided to use magic to calm him down. The obedience spell was easy to perform on humans but I used it only when necessary. I didn’t want to force people to do what I wanted them to do. It just seemed unfair. They could not fend off a spell like this, contrary to an Avalonian, who was entirely immune to it. 
 
    Now Bryan had a reputation as a lady’s man. Considered a fairly handsome man, the university girls often flirted with him, but that day, I forced him to give up, humiliating him in front of the crowd of students gathered around.  
 
    When he got his full senses back, he stared at me with hatred. I had made an enemy of Bryan. I took that as a warning, and after this incident, I remained on my guard, especially since I had joined the rowing club he was a member of. That hadn’t helped the situation.  
 
    As soon as Henry came into my room, he started lecturing me about being too serious: “It’s not against the law to take a little time out. You’re either in the library, or rowing practice or who knows where. There are fun things in life, too, you know!” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like what?” he repeated, rolling his eyes. “Like girls, parties, having a drink with your friends…!” 
 
    “I can’t. The Boat Race is in a month, so I have to stay in top shape. I want our team to win this time. Oxford won last year.” 
 
    “But that’s only a boating competition, after all, and you’re only a substitute,” blustered Henry. “What are your chances to participate? Plus, you’re always in top shape – it’s as if fatigue never has a chance with you.” 
 
    “That’s because I’m careful.” 
 
    “Liar…” 
 
    He looked me straight in the eyes. I started feeling uneasy and I decided to capitulate so as to not awaken any suspicions, which he seemed to be starting to have. 
 
    “You can come have a drink with your best friend, no?” 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair and took on a resigned look. “Okay, you win. I’ll come this evening.” 
 
    Henry got his smile back. “You see, that wasn’t so hard!”  
 
    I replied with a groan. Before leaving, he said, “I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
    It’s true that since entering school more than three years before, I’d hardly taken the time to make friends with the other students. While pursuing my regular studies, I’d been searching for my grandfather’s book of spells.  
 
    My mentor, Professor Deen, had always been quite involved in my university cursus but by this time, I considered him a close ally. Mathematician, physicist and noted astrologer, he had eventually come to treat me as his equal, especially since last year, when I had earned my Master of Sciences. Impressed by my intelligence, he was now helping me study for my doctorate, which I counted on getting next year.  
 
    Earning these diplomas in such a short time was practically impossible, a feat that had saddled me with the label of ‘gifted’ by my professors. They even chose me for a prize in scholarship.  
 
    With all that, I could have ended up on the borders of society, but my commitment to my rowing team and to my tutoring club for students in difficulty helped me acquire the respect of other students and even a certain popularity. I went out from time to time, but my closest relations remained Henry and Professor Deen. I had to recognize the fact that I probably seemed like a very boring guy. 
 
    When I entered the spacious dining hall where the St John’s students gathered every evening, Henry called me over to his table.  
 
    Before sitting down with him, I looked around fondly at the black and gold woodwork, which made the 400-year-old hall seem impressively high, at the heraldic stained-glass windows and the royal coats-of-arms proudly displayed at the back, at the students wearing their obligatory black gowns that lent a solemn atmosphere to the room. Silence suddenly fell and I took my place, for the evening prayers were about to be said. Afterwards, the quiet hum of conversation started back up. 
 
    “Ready to party?” Henry said, all smiles.  
 
    “Totally,” I drawled. 
 
    “Let’s meet at the Eagle then – you remember? Across from St Bene’t church?” 
 
    I knew only too well where the church was, as my research for Merlin’s manuscript often brought me there. 
 
    A student at our table attracted everyone’s attention right then by crying out, “Eh guys, we’re gonna have the honor of Gabriel’s presence tonight!” 
 
    “Apparently so,” I said grumpily. 
 
    I was not glad of the attention, and then another took it up: “I think there’s gonna be some shenanigans tonight…” 
 
    A hilarious rumble rose up at our table, immediately repressed by the director asking for calm. A few tables away, I noticed Bryan staring at me coldly, and had the feeling that tonight’s party was not going to be all relaxation. 
 
    I left after dinner to change, then went out. The roads were still busy at this hour. From the corner of a street, I saw the red sign marked with an eagle. The pub was packed, but I had no difficulty finding Henry on a barstool deep in discussion with three young students from Girton College. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Henry exclaimed. “Girls, I’d like to introduce my friend Gabriel Dymas. We’re best friends, never apart.” 
 
    His declaration left me wondering, which he noticed. With a jerk of his head and a lifted eyebrow, he implored me not to dispute anything, and the three women welcomed me with cooing greetings and fluttering eyelashes. One of them, rather pretty, gave me a smoldering look and a ravishing smile. 
 
    “You know, we’ve been talking about you for ages at Girton,” she said with a simper. “You’re quite the mystery man – we never see you around Cambridge. Luckily we can attend rowing practice, otherwise how would we ever get your attention?” 
 
    The other two nodded, grinning. I felt ill at ease, as I’d never even noticed them, and their faces were not at all familiar. I didn’t have the courage to tell them that though. Not that girls didn’t interest me! Like all young men, I had had a few experiences.  
 
    Embarrassed, I cleared my throat before replying, “Yeah… It’s nice of you to come and encourage me…” 
 
      
 
    I became even more self-conscious then, so when all the women looked away from us as the rowing team noisily entered the pub, I felt relieved, even though Bryan was with them. 
 
    I leaned close to Henry and demanded, “What’s all this drama about?” 
 
    “Not everyone has the same…presence as you do, and some of us have to do whatever we can to attract women!” he confessed, looking ashamed. “Since you’ve got the goods, I was simply taking advantage of it, but only a little.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, and was about to roundly berate him when Bryan called out to me. 
 
    “Hey Gabriel! So you’ve decided to join our group. We have to celebrate that as it deserves…” 
 
    Some giggling could be heard from behind him. 
 
    “I propose a little challenge.” 
 
    Everyone agreed enthusiastically. Making quite a commotion, the students raised their mugs up toward the ceiling, which was covered with autographs of WWII pilots. A dozen mugs were soon lined up on the bar, and I got the gist of his ‘challenge.’ 
 
    “Listen, we don’t have to…” 
 
    Bryan jubilated, taking my hesitation for fear. “Oh, the sight of that brings you down a peg, eh Gabriel?” 
 
    But fear was not the cause. Alcohol had no effect on me, as my body merely assimilated it as an illness and instantly healed me. I could not become drunk, so he had no chance. 
 
    “I just don’t want you to be angry when I win,” I explained. 
 
    Bryan regarded me with suspicion an instant, then broke into laughter, followed by the whole entourage. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. I think I’m much better trained than you at this game.” 
 
    He handed me the first mug and took one for himself. One of his crewmates gave the sign to go, and the others chimed in, some cheering for Bryan, some for me. I heard Henry and the young women loudly encouraging me as we gulped down our beers. 
 
    Bryan finished first, and slammed his mug down on the bar, screaming victory. His devoted supporters cheered. Then I saw the bartender plunge shots of whisky into the next two beers. The game was ramping up. Bryan grabbed them and handed me one, and to the hysterical whoops of the group, we swallowed our second mugs, finishing in a tie, which gave my supporters hope.  
 
    Drunk, not with beer but by the festive ambiance, I entered into the game, silencing the inner voice warning me to stop by telling it that a little lesson never did anyone harm. And I didn’t want to be “Gabriel the Heir” that evening, but simply Gabriel the student.  
 
    The third mug went down, identical to the second. I felt Bryan weakening and I pulled ahead. At the fourth glass, he started swaying back and forth. The assembly was in a trance. After the fifth, Bryan turned green and the barman had just time enough to hand him a bucket. The crowd laughed at him, and when I slammed my mug down on the counter, my fans declared me the winner. Two of Bryan’s friends were helping him get outside for some fresh air. 
 
    The rest of the evening passed with everyone in a good mood. As students and athletes, we were so solicited the entire day, and worked so hard, that it did us good to enjoy a drink and relax. I watched the others talking and laughing together, but finally decided it was time for me to go home.  
 
    It wasn’t very late, but the streets were deserted, and the cool air and the silence were refreshing after that animated party.  
 
    As I walked, my thoughts drifted back to my research, and to the enigma I’d come up against, engraved in a paver in the floor of St Bene’t church. I had been able to find it easily thanks to the manuscript I’d found in the old library, written by Benoit. Unfortunately, I had not been able to get any further since then, desperately stuck on that paradox, and had decided to talk to Professor Deen about my investigations. Of course, I took care not to unveil my history, and I presented my work as a preparation to writing a memoire toward my degree, pretending to be passionate about the subject. As usual, Deen had reacted enthusiastically, and was now giving me a considerable amount of help. 
 
    Lost in my thoughts, I heard a shout in a nearby alley. I approached, thinking to help someone a little worse the wear for drink, but what I saw stupefied me. Although many years had passed since the ferry incident, I recognized Alwena immediately. She was leaning over Bryan, who seemed barely conscious. She was about to hit him with a ball of green energy she was holding in her hand. I was frightened, but I reacted anyway. 
 
    “Stop!” I shouted. 
 
    Surprised, she raised her head, and seeing who it was, she threw her green fireball at me. I had just enough time to put up a protection screen, and congratulated myself for having continued training with Galahad. He was never far off, for Viviane had wanted him to keep an eye on me – despite the fact    that nothing had happened since I’d arrived at Cambridge. Until now… 
 
    Without more thought, I took out my pen and it transformed into a sword. I was ready to show some fight. But instead of taking a defensive stance, Alwena shot me a sarcastic smile, then changed into a bat and disappeared.  
 
    I didn’t move for a second, wondering why she’d left. She wasn’t the type to capitulate so easily, and I didn’t get it. A groan of pain brought me back to the present, and I sheathed my sword-pen and ran to Bryan. 
 
    “Are you alright?” I asked him, surveying him to see if he was hurt. 
 
    “My legs hurt,” he moaned. 
 
    I looked at his legs, but didn’t see anything amiss. However, when I set my hand on his ankle to roll up his pants, he screamed with pain. The leg was blue, and I realized that the other one was too – both his legs were broken.  
 
    While I got ready to heal him, looking around for the nearest tree, two of our crewmembers from the rowing team arrived, alerted by the shouts. So I could do nothing for him. 
 
    “Damn… What happened?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied. “I just got here. But we better call an ambulance, as it seems his leg is broken.” 
 
    I reprimanded them, in the hopes of distracting their attention. “Why did you guys let him go home alone? He wasn’t in a state to do that!” 
 
    The two students looked guilty, and I kept up my lecture to make it look like they were to blame. Bothered by Bryan’s cries of pain, they went off to telephone for help. I took advantage of their absence to treat him, as I couldn’t let him suffer like that. Without yet knowing why, I felt convinced I was responsible for his misadventure, so after setting my palm on his forehead, I silently recited a spell destined to relieve his pain. He watched me, then his moans quieted down and his features relaxed. We heard sirens in the distance. 
 
    The next day, I was called in by our trainer. I was worried as I entered his office, thinking I would be cut from the team for having joined Bryan in that stupid drinking game. 
 
    “Sit down,” he said coldly. “I just got back from the hospital…” 
 
    I swallowed painfully. 
 
    “Bryan has multiple fractures in both legs. He’ll be in casts for several weeks, and then he’ll have to undergo months of rehab.” 
 
    I looked at him, astonished.  
 
    “Good God!” he barked. “Did you have nothing better to do, only a month before the Boat Race? Bryan was my best rower, and you all knew how important the race was to the University. This afternoon I want you at training. You’re going to replace him, and you’d better not disappoint me.” 
 
    “But Steve is a substitute too, and he’s much better trained than me,” I protested. 
 
    “Steve had to go home for a while, as his mother just passed away. He won’t be part of the competition.” 
 
    I was pensive, as the two events seemed too unexpected and too closely related to be coincidental. 
 
    What is Alwena cooking up? 
 
    The trainer’s cavernous voice brought me back to the office. “Is that clear, Mr. Dymas? I’m counting on you!” 
 
    “Yes, Coach. Don’t worry – I’ll be there.” 
 
    A half-hour later, I found Professor Deen in the St John’s College cafeteria. We had been searching for months for an explanation to the mysterious quote on the paving in St Bene’t church, without a single result. And yet Viviane was convinced that Merlin’s best friend must have known the location of his manuscript, that precious document containing the formula for opening and closing the passage linking our two worlds. 
 
    With two coffees on the table, we opened our files and dove back into our investigations. For the umpteenth time, I pronounced the quote: “Often I remember that he is the key to recovering hope, blood of my blood.” 
 
    The professor replied, “St John’s College motto is in ancient French, ‘Souvent me souvient,’ or ’Often I remember,’ but I still don’t get what it refers to exactly.” 
 
    Hesitatingly, to hide that I knew the truth, I suggested, “According to my research, a legend recounts that the same priest was in charge of the construction of the two churches.”  
 
    “But that’s impossible! St Bene’t was founded around the year 1000, and St John’s chapel wasn’t built until 1869.” 
 
    “I know, but the legend claims he’s immortal.” 
 
    “Ridiculous…” grumbled the Professor. ` 
 
    I kept myself from saying it was my grandmother who had slipped me that information and that there was nothing a legendary about it. 
 
    “Maybe, but the chapel was built on the ruins of a much older medieval building,” I replied. “It may be worth investigation. I’ll need to find the architect’s plans.” 
 
    “Very well, I’ll take care of that. You’ve got an exam to study for and I learned this morning that you also have a race to train for.” 
 
    Often I remember that he is the key to recovering hope, blood of my blood. 
 
    I repeated this enigma again and again as we walked back toward my dorm. I was persuaded that Merlin knew what was going to happen, and I had no doubts about his powerful visions. Unlike me, he had certainly been capable of seeing into the future. He spoke of me as the ‘key,’ so all I needed to do was find the lock.  
 
    I decided I would pursue my research in the chapel later, and we wrapped up our meeting by discussing my thesis for the Doctor of Science degree.  
 
    In the afternoon, I trained with the rowing team. At the end of practice, my coach told me someone wanted to talk to me, and pointed at the riverbank. I saw Galahad with Viviane standing there, and my heart accelerated. I hurried to join them. 
 
    “Hello Viviane,” I said, as I’d been calling her by her first name for some time now. “To what honor do I owe this visit?” 
 
    She smiled in response. “Do I need an excuse to come see my grandson?” 
 
    At my dubious look, she became serious. “We have to talk about what happened, but not here.” 
 
    “How about we go have a bite to eat? I’m dying of hunger.” 
 
    We found a small restaurant, and after ordering, she began. “Gabriel, I’m worried about you. Alwena is Adenora’s daughter, and not only is Adenora a powerful sorceress, but she’s Morgana’s cousin. She’s the one who summoned the kobolds. I learned from Galahad that her daughter has already tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Did you think I couldn’t fend off a little bit of a girl?” I teased. 
 
    “I’m not joking,” she cut in imperiously. “Alwena didn’t attack you deliberately – she wants you to take part in this race, and she got rid of those who were preventing you from doing that.” 
 
    I lost my lightheartedness. Disturbed, I said, “I didn’t think of that.” 
 
    “Stay on the alert,” she warned me. “I’ll be here for the race as will all of Avalon’s priestesses. Something is being planned, and I have a feeling that it’s going to be terrible. We have to protect you, and also protect our secret from any humans.” 
 
    I had no more desire to joke around, as Viviane was never worried unless she had good reason to be. 
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    The day of the Boat Race soon arrived. Viviane, the priestesses and the knights of Avalon had arrived the day before. Galahad was staying with them. 
 
    The whole staff is here! I thought with resignation, but also a sense of consolation. 
 
    Thousands of people had gathered under overcast skies, and were now lining the banks of the Thames to watch the yearly event. Television crews from all over the world were present, which did not reassure me in the least, because whatever was going to happen would be seen around the entire planet. I scrutinized the crowds, but saw no trace of Alwena or her mother.  
 
    My stress was at its height now. My fine physical condition and my height of six feet, two inches helped me fit in well with my teammates, but I was the youngest of them all.  
 
    After warming up and stretching, we settled in our seats and rowed into place on the south bank of the Thames. One last glance at the opposing team, and we were off.  
 
    In the first five minutes, the battle to take the lead was brutal, but everything seemed to be normal, apart from the sky, which was becoming darker and more threatening every second. Almost imperceptibly, the water also became agitated, and kept pushing us toward the middle of the stream. The referees were signaling to both teams to head back in the right direction but before we could, a wave suddenly lifted up our boats and crashed them together, breaking one of the rowers’ oarlocks and throwing him over the side.  
 
    It all happened so fast! The storm broke with a  fury. Lightning bolts hit the camera crews’ trucks and vans, exploding their antennas one after another in a spray of sparks that caused wild panic among the people close to them.  
 
    Then the water started boiling around our boats, and in front of a flabbergasted audience, an aquatic creature resembling an enormous sea snake erupted out of the water. With a strident screech, it rushed at our boats and broke the Oxford team’s hull. The rowers had barely had time to jump out, and they now floated among the debris, panicking. Some of them started swimming frantically toward the banks. 
 
    Recovering my calm after an instant of bewilderment, I launched an incantation as the serpent was lifting its head to strike again. 
 
    “Gwynt cryf!” 
 
    The wind and clouds concentrated into a tempest in my hands and then struck the creature in the head, stunning it. It sank down into the foaming water.  
 
    I looked at the banks and a wave of anguish filled me. People were screaming and running every which way, pursued by witches and soldiers in dark armor. Colored shafts of light revealed that the fairies and Viviane had reacted, and were fighting to save the people. A little farther off, Galahad and his knights were crossing swords with the soldiers. It had to be Alwena and her allies, who for some inexplicable reason were attacking humans.  
 
    It didn’t take me long to understand that the horrible serpent rising up again and facing me was no other than Adenora. Only a powerful sorceress could take the form of such a monster. Her cruel reptilian eyes fixed me, then without warning she came at me. My fellow rowers’ cries forced me to dive overboard, as I didn’t want them to be hurt because of me, and I hoped that she would follow me instead of attacking the boat. 
 
    As the tossing river bounced me along, I felt my body fill with an energy unfamiliar to me. All my senses were alert. The snake’s needle-sharp teeth tried to find me, but she missed by a hair, and I was able to surface. A good thing, as I needed air, but it was a short respite, for Adenora thrust herself high up out of the chop, hissing with rage and ready to land on me again. My heart stopped as I stared up at the monster, and for the first time, I felt thoroughly frightened. This was a sorceress with powerful gifts, and I wasn’t sure I was equal to her. The next attack could be fatal. 
 
    I was desperately trying to think of what I could transform into in order to escape, but her speed through the water left me without any hope. I spied the banks and suddenly I understood – the others were there only to create a diversion, so that I’d be left alone with Adenora. Sheer panic filled me. She must have perceived it, as a satisfied smile appeared on her monstrous mug and a victorious cry rang out. Then she launched herself at me. 
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    Back on shore, Viviane was fighting Alwena, but even though she’d given her a telling blow, and blood was now flowing in a thin stream from her mouth, Alena kept smiling and staring at Viviane with a sneering countenance. This perplexed Viviane.  
 
    The young witch saw the fairy’s suspicion, and broke into an ugly laugh. She couldn’t help crowing, “My mother never misses her target! That’s what she said after she killed your daughter. Unfortunately, she thought your grandson was dead, so she spared him – accidentally.” 
 
    Viviane turned white as the blood in her face drained away.  
 
    Alwena smiled sardonically and continued in a smug tone, “Now she can fix her mistake, and Morgana will be very happy to learn of his death, as well as yours when I’m finished with –” 
 
    She didn’t get the chance to finish her phrase. Viviane was holding her hand straight out, her face as cold and hard as a rock. She closed her fist and the tighter she held it, the more Alwena struggled for air. Strangled noises escaped her mouth.  
 
    “Do you think a pitiful little sorceress like you can vanquish me?” Viviane thundered in a deafening, vibrating voice. “I could have killed you the minute I saw you.” She stared at Alwena disdainfully. “And what prevents me from doing it now? Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth…” 
 
    Her look of suffering and anger left no doubt as to the outcome, but abruptly, she released the young woman from her grip. Alwena gasped in a lungful of air.  
 
    “Perhaps I should just make you suffer like my daughter suffered…” 
 
    Alwena tried to draw in another breath, but Viviane murmured an incantation. She saw the glow of terror in her eyes, and heard the sinister cracking sound of bones breaking in several parts of her    body. Her scream of agony ripped the air. A scream that even Adenora heard. Recognizing the voice, she turned, even as she was swimming forward to attack Gabriel again, to seek her daughter’s location. She locked glances with Viviane. Although far apart, their determination was palpable, and both Gabriel and Alwena waited to find out who would capitulate first. 
 
    It was Adenora. Aware that Viviane might show no mercy to her child, she decided to switch opponents. She drew her neck well out of the the air and glared at Viviane, roaring in a way to incite her to come and fight. Viviane did not need to be asked twice, and she rapidly came at her enemy – walking over the water. 
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    But of course! I thought in a flash. I shouldn’t try to escape her, but to confront her. 
 
    My instincts had goaded me to protect myself but I should have given battle, a revelation that made my magical powers quiver all through my nerves and my veins. How could I have been seized with panic like that? I wouldn’t have drowned, because like Viviane, I could master water.  
 
    I emptied my mind and felt my body rise up through the water until the soles of my feet touched its surface, then I walked on it as if I were walking on terra firma. 
 
    I saw my grandmother push the boat and its struggling students toward the riverbank with one wave of her hand. Incomprehension was written all over their faces. Then Adenora dove toward Viviane, screeching savagely, but she smashed into a wall of water that the fairy had just raised in front of her.  
 
    I was so impressed and proud of my grandmother that I decided I wouldn’t disappoint her this time. Plus, I had to help her – although Viviane could master the elements, she couldn’t transform herself, and after several lunges, the sorceress knocked her down with her tail. I was anxious when I saw her roll up onto the riverbank, but she immediately stood up.  
 
    “I will not let you hurt Gabriel!” she shouted as she threw a blade of light, aimed to pierce Adenora’s scaly coat of armor. The powerful witch recoiled from the pain and fell back down under the water, but she soon resurfaced. 
 
    “You killed my daughter, but today it’s you who are going to die!” continued Viviane. 
 
    At first I didn’t understand what she meant, but the energy was boiling in my veins and brutal images started flashing into my consciousness. I saw the accident again, my father dead, my mother wounded, watching someone with terror in her eyes, and finally I saw the face of the one causing that fear: Adenora.  
 
    It was like the stab of a dagger. Images continued to scroll through my mind with dizzying speed: the faces of my ancestors, dying one after another at the witch’s hand. Crushing anger mounted to my brain and my blood started to burn through every portion of my body. I saw Merlin’s proud, smiling face materialize in my mind. My whole being was transforming. A sense of endless, rapid growth, like in a time-lapse film, a sense of incredible strength insinuating itself into the least of all my muscles. Viviane looked at me, petrified, her eyes wide. Curious, Adenora followed her glance and her face took on the same expression. 
 
    Everyone had their eyes riveted on me, but I didn’t care a jot. My rage carried me away, and I didn’t even know at first that the wild bellowing that echoed all over the river came from me. It was not until I saw myself reflected in the monster’s huge, open eyes that I understood. I was the object of her fear – I was a gigantic dragon with bluish scales flapping its wings powerfully and its pointed tail frenetically. A burning hot, sulfurous whoosh came from my reptilian nostrils, and I flexed my claws, ready to grab my prey. 
 
    The realization that I was the dragon was my last coherent thought. My devouring anger filled me completely and I jabbed at her, mouth wide open to break her neck.  
 
    When my teeth sunk into her flesh, I tasted her blood, iron and bitter, and I heard her cry of pain. I clamped down tighter. Carried away with rage, we twisted in circles as she tried to escape me. She struggled desperately, but I clung to her tail with my claws while shaking my head vigorously to shred her neck, until I heard nothing more. The monster floated, immobile and disjointed.  
 
    It became deathly silent all around me. On the banks, the fairies and witches stood immobile, as did the knights and soldiers. The humans were in the same state, petrified as they gazed at me. But none of that was important. I howled out my anger and pain in a deafening cry, then felt my body relaxing, my mind vacillating. I groaned. Viviane approached me, pronouncing some soothing words in her gentle voice, urging me to calm down, and as she caressed my scales, I gradually transformed back into a man, until I felt myself in her arms.  
 
    The magicians came to themselves. Viviane and I joined them, followed by Mazoe, Gliton and Tyronoe. Anxious to avoid the harm that all this scene could bring to the world, they took things into hand rapidly. 
 
    Humans started to get on their cell phones, but Thiton concentrated and caused interference with the radio frequency waves so that no one could communicate, and she also called up an invisible wall so no one could leave. All the television antennae were broken, so the journalists could not diffuse any images of what had happened. Gliton and Glitonea were working to heal the wounded, so I lent a hand there. Alwena and her soldiers had fled after the death of the sorceress, but I was sure I would see her again soon. After all, I had killed her mother. 
 
    Viviane and the other fairies gathered then, and holding hands, they started to murmur some incomprehensible words, then their voices amplified and I saw an immense dome charged with electricity form all around us. The wind came up again, but this time it followed the contour of the dome, accelerating into a sort of tornado that sent out tiny sparks from its magnetic field. 
 
    The people appeared uneasy, but then they all froze, their gazes lost in the void. Every broken object, every building recomposed itself. I saw our rowboat take shape again in the water, as well as the Oxford boat, which had been in a thousand pieces, and all the still-unconscious rowers moved through the air and took their respective positions in their boats. Then a blinding flash made the dome disappear and everything started over at the instant when we were battling for the lead, as if nothing had happened. Spectators screamed encouragement, and journalists commented on the sports event.  
 
    Oxford took the lead and beat us, accompanied by their supporters’ shouts of joy. The presentation of the Cup passed as in a dream, as I was having a hard time coming back to reality.  
 
    Afterwards, I found Viviane and we looked at each other without saying a word. We understood each other, for we shared the pain of having lost a loved one. However, I did not understand my earlier reactions.  
 
    “What happened to me, Viviane? I didn’t try to transform into that creature, and I wasn’t in control of anything.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” she mused. “I never saw Myrddin do that kind of thing, although he could make a dragon appear that he’d created for protection. But he never became one himself. Plus, his dragon was much less imposing.” 
 
    “I saw Merlin in my mind, and he seemed content about what happened, as if he knew I was capable of it. How is it I can communicate with him, though? I didn’t think I could speak to the dead.” 
 
    She looked at me, troubled, then took a breath and opened her mouth, but then shut it. After a moment, she changed the subject. “Have you discovered any new information about his spell book?” 
 
    Her tactic was so obvious it startled me, but I pretended not to notice. “Yes, I have to keep 
 
    searching in St John’s Chapel.”  
 
    “Good. If you find anything, could you let me know via Galahad?” 
 
    “Definitely,” I assured her, giving her a gentle kiss on the cheek. She smiled and went off to find the other fairies.  
 
    Back in Cambridge, I came upon Professor Deen at the corner of a road close to my lodgings. I was trudging home for some well-deserved rest. 
 
    “Are you okay, son? I heard the news, and felt really sorry for you.” 
 
    I looked at him idiotically.  
 
    How could he know? The whole event was erased from the memory of all the people there!  
 
    Seeing my distressed look, he quickly went on, “It’s not so bad. You’ll win next year. We can’t master everything!” 
 
    I almost sighed in relief when I saw my mistake. Evidently he was talking about losing the race. 
 
    “Yes, that’s for sure,” I said, more relaxed. “I’m sorry, Professor, but I need to rest.” 
 
    “Of course, of course,” he prattled. “I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    “Yes, see you tomorrow.” 
 
    The next day, the instant I opened my eyes, everything came back to me. The suffering hit with full force. Morgana Lefay had ordered my parents to be murdered, and if a sorceress like Adenora was capable of such an act, I dared not consider how much Morgana and Mordred were capable of.  
 
    For the first time, I tried to imagine Avalon. I concentrated on Viviane’s description of the vast fields of grains and apple orchards. It wasn’t long before I saw myself flying over the fertile lands, the setting sun lighting up stretches of wheat, making it look like gold. The apple trees, which made the island’s reputation, stood up proud and majestic, their leaves rustling in a light breeze and revealing glimpses of shiny, bright-red apples. My grandmother had told me the trees were never trimmed, but grew naturally, thanks to the magic abundantly present in the island. 
 
    In the old days, the king and his subjects had lived happily, until the fairy Morgana, hurt by Merlin’s rejection of her love, had decided to help Mordred take over the kingdom.  
 
    I saw the gorgeous landscapes of Avalon grow dark all of a sudden, the fields of wheat withering and the apples losing their leaves and their fruit. People dressed in frightful rags laboriously tilled the arid soil under the scrutiny of soldiers carrying whips, and such despair and suffering marked their faces that I suddenly felt sick and guilty. Morgana was drinking so deeply of the island’s magic that it was disappearing.  
 
    I had to help them.  
 
    Tossing and turned in my bed, deep in a trance from my visions, I kept repeating in a shaky voice, “I have to help them!” 
 
    Then Merlin’s face appeared, and once again, as he’d done several years ago, he exhorted me, “You must protect them!” 
 
    “But that’s what I’m trying to do!” I objected, still dazed. “We need your spell book – where is it?” 
 
    I felt stupid talking to a dead person; none of this was real. His face faded away and I heard as if from a great distance his last words, “I often remember.” 
 
    Startled, I woke up. 
 
    Why did he quote the motto of St John’s College? 
 
    I ran my hands nervously through my sweat- dampened hair, trying to understand. But no answer came. I decided to go visit the chapel. 
 
    It’ll do me good to get some air. 
 
    I took a shower, then headed for a long walk along the Cam River. Once again, my thoughts turned to Melora, and a wave of nostalgia filled me. Four years had passed since we’d spent that last day together. Four years! But I still missed her affection and her silvery laugh. How would she have reacted if she’d seen me transform into a fiery dragon?  
 
    Sometimes, I wished that she did know who I was, but mostly I prayed she’d never find out. One thing was sure, I could not allow her or anybody I cared about to be exposed to danger because of me, so I’d have to avoid getting close to them. After that obvious conclusion, the future seemed even darker. 
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    “Hey, man, you alright?” Henry called out to me when he saw me later, still out wandering along the stream. “You’ve got a weird look! The race must have tired you out.”  
 
    “You couldn’t have said it better,” I grunted, sticking my hands into my pockets nervously.  
 
    “It’s just a race, you know? Come on, I’ll buy you a cup of java.” 
 
    I must have looked like I was wavering, so he pretended to be outraged. “You’re not going to let me go all by myself!” 
 
    I really was hesitating between going with him to relax for a bit or digging around in the chapel. Finally, his cheerfulness and insistence won me over and I went with him.  
 
    By the time we separated, it was late – only an hour before dinner – so I hurried over to the building I had decided to explore.  
 
    Its coldness hit me as soon as I walked through the door. I stopped and took a long look around the interior before going any farther. Because I had been here in the chapel so many times already, I needed to concentrate in order to try and see it with a new perspective. I carefully examined the nineteenth- century stained glass windows in the hopes of finding a clue. The scenes of Christ’s life unfolded before my eyes. I walked forward under the magnificent richly-decorated ceiling, my steps resonating on the marble squares, until I reached the altar. Nothing. No clues whatsoever. 
 
    Disappointed, I decided to check the spot I had often avoided out of repugnance: Hugh Ashton’s tomb. He had died in 1522, and as in many tombs of that era, he was represented in two ways: a sculpture of him wearing his academic robes and praying in hopes of resurrection, and a stony effigy of his gaunt cadaver lying recumbent. That was the name for this type of statue, in fact: a recumbent effigy. 
 
    Seeing that emaciated and suffering effigy, I realized the name was fitting. It might pass unperceived, but our ancestors had given us a life lesson in this representation: when we compare his beautiful statue, so richly decorated, and the stone effigy of his cadaver in decomposition, we can only conclude that despite all we appreciate and possess while living, none of it can be carried through death and into the afterlife.  
 
    I inspected the tomb more closely for an inscription or motif that would give me some hint or reminder. This was unsuccessful too.  
 
    But as I straightened up, out of the corner of my eye I noticed something gleaming under one of the windows: a shiny golden eagle standing proudly over a marble tablet engraved with the words “I often remember.” The college motto! My heart started beating rapidly. 
 
    How could I have missed that! I thought, slightly annoyed. 
 
    I approached cautiously and brushed it with my fingers, moved by the beauty of this tablet glorifying the professors of the past. I looked desperately for any clue, a crack, some sign of a secret mechanism used to keep the manuscript hidden. I touched the red and gold rosette carved just under the phrase, and ran my hands over the eagle, then the words, but nothing happened. However, the now-familiar tickling sensation in my veins indicated that I was getting closer to my goal. Exalted by this realization, I investigated even more assiduously than before. 
 
    But after a few minutes, it proved unfruitful. I groaned in frustration and hit the stone with a rush of anger. 
 
    “Nothing! Always nothing!” 
 
    A flash of pain in the palm of my hand caught my attention. Surprised, I stared at a drop of blood escaping my skin, then I noticed a tiny pointed piece of metal sticking out of the gold-leaf grill to the right of the rosette. I recalled the phrase inscribed on the floor of St Bene’t church: 
 
    Often I remember that he is the key to recovering hope, blood of my blood. 
 
    Blood of my blood! 
 
    I had spent so many days searching for its meaning, and at that instant, it became clear. I slowly placed the palm of my hand on the bright-red rosette. As soon as my blood touched it, I heard a click, then a grinding sound. The majestic eagle stirred and then started beating its wings before taking off in flight, leaving a gaping hole behind it. 
 
    Ever so slowly, I stuck my hand in the orifice and drew out an old roll of paper. Disappointed at not finding the spell book, I stood there for a second, my heart beating furiously, before I opened it.  
 
    I then read aloud what was written on the parchment: “Merlin is to be found where knowledge sleeps. Taliesin will reveal him.” 
 
    Another quotation, as enigmatic as the first! I felt totally crushed. My grandfather had definitely taken every possible precaution to keep his book from falling into evil hands. I simply hoped that I would not prove to be another victim to his too-successful efforts to hide it. 
 
    The whooosh of beating wings made my hair blow around as the eagle flew over me to take back its place in the niche. I had only fifteen minutes before the dinner bell, and the rules being quite strict as to tardiness, I took off running, arriving out of breath in the dining hall, where the first thing I saw was Henry signaling to me. I waved at him and gestured to wait. 
 
    I wanted to talk to Professor Deen, who was sitting at the back of the room. I thought he might have an interesting opinion about that citation, but I would have to provide a convincing explanation as to how I’d found the parchment. 
 
    I hurried over to him and blurted out, “Professor, can we meet after dinner?” 
 
    Seeing my worried look, he nodded without asking any questions. “At the Eagle, if you want.” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said, then hurried over to my seat next to Henry. I had just enough time to join my hands for the blessing. 
 
    The pub was rather empty that evening. It appeared that our defeat at the Boat Race the previous evening had cooled everyone’s spirits, and no one felt like having a party. Professor Deen was seated in a corner, his nose in a pile of papers. My approach startled him. 
 
    “Ah, Gabriel!” he exclaimed, closing his file folder and pushing it aside. “Have a seat! I was just going to order a beer. Do you want one?” 
 
    I nodded and thanked him as I sat down. 
 
    “I wanted to show you another citation I recently found. I’d like to know if these words signify anything to you.” 
 
    I took out the parchment and unrolled it, then read in a low voice, “Myrddin is found where knowledge sleeps. Taliesin will reveal him.” 
 
    He stared at it a second then looked at me searchingly. “Where did you find this parchment?” 
 
    I avoided his glance and mumbled awkwardly, “It was slid into a manuscript that I was looking at in the library, and I know I shouldn’t have taken it, but I promise I’ll put it back in place as soon as you’ve given me your opinion.” 
 
    If he didn’t believe my tale, he didn’t show it, and I sighed in relief as he began talking.  
 
    “Taliesin is a sixth-century historical poet, but also a bard of Welsh literature. In fact, he was the chief bard of Brittany, and some believe implicitly that he was Merlin. A manuscript written much later, in the tenth century, collects all his known poems. It’s called ‘Taliesin’s Book.’” 
 
    My heart started pounding but I kept my voice calm and steady. “Is that manuscript at the library?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately there aren’t many more editions of it left. You can find one at the Welsh National Library though. I’ve also heard there’s a copy in Paris in the old library at the Sorbonne but I’m not certain of its authenticity.” 
 
    Without thinking, I blurted out, “Paris.”  
 
    A word that the little voice in my head repeated endlessly, that went with the word “Melora.”  
 
    “Paris what?” Deen asked. 
 
    I quickly gathered my wits and explained. “I have to go to Paris, as I’d like to consult that manuscript.” 
 
    I uneasily awaited his reaction. 
 
    “Hmmn… Actually, I’m attending a conference at the Sorbonne next month, so I could arrange for you to be in on that trip.” 
 
    I looked at him, surprised at the coincidence. 
 
    “You’d do that for me?” 
 
    “You’re my top pupil!” he exclaimed. “Of course I can do that for you.” 
 
    “It’s decided then – I’m coming with you to Paris.” 
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    Melora watched her roommate affectionately as she poured out a flood of incomprehensible speech. The girl was too excited to make sense. 
 
    “Mellow out, Caroline!” she interrupted. “Slow down a bit. I don’t get it at all.” 
 
    The girl took a deep breath. Her hazel eyes sparkled with cunning and her long, bushy red hair gave her a slightly hysterical look. The curls framed a face with milky-white skin powdered with freckles. She was a great success with the boys, to whom she easily accorded her winning smile and mischievous winks.  
 
    But most often, the boys’ admiring glances were for Melora. She attracted attention with her long, graceful legs and the noble way she carried herself, the shiny brunette hair cascading down her back and those entrancing eyes that always seemed to waver between light green and gray. Melora was oblivious of any admiration, however. She was completely indifferent to her beauty and even unaware of it, and she was studious, preferring the books in the library to the flirting attempts of the opposite sex.  
 
    The two girls had shared a room in Lycée Henry IV’s boarding house for four years, after meeting by chance in the school courtyard on the first day of school. Both were entering eighth grade back then, and both felt a little flummoxed. Naturally, that had brought them together. For four years now, they had shared their joys, doubts, heartaches and homesickness. They were very close and had no secrets from each other, or almost none…  
 
    For Melora had never spoken about Gabriel to Caroline. Not having seen him again since that fateful day at the swimming hole, she thought of him as being part of the past. Every time she’d gone home for school vacation, he was absent, even at Christmas. She’d learned from his grandmother that he spent his holidays in her London apartment, where she preferred to meet him, rather than have him make the long trip home to Comper.  
 
    Brushing away these painful thoughts, she brought her attention back to her friend, and asked her again to explain more calmly why she was so happy. So Caroline began telling her story in a more composed manner. 
 
    “At the end of the year, the director plans to bring us to the Sorbonne university for an introductory visit!” 
 
    “So?” asked Melora. 
 
    “It’s the perfect chance to find a Prince Charming!” she gushed, a little exasperated. “Stop thinking about your studies all the time, and have some fun! It’s not outlawed, you know.” 
 
    “There’s no such thing as Prince Charming,” said Melora, rolling her eyes. “Boys make you believe in an illusion until they find something more interesting to do.” 
 
    “How would you know? You spend all your time with your head in your books,” her friend retorted. 
 
    “I know it, and that’s all,” Melora replied bitterly. 
 
    “Please,” Caroline begged. “Don’t make me go all alone.” 
 
    Then she listed her arguments: “It seems there’s some high-faluting professor from Cambridge who’s going to be there. John Deen. He’s going to give a talk about astronomy and astrology. He was invited along with several of his students. I know that interests you, as I’ve seen you reading stuff about that subject, several times.” 
 
    Melora hesitated, then her curiosity won her over. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll go with you… But only to attend the conference.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you! You really are my best friend.”  
 
    She gave her friend a loud smack on the cheek and a tight hug, so tight that Melora grimaced and said, “You’re suffocating me!” 
 
    Caroline released her. “I have to go shopping Saturday – I don’t have anything to wear!” 
 
    “But it’s two months away!” 
 
    “Yes, just enough time to find the perfect outfit.” 
 
    Melora chuckled, shaking her head as she adjusted the heavy strap of her book bag on her shoulder. 
 
    “You going out?” Caroline asked. “I thought we could get a coffee at Sugarplum’s.” 
 
    “I’m off to the library, but not for too long. I’ll meet you there in an hour.” 
 
    Melora wanted to consult the manuscript of an eminent twelfth-century poet that she had reserved long before. That era had always attracted her, and had now developed into a passion. She loved to lose herself in works that carried her back to the Middle Ages, especially any writings that mentioned Brittany, as they made her feel at home.  
 
    Thanks to this preoccupation, she’d found numerous works on the subject of King Arthur. This myth ended up intriguing her, and she had given herself a mission to trace a line back to the very first writings that spoke of his existence. Up until now, her researches had brought her back as far as the seventh century, but there were hints indicating he might have lived during the preceding century. 
 
    Melora strode across the school cloister and through its galleries, which hemmed in a magnificent, peaceful garden, over to the imposing stone staircase. Thick columns supported its vaults, and statues of the four prophets of the Virgin Mary watched over it. She went up three flights to the Baroque rotunda, from where four spokes led to four galleries completely dedicated to knowledge. She lingered to admire the angels and the exotic flora carved into the pillars and the fresco on the ceiling representing the triumph of St Augustine.  
 
    Melora had spent many days within these walls, but she never grew tired of observing the works of the ancient abbey monks. Suddenly, she felt that someone was watching her. She looked around, and met the eyes of a young man, probably a senior. He had wavy blond hair that grew down to his shoulders, a captivating smile and brown eyes that appraised her as he walked toward her with an air of nonchalance, confidence and calm force. Melora swallowed hard, as his charm was uncontestable. 
 
    “Hi, there,” he greeted her. “Is the book you’re looking for?” 
 
    He handed her a manuscript, which she took gingerly, spying its fragile, old binding. 
 
    “How did you know I reserved it?” she asked,   wary. 
 
    “Because they’ve asked me twice now to bring it back. Apparently, someone’s in a big hurry to consult it.” 
 
    Melora blushed. “They usually don’t let people take books like this Wace to leave the library. How is it they let you take it?” 
 
    “I have my little ways,” he responded evasively. “I always manage to get what I want.” 
 
    At the same time, he looked deep into Melora’s eyes. 
 
    This troubled her, and to hide it, she hastily said, “Thanks for taking the trouble to bring it back… I don’t think we’ve ever met. My name’s Melora.” 
 
    “Evan,” he said, still staring at her. “The pleasure’s all mine.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you before,” she said, trying to avoid looking at his full, perfect lips. “What class are you in?”  
 
    “I just arrived.” 
 
    “But this is the third trimester.” 
 
    He shrugged. “My dad’s work required him to  move to Paris recently.” 
 
    “Well… Welcome to Henri IV, Evan… But, uh, excuse me, but I’ve got to go meet a friend,” she babbled. 
 
    “No problem. We’ll be sure to see each other again,” he said with a wry smile. 
 
    She left the library, her legs a little wobbly. What was wrong with her? She had never been sensitive to masculine charm, not since Gabriel anyway. At that word, his face floated before her – his merry blue eyes looking at her tenderly, giving her a pang in the heart. It vexed her to think of him though, and she pushed the image from her mind. 
 
    At the café, she saw Caroline at a table behind the front window. She went in and joined her, passing a group of students sitting at tables against a stone wall. Her friend was seated next to a shelf of appetizing pastries, and she had succumbed to the temptation of a plate of cupcakes to go with the steaming cup of coffee in front of her.  
 
    “You’re here already?” Caroline exclaimed. “I expected you a lot later. Did you get what you needed?” 
 
    “Yes, a student helped me,” Melora replied, avoiding the details, and smiling at the young woman who’d arrived to take her order. But Caroline was too alert for her, and noticed she was trying to hide some embarrassment. Narrowing her eyes, she peered at Melora. 
 
    “What student?” 
 
    Melora waited for the server to go away before mumbling, “I don’t know who he is – he’s just arrived. I think he said his name was Evan…”  
 
    “Evan Boissand?” Caroline asked, sounding excited. 
 
    “Do you know him?” 
 
    “Are you crazy? He’s the principal’s nephew,” she crowed, “He’s too cute! Tell me about him, tell me!” 
 
    Melora frowned. “There’s nothing to tell, just that he had the book I wanted, so he brought it back and gave it to me. Now I understand why he got permission to take it out of the library.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me you didn’t fall under his spell, ‘cause I won’t believe you.” 
 
    She laughed out loud when she saw her friend’s cheeks turn red. 
 
    “I didn’t say that,” Melora muttered. 
 
    The server brought her tea, and they ate cupcakes, laughing and gossiping for a long while before going back to the dorms. 
 
    After that day, she met Evan regularly. He never hid his intentions to win her, and in his presence she felt wrapped in a soft warmth. She appreciated his attentions but when his lips brushed hers for the first time, she didn’t feel the same sensations she’d felt with Gabriel the day of their last swim together, and he hadn’t even kissed her; he had simply looked at her in a certain way, a look that had made her feel butterflies in her stomach. 
 
    Why does everything always have to go back to him? she thought, irritated. 
 
    Gabriel, her only friend from childhood, had left her hanging without any explanation, so why should she still give him a place in her thoughts? It was Evan who deserved her interest, as he was gentle and caring, intelligent, charismatic and handsome.  
 
    On her birthday three weeks later, he gave her a gold bracelet right in front of her best friend, her mother and godmother, who had made the trip to Paris for this special occasion. It wasn’t every day you turned eighteen! They ate in a fancy restaurant that Viviane had chosen, and spent an agreeable evening together.  
 
    Caroline gave her a wonderful pair of black high-heels, whose red soles made the brand easily identifiable. Her mother had bought a gorgeous vanity case for her, filled with the entire line of associated products and her favorite perfume. For some time now, Melora had preferred sweet, muted fragrances of rose, iris and raspberry. They were superb gifts, but the one that touched her the most was her godmother’s: an original edition of Historia Brittonum dating from the ninth century, which contained references to King Arthur as leader of the Britons and recounted the dozen battles he’d led against the Saxons. 
 
    “But how in the world did you find this?” marveled Melora. “It’s impossible!” 
 
    She caressed the cover with trembling fingers. “I know of only one manuscript from the ninth century, and it’s not for sale.” 
 
    “This one dates from the seventh century, and it’s always belonged to our family.” 
 
    Melora looked at it with her mouth hanging open, aware of what this implied: she had the oldest known manuscript in her hands. Profoundly moved, she warmly thanked her godmother. The party ended with a great show of emotion; and it was with a light heart that she went home with Caroline.  
 
    The next morning, she lay in bed under the blankets for a long time, stretching lazily. She was having difficulty waking up. 
 
    “Up and at ‘em!” Caroline reprimanded her. “You know what day it is today? We’re going to be late.” 
 
    Yeah, yeah… Melora thought with an inner groan. 
 
    There was no chance she could forget. For the last several days, her friend had been pounding her eardrums about this visit to the Sorbonne. Caroline had already showered, and was dressed and done up as if for a gala event. She was all ready to go, and started showing her irritation that Melora was lingering in bed. So she sighed and got up, then got ready, dragging her feet and grumbling. She was not optimistic about how the day would go.  
 
    After showering, she pulled on a pair of jeans that flattered her curvy figure, and a light-blue sleeveless sweater. Small blue flowers with white polka dots graced one of the shoulders, and she found that the ensemble gave her too much of a soft, romantic look, so she added sexy high-heeled boots and a short jacket in black leather. She blow-dried her hair, brushing it until it tumbled down her back in beautiful, shiny curls. She finished up with some light makeup, and gave a quick look at the mirror to make sure of the result.  
 
    At last she was ready. The two friends grabbed their purses and headed out. The Sorbonne was only a few hundred yards from the Lycée, just behind the Pantheon. They reached the meeting point, the law studies building, and sat down in the plaza in front of its imposing entrance, which was graced with immense columns. Engraved in the stone above the blue door were three treasured words: “Liberty, Fraternity, Equality.” A crowd of students mingled around them, and Caroline peered every which way, searching for her as yet unknown soul-mate. 
 
    “Stop it!” Melora complained. “You’re making me dizzy.” 
 
    “You can say that – you’ve already got your Prince Charming,” Caroline protested. 
 
    As if it were enough to just mention his name for him to appear, Evan, elegantly dressed, approached right then with his uncle, the principal, and the French professor.  
 
   
  
 

 After gathering the high-school students, the teachers had them enter the hall for some final words of advice, then everyone took off in the direction they wished, a map of the university in hand. 
 
    Melora wanted to visit a part of the Sorbonne a few buildings away. She’d always been attracted to the idea of a career dealing with law and justice, and was playing with the idea of pursuing legal studies. So, leaving Caroline in animated conversation with the young man she had snared, Melora entered a side-street that according to the map led to another entrance on Rue des Ecoles. The ‘Grand Amphitheater’ was not far, and that was where the conference was to be held an hour later.  
 
    When she entered the court of honor, she suddenly felt intimidated by the dignity of the place, with its statues of Victor Hugo and Louis Pasteur seated at each side of a huge staircase leading to the chapel. The famous Frenchmen seemed to be protecting the door, which was framed by tall Corinthian* columns. 
 
    After wandering for a while, she came back to reality and headed toward the arcade leading to the Grand Amphitheater. Going around a bend in the hall, she ran straight into a man, who was also walking fast. She raised her eyes and opened her mouth to excuse herself, but the words died on her lips. Before her stood a tall man with wide shoulders and a lean, athletic body, his turquoise-blue eyes staring at her with astonishment.  
 
    “Melora?” the stranger asked in a deep but cordial voice.  
 
    She stared back at him, still unable to emit the slightest sound, and her heart seemed to have stopped beating. It was Gabriel! Melora noted the subtle changes in his face, no longer that of a teenager, but of a man, a man with diabolically seductive features. The angular cheekbones gave him a virile air and his full lips were outrageously sensual. Long eyelashes accentuated the glitter of his magnificent blue eyes. 
 
    She gasped, trying to recover her breath. Suddenly, she remembered all the pain she had felt years ago when he had abandoned her without a word. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked him in a bitter voice.  
 
    “Well, I’m happy to see you, too!”  
 
    His smile made her melt.  
 
    “I… I’m sorry,” she stammered. “I’m so surprised to meet you here, Gabriel.” 
 
    They surveyed each other, frozen in the intensity of the moment. She managed to bring a smile to her lips.  
 
    He immediately looked away so she wouldn’t notice his emotions, and with a superhuman effort, he maintained an impassible face as he explained, “I’m with Professor Deen, to help with the younger students during our trip to Paris.” 
 
    “Ah… nice…” Feeling ridiculous, she quickly got a hold of herself and added, “How long will you be   here?” 
 
    “Sadly, I have only two more days. Do you want to show me around the city tomorrow night? I’d like to invite you to dinner to forgive me – it wasn’t very nice on my part to leave for England without saying goodbye.” 
 
    He adopted a contrite air, absolutely irresistible. He was so breathtakingly handsome that Melora bumbled her words: “That’s a tru – or rather, much the least, you could say…” 
 
    She stopped, and after a second’s hesitation, she added, “My classes end at five o’clock.” 
 
    “Great, I’ll pick you up in front of the Lycée at seven,” he responded confidently, and turned away without waiting for a reply.  
 
    Melora simply stood there and watched him walk off. A flood of conflicting emotions coursed through her body, immobilizing her. Anger and joy battled together, but then a delicious burning sensation in her chest spread intense heat throughout her body and dominated both. With a tottering step, she continued walking toward the amphitheater.  
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    What did I do? I should never have invited her out!  
 
    I was angry with myself. My imagination had awoken desires far different from that of the merely friendly relations I wanted to maintain with Melora. With a great effort, I managed to silence them. I couldn’t forget that my mission in Paris was not Melora!  
 
    Despite these reproaches and the knowledge that I was playing a dangerous game, I couldn’t help reliving our meeting. She had grown into such an attractive young woman. Shaking my head to get her out of my thoughts, I concentrated on the present and hurried to meet the professor Deen before the conference started. 
 
    “Here’s your permission slip to get into the library,” he said, handing me a cardboard pass. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” I answered nonchalantly. “The library doesn’t close until eight, so I’ll head there right after the conference and find the manuscript.” 
 
    Deen nodded and opened the door to the amphitheater.  
 
    After the conference, I slipped out and headed to the library. On entering the room dedicated to Antiquity and the Middle Ages, I was surprised at how many students were there. The library catalogue was voluminous, but after a few minutes it became obvious that I wasn’t going to find what I was looking for here. There was nothing about a work referring to Merlin’s work. Frustrated, I set to thinking about the quote again. “Merlin is to be found where knowledge sleeps. Taliesin will reveal him.” 
 
    And yet, after so much research, I’d been sure I would find what I was looking for here. I repeated it again in my head: Merlin is to be found where knowledge sleeps. Taliesin will reveal him. 
 
    I decided to consult William Taliesin’s book again. I’d already looked through the copy in the Cambridge library but hadn’t found anything; perhaps the edition here would give me new information. The book was available but could not be loaned out, as it was an original edition. I could only examine it in the Rare Book room. The reference librarian insisted on credentials or supporting documents in order to let me to consult the book. I gave her my pass, but had nothing else in the way of authorization, so when she refused, I had to use an obedience spell on her, even though I hated forcing people to do what I wanted – it made me uncomfortable. After I mentally pronounced the spell, she changed her mind and walked with me up the big staircase to the fourth floor. She left me in a room there, and thirty minutes later came back with the manuscript, a big smile on her face. 
 
    Apparently I had been very lucky. The document was usually kept in a crypt and required four hours’ notice to be consulted, but someone had requested it that morning, so it was still on hand. 
 
    “Can you tell me if the person who reserved it has already been here?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” she said, shrugging. 
 
    She left the room and I was finally alone with the book. I started reading, but a question kept distracting me: Who could be interested in this book? 
 
    I decided I’d better be on my guard. 
 
    Taliesin’s book was written in old Welsh. It contained about fifty poems, some of which were considered the oldest ever written in Welsh. Only twelve were attributed to Taliesin, all singing the praises of the different kings he had served, but one notable poem dating from the tenth century particularly interested me.  
 
    I read the title aloud: “Preiddeu Annwn.” 
 
    This meant “Annwn’s Plunder.” It was one of the first Welsh poems mentioning King Arthur, and it related his voyage with his men to Caer Siddle, the Castle of the Fairies, to bring back a magic cauldron. 
 
    I spent hours searching through the manuscript without discovering the least helpful new element. 
 
    The end of the day was fast approaching, and to my great frustration, I still had no information about where I could find Merlin’s spell book; I could not find it. However, those familiar prickling sensations in my veins told me the answer was hidden between the lines of this manuscript. I felt the energy amplifying in my body and my sight started to blur, so I concentrated on breathing slowly and gaining control of my emotions.  
 
    I pushed away my chair and set both my hands on the book. The energy that had built up in my arms escaped through my fingers, and the book started sizzling with a bluish glow. Muffled sounds arose in the room, accompanied by holographic images of mythical animals and legendary beings. Suddenly, the head of a dragon appeared, clacking its jaws at the tip of my nose. I recoiled brusquely and banged against the chair, which toppled over backwards and made me lose my balance. I fell down. Abruptly, everything grew calm. I got to my feet, cautiously looking all around, and then turned my attention back to the book. Its pages began to turn over all by themselves, and then with a dry snapping sound, the book shut and I realized that its title had changed. It now showed, in Welsh, the title, “Book of Spells Belonging to Merlin.” 
 
    “Oh my god, a guddio!” 
 
    I flipped through the pages to verify what I already knew – the book was indeed filled with magical formulas. It had been protected by a dissimulation spell that changed one object into another in order to hide it. Only he who had cast the spell could find it again, unless he’d authorized someone else to find it too. But how had Merlin fashioned a guddio that allowed me, Gabriel, to discover it? I didn’t even exist back in that era! 
 
    How could that be possible? Could he see into the future? 
 
    Pensive and in awe of this mastery, I became lost in my thoughts, and did not see the velvety black spider in the corner. But I suddenly felt its danger, which galvanized me. I scooped up the spell book and tucked it under my arm, and at the same instant, the spider materialized into a young woman I knew well: Alwena, her pretty face deformed by the hated and anger that had never quit her since her mother’s death. I snuck a glance at the door as a means of escape, but she understood, and bounded onto the table with an agile pirouette, landing between the exit and me. I had no choice but to attack. 
 
    Using a combination of balancing act and wrestling holds, I laid into her remorselessly. Every time she or I hit our target, the book flew through the air and changed hands. Tired of my parrying, she used magic to empty the bookshelves of their books, making them fly across the room toward me. I replied with a spell to raise up the tables in front of me as a barricade. Then I sent one of the tables at her with all my forces. Its legs sunk deep into the wooden shelving, imprisoning her.  
 
    Knowing that it wouldn’t hold her very long, I took advantage of the brief respite to run. The manuscript under my arm, I raced out the door and down the corridor.  
 
    I had to think fast! 
 
    I needed to get through the main entrance doors without attracting attention, but I knew she would soon catch up, and unlike me, she wouldn’t hesitate to use any means to recover the spell book, regardless of the reactions of the humans all around. So I decided to run upstairs instead of down. I rushed into the first empty room I could find, headed to the window, swiftly opened it and started to climb over the high windowsill.  
 
    But then I heard steps, someone running, following me. Alwena had gotten free. 
 
    Without a second’s hesitation, I threw the manuscript out the window into the air, even as she screamed, “Noooo!” 
 
    I dove after it into the shadows of dusk, transforming into an eagle-owl. Blessed with night vision now, I bulleted down to the book and grabbed it with my sharp claws before it could touch the ground, then beat my wings to gain more altitude.  
 
    Screeching with satisfaction, I looked at Alwena, triumph in my eyes. I could see she was pronouncing words, but I couldn’t hear them, and assumed she was cursing me with all the swear words familiar to her.  
 
    I was mistaken. The stone chimeras decorating the roof of the nearby Notre Dame cathedral had come to life and were now flying after me. The noise of their heavy wings beating behind me gave me the alarm, and I knew this was some devilry of that cursed witch. Luckily it was now fully dark, so no one was aware of what was passing above their heads as I slalomed between the Haussmann buildings, trying to shake off my pursuers.  
 
    That was not easy! They were three times as big as me and the weight of the book was hampering me. I managed to dodge several of their attacks, but only by a mere hairsbreadth, so in desperation, I  dove through an apartment window that had been left open on the top floor of a building. I flew inside, then skidded along the oak floor with a sensational noise. The book, which I’d just released, smashed into a television and broke the screen. I transformed back into a human and spun around, holding my arms up toward the windows, to cast a protection spell. 
 
    “Amddiffyn!” I shouted. 
 
    The windows closed with a loud claacck, and a blue veil glued itself to the glass. The chimeras smashed into it and broke into a multitude of stone pieces.  
 
    Relieved, I caught my breath and leaned against the wall. That’s when I saw her: an old lady in her nightgown, seated on the sofa in front of the TV. She was staring at me, stunned, with her mouth hanging open. I straightened up slowly and carefully, a little embarrassed and unsure what to say.  
 
    On an impulse, I simply declared, “Sorry about your television… I’ll repair it.” 
 
    I don’t know if she heard me because she didn’t move a finger – she was frozen like a statue. Keeping my eyes on her, I pronounced a formula to repair the screen. 
 
    “Atgyweirio beth sy’n torri!” 
 
    I watched the woman anxiously as the fragments of the screen arranged themselves back into their place. When the image reappeared, she came back to life, gesturing to me to move out of the way. Then she poked her knife into a piece of cheese on a plate in front of her, spread it on a slice of bread and then started to eat it, ignoring me completely. 
 
    Now it was I who was stunned. Feeling awkward, I brushed all the dust off my coast sleeves, and said, “Well, I guess I’ll go… Have a nice evening!” 
 
    She didn’t respond, but continued to chew her food, eyes glued to a TV game show, so I slipped out through the front door. I figured she must be a bit cracked, and that suited me just fine. No one would take her seriously anyway if she ever recounted what had happened in her apartment. 
 
    I hurried back to my hotel, watchful and wary. Professor Deen was undoubtedly getting impatient waiting for me. 
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    Melora wandered through the school, as she still had time before the conference began, and visiting all the main buildings helped to clear her head. By the time she got back to the auditorium, many students had already found seats.  
 
    She chose an inconspicuous spot on a bench to wait for the event to start, and looked all around the prestigious amphitheater, which was classified as a historic monument. The hall had two floors, and about a dozen tribunes punctured with niches containing statues of great thinkers like Richelieu, Descartes and Lavoisier. In the cupola were five monochrome medallions representing the five Schools of the University of Paris: Law, Medicine, Literature, Science and Theology. The largest painting that Melora had ever seen dominated the area above the stage, a tableau evoking the living symbols of the sciences, letters and arts. 
 
    Professor Deen soon made his entry to a thunder of applause, followed by four young men and women. She immediately recognized Gabriel among them. Calm settled down in the hall as they sat down behind a table in the center of the stage, and for the next hour, they discussed and exchanged fascinating views.  
 
    When Melora left, she felt delighted but exhausted. She was dreaming of a long, hot shower, and she started for home, sending a text message to Caroline as she walked. They met on the way back, and Evan was with her. Melora felt guilty when she saw him, suddenly realizing she had completely forgotten his existence for quite some time. 
 
    “How’s it going?” Evan asked her, a bit worried by her pale face. 
 
    “Fine, fine,” she replied, giving him a weak smile.  
 
    He gazed at her, but decided not to insist. 
 
    The next day seemed interminable to Melora, she felt so nervous about her date that evening. She had mentioned it to Caroline in a vague way, calling Gabriel a childhood friend, which in fact was the truth, but as she’d expected, the pretty redhead had insisted on knowing more, and Melora had to promise to introduce the young man to her before she would drop the subject. 
 
    After school, she hastened to get back home, something unusual for her. She was worried about something, and when she saw her roommate, she asked falteringly, “Could I borrow your little black dress?” 
 
    Caroline, all smiles, gave her an affectionate look. 
 
    “Of course! I can do even better than that… I’m going to help you get ready. I’d love it if you’d let me do your hair, too – I can make it a masterpiece!” 
 
    Then she looked at Melora, and pursed her lips. 
 
    “It’s strange to see you worried about your outfit – are you sure you’ve told me everything about your ‘childhood friend?’ You don’t happen to have a crush on him?” 
 
    “How stupid!” Melora scoffed, rolling her eyes. “Gabriel’s a friend, and it stops there!” 
 
    “If you say so…” 
 
    Caroline got busy, and Melora let her do as she wished, knowing her friend was much better than she was at this kind of thing. Thus, at 6:55 that evening, when she looked in the mirror, she didn’t even recognize herself. Facing her was a glamorous young woman wearing a short black dress that flattered her curves and black heels that made her long legs looks sexy and sleek. Her shiny hair fell in waves that Caroline had shaped perfectly, with one curl on the side slightly veiling her right eye. Her makeup was discreet but more dramatic than usual. Dark eyeshadow and mascara highlighted her eyes and her thick eyelashes, pink gloss brightened her full lips. Her silver pendant hung just right above the neckline of her dress, matching the bracelets that her friend had suggested she wear.  
 
    “There!” exclaimed Caroline. “All you need is this little purse to round off the outfit and off we go.” 
 
    She slipped the purse under Melora’s arm and followed her downstairs, Melora thanking her warmly all the way.  
 
    When they entered the cloister arcades, they saw a man in a perfectly-cut suit examining the monument standing in the center of the garden. When he turned around, they both stopped short, hypnotized by his virile beauty. He strode forward to join them, moving as smoothly and quietly as a cat. Caroline looked more like a fish, gasping for air, opening and closing her mouth without uttering a sound. Melora shuffled her feet nervously to attract his attention, and when he came up to them, she greeted him with a smile and said, “Hi Gabriel, this is Caroline – my inseparable friend.”  
 
    “Hello,” he said with a smile, holding out his hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m happy to know that Melora’s not alone at school.” 
 
    “Pu… pleased to meet you,” Caroline babbled, blushing. 
 
    Recovering her confidence, she added, “And I’m glad to know that my roomie has such a charming friend.” 
 
    Gabriel noticed the annoyed look on Melora’s face, and started grinning.  
 
    She might be used to Caroline’s flirting by now, but he’d seen how she resented her exercising her talents on Gabriel. Melora shrugged.  
 
    After all, what does it matter? You have no rights to him anyway!  
 
    “Are you ready?” Gabriel asked. “I reserved a table in a neat-looking restaurant. I hope you’ll like it. Have a good evening, Caroline!” 
 
    “Have fun, especially you!” Caroline replied with a twinkle in her eye. 
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    When Melora appeared in the courtyard, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her beauty fascinated me, and her magnificent light-colored eyes looked at me with such nervousness. They made me feel like giving her a hug. When I spoke to her I used an easygoing tone to make her feel more comfortable, but also to hide how deeply moved I was. 
 
    Do you know exactly what you’re doing here? I wondered.  
 
    Yes, I had promised myself to do something to be agreeable to her, to make up for my past errors.  
 
    I got so wrapped up in my internal reflections that I didn’t see the police officer signaling to his colleague at the wheel of a tow truck. They were about to tow my car, which would have spoiled our evening. I hurried over, putting on my most engaging smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry! I was here only two minutes.” 
 
    The officer, as friendly as a prison door, retorted, “Just because you have a nice sports car doesn’t mean you can park anywhere you like!” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” I said contritely. “I promise I’ll pay more attention next time.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I won’t be able to let you leave.” 
 
    “Come on…” 
 
    Seeing my insistence, the truck driver got down from his cab and joined his colleague. I looked at Melora, who was watching the scene with a regretful expression. Feeling the situation getting beyond me, I decided to allow myself a little providential aid. I turned my hand in circles very discretely and murmured a word. Then, fixing them with my eyes, I reiterated my request: “I assure you I won’t do it again. Let us go.” 
 
    Absent-mindedly, the policeman repeated, “If you won’t do it again, I’ll let you go.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    And to Melora’s astonishment, I opened the passenger door and invited her to climb in. After we pulled away, she said, “That was nuts! They’re often stationed in front of the high school, and I’ve never seen them relent like that.” 
 
    “This must be my lucky day,” I replied, winking at her. 
 
    We were silent for a whole, listening to the humming of the engine. I stared at the hood of my blue car, seeking a topic of conversation. I remembered that my request for that color had surprised the dealer, but as always, his team had known exactly what I wanted. The Audi A8 V10 was perfect, with its angular lines and its 610-horsepower motor; all in all, it was an exceptional car. I couldn’t help comparing it to Lightning, their dynamic characters, for example, that made racing exciting. Unfortunately, I didn’t get many chances to use it, and when I wasn’t in Paris, it sat quietly in the garage of Viviane’s impressive town house. I looked in the black carbon rearview mirror before turning toward the Eiffel tower, and snuck a glance at Melora sunk deep in her leather seat.  
 
    I spoke first. “So?” I cleared my throat. “Have you chosen your course of study?” 
 
    She looked at me and said, “Yes, I like law.” 
 
    “You’ll have to study a long time for a law degree, you know that?” 
 
    “I know, but that doesn’t bother me. No one’s waiting for me in Rennes, anyway,” she muttered. 
 
    “What about your mother?” 
 
    “I’m not going to spend my whole life with my mother. You want me to become an old maid or what?” 
 
    “Ha, that would surprise me! You’re way too pretty.” 
 
    She softened and gave me a smile. I pretended to concentrate on the road. Luckily, the Eiffel Tower provided a diversion and a chance to change the conversation. Majestic, brightly-lit, it was looming up before us now. 
 
    “Is this where we’re going to eat?” she asked, leaning out to observe the ‘Iron Lady.’ 
 
    “I thought you might like it. Was I wrong?” 
 
    “N… no,” she stuttered. “I wasn’t expecting you to take me somewhere so romantic, but it’s a great idea! Although I’ve been in Paris several years, I’ve never gone up to the top.” 
 
    Damn, I didn’t want her to think I was hitting on her. 
 
    She must have noticed my confusion, because she teased me, “From a count like you, I thought I’d get an invitation to Versailles and a tour of the Hall of Mirrors…” 
 
    She acted so disappointed I suddenly felt unsure if she were serious or not, but then she started laughing, a genuine, spontaneous laughter that made me beam, and to my great relief, relaxed the atmosphere as we pulled up to the valet parking area.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be satisfied with the Eiffel Tower,” she said with a smile as she got out.  
 
    A uniformed bellhop guided us into the elevator and up to the second floor, where the restaurant was located. The “Jules Verne” featured excellent cuisine prepared by a Michelin-starred chef, so I figured my bases were covered as far as the food went. My intuition was confirmed when we entered a dining room blessed with a warm, muted atmosphere. Melora seemed delighted, so I was content. The restaurant manager welcomed us effusively and showed us to our table in front of the immense bay windows, from where you could see all Paris glittering with light and color. 
 
    Melora named all the historical monuments she could recognize, with such innocent, charming enthusiasm that I had to hide my amusement. A sommelier came to present the wine list, and she let me choose. I picked a 2013 Condrieu, a white wine perfect for the start of our evening. 
 
    The dinner proceeded in a carefree, relaxed ambiance. As the wines paraded before us, a different one for each course, our tongues untied and we talked about our childhoods, freely expressing our emotions. However, not one word about that famous day when I had decided to never see her again, as I didn’t want to ruin our date. 
 
    “Do you want to see something fantastic?” I asked with a mysterious air. 
 
    “That depends,” she said, frowning a little with suspicion. 
 
    I smiled. “I promise it’s neither dangerous nor indecent.” 
 
    She hesitated a second, then laughed and declared, “Very well, let’s see it! You know I’m not afraid of anything.” 
 
    After congratulating the chef for the delicious meal, we left the restaurant and took the elevator, but to Melora’s surprise, this one didn’t take us down, but up, all the way to the top. She grew excited, and her eyes lit up like they used to do when we were children. Her enthusiasm was contagious. I hadn’t felt so relaxed since leaving Comper. At the summit, though, she was hit bad by dizziness and I had to grab her by the waist.  
 
     “I guess I lied, as there is one thing I’m afraid of…” she admitted. 
 
    “I see… You get dizzy from heights.” 
 
    I rushed her into the room next to the bar. In fact, I wanted to put a little distance between her body and mine, as holding her in my arms had procured sensations I didn’t want. The barman proposed a glass of champagne, and she relaxed after a few sips.  
 
    Fortunately, the décor was sober, the ambiance inviting, so after making sure she felt up to it, I suggested going outside to look at the view. When we approached the railing, her knees trembled but she went forward bravely. She gripped the security bars tightly, as if hanging onto a lifebuoy, and her breathing was loud and irregular. I was impressed by her courage but mostly, I wanted to protect her and reassure her, as I felt bad about making her go through such a trial. Without reflecting on my actions, I moved behind her and encircled her with my arms. I felt her stiffen up at first, then relax, reassured. In perfect silence, we watched Paris offer up her many sights. I drank in the delicate perfume of her hair. She no longer wore the discreet honeysuckle and lemon fragrance she used before, but something more feminine, a sweet, flowery scent.  
 
    I came back to the present abruptly when Melora said, in a perfectly neutral tone, “Why did you leave me like that, without any news? Not even a good-bye when you left.” 
 
    She turned around and fixed me with her big gray eyes. I could read a reproach there, as well as pain and distress, but also desire.  
 
    I hesitated for a second, and my eyes traveled from her eyes to her lips. I felt an intense desire to kiss her, and knew I was about to lose my head. 
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    When Melora felt Gabriel’s lips on here, she was surprised at first by the conflicting emotions that rose up. But those were quickly buried by one much stronger emotion. She felt like she was floating, and incapable of reasoning. She opened her lips slightly to welcome his kiss. Slowly, he traced the contour of her lips with his tongue before introducing it gently into her mouth. Vivid heat suddenly filled her lower body and then a tidal wave of warmth filled her from head to toe as she passionately responded to his kiss, running her fingers through his silky hair and encouraging him to go further. He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close, she arched her back instinctively, wanting to melt into him. He kissed her harder and more fervently until they had to separate, out of breath.  
 
    For a moment, they stood gazing at each other, just time enough for her to gather her wits and declare, in a trembling voice, “I should go home.” 
 
    Gabriel seemed as overwhelmed and troubled as she was, and only with difficulty could he summon sense enough to nod. In silence they went down to the car, and in silence they made the trip to her apartment, too busy considering the consequences of what had happened and not knowing how to break down the wall they had each of them suddenly erected. 
 
    When he pulled up before the gate to the high school, he tried one approach: “Melora, I’m sorry –” 
 
    “No,” she interrupted. “I don’t need any excuses.” 
 
    She tried to remain dignified in order not to seem desperate, and declared in a tone she tried to make light joking, “The wine certainly had a lot to do with it – I’m not used to drinking that much. So let’s not talk about it.” 
 
    She gave him a peck on the cheek, her heart thumping, then got out of the car. She walked with a confident step into the cloister, but when she heard the rumble of his car taking off, she fell against the wall of the arcade and started crying. So many emotions blended with her suffering! One of them was terrible shame, because she had never felt anything like that for Evan, and he’d given her everything, his heart, his patience, his trust, and she had simply trod over his feelings without a thought for him.  
 
    All that for a man who didn’t love her. She knew that Gabriel felt a sincere friendship for her, but when she had seen his awkwardness after kissing her, she’d taken that to mean that he regretted it. 
 
    Hah, and me – that’s what I’ve been waiting for forever, she thought bitterly.  
 
    She was crazy about him and had only that evening become aware of it. She had loved him since their earliest childhood, and now she felt desolate. Her heart was breaking… The pain was so intense she could hardly breathe, but she would have to find the force to continue and to believe in the future; otherwise she was lost. Her wound felt so deep that it scared her, and she thought she would never manage to get over it. She regretted her naiveté. And suddenly she was filled with anger. 
 
    I don’t want this… I don’t want to love him anymore, she decided, furious, crushed. 
 
    She rubbed her face hard to wipe off the tears, telling herself to control her emotions.  
 
    At first she couldn’t even move, and had to wait for some energy to return so she could stand up straight. Then, eventually she was able to walk up to her room, determined that from now on, she would invest all her emotions into her relationship with Evan, and be honest with him. It was out of the question to see Gabriel again.  
 
    She slipped into the dorm room without a noise, as she didn’t want to wake up Caroline. She wouldn’t have been able to put up with her curiosity about Gabriel and answer all her questions without crying. She lay down, letting the tears run silently down into her pillow, and finally she fell asleep. 
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    The captain announced that we were about to land, and gave us some information about local conditions, but I was too distracted to pay attention to him. 
 
    For God’s sake, what have I done? 
 
    I tried to find a rational response to that question, but failed. I thought about our first encounter. Even though I refused to talk to her, I had seen in her expression that she wasn’t going to let me decide about things. Our friendship was very important to me and I was afraid I’d ruined everything. 
 
    Despite my worries, I couldn’t forget her face, especially her eyes. It wasn’t the first time I’d kissed a girl, of course, but what I had felt when we kissed was quite new to me, a mix of emotions impossible to define. 
 
    Lost in these thoughts, I didn’t hear Professor Deen until the third time he told me that we were about to reach London. To escape from my preoccupations, I focused on the landing.  
 
    The professor was excited about the idea of deciphering the manuscript I’d found. Unaware of the value of the work, he simply considered himself lucky to read a rare document. But I knew we had to be cautious, as many enemies wanted that book.  
 
    Galahad was waiting for us at the airport, and he hadn’t come alone. Percival and Bors were with him. Given the importance of what we were carrying, he wanted to make sure I would be safe, especially after what had happened in Paris.  
 
    The ever-impeccable Charles waited for us outside, respectfully holding open the door of the Rolls Royce. I got in, followed by Galahad and the professor. Percival and Bors were driving faster, sportier cars: Percival’s Aston Martin Vantage passed us to station itself in the lead, and the Jaguar F-series that Bors drove took up position behind us. Both were dark-colored, but that didn’t make them any less conspicuous. From behind the tinted windows, I noticed people’s reactions as our convoy passed by. 
 
    Hah…we’re already easy to spot in the Rolls, but now we can’t possibly be missed! I thought, annoyed, but then I shrugged and smiled wryly. The centuries may pass but knights will always love owning beautiful mounts. 
 
    Knowing we had a two-hour drive before us, I surrendered to my curiosity and opened the spell book. Under the professor’s mesmerized gaze, I turned the pages, reading the names of the spells. Some of them made chills run up and down my spine.  
 
    “I imagine that this text must seem strange to you, but…” 
 
    I left my phrase suspended when I saw his expression of total incomprehension. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    After a second’s hesitation, he replied, “There’s nothing written there. Only blank pages.” 
 
    “Of course there is, Professor! I can assure you, it’s a well-filled manuscript. Look at it yourself!” 
 
    The way he was looking at me – like I’d gone mad – made me uneasy.  
 
    “Are you telling me you can’t see anything?” 
 
    Galahad leaned over the book. “I can’t see anything either.”   
 
    “My God!” Deen murmured. “That means Merlin locked it with a spell so that only his heir could read it.” 
 
    My blood turned to ice.  
 
    “What did you say?” I demanded, suddenly suspicious of him. “How did you know this was Merlin’s spell book?”  
 
    Galahad sat up straight, tense, and Deen looked uncomfortable. Caught in a trap, he hung his head, then admitted with a guilty air, “I know who you are. I’ve known it since the first day we met. I was supposed to help you with the research in order to find this book of spells.” 
 
    Trying to contain my anger, I demanded, “Who asked you to help me? And who told you I was the only one who could read it?” 
 
    “Merlin really must have thought it all out,” Deen replied. “He was able to see far into the future, unlike other Druids or priestesses with the gift of divination. And that’s both good and bad news.” 
 
    “Start with the good news, Professor,” Galahad growled. 
 
    “Well, none of your enemies will be able to decrypt what’s in that book, let alone find the spell to open the passage.” 
 
    “And the bad news?” I asked. 
 
    “When they realize that only you can read it, they’ll either kill you or capture you.” 
 
    “What a nice lookout for my future!” I drawled. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but they threatened to hurt my daughter! You’re an exceptional young man, Gabriel – I didn’t mean to do you wrong.” 
 
    After a moment of reflection, I reassured him, saying that I understood he hadn’t had a choice in the matter. 
 
    Shaking his head, he repeated, “I’m sorry… I didn’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Suddenly I understood that he was sorry not for what he’d already done, but for something else. My inner alarm started ringing, and the revving of engines confirmed my suspicions.  
 
    Galahad threw himself at the professor, grabbed him by the collar and shook him in rage, shouting, 
 
    “What have you done?” 
 
    “Alwena… She… came into my hotel room after she fought with Gabriel,” he stammered. “I tried to fight it, but I can’t do anything against the obedience spell. I’m not an Avalonian!” 
 
    Desperate, he turned to me, begging me with a shaky voice, “She tortured me. I didn’t have a choice! I’m truly sorry.” 
 
    As he spoke, I noticed his gaze continuously switching back and forth from my face to the pocket of his raincoat. 
 
    “Dod o hyd!” I pronounced, passing my hand in front of him. 
 
    That was a formula I knew well, because when I was younger I often lost things, and it helped me find them. Sure enough, a microphone wriggled out of his pocket. I caught it and handed it to Galahad, who threw it out of the window, swearing. He couldn’t resist giving the professor an angry smack in the jaw. Deen slumped down on the back seat, unconscious. 
 
    We were now on a road in the middle of the English countryside, pursued by two hulking, black Range Rovers, and no possibility for the moment of escaping. I had to face the probability that Alwena was in one of those cars.   
 
    All of a sudden, Percival pulled hard on the handbrake of his Aston Martin and swerved to the left to take position next to Bors, who was just behind us, creating a barrier to slow the two Range Rovers and prevent them from catching up to us. At the same time, Charles accelerated brutally, and the Rolls surged forward at well over a hundred miles an hour. The car chase began!  
 
    One of the Rovers managed to overtake Percival and Bors on a curve, but Bors immediately accelerated his Jag to get directly behind it, and stayed on its bumper to harass it. Everyone was tense, concentrated. Charles swung the car from left to right so they couldn’t pass us. I was desperately trying to think of a solution. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed a spell in the book lying open at my side. I wanted to invoke it, but I knew I’d need a great deal of force to carry it out. Without the energy of Nature, it was impossible. Then an idea flashed on me. 
 
    “Galahad, I need trees! Get me close to some trees!” 
 
    The Jaguar had gotten ahead of the Rover, and was once again directly behind us. As Charles accelerated, our two knights slowed down to help us outrun them. The road, however, ran through immense fields. No trees in sight. 
 
    Right then, we went around a curve and I noticed a forest on our left, with a road leading to it.  
 
    “Turn left here, Charles!” 
 
    The chauffeur slammed on the brakes. The sharp turn forced us to grab the door handles and hang on as the car veered, but the Rolls hugged the road and we raced toward the copse. We were approaching it at high speed, but then our pursuers decided to leave the road and cut across the fields to catch up with us. This move took Percival and Bors by surprise.  
 
    We reached two immense oaks at the end of the dirt road, and Charles screeched to a halt. I leaped out of the car, followed by Galahad, who ran to open the trunk and grab his sword. I went to the nearest tree, praying I would succeed at invoking the spell I had just memorized. The two black cars pulled up, and behind them came Percival and Bors, who jumped out of their cars, their swords already in hand. 
 
    The doors of the first Range Rover were thrust open and Alwena got out, accompanied by three of her acolytes, all armed. She stared at me, a sardonic smile plastered on her face. 
 
    “So that’s how Merlin protected his spells, and you’re the only one who can read them…” 
 
    “That seems to be the case,” I jeered. 
 
    We glared at each other like two cats ready to leap at each other. 
 
    “I don’t think Morgana would like Merlin’s powers to disappear with me,” I told her. 
 
    Her malicious grin got wider. “Au contraire, I think she’d love it if they disappeared forever, and you with them.”  
 
    Then she added, her eyes narrowing even more, “And there’s nothing in the world that would give me more pleasure.” 
 
    She suddenly raised her arm, and I barely had time enough to protect myself from her men, who all attacked at the same time. Our knights instantly reacted; steel crossed steel, and while the terrible ringing and clashing went on, Alwena chanted a spell, tapping her foot and lifting her arms up and down, as if she were trying to make something rise up from the earth. I peered all around, and there was indeed something. One, two, then three, then more and more without end, creatures appeared from the fields, each more hideous than the next. I recognized them: carregs, beings made of stone and dirt, brought to life by a potent spell.  
 
    A troop of Black Knights then came pouring out from the woods to join the carregs. 
 
    I had to admit that Alwena was powerful…very powerful. And my three guardians were far outnumbered, even if they were fighting for me with all their energy, all their loyalty. I could not fail them. I had no choice but to try my powers against hers, or we were all dead.  
 
    Determined to invoke Merlin’s spell, I placed my hand against a huge oak tree and concentrated all my forces into the words: “Yn enw y Brenin Arthur, amddiffyn ei weision!” 
 
    I immediately felt the blue fluid coursing through me, and then its energy spreading out all around me. The sky became even darker and a wind rose up and started to howl. I could no longer control it! There was a rumbling sound, like thunder, then the oak tree began to shake. The magic fluid streamed from its roots, slithering out like snakes hidden under a carpet of moss and leaves. They quickly reached other trees and entered them too, until the spell reached its climax – soldiers in silver armor erupted from the trees, then ran to position themselves in battalions before proudly raising banners of the Knights of the Round Table. I marveled at the sight of King Arthur’s enormous army, an army that only Merlin had known how to call up. Until now, that is. For the first time, I felt proud of my heritage.  
 
    The uncertainty in Alwena’s eyes gave me even more satisfaction as I savagely bellowed the order, 
 
    “Attaacckkk!” 
 
    But to my astonishment, the knights did not move. I repeated my order, again without success, and was mortified to see pure jubilation replace the doubt in my enemy’s face. She shouted the same word, and to my horror, her army immediately attacked. The carregs and her black knights rushed at us, roaring in fury. I had to get ahold of myself, quickly, before my friends were killed, but I didn’t know what to do! 
 
    Tetanized by my failure, I placed my hand against the tree again and dully chanted a call for help. To whom or to what, I hardly knew; to Merlin, to the oak tree, to the whole forest, as long as help came. 
 
    It worked! The tree lit up with a thousand fires. It gave out a deep grumble, then creaked and trembled as its branches started to whip through the air. Then a dragon stepped out of it – not just any dragon – Merlin’s dragon! I recognized it immediately from its shiny blue scales. It had often appeared in my visions, at the powerful magician’s side. Although smaller than the dragon I’d transformed into, it seemed equally aggressive, and our enemies stood transfixed, completely destabilized. The dragon placed itself in front of me, showing its intent to protect me. Bors and Percival, reassured, went back to the attack, while the furious Alwena goaded her creatures to fight back. 
 
    Galahad ran among the silver knights, who had still not moved an inch, and by intuition discovered his own banner – a red cross on a silvery background – floating above one of the battalions. He lifted his sword and shouted to them, “Soldiers, fight!” and his silvery knights awoke and rushed into battle, swords in hand.  
 
    Bors and Percival saw what had happened, and immediately commanded their own battalions to fight, giving them an edge over the enemy. A large number of silver soldiers remained immobile, but I was no longer worried about the outcome of the battle. Seeing our enemies approach, the dragon growled fiercely and fell on the carregs and black knights, spitting flames to burn them, dismembering them with its razor-sharp claws and teeth, crushing them pitilessly underfoot. 
 
    Alwena wavered for a second, then turned and ran at me, taking something from her pocket that changed into a sword. I pulled out my guddio, and our swords crossed. I wasn’t afraid, as I had fought her several times now and I knew I could beat her. 
 
    The shouts and chaotic noise of battle around us started to fade away, telling me my protectors had taken the lead. She must have noticed it, for she pronounced a spell and an instant later, a winged chimera appeared, grabbed her by the shoulders with its claws and took off. She kept her narrowed eyes on me until she had disappeared in the distance. 
 
    Silence fell. I looked about, observing the devastation. The knights were exhausted, but none of them had been wounded. Corpses lay all around them. I shivered when I thought of the panic our battle would have created if a human had seen it. Luckily, we were far from any towns or farmhouses. While Galahad and his companions buried the bodies of Alwena’s followers in the woods, I banished the carregs back to the dirt they had risen from. As for the dragon, I thanked him gratefully for his help, then watched him fly up toward the clouds and vanish in the form of a falling star. 
 
    Charles clambered out of the car, where he’d been hiding, but Professor Deen was gone. We figured he must have taken advantage of the chaos to run off. Galahad and Percival set out to find him but they soon returned with the sad news that he was dead. It seems he had tripped on some tree roots and fallen. His torso was pierced by a sharp branch, and he’d hit his head on the trunk of a tree lying across the path he’d taken to escape us.  
 
    “We’re not going back to Cambridge,” I decided. “We’ll return to Comper. I need to talk to Viviane.” 
 
    The vision of all those soldiers, a whole army standing useless was still in my mind. I got in the car, my face somber. 
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    Viviane wasn’t surprised to see us back. On the contrary, she was impatiently waiting for us, along with Gliton, and they weren’t the only ones. In fact, a crowd of Avalonians had gathered in Comper Castle. 
 
    Galahad, Bors and Percival joined a group of men who seemed to be happy at being reunited. They greeted each other loudly, with slaps on the back, hugs and handshakes.  
 
    I went up to my grandmother, who welcomed me with open arms, anxiety plainly showing on her face. It was hard to accept the idea that because of our family connection, every time I was in danger, she knew about it. I wondered, slightly embarrassed, if she could feel all my other emotions too. 
 
    “I was so afraid for you!” she said. “I shouldn’t have sent you to Paris.” 
 
    “No, you did the right thing… I found it!” I announced triumphantly. 
 
    “You found Myrddin’s spell book?” 
 
    I answered by placing it in her hands. Her beautiful blue eyes grew misty. She couldn’t hide her emotions this time, either, and I smiled at her kindly. A question popped into my head: could she read it too? 
 
    I watched her open the book of spells and turn the pages slowly, and awaited her reaction. It was not at all what I expected. At first she smiled, then she chuckled, and then, with each page she turned, her laughter became louder and louder. 
 
    “This is just like your grandfather,” she confided, after hiccupping and finally catching her breath. “Only Merlin could have pulled off a feat of magic like this. I suppose it’s not a problem at all for you to read it.” 
 
    “Not at all. So, you can’t see anything either?” 
 
    “This spell book is destined exclusively for you – no one else can read it, meaning you’re the only one who can use Myrddin’s formulas. I’m so glad to know you’ll be able to reopen the passage and defend Avalon. Our enemies are regrouping, and they seem determined to fight us. It’s not going to be easy.” 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s even possible,” I mumbled. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” she said with a frown. 
 
    “I was able to cast one of his spells, and I made Arthur’s army appear, but then I couldn’t control it.” 
 
    “What? Why not?” 
 
    “When I gave them the order to attack, they didn’t move.” 
 
    She became thoughtful, then glanced at Gliton, who was twisting her hands nervously. 
 
    “Did you see banners of the Knights of the Round Table?” 
 
    “Yes, every regiment had its banner. Luckily, Galahad, Bors and Percival were with me, and their knights obeyed their commands, but the largest regiment was Arthur’s, and it never budged. It was Merlin’s dragon that really helped us win the battle, even though I don’t know yet know how I made it appear! And if I can’t figure out how to lead all those troops, we’re not going to win the war.” 
 
    Gliton cleared her throat, but before she could say anything, Viviane spoke up. 
 
    “You can’t lead the army. As I told you before, your role is to defend the kingdom of Avalon, not to rule it. Your duty is to give the king the power to combat his enemies.” 
 
    “But the king is dead!” 
 
    Gliton was hopping from one foot to the other now, almost as if she were dancing. 
 
    “Yes, but his descendant is alive,” Viviane replied. 
 
    “So I have to serve and protect him?” 
 
    She nodded. Her entire body seemed as tense as a drawn bow. The dreams in which Merlin had appeared drifted into my mind: the flight, the baby, the thatched-roof hut… Something did not jibe.  
 
    Protect her! he had said. At no time had he spoken of any descendant. 
 
    “It’s not a him, it’s a her,” Viviane pronounced succinctly. 
 
    “What? A girl?” 
 
    Protect her! Merlin’s entreaty made sense now.  
 
    A low moan interrupted his thoughts. It was Gliton, pleading with Viviane.  
 
    “She’s not ready! She’s still so young.” 
 
    I looked at her curiously. Apparently, she knew the heir. Viviane darted a severe look at her before replying, “She’ll have to be ready! We have no other choice. Morgana is going to gather all her allies on this side, and Mordred will mobilize his army in Avalon. When the passage opens, they’ll be ready and waiting for us. A war is preparing, right under the eyes of all these humans, and Gabriel can do nothing without her.  
 
    “Merlin gave his life to protect her, Gliton, and we all knew this day would come. She’s the queen, and only she can assemble our people and command her army!” 
 
    Gliton started to cry. Galahad had joined us while Viviane spoke, followed by the other knights and all the fairies, who crowded around their sister to comfort her. I still didn’t understand why this news had affected her so much. 
 
    “We’ll have to go get her, as inconspicuously as possible,” continued firmly Viviane. “If Alwena and Morgana discover who she is, if they follow us, they’ll do everything they can to kill her.” 
 
    “They know she exists?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, but they’re searching for a boy – that’s why they haven’t paid her much attention yet. As I explained before, Avalonians don’t age on this side, but with the help of the forest fairy Lucila, I created a formula to make one of our people age like a human. I bewitched a jewel, which she’s worn for several years now, so she could become an adult and lead her people.” 
 
    She turned to the others and announced, “I’m going to go with Gabriel and Gliton to go get her. Galahad, you’ll join us, but by a different route, with Percival. Glitonea and Tyronoe, you’ll do the same. I’ll leave the castle under the protection of Bors and Bedivere. Mazoe and her sisters will help them in case of an attack.” 
 
    Everyone agreed to her directives, and immediately took off in various directions to prepare.  
 
    When we were left alone, I asked Viviane, “You still haven’t told me where we have to go to find her. Is it far?” 
 
    “Paris,” she said, avoiding my eyes. 
 
    Alarm bells went off in my mind, and I paused before asking for more details, fearing I already knew the response. I took a deep breath and set my jaw firmly, for courage, and in a hollow voice, demanded, “Where exactly in Paris?” 
 
    I stared at her, determined to make her look at me, which she finally did, lifting her chin defiantly. 
 
    “Lycée Henri IV.” 
 
    I felt my world crashing down. I gasped, my hands trembled with anger and suddenly, the sky darkened, the wind gusted, and Viviane peered at me, alarmed. Images flashed across my mind: Melora’s face, her pendant – the one I’d always found odd, her eyes, her smile… 
 
    “How could she have hidden that from me?” I shouted, fists clenched. “She must think I’m a fool!” 
 
    “Calm down,” Viviane said. “She knows nothing of her origins. She thinks Gliton is her mother, but she’s actually her foster-mother.” 
 
    My anger instantly dissipated, but I felt bewildered. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ever tell her? Do you realize the shock this is going to give her?” 
 
    “It was to protect her!” 
 
    “Bravo, and now good luck explaining it to her. How will you manage that? Oh, I know. ‘Hi Melora, I hope you’re not too attached to your mom, because she’s not your mom, and I hope you’re not too anxious for your eighteenth birthday because you’re actually fourteen hundred years old! Oh, and one last thing. I forgot to tell you that you’re a queen…’” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous, Gabriel,” she interrupted, rolling her eyes.  
 
    “But how do you think she’s going to react when she learns the truth?” 
 
    “We no longer have time to wonder about it. Now go pack!” 
 
    Her resolute tone meant our conversation was at an end, so I headed upstairs, grumbling all the way. 
 
    We didn’t exchange one word during our trip. I pretended to be absorbed in my spell book, which I had brought in order to study the formulas. Gliton was still at the edge of despair, and Viviane had closed up like an oyster. A morose atmosphere! 
 
    I wanted to study, but my thoughts kept wandering back to Melora. I was worried about her. Sure, she was courageous, but we were talking about running a kingdom, about making war, and this would mean a complete upheaval in her life. I hadn’t talked to her since our evening at the Eiffel Tower. I’d tried to call her several times, but she never answered, so I gave up, assuming that what had happened between us had upset her too much.  
 
    Paris was only about fifteen miles off when I finally emerged from my ruminations. We had made plans to meet her at Sugarplum, a café near her school. Glitonea and Tyronoe were already there, seated before big cups of tea, gobbling up delicious banana cupcakes. They looked as guilty as two little girls caught raiding the cookie jar when we entered, but they relaxed after Viviane ordered tea and carrot cake. I took a coffee. 
 
    A few minutes later, Percival and Galahad sat down next to us. Their stature and commanding presence made the students in the café gaze at us curiously. We did present rather a strange spectacle in this tiny shop, frequented mostly by neighborhood students. 
 
    As Gliton was calling the school principal to ask him to bring Melora over, using the pretext of “family problems,” we heard a sharp cry in the room, and Caroline rushed up to our table. 
 
    “Gabriel, I’m so glad to see you again!” she gushed, favoring me with her most charming smile, fluttering lashes and a dreamy expression.  
 
    Suddenly noticing Melora’s mother and Viviane, she instantly calmed her effusions and said, “Hello Mrs. Dymas and Mrs. Healer, what a pleasure to see you. Melora didn’t tell me you were visiting.” 
 
    Viviane explained, “That’s because she doesn’t know about it.” 
 
    “I hope there’s nothing wrong!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “No, no, just an unexpected family reunion.” 
 
    “Do you want me to go get her?” 
 
    “That would be very nice of you,” Gliton replied, with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “No problem,” said the pretty redhead. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.” 
 
    I watched her hurry away, thanking her silently for making our task easier, but a slight prickling in my veins started up, preventing me from feeling serene.  
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    As Caroline traversed the cloister, she began to feel disagreeable sensation – like she was being watched. She slowed down and looked around. The garden was as calm as ever, but no birds were singing, which was unusual, and that made it seem rather sinister. She accelerated her pace, feeling uneasy and anxious to reach the dormitory. 
 
    Melora’s finished class by now, she thought. She should be in our room, lying on her bed, nose stuck in a book as always. 
 
    She was certain that something had happened between Gabriel and her friend the night they’d gone out, but Melora never wanted to talk about it. She had been stubbornly silent and even hostile every time she had brought up the subject. Plus, she acted differently toward Evan now, more docile, and responsive to his every wish. Caroline made a face, disgusted. 
 
    As if she owed him anything! 
 
    It wasn’t that she had anything to reproach       Melora’s fiancé with; the problem was that she wasn’t convinced that Melora was in love with Evan, and she couldn’t figure out why they had gotten engaged so quickly.  
 
    A rustling sound behind her startled her, and she came abruptly back to reality. She spun around to see what was making her panic, but then, without knowing why, she turned back and sprinted down the corridor and into their room, slamming the door behind her.  
 
    “What is it?” Melora asked in surprise. “You look like the devil was chasing you!” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s following me,” Caroline gasped, as she locked the door. “But I don’t feel good about it!” 
 
    Melora jumped out of bed, her senses alert. She had never seen Caroline so frightened, and she took it seriously. 
 
    “Your mother, your godmother and Gabriel are  here,” Caroline said, her words tumbling out as fast as she could pronounce them, all the while keeping her eyes on the door. “They want you to meet them at Sugarplum, and they’ve told the principal.” 
 
      
 
    “What? They’re here? But why?” 
 
    “I don’t know – you’re gonna have to ask them yourself.” 
 
    Then she added, in a low voice, “And you better call them right this second.” 
 
    She pointed at the door handle, which was moving downward slowly and silently. The two girls, terrified, didn’t move a muscle or even take a breath, instinctively knowing they shouldn’t make a sound, but their hearts were banging against their chests. 
 
    The lock prevented the intruder from entering, and the door remained shut. The handle moved slowly moved back up. The girls moved closer together and grabbed each other’s hands. Then they heard a clicking sound and the lock started moving back by itself. The door slowly opened, making a slight squeak. Eyes filled with horror, mouths hanging open, they stared into the dark corridor. A figure appeared in the doorway, a pretty blond girl with emerald-green eyes, who gave them a cold, threatening look that settled on Caroline’s face. 
 
    “You run fast, little queen,” she mocked her, chuckling. 
 
    “What, what did you say?” stuttered Caroline in her fright. “I don’t understand… What do you want from me?” 
 
    “You thought we’d never find you?” 
 
    “Why? Were you looking for me?” 
 
    Melora was perplexed. Apparently this girl knew Caroline, but her friend didn’t understand what she was talking about. She decided to enter the strange conversation. 
 
    “Are you sure you haven’t made a mistake? My friend doesn’t seem to know you.” 
 
    “I’m Alwena, the daughter of Adenora,” she exclaimed. “You know… the sorceress that your little friend Gabriel killed.” 
 
    Her green eyes narrowed, making her look even more dangerous. The two friends realized the blond girl’s mistake and looked at each other. Caroline didn’t say a word, not wanting to betray Melora, but Melora spoke up – it was out of the question to put her friend in danger for her sake. 
 
    “It’s not Caroline you’re looking for. I’m the one who’s close to Gabriel, not her!” 
 
    “Nice try,” Alwena gibed. “But she’s the one I saw talking to Gabriel, not you.” 
 
    The stranger raised her arm menacingly, with a knife in her hand. Melora jumped in front of Caroline to protect her, and when the knife pierced her instead of her friend, terrible pain shot through her shoulder. She screamed, and Caroline screeched with fear.  
 
    Everything became a blur. Melora heard steps in the hall, clashing metal, grunts and groans, and vaguely saw Alwena lunging at her again, holding a long sword that had appeared out of nowhere. She felt Alwena pulling her away from Caroline and pitching her against the armoire, where she slumped down in agony. The knife planted in her shoulder dug in deeper. She couldn’t move, and she was forced to witness, helpless, the most terrible sight she had ever seen: the stranger plunging her sword into Caroline’s stomach. Melora could only lift her hand and scream, her eyes full of tears, “Nooooo!” 
 
    Alwena pulled out the bloody sword, a triumphant smile on her lips, and Caroline fell to her knees, hands clutching her abdomen. She turned her head toward Melora, stupor and incomprehension in her eyes, then collapsed at the feet of her assassin, bleeding profusely. 
 
    An instant later, Melora heard Gabriel shouting her name, and she knew it was all over for her too, from the look that Alwena threw him. 
 
    “Oh, yes…” she said, giggling. “You’re done for. It’s not as if I didn’t tell you so…” 
 
    Melora laughed in defiance, but it ended as a laugh of despair. Her friend was dead because of her, and now she was going to die too. She watched Alwena approach, sword raised, and prepared her mind for the fatal blow. 
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    Gliton’s eyes suddenly went blank, and her cup slipped from her hands and fell on the table.  
 
    “They’re here!” she cried. 
 
    I’d already pushed back my chair, ready to rush outside. I had felt them too. We instantly left the    café, creating such a brouhaha of scraping chairs and clattering dishes that we shocked everyone in the place. Sensing Caroline’s terror, I set out running toward the Lycée, followed closely by Galahad and Percival.  
 
    We entered, crossed the cloister gallery with great strides, then leaped up the stairs four at a time. A shriek of pain, followed by screaming, made me fear the worst. Melora was with Caroline, but they weren’t alone. Alwena’s guard rushed at us, but I pushed my way past him into the room, sword in hand. Alwena was dangerously close to Melora, holding her sword high. As I was about to cut her down, she spun around and parried my blow. We threw ourselves at each other, our blades crossing with deafening clangs. 
 
    Melora dared not move, petrified by the combat taking place before her eyes. She would certainly have thought the situation strange, if hadn’t been so serious, but Caroline’s now-unseeing eyes, still fixed on her, distracted her attention away from us.  
 
    Alwena shouted with pain – I must have wounded her. The racket in the hallway had ceased, and as Galahad came in, Alwena ran to the window. Breaking the glass with her fists, she crashed through it and disappeared. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Melora asked in a weak voice.  
 
    “No, unfortunately,” I said, bitterly regretting not having killed the witch.  
 
    I examined Melora, and when I saw the knife planted in her shoulder, I gasped in dismay; it was unbearable to see her suffer.  
 
    “Hold on to me!” I urged her. “I’m going to carry you. We mustn’t stay here.”  
 
    “Gabriel, I don’t understand… Who was that? She said you killed her mother.” With a stifled sob, she added, “She killed Caroline with her sword. Caroline!” 
 
    “Easy, easy. We’ll talk about it later,” I promised her in a soft voice. “For now, let me take care of you.” 
 
    I lifted her up, and instead of protesting, she nestled against me and tucked her head into the hollow between my neck and shoulder. I was worried, as she had lost a lot of blood and seemed weak, maybe even in shock. I had to act fast. 
 
    As I was about to leave the room, Gliton arrived, her eyes wide with fright when she saw who I was carrying. “Is she…?” 
 
    “No!” I cut in vehemently. “Where’s Viviane?” 
 
    “She’s with Glitonea and Tyronoe, erasing our presence. We were lucky – Alwena cast a sleep-spell over the whole building, so all the residents didn’t see or hear anything.” 
 
    “Well, I guess everything’s just perfect then,” I growled. “And how are we going to hide Caroline’s body in there?” 
 
    My sarcastic question made Gliton wince and turn red under the implied reproach.  
 
    “Your grandmother knows what to do,” she assured me. “Let’s just take care of Melora.” 
 
    Without a glance or a comment, I hurried down the stairs.  
 
      
 
    At the exit, I recited the invisibility formula so that no one would see me carrying her to the car. One more thing I alone knew how to do. No other magicians could make a person other than themselves become invisible. All I had to do was touch the other person – no potion needed. Another mystery concerning my powers. 
 
    Charles was waiting for me, car door open, so I alerted him of our presence in a whisper, settled my burden softly on the back seat and climbed in. He closed the door as if nothing was more natural, regardless of a curious look shot at him by a passerby. Charles was human, but he was perfectly well aware of who we were, and I admired his gift of acting as if everything were normal. 
 
    Gliton got in on the other side. I’d already pulled out the knife, with Charles grimacing at the sight, not because he was bothered by the sight of blood, but because it was getting on the seat. I pressed my hand on the wound, while Gliton laid hers on Melora’s forehead. 
 
    “She’s not reacting!” I cried, panicking. 
 
    “She’s lost too much blood. You don’t have enough energy to heal her.” 
 
    “Charles, bring us to the nearest park,” I ordered. “And hurry!” 
 
    He hit the accelerator and we flew along the Parisian streets, not an easy business in a Rolls Royce, driving through a city of narrow, congested roads. But after a few minutes, interminable minutes for me, and lots of honking, we reached the Luxembourg gardens. I discreetly exited the car, Melora gathered in my arms, and hurried over the grass to an old oak. I set her gently on the ground.  
 
    She was unconscious, and fear gnawed at me when I saw how white her face was.  
 
    I will not lose her! I can’t! 
 
    I told myself it was for the good of Avalon; but I knew deep down that was just an excuse. I had feelings for her, even though it was a struggle to admit.  
 
    I placed one hand against her wound, the other flat on the ground, and I called to the oak, asking it to give me its force. I felt its energy flow into me, softly at first, then more vigorously. I concentrated, directing it into Melora, and after a few seconds, seconds that were an eternity to me, her chest lifted and she opened her mouth wide, sucking in air. Shat stared at me, bewildered. I could read the terror in her eyes, the incomprehension and pain, and my heart sank. 
 
    “It’s all right, Melora. It’s all over…. You’re going to feel better now.” 
 
    “No, I’m not going to feel better,” she snapped, pushing my hands away. “I must be going crazy! All this is unreal! What have you done?” 
 
    I stiffened, feeling her words like a slap in the face. Gliton folded Melora in her arms, the invisibility spell having faded away while I was healing her. 
 
    “Oh, Mama!” Melora sobbed. 
 
    “Shhhhh, it’s alright,” Gliton whispered, smoothing her hair. 
 
    “We have to leave,” I said, trying to maintain a calm face. “We have to get back to Comper as soon as possible.” 
 
    To my consternation, Melora refused to let me help her stand up, and supported by Gliton, she limped back to the car without a glance at me. I felt hurt, then angry, but it was my job to protect her and I wasn’t going to ask for her opinion. 
 
    “Get in,” I ordered, having opened the door to the Rolls before Charles could do it.  
 
    She glared at me before obeying sulkily. To my relief, we made the trip without another word, as Melora had fallen into a deep, healing sleep. 
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    Viviane met Melora at the entrance to the castle and led her into the living room. Melora looked drawn and tired, and her movements seemed a bit stiff, so when Viviane proposed a cup of tea, she assented gratefully. But when she noticed me standing at the window, she scowled and looked away.  
 
    Gliton and Galahad came in, and a long silence fell, broken only when Viviane announced in a clear voice, “We have to talk to you, Melora. We owe you some explanations.” 
 
    Looking surprised, Melora sat up, her eyes fixed on Viviane, waiting for her to continue. 
 
    “I would have liked to speak of these things in a less brutal way, but we don’t have time.”  
 
    She took a deep breath, and let out the whole truth: “You don’t come from this world. You’re Queen Melora Pendragon, daughter and heir of King Arthur Pendragon, sovereign of the kingdom of Avalon.” 
 
    Everyone watched the young woman anxiously, awaiting her reaction. Melora swallowed painfully, gazing at the people around her. Blinking her eyes rapidly, she turned to Gliton, and said imploringly, 
 
    “Mama?” 
 
    It was Viviane who replied, not Gliton. “She’s not your mother –she’s your foster-parent, charged by the King to take care of you. Your birth mother, Sylvaine de Buges, died from a malignant fever when you were only two months old.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, annoyed by my grandmother’s brutal insistence and lack of consideration. 
 
    “This must be some kind of joke!” Melora cried. “And it’s in very bad taste. I’ve studied the life of King Arthur enough to know that he was married to Guinevere.” 
 
    “That’s correct. He wasn’t married to your mother, but he loved her. She was a great comfort to him when he learned of his wife’s infidelity with his most loyal knight, Lancelot.” 
 
    Galahad immediately lowered his eyes.  
 
    Viviane continued, “As I’ve explained to Gabriel, we Avalonians don’t age in this world, so you remained a beautiful baby for more than a thousand years, then we found a means to make you grow, a spell implanted in the pendant around your neck.” 
 
    She pointed at the tiny silver dragon holding a sword in its claws. Melora instinctively closed her hand around it while Viviane, true to herself, continued to deliver her explanation without mincing words. 
 
    “This enchantment allows you to grow and to reach the proper age to reign over Avalon. It’s true that you’ve just turned eighteen, but in reality, you’re one thousand four hundred and seventy-two years old.” 
 
    Melora stared at her, stupefied, trying to digest the information hitting her with the speed of an arrow to the heart.  
 
    And surely as painful to her, I thought bitterly.  
 
    She pointed toward me, after having deliberately ignored me since the beginning of the conversation, and asked the fairy, “Is he from Avalon too?” 
 
    Her face grew hard, and she pinched her lips into a thin line. 
 
    “No,” Viviane answered. “Gabriel is my grandson, and Merlin’s. He was born here, but he possesses his grandfather’s powers, and even more than that – he is Merlin’s heir, charged to defend and protect Avalon and its ruler. Merlin swore loyalty to King Arthur, and pledged himself and his descendants to protect Arthur’s lineage. And Gabriel didn’t know who you really were until today.” 
 
    Melora jumped to her feet. She shook her head as if her ears were buzzing intolerably, and her eyes flashed with anger as she looked at each person in turn in the circle around her. 
 
    “How could you have done that to me?” she protested. “How could you have used me like a pawn? Whatever I feel doesn’t matter to you at all – only that stupid island interests you!” 
 
    Tears flowed down her cheeks, and she started yelling, her voice full of reproach, “Caroline died because of you! I won’t be your queen. I don’t want to hear about or even know where your island is. I won’t have anything to do with you!” 
 
    She rushed out of the room in a rage. 
 
    The heavy silence that followed her outburst was beginning to weigh on us, so I said, “Well, Viviane, it seems to me she took it rather well!” 
 
    She didn’t bother responding to my comment, and calmly sipped her tea.  
 
      
 
    Four hours later, I went up to Melora’s room and knocked softly at her door, hoping to hear her say I could come in. All this time, she’d been brooding in there, and despite Viviane’s assurance that she would resign herself to the situation once she’d calmed down, I wasn’t convinced.  
 
    I knocked again, more insistently this time.  
 
    “Melora, let me in please,” I coaxed. “You must have a lot of questions… Let me explain – I promise to be a lot more pleasant about it than my grandma was.” 
 
    The door remained stubbornly shut, and I was about to give up when I heard the lock click. To my great relief, the door swung open and I saw Melora’s face, pale and fixed. Before letting me come in, she looked at me coldly for a moment with her gray-green eyes, from which all traces of gaiety had evaporated. I couldn’t help thinking how pretty she was, even like that.  
 
    I surprised her by closing the door and she turning my back to go stand at the window to pretend to contemplate the vast forest spread out beneath it. 
 
    I took a deep breath and waded in. “You can’t be angry with me, Melora – I didn’t know who you were, I swear! I’ve had my share of suffering too, and I didn’t ask to be who I am either!” 
 
    After a short silence, she questioned me: “Why didn’t you tell me who you were?” 
 
    “I found it out on the night after my twelfth birthday. If I’d told you when we saw each other again, four years later, that I was a magician, wouldn’t you have thought I was crazy?” 
 
    “Maybe… But after a little reflection, I’m starting to understand many things. Like the fact that you must have been responsible for all that enchantment in Paris I felt when we were together?” 
 
    My self-esteem bruised, I moved closer to her, gritted my teeth and protested, “If you’re insinuating that I used magic to seduce you, you’re mistaken… I didn’t need to.” 
 
    She faced me, chin raised and eyes flashing with defiance. “Alcohol doesn’t affect me that way, like I told you before. Did you think for a single instant that I was falling for you?” 
 
    Her cynicism irritated me. The tension between us was palpable and the air started to feel suffocating. We both refused to lower our eyes. 
 
    My God, she’s beautiful when she’s angry, I thought. It required a great effort to keep my expression neutral. 
 
    Determined to end our dispute, I announced calmly, with a hint of bitterness in my voice, “I didn’t use magic on you, but I would have liked being able to use it to defend my parents, when Alwena’s mother attacked and killed them.” 
 
    This shocked Melora speechless for a moment. Shaken, she blinked rapidly several times, and a gleam of tenderness brightened her face as she murmured, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Relieved that I’d finally gotten her to lower her weapons, I then recounted everything that I’d done since I was twelve: training, lessons, battles, searching for the spell book. She listened attentively, with starts of fear now and then when she realized the dangers I’d often had to face. To my surprise, sharing my secrets with her comforted me.  
 
    At the end of my tale, she hesitated a bit, then asked me, “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    “Do you believe I’m what Viviane said I am? And do you think I’m capable of ruling a kingdom?”  
 
    Then, as if speaking to herself, she mumbled, showing her self-doubt, “I don’t even know where I fit in myself, and I couldn’t even help Caroline, so how can I take care of thousands of people?” 
 
    “That's several questions!” I quipped.  
 
    I became serious again, “If Viviane says you’re the queen, it’s because you are. Didn’t you tell me you wanted to work for justice and to help people? Now you have the chance to do it! Whether you want it or not, they are your people and they need you; believe me, I’ve seen them – they’re suffering and  they’re desperate. And what about Caroline? I know I want to punish her assassin!” 
 
    She frowned, and her firm character took over. 
 
    “You’re right. I suppose there are worse futures than that. I should stop lamenting my fate. Tell Viviane I want to talk to her.” 
 
    “Hah, ordering me around already!” I joked. 
 
    “Don’t forget I’m about fourteen hundred and fifty years older than you,” she retorted with the ghost of a smile. “Plus, you’re my protector.” 
 
    “It’s not as simple as that, mademoiselle. You’re supposed to listen to my good advice and, whether it pleases you or not, in this world, I’m the oldest.” 
 
    It warmed my heart to hear her giggle, to find the Melora I’d known since childhood alive and kicking, although on reflection, she was no longer the girl I remembered. I watched her, my eyes half-closed, as she raised her silvery-gray eyes to mine. Suddenly, I got the impression she was holding her breath. Moved by an irresistible desire, I lingered over every line of her face, at her silky brown hair tumbling over her shoulders and the light shining on its waves. Her almond-shaped eyes drew my gaze back. They were slightly wide apart, giving her a feline air. Her full, sharply-outlined lips were made for kisses. When she saw where the caress of my look had stopped, her cheeks turned rosy. I had to get a grip on myself or I would lose control, so I turned my back on her, mumbled that I’d wait for her downstairs with Viviane, and closed the door without another glance. 
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    Melora felt a great emptiness in her room when Gabriel left. Just after sunset, she went downstairs to the living room, where he was sitting between Viviane and Gliton, emanating such virility and serenity that she had to call on all her resources not to blush, or reveal her emotions. 
 
    She announced clearly and confidently that she now understood the reasons that led them to hide her origins, and that she was ready to shoulder the responsibilities belonging to her rank.  
 
    Gliton got up and hugged her while Viviane expressed her satisfaction: “I knew you had your father’s strength of character. You’re the daughter of a respected, venerated king, the last descendant of a noble lineage, and your place is on the Throne of Avalon.” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you, Melora,” Gliton exulted, still holding her tightly. 
 
    Melora looked over her shoulder at Gabriel, who stood up without speaking. The last golden light of evening glowed on his chestnut hair and accentuated his azure-blue eyes. His imposing stature made the room seem smaller than it was, and she noticed how his shirt molded his powerful muscles. Heat spread through her body, and she felt confused. He must have noticed, or she’d let her thoughts show, for Gabriel clenched his jaws and his eyes brightened dangerously. She instantly lowered her head to escape the enticing vision, and silently thanked Viviane for starting to speak. 
 
    “We have to take care of your crowning first, Melora, so that all Avalon’s subjects know that its power has been reestablished. Everyone must know that Arthur’s daughter has survived. That will put Mordred into difficulties, even if we can’t reach him for the moment.” 
 
    When Viviane turned toward Gabriel, it was obvious to Melora that he also was having trouble to appear composed. 
 
    “Have you succeeded in unraveling the formula for opening the passage?” Viviane asked him. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “That must be your top priority if we want to       re-take the kingdom.” 
 
    “I know,” he replied tersely. He was about to continue when George knocked at the door and came in to announce that a certain Evan Boissand wished to speak with Mademoiselle Melora.  
 
    His arrival astonished everyone, and it showed especially in Melora’s face. Disconcerted, she turned to her godmother with an interrogating look. Gabriel merely frowned. 
 
    Viviane looked irritated, but her voice was calm as she addressed the young woman. “It’s true that your fiancé must be worried due to your sudden departure, and wants an explanation. You understand of course that we can’t tell him the truth, as he’s human.” 
 
    Melora went on the defense immediately.  
 
    “Maybe, but I’m the one who chose him,” she declared. “Gabriel’s father was human too, and that never posed a problem.” 
 
    Viviane narrowed her eyes and pinched her lips, and in a dangerously low voice, said, “If you mean to say that you could live in exile far from us and far from your people, well, there’s absolutely no question of it. My daughter’s choice was not one that is open to you.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant at all,” Melora blustered, annoyed by her godmother, but a bit daunted too. “There must be some way to avoid making him suspect anything.” 
 
    “I’ll think it over,” Viviane assured her. “We can keep him away from the ceremony by using the sleeping spell, and after it’s all over, he can act as your knight for the festivities following your investiture.” 
 
    Melora nodded in relief and left the room to see Evan. 
 
      
 
    The next day, Comper castle was in effervescence. Avalonians from all over the world showed up, having heard the news. The event would last several days, so the fairies were busy getting lodgings ready for all the guests. Only close friends and family would sleep at the castle, so everyone else settled into charming little bungalows all around the citadel. Built especially for the occasion, thanks to magic, these cottages were invisible to humans, who would have been stupefied if they’d seen them early the next morning.  
 
    Gabriel remarked to Viviane that the church seemed too small to contain all these people, and she replied with an amused smile, “Nothing is impossible for Avalonians.” 
 
    Later that day, he saw Melora arrive with Evan at her side. He decided to leave, excusing himself by explaining he had to meet with the knights to organize the castle’s defense, in case their enemies decided to invite themselves to the party.  
 
    Melora saw him hurry off, which saddened her. Ever since Evan had arrived, Gabriel had avoided her, and never once spoken to her. She wanted to approach him about it, but an opportunity to be alone with him had never come up. And the previous evening, she had forgotten Evan again! She felt ashamed and angry with herself, realizing, with despair, that every time Gabriel was near her, she got so flustered that she forgot everything else, even the existence of her future husband. She glanced sideways at Evan, walking beside her, and her increasing remorse made her feel nauseated. Viviane had been obliged to use the obedience spell to placate him after none of her explanations about  Melora’s disappearance from Paris had satisfied him. He couldn’t accept the fact that she’d run away without saying anything to him.  
 
    Melora had thought about it all night, and finally, near dawn, had admitted that keeping her engagement with him was no longer possible. She had to face the fact that she did not love him, and then, what future could she offer him? Evan had no place among her people and he never would, nor did he deserve to be manipulated like a puppet.   
 
    Just as she recalled this, Evan turned and smiled lovingly at her. With a feeling of pity, she decided to break up with him during the evening after her investiture. 
 
    Gliton came and rescued her from her torment, with a request to come upstairs – it was time to try on her dress.  
 
    When she entered the room, it was the first thing she noticed. Hanging from her canopy bed, was a fantastic dress, undoubtedly a "bliaud" dress like those worn by noble ladies in medieval times. She gazed at it, drinking in the details of its elaborate trimmings and lace, and the gold-embroidered motifs on the lower part of the skirt, the cutaway sleeves and the neckline. 
 
    At her questioning look, Gliton explained that she was to be dressed in medieval clothing and would wear this dress to honor her people. The guests would also be wearing traditional costume, she added. Amused and delighted, Melora didn’t have to be asked twice to slip into the magnificent outfit. 
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    I just couldn’t tolerate seeing Melora with her fiancé at her side, so I decided to throw myself whole-heartedly into the castle’s defense. I found Galahad at the guard tower, along with all the knights.  
 
    Since the dissolution of the Round Table, only half remained, but those six were splendid warriors, and infinitely precious in leading Arthur’s grand army. I had been trained by Galahad, the most powerful and the most valorous of them all.  
 
    As soon as he saw me, he gestured to me to join them around a model of the citadel. They were discussing how to post the sentinels in such a way that every space occupied by Avalonians would be in view. I looked around at the knights, one by one. Bedivere, a close counselor to the king; Percival and Bors, victors in the quest for the Holy Grail; Kay and Geraint on each side of Galahad. All of them had been companions-in-arms of King Arthur, so I felt intimidated when I spoke up, and tried to make my voice sound confident.  
 
    “I’d also like to talk to you about what happened during our return from Paris. Apparently, I can invoke Arthur’s army, but I can’t command it, as Melora alone can do that.” 
 
    Then, addressing Galahad, I said, “On the other hand, I noticed that your battalion obeyed you, the one lined up behind the banner with the colors of your coat of arms.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Galahad agreed. “And I was able to lead my father’s soldiers as well. You should be able to do it, too, then. Percival, you can take your brother Lamorak’s regiment under your command. As for Gawain, Gareth, Gaheris and Tristan’s soldiers, in the absence of their captains, they’ll join the army under Melora’s command.” 
 
    After a few last details, we all went back to our posts and various occupations.  
 
    Melora would be crowned Queen of Avalon the next day, and I thought of the ceremony with uneasiness, feeling that it would create even more distance between us. 
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    The sun had barely risen when Gliton, Mazoe and Tith entered Melora’s room. At first, she had trouble even opening her eyes, and she grumbled that they should leave her in peace, but they insisted, and she had to capitulate. 
 
    Miss Bridget had left breakfast on a tray in the corner of the room, and the smell of coffee and pastries tickled her nostrils – that helped her get out of bed. She devoured a flaky croissant, ignoring the twinges of anxiety in her stomach that threatened to cut her appetite, undoubtedly a sign of stress about the coming event.  
 
    The crowning was to take place in the castle chapel, followed by a splendid banquet in the principal courtyard. Preparations had gone on throughout the night. The fairies were excited about the event, and they bustled around Melora until felt like she was watching a movie being produced right before her eyes, except that she was the star actress, and that was hard to accept. It was all happening so fast! 
 
    At one point, a wave of anxiety nearly overpowered her, but a hot bath perfumed with rose and iris made her feel better, especially as it allowed her to escape, at least for a while, the incessant chattering of her well-meaning assistants.  
 
      
 
    When she stepped out of the tub, fresh and relaxed, they helped her dress. First, she had to put on a delicate cotton chemise and then a light under-tunic called a chainse, then she turned to the stunning white and gold dress she was to wear. The sumptuous fabric, the lace and embroidery captivated her once again, and she marveled at its beauty before putting it on. She stood in front of the mirror. She wasn’t the type of girl to admire herself, but she had to admit that this dress made her beautiful! The way it highlighted her tiny waist, then belled out around her long, slim legs to the ground, forming a short train behind; the way the gold-incrusted belt, set with rubies and knotted in front, flattered the curves of her thighs. The cutaway sleeves, which hung all the way down to the bottom of the bliaud, were gathered tightly below the elbows by wide gold bracelets, also set with precious stones. Her heavy, dark curls fell down the curve of her back, while on each side, two locks disciplined that mass of unruly hair by being pulled back to the nape of her neck and clipped together with a circlet of gold. Her pendant proudly shone above the neckline of her dress. In this regalia, Melora seemed to be of another age.  
 
    Suddenly realizing the amplitude of her commitment, she felt the air suddenly become thin, and her breath came faster and faster. In the mirror’s reflection, she noticed Gliton coming over to her. Trembling with emotion, her foster-mother put her hands on Melora’s shoulders, and she felt comforted. 
 
    “You’re absolutely magnificent,” Gliton murmured, with a knot in her throat. “Your father would have been so proud of you.” 
 
    Melora felt the tears rising, changing her eyes to the color of the lake in the summer sunshine. She would have loved to have her parents at her side on this special day. She folded herself into her adoptive mother’s arms, seeking her reassuring affection, and after a few minutes, she felt calmer, and they went downstairs.  
 
    The courtyard was deserted, silent. Everyone was waiting inside the church except for the two knights who would escort her six maids of honor – no other than the fairies. Only Tith was missing, as she was to play the organ as they entered.  
 
    Melora paused for a moment before going into the chapel. She checked to make sure the long train of her mantle was perfectly arranged, and that the maids of honor were in place. Then she took a deep breath. The organ began to play, and Melora Pendragon entered the chapel with a ceremonial step, closing her mind to all the anguish accumulated during these last few days.  
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    Outside, a vast crowd milled around, impatient to enter the chapel and see the crowning of their queen. By the looks of the building, I was convinced that many of them wouldn’t be able to get in – it was just too small. Everyone wore traditional clothing, and I’d dressed for the occasion too, in a richly embroidered blue tunic, leggings and supple leather boots. Arm in arm with Viviane, I walked up the alley formed by the people, toward the church. My sword in its engraved silver sheath bumped against my leg with every step. I watched the children running all around us, shouting with joy. Something about that intrigued me. 
 
    “You told me the Avalonians didn’t age in this world,” I said. 
 
    Viviane merely nodded, so I persisted. 
 
    “But the kids, after so many years spent here – do they have the minds of adults in a child’s body?” 
 
    “Fortunately, no,” she said with a sigh. “They retain their pure, simple soul and their innocence. They simply don’t change. The hardest is for the parents.” 
 
    “But how do women get pregnant, then?” 
 
    “They can’t. In this world, they’re incapable of procreating. That’s why it’s so difficult for young women. They get depressed. They want to be mothers. And the mothers would like their children to grow up.” 
 
    “But my mother was from Avalon, and I was born here!” 
 
    “That’s true – you’re unique.” 
 
    That shut me up. But as we entered the chapel, a long daaamn! escaped me, amusing my grandmother. I couldn’t help it – the interior was no longer a tiny chapel; it was an immense cathedral with shining marble floors and stained-glass windows in a vivid rainbow of colors. 
 
    Of course! I should have known. 
 
    Viviane had thought of everything, even this – she’d used magic to enlarge and transform the entire place. 
 
    “The ceremony is supposed to take place in the great cathedral in Avalon palace,” she explained with a big smile. “I had to find some solution.” 
 
    I couldn’t resist teasing her. “Oh, Viviane, I don’t know if the student will ever be able to go farther than the master!” 
 
    “Don’t be silly,” she chided. “You’re far and away more powerful than I. I never had your grandfather’s aptitude.” 
 
    “Maybe, but I’m sure he trusted to you when it came to strategy.” 
 
    We took our places at the front of the church, on each side of Father Antoine, who was wearing his finest chasuble. I don’t know how long we waited for the future queen to appear, but at the first notes of the organ, a murmur in the pews indicated that she’d made her entry.                
 
    For an instant, I wondered if the vision before me was real or not. Melora stood in the doorway, looking breathtakingly beautiful. I watched her as she entered, walking slowly and gracefully, her natural modesty unable to mask her voluptuousness. The exquisitely feminine gown revealed her perfect body, and the belt looped around her hips swayed with the rhythm of her steps, accentuating the curve of her hips. As if she were long-accustomed to that ancient style of dress, the long mantle trailing heavily behind her did not seem to bother her at all. 
 
    I swallowed painfully, my mouth suddenly dry, and tried to hide the agitation that gripped me as she slowly paced up the main aisle of the cathedral. The priestesses followed her, their faces betraying their intense emotion, as did everyone’s in the church. Time seemed to stand still, and we all held our breath until she reached the altar, where the throne was set up. The priest approached her, holding a silver pot containing an unguent. He stuck two fingers in it, then traced a cross on her forehead and on the palms of her two hands as he pronounced his benediction. The warm balm made her skin glisten, and its strange but not unpleasant odor wafted over us.  
 
    With the help of two of the fairies, Melora took off her red velvet cape and gingerly sat down on her throne. She listened gravely to the priest as he enumerated her obligations and commitments, then she stood and pronounced the coronation oath, promising to govern with justice according to the laws of Avalon. The priest then placed the scepter in her hands, the emblem of royal power. In a solemn, deliberate gesture, he lifted the golden circlet off her head and delicately replaced it with the fine crown, set with the kingdom’s most beautiful jewels.  
 
    At that moment, she realized that the last person to wear it had been her father, so many years before, and for the first time, Melora felt close to him. With tears in her eyes, she stood up to receive the sword Excalibur, emblem of justice, that Viviane presented to her. She seized the finely engraved handle, and with a firm grip, proudly brandished the weapon above her head. The glad shouts of the assembly repeated over and over “Long live the Queen!” 
 
    Finally, she laid the sword back in its bed of velvet cloth and then she stood immobile, struck by the crowd’s wave of passionate emotion breaking over her.  
 
      
 
    The bells were ringing gaily as everyone filed out ahead of their new sovereign, in order to form a guard of honor for her to pass through. The knights took position at each side of the chapel entry, swords unsheathed. They held the handles at chin-level, tips pointing toward the sky until Melora passed. The queen walked up the aisle under the “hurrahs!” of the crowd and a rain of flower petals. Smiling, she saluted her people and shook their hands, and kissed the children whose parents held them out to her.  
 
    Those poor kids who never grow up, I thought sadly. It’s miraculous how they hold on to their innocent candor… 
 
    With a full heart, I watched the magnificent scene being played out before me. Melora had succeed in restoring the Avalonians’ cheerfulness and their hope of being able to return to their homes one day. Even Viviane, walking beside me, smiled with satisfaction. A group of troubadours started to play and sing, while jugglers and acrobats showed off their talents in every corner of the castle courtyard. 
 
    Banquet tables had been set up in a circle around a huge firepit, stacked with logs ready to be lit that evening. The sovereign’s table had been set up on a raised platform slightly behind the others. It was now two in the afternoon, and the doors to the kitchens, constantly swinging open and slamming shut, let out whiffs of delicious smells, announcing a banquet that would last several hours. 
 
      
 
    The musicians continued to play, and the children danced, hopping from one foot to the other, clapping their hands to the rhythm and shouting happily while their parents and the other guests filed before the queen to offer their homage before taking seats at the long tables. In the finest medieval tradition, attendants served red meats and wine, and placed immense silver platters heaped with other foods on all the tables. After a long while, poultry and fish arrived, accompanied by fresh vegetables, then came creamy, strong cheeses. By the time the valets appeared with desserts, everyone was already full to the bursting. 
 
    As the sun started to go down, and evening drew in, the coolness of the surrounding forest could be felt. The guests left their seats and began to execute complicated dance steps, singing gaily and beating time on the paving in tempo with the music. 
 
    I observed Melora from the corner of my eye. As she watched the dancers, her refined features became animated, her cheeks blushed prettily, her eyes shone with joy and her smile revealed her perfectly straight, white teeth. My heart skipped a beat and I had to clear my throat before I could address her. 
 
    “You seem far more relaxed than you were yesterday.” 
 
    She turned to me and her eyes, those greenish-gray eyes, now the color of moss on the bark of a tree, stared into mine. 
 
    It’s incredible how many colors her eyes can be!  
 
    She tried to explain: “I never imagined that I would live to see a day like today, but I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. And it’s almost as if I always knew it would come.” 
 
    She shook her head, chuckling softly. “You must think I’m crazy, and not just a little pretentious.”  
 
    “Not at all! I understand what you’re talking about – I knew from a young age that I wasn’t like the other kids either,” I assured her, before adding in an ironic tone, “None of the other kids in my class could talk to their pets without opening their mouths!” 
 
    She let out a delighted guffaw and said, “You must have been an unbearable boy!” 
 
    “Not at all!” I exclaimed, pretending to be outraged. “I was an angel.” 
 
    She laughed even louder. “Uh huh… You, an angel! Try to be more convincing please. I know when you’re lying.” 
 
    She looked at me with a mutinous little pout and I sat transfixed, hoping she wouldn’t see what was going on in my thoughts. I pretended to be interested in watching the crowds of people dancing in front of us. They were all more or less drunk with wine and joy, tripping and sometimes falling as their shouts and noisy laughter filled the night. A farandole had formed around the bonfire, which they had just lit, and the festivities promised to last through the night. 
 
    “What are you going to do about ‘Sleeping Beauty?’” I asked playfully. 
 
    “Don’t be insulting, please,” she answered with a scowl. “Evan doesn’t deserve it. He never abandoned me, and he was always attentive toward me.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’m attentive enough?” I demanded. 
 
    I had asked the question impulsively, and now sat staring at her. She opened her mouth then closed it again, at a loss as to what to say. 
 
    Finally, she stuttered, “It…it isn’t the same kind of attention. You’re my friend and my protector. And anyway, what I do with Evan is none of your business.” 
 
    “Fine…” I retorted bitterly.  
 
    I didn’t know what was more irritating: her response, or my anger at the jealousy starting to fill me. 
 
    “I must be leaving you, my Queen,” I announced with exaggerated deference. “I have to meet Galahad about security at the castle.” 
 
    “Fine…” she said, tit for tat, coldly. 
 
    I hurried to leave, for fear of letting my fury break out at her air of indifference.  
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    The Avalonians woke up late the next day, their faces showing the effects of the night-long party – eyes red from fatigue, wine and the smoky bonfire – but they all seemed supremely happy anyway.  Many of them got ready to head out, while the remaining Avalonians prepared for their attendance at Melora and Gabriel’s inauguration into the society that Viviane presided over.  
 
    The ceremony, organized for that evening, would be far different from that of the previous day. Only the closest and most powerful collaborators would participate in it. Instead of medieval costumes, the women would wear beautiful evening gowns from the greatest couturiers of the day, and instead of farandoles or troubadours, a pianist would perform, accompanied by an orchestra. 
 
    The sun was already high when Melora opened her eyes. Lassitude weighed down every part of her body, and it required a huge effort to pull herself out of bed. She had left the party soon after Gabriel’s departure, but she’d had a hard time falling asleep. Even when she closed her eyes, she saw his face, and she kept remembering how angry he’d gotten after calling Evan “Sleeping Beauty.” She had been surprised at it, and had even rather childishly hoped it hinted at jealousy, before lecturing herself not to entertain that idea. Still, she retained a forlorn hope.  
 
    She mused at how troubled she had been the day before, when she had stood close to him in the cathedral. She had felt his burning gaze when she had presented herself to Father Antoine, and she had been horrified to feel – at such a solemn moment – an insidious heat spread throughout her body from the pit of her stomach down to her toes, and up to the roots of her hair!  
 
    Several times, she had not been able to prevent herself from admiring Gabriel’s fine, powerful musculature, which showed clearly through his tunic, a blue that perfectly matched his eyes. His wide, strong shoulders advertised his strength and his talents as a warrior, but they also augured well for moments of passion of a far different kind, a more… intimate kind. It had been a real effort for Melora to appear indifferent to Gabriel’s charm.  
 
    And she was dreading the coming evening, the last she would spend with Evan. She was going to tell him that they were finished, and she didn’t want him to think it was for any other reason than the one she planned to give him. She was sad about breaking up, but she had to face the fact that she didn’t love Evan. At least, not like he would have wished. Not like she loved Gabriel, for in spite of all her efforts, she had to admit that she still loved him. 
 
    She missed Caroline so much; she would have liked to share all this with her and ask her for advice… 
 
    A light knock at her door drew her away from her somber thoughts. She was relieved to see Gliton come in, followed by Miss Bridget carrying a tray holding a copious breakfast. she decided not to do anything except enjoy a long, luxurious day of pampering herself.  
 
      
 
    After a long bath and a rest, she finished her beauty routine by spraying on a cloud of her favorite perfume – rose, iris and raspberry – to give herself courage to face the evening party. As she left her room to take the deserted hallway leading to the reception rooms, Evan called to her. She turned and saw him. He seemed petrified, like an elegant statue wearing a perfectly cut suit.  
 
    She smiled to encourage him to approach her, and with a hesitant step, he came forward, offering his arm, a strange glow in his eyes. 
 
    “You look magnificent,” he murmured in his affectionate voice. 
 
    Embarrassed, she thanked him and placed her hand on his arm, discreetly inviting him to accompany her.  
 
      
 
    When they entered the hall, murmurs of admiration could be heard. Melora glanced around, instinctively searching for Gabriel, but she noticed Viviane first, who smiled engagingly and signed to her to come over. Then she saw him. He was talking with two young, ravishing women; the one with the shiny blond hair looked as if she were drinking in his every word like some delicious wine, while the other blabbered gaily, favoring him with languid glances every few seconds. His tuxedo fit him like a glove, showing off his wide shoulders and slender hips.  
 
    He seems to be having a good time, she thought bitterly. 
 
    As if he’d felt her staring at him, Gabriel turned in her direction, and to her great satisfaction, he immediately stopped paying attention to the young women at his side. He looked at her, hypnotized. Her heart leaped, she felt ecstatic, but only for a second, because when Gabriel’s eyes slid over to Evan, they turned icy. 
 
    Her godmother joined Melora and Evan right then. She led them around the room, introducing her to the new guests who had arrived that afternoon to attend the soirée. When they came up to Gabriel, now leaning nonchalantly against the wall, flanked by his groupies, he gave them a devastating smile. When he looked at her, though, she couldn’t mistake the coldness of his expression. 
 
    “Good evening, Gabriel,” Evan said, intuitively challenging him by wrapping his arm around Melora’s waist to establish his proprietorship. 
 
    “Hello,” Gabriel replied, almost rudely.  
 
    His blue eyes were as hard as stone, their color the translucid waters of a glacier. As the two men stared at each other, the tension became palpable, and obvious to the group. Both men had their reasons for justifying their behavior, reasons that were not that different. To relieve the tension, Viviane hastened to introduce the two young women to Melora, then excused herself for taking Melora and Gabriel away with her without lingering to chat.  
 
    She threw a disapproving look at Gabriel and Evan, then smoothened out her expression until she had recovered her perfectly neutral but smiling countenance. By simply clearing her throat, she attracted everyone’s attention. She launched into a grand speech in which she pronounced Melora and Gabriel as her successors. Loud applause broke out at the end, and the guests returned to their conversations, accompanied by the velvety notes of a cool jazz song. 
 
    Not one of the party-goers was prepared to hear the alarm bell started ringing. 
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    Patience was not exactly one of my virtues, and I had to dig deep into my verbal genius to counter the attacks of the two young women at my side. I desperately tried to get Galahad to meet my eyes, but he merely observed my situation from his corner of the room, looking amused.  
 
    Suddenly, his face lit up, as if he’d had a celestial vision. Following his gaze, I saw Melora. She wore a long dress of red mousseline, and for the second time, my breath was taken away. She was so resplendent, so beautiful that I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Her brunette hair was gathered into an elegant coiffure and her lipstick perfectly matched the red of her dress, whose supple, light skirt disclosed the outline of her splendid legs.  
 
    Dressed like that, she appeared more of a Greek goddess than a mere mortal woman. 
 
    But then, she isn’t human, I remembered. My god, she’s so beautiful! 
 
    I was filled with such strong passion that I almost lost my head. But the surge of heat filling the region of my lower body, which could have become embarrassing, abruptly ceased when I set my eyes on her partner. Ferocious hatred filled me. I was jealous! Yes, jealous of this man holding her by the waist. 
 
    But you can never take his place, I thought vindictively.  
 
      
 
    While Viviane was giving her speech, that gloomy thought completely preoccupied me, and when the alarm bell started ringing, I jumped, startled. Galahad instantly ran out of the room, and I followed him with great strides. 
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    When I reached the top of the guard tower, he was examining the horizon, along with Percival and Geraint. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, trying to keep my voice calm. 
 
    “Our enemies are approaching, a great many of them,” Galahad answered. 
 
    I looked in the direction he indicated. Far off, thousands of torch flames revealed troops marching toward the castle. Galahad spoke into the mic attached to his earpiece, ordering that the drawbridge be raised, the portcullis lowered, and the entrance door closed. He then asked Percival to gather all the guests and bring them down into the castle’s cellars, where they would be safer. Finally, he advised all the knights to prepare for the battle that would soon be raging.  
 
    I rushed to furnish us all with coats of mail, conjuring them up with magic. Even if our armor resembled that of the knights of the Middle Ages, similar in form to what we had worn during the coronation, this armor boasted some modern improvements; for example, the fabric underneath our metal hauberks was woven from synthetic fibers. To my great surprise, however, the Avalonians preferred the traditional shapes. 
 
      
 
    Galahad had remained in position, simply waiting. Then, as if he’d received some important communication in his earpiece, he looked toward the lagoon and said, “Hold on…” evidently expecting something to happen. I was about to ask him for an explanation when we were interrupted. 
 
    Viviane, who had joined us, said, “We should have expected this. A large gathering of Avalonians was bound to provoke them to attack, in the hopes of destroying Mordred’s enemies once and for all.” 
 
    I nodded, scrutinizing the horizon beyond the lake, where the moon’s reflection was still glittering.  
 
    Alwena’s soldiers – for I had no doubt it was her army – advanced in silence, obscured by the thick, dark forest. The flickering torchlight combined with the waning moon’s dim glow made the atmosphere seem heavier than it usually was at this time of year. 
 
    “Why isn’t the drawbridge up yet?” I demanded brusquely. 
 
    “Bedivere told me that Bors left to reconnoiter the area an hour ago, and we won’t close up until he’s back,” Galahad said firmly. 
 
    “And if he doesn’t come back?” 
 
    We glared at each other. He opened his mouth, about to speak, when Geraint cried out, “There he is!” 
 
    We all turned to look at the road, where he was pointing. Bors had just emerged from the edge of the forest, riding at full gallop ahead of a group of horsemen. 
 
    Galahad shouted to the door warden, “Be ready there!” 
 
    We watched anxiously as the knight rode like the wind on his charger, without pulling any farther ahead of his pursuers, however. Arrows started flying past him, and we all held our breath. 
 
    “Archers, to your bows!” Galahad now shouted. 
 
    The guardians of Comper had been posted at the top of the wall, ready to intervene. Bors dashed into the compound, his assailants close behind him, but they were stopped abruptly by the portcullis clanging down. Then the great wooden doors slammed shut with a deafening bang, and their mounts reared up, whinnying loudly. 
 
    “Fire!” Galahad ordered. 
 
    A rain of arrows flew down at the enemy chevaliers, and one by one they fell dead from their horses, who galloped off. When the drawbridge started to go up, the men’s inert bodies rolled down the slope to the iron grill, where they were crushed. 
 
    Bors leaped from his saddle and ran across the courtyard as fast as he could, before racing up the tower stairs to join us. 
 
    “Alwena’s assembled a huge number of enemies,” he panted. “Kobolds, black knights, Avalonians and those beasts of stone and earth you call carregs. A group of scouts went ahead, keeping to the shadows – not like these ones, and they’ll soon be at the walls. They’ve got catapults and trebuchets.” 
 
    He stopped to catch his breath, grimacing, and I saw that he was bleeding on his right side, a thin trickle of red coming through the rings of his chainmail vest. 
 
    “You’re wounded!” I exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” he grumbled. “Just a scratch from a little arrow, and it won’t stop me from fighting.” 
 
    Viviane stepped in, saying, “Maybe so, but you’ll be more useful if I stop the bleeding.” 
 
    She placed her hand on the wound. Right then, Melora arrived with Gliton, who gave Bors a potion that would speed the healing. That instant, I became conscious that a deep silence had fallen, and I started feeling those familiar pricklings up and down my spine. I had just enough time to yell “Take cover!” before a tempest of arrows fell on the castle, catching us all by surprise. I pulled Melora flat to the ground and covered her with my body while Viviane unleashed a protection screen. I heard agonized groans from our archers and screams of pain from the guards who had remained in the inner courtyard.  
 
    The knights got to their feet and peered into the black night, unable to see anything of our enemy. We heard it though – the whistling sound of a new volley of arrows. Galahad shouted with all his might, “Watch out!” before diving for the ground again. A barrage of stones fell heavily onto the ramparts, ricocheting in all directions like hail on a stormy day. 
 
    We all got to our feet again but before we could even catch our breath, we saw a battalion of enemy troops surging up from ditches dug at the edge of the forest. They were roaring, and shaking their sharp weapons in the air. 
 
    “Archers, shoot!” Galahad brayed.  
 
    A few men fell but most of them continued to advance. Viviane immediately reacted, using the water from the moat to erect a barrier that would prevent them from reaching the castle walls. Destabilized, their progress was slowed, but then the aquatic barrier transformed into ice. There was no longer any doubt: Alwena was there, lurking in the shadows.  
 
    The kobolds spurted forward, filled with rage. They jumped onto the wall, planting their little sabers in the ice to climb up within reach of the crenellated openings. 
 
    “Stand ready!” Galahad warned his men, sword in his hand. 
 
    Every kobold that made it to the top was cut into pieces and pushed off, but to our consternation, it was instantly replaced by other creatures just as vicious. Explosions erupted from the edge of the forest, where we could now see that catapults had been set up. A volley of projectiles landed with loud thwummps onto the rampart walk.  
 
    Fear filled me when I realized what they were. 
 
    “They’re firing carregs at us!” I screamed. 
 
    A drove of creatures equipped with axes and swords landed on our side of the crenellations. Driven by Alwena’s madness, they attacked us, and although we flew at them, we were soon overwhelmed. They seemed to be multiplying! The knights were becoming exhausted in charge after desperate charge. More than once, I parried mortal blows by a fraction of a second, and avoided sword thrusts again and again as I returned to the attack, slicing the air with my blade. Viviane protected Melora and Gliton, who were busy helping the wounded. Down below, in the inner courtyards, the castle’s defenders were just as overpowered.  
 
    “Gabriel, we won’t last long like this,” Galahad gasped. 
 
    I immediately chanted a spell to raise a gust of wind, which lifted up a dozen carregs and kobolds and projected them from the enclosure. 
 
    “That’s not enough!” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I retorted in despair. 
 
    “We need our army!” he barked. “The castle is besieged!” 
 
    “I can’t do it!” I cried, looking around desperately, my senses at the boiling point. 
 
    I’d always been able to connect with the natural elements, to draw energy from them, but here, I had nothing at hand with the power to invoke magic – neither water nor trees.  
 
    Viviane saw my panic, and she hurried to me and gripped my hands, crying, “You can do it, Gabriel! I’m absolutely sure you don’t need to touch anything. Call it and it will come to you. Concentrate – we believe in you!” 
 
    Melora looked at me with hope lighting up her face. I couldn’t disappoint her. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes and emptied my thoughts, listening to the wind and nothing else.  
 
    Soon, I heard Broceliande whispering, and I called to it. The whispering amplified, and came closer and closer until all at once, the magic of the forest entered me. My veins started to burn, and with a ringing voice, I invoked Arthur’s army: “Yn enw y Brenin Arthur, amddiffyn ei weision!” 
 
    The forest started to wave back and forth, then flashes of light crisscrossed through the trees. The moon’s reflection on silver armor! Viviane commanded the sword Excalibur to present itself. It trembled in its sheath, rose up and broke the window of the case it was kept in. It flew through the air and into the fairy’s lifted hands. 
 
    “You alone can guide it,” she announced to Melora, handing her the sword. 
 
    “What should I do?” asked the young sovereign, hesitatingly. “I’ve never learned to fight.” 
 
    “Call them and they will fight for you,” Viviane assured her. 
 
    The cries of wounded men rose through the air all around us, amidst the clanging of steel. Melora looked around with dismay at Comper’s soldiers, fighting for her, for Avalon. As she listened to their groans of pain, she seemed to reflect, then I saw her walk up to the ramparts firmly, her set mouth with determination. She raised Excalibur in the direction of Broceliande, took a deep breath and shouted out with authority, in French, “Soldiers, come forth and defend your queen!” 
 
    Another silence fell; time stood still. Then a dull rumbling sound arose, growing louder every second, and the trees shook wildly, cracking and creaking. To my great relief, the rumbling noise came from a vast army of mounted knights surging out from the forest. Their horses’ hooves pounded the ground as they crossed the plain at full gallop, King Arthur’s banner in the front, floating proudly in the wind. Brandishing their silver swords and shouting with resolve, they took the enemy by surprise. Some managed to throw over and burn the catapults, while the rest ripped through Alwena’s troops, dismembering and stabbing kobolds and carregs right and left. 
 
    I had rejoined the knights on the ramparts, and filled with the hopes of saving Comper, we now fought with fresh vigor. The drawbridge was lowered to permit our new army to enter and free us from the last invaders. When victory seemed close at hand, the bellowing of a horn reached us, signaling the enemy to fall back. Despite the annihilation of an entire battalion, many black knights remained in front of the castle, and they were getting dangerously close. 
 
    “Gabriel!” Melora called. 
 
    I rushed over to her, followed by Galahad. 
 
    “What should I do?” she asked, pointing at a dark spot on the horizon.  
 
    I peered at it, and made out Alwena astride her bay horse, at the head of her soldiers in formation, awaiting her orders.  
 
    Galahad approached Melora. “Tell the archers to move into position.” 
 
    “Archers, in position!” she commanded in a loud, confident voice. 
 
    They instantly took up spots along the sentry walk, and aimed their bows from behind the crenellated walls or arrowslits. 
 
    Galahad then told her to order the knights into formation.  
 
    “Knights, in formation!” 
 
    Her footmen positioned themselves before the wall in ordered battalions, forming a front, while the mounted knights fell into tight rows right behind them. Finally, teams of knights, or conrois*, grouped around the proudly-lifted banners of the knights of the Round Table, ready to charge. Galahad, Percival and Bors joined their troops. The drawbridge was raised once again, while a group of combatants furnished with lances took up positions to protect access to the queen.  
 
    Bedivere, Geraint, Kay and I formed her bodyguard, reinforced by Viviane and her magical powers. 
 
    We’ve won the battle but not the war, I thought, observing the still-numerous army facing us. 
 
      
 
    After waiting a long while, Alwena finally gave her order to charge. Melora countered, and from that instant on, the fight raged furiously. The battlefield rapidly took on a vivid red hue, even under the moonlight, and the sound of whinnying, of roaring and of anguished moans, combined with the clashing of arms, rose all the way up to the highest ramparts.  
 
    In great apprehension, I watched as my friends fought, splitting heads with their swords, mutilating our adversaries. Our archers shot at those who managed to get through. Cadavers piled up in front of the castle. As dawn approached, it became obvious that our assailants would not be able to enter Comper. Alwena must have arrived at the same conclusion, because she rose in her stirrups, held up her hands and pronounced some words I couldn’t hear, an incantation most likely. Distrustful, I scrutinized the horizon and saw a dark cloud appear far off. Studying the voluminous mass as it approached, I realized it was a flock of quetzadus, a kind of giant pterodactyl, and they were heading straight  toward us. 
 
    “Viviane!” I exclaimed, but hadn’t time to say more, for the black birds were already angling down at us in attack posture. Even as our archers let fly their arrows, they swooped down, grabbing men in their talons and throwing them over the parapets into the void. Their screams as they fell froze our blood. 
 
    The soldiers posted in the courtyard threw their lances as hard as they could, but were quickly outnumbered. Some of the quetzadus picked up and carried enemy soldiers to the top of the castle walls to attack us on all sides. 
 
    Bedivere and I protected Melora, our swords in hand, while Viviane called up powerful gusts of wind to make the quetzadus spin, lose control and fall out of the sky. I heard a shout, alerting me that Bedivere was in difficulty: two quetzadus had carried him off, and were about to drop him over the wall overlooking the courtyard. Horrified, I could only watch him fall, beating his legs and arms desperately. 
 
    “Bluen!” I exclaimed, directing the spell at him. It stopped him, to my great relief, a few inches above the ground, where he floated like a feather. The terror left his eyes and I saw him sigh with relief as he touched ground. He grabbed his sword, which had fallen into the courtyard, and rushed back into the fight.  
 
    It was becoming harder and harder to beat off our opponents.  
 
    “Melora, go back into the castle!” I ordered her. 
 
    “No! I’m staying with you. I won’t abandon you,” she replied, awkwardly hitting a quetzadu with her sword. 
 
    “This isn’t the time to act stubborn!” I stormed. “You don’t even know how to defend yourself. If you die, everyone dies!” 
 
    She capitulated, not without grumbling and clenching her hands like a child as she disappeared into the stairwell. The sight in the courtyard filled me with anguish: just as Melora started to cross it, enemy soldiers flooded into it, struggling against our army to get to the castle entrance. Bedivere was surrounded at the opposite end of the square and couldn’t reach her. Two kobolds caught her. Fear gripped me as I saw Excalibur waving through the air desperately, hitting more wind than her assailants. I screamed her name, and at the same time, she cried out my name. 
 
    Suddenly, I saw a group of quetzadus dive at her, and my blood started boiling. The end could only be fatal. As if possessed, I felt my body explode. This was the second time I’d experienced that sensation, but this time I knew what was happening. Without a second’s hesitation, I dove head-first from the top of the wall and as I fell, the transformation took place. 
 
    With a beating of my wings, I reached Melora at the same time as the quetzadus and struck them dead. When I moved around behind the young queen, the two terrorized kobolds fled as fast as they could. She stood petrified as I stretched out my wings as a sign of protection, and roared, warning my enemies to keep away, because any who tried to slip by me would end up carbonized by my burning breath.  
 
    I pushed Melora with my muzzle to make her understand that she should run into the castle, then I flew up to help our army. Seeing me, Galahad reassembled Comper’s forces and launched a new offensive at Alwena’s legions. Thanks to my help, her army was quickly routed. I expected Alwena to flee with them, as she had already done several times, but this time, she decided to confront me, taking the form of a huge, green-scaled dragon. She was far less imposing than I, but she must have thought she had the advantage, perhaps due to the presence of her quetzadus.  
 
    She flew straight at me, pivoting at the last second with great agility, claws stretched out at me. Her  move took me by surprise. She dug her claws deep into my chest and held me to the ground, trying to reach my throat with her sharp teeth. I managed to free myself by jerking my head hard to one side, flinging her to the ground and leaping at her, intending to rip into her neck. A flock of quetzadus attacked me, though, piercing my flanks with their pointed beaks in several places at once. The pain shooting through me made me flinch and loosen my grip. Alwena shook free, but we immediately slammed into each other and struggled in close combat – a brutal, incredibly noisy combat. Her strength was far inferior to mine, and I was making headway until the quetzadus attacked again, from behind this time. I shrieked with rage but could do nothing – countless black birds covered me, preventing me from beating my wings and taking off. With a glint of satisfaction in her giant green eyes, Alwena took a deep breath and then released a long jet of flames, badly burning my chest. 
 
    I’ve definitely underestimated this girl! I thought wryly, even while my roars of pain ripped the air. 
 
    Suddenly, other shrieks blended with mine, and all around me, the quetzadus started falling, liberating my wings. Enormous lances pierced the winged tetrapod vertebrates, nailing them to the ground. I looked around to see where this precious help had come from, and saw Melora, Viviane and Galahad atop the castle wall, standing next to some immense bolt-throwers. 
 
    I thanked them silently. Forgetting my pain, I dropped like a bullet toward Alwena, claws in front, in imitation of her attack. My rapidity and strength made all the difference. I planted my sharp teeth in her neck and ripped apart her throat. With a long death rattle, Alwena breathed her last breath.  
 
    The black soldiers and carregs disappeared into thin air, and the few remaining kobolds fled into the forest. 
 
    My body slowly changed back into that of a man, awakening all my sufferings. The smell of burnt flesh filled my nostrils, and I could reply only with a groan when Melora called out to me. I sensed steps approaching. I heard sobs and exclamations and then Viviane asking Galahad to carry me before I sank into a thickening mist and lost consciousness. 
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    When Melora saw Gabriel transform into a gigantic, terrifying dragon, she thought she must be hallucinating. Trust quickly replaced her fright. After all, it was Gabriel, the man she loved, her protector. She felt safe, and when he, as a dragon, gestured that she should go into the castle, she did not argue. But as she saw him fly up from the courtyard, she turned around and went back up to the rampart, nevertheless – she just couldn’t help herself. She felt assured that no danger awaited her on this side of the walls now. She peered over the parapets, watching Gabriel, still uneasy for him, as he began fighting with the enemy, but when Alwena also transformed into a dragon, fear twisted her entrails once again. She suffered with every blow he received. At his every cry of pain, she cried as well.  
 
    She looked for Viviane, and seeing her, she entreated her, “We have to help him!”  
 
    Only Galahad replied. “We need our largest ballistae to kill those evil birds.” 
 
    Viviane looked at him approvingly. Outwardly calm, her voice trembled as she agreed.  
 
    “This is a good idea.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she began mumbling words in a language unknown to Melora. Suddenly, the two drawbridge towers started creaking, and their roof slates flew off, revealing heavy wooden beams, which rose up and hovered in the air an instant before reassembling into five bolt-throwers. At the same time, the silver swords of some nearby soldiers leaped from their hands and floated up to the level of the bolt-throwers, where they melted and re-formed into sharply-pointed lances that dropped neatly into position in each ballista. 
 
    Melora didn’t wait for Galahad’s instructions: she commanded the soldiers to take aim and fire. With a sigh of relief, she saw Alwena drop after a furious struggle, but then Gabriel’s awful screams came to her ears, tormenting her anew. Viviane stepped between her and Galahad, grabbed their hands, and ordered them to jump off the parapet. A word from the fairy stopped their freefall, and they floated for a few seconds before landing.  
 
    As soon as her feet touched the ground, Melora started running toward Gabriel, suffocating with fear and half-blinded by tears. She fell to her knees on the ground, where he lay inert, in human form once more. She held him, sobbing and begging him to open his eyes, until Galahad picked him up and carried him to the castle.  
 
      
 
    Melora watched over Gabriel for four long days. The dark shadows under her eyes showed that she’d hardly slept, but she didn’t care. Gabriel had suffered so many deep slashes that it had taken a long while to heal, but the worst had been the burns. Melora could look with satisfaction now at his fine, muscular body, without a trace of the terrible wounds inflicted on it.  
 
    Not an ounce of fat, she thought mechanically, letting her glance slide over him, right down to the sheet covering his groin.  
 
    The sight of his naked torso, his athletic shoulders and hips sent a wave of heat through her body, troubling her.  
 
    She glanced up at his face right then, and realized that his blue eyes were fixed on her, and they sparkled with a dangerous brilliance. He was awake! Her heart skipped a beat, then started to race. She immediately lowered her eyes, blushing with embarrassment, and praying that he hadn’t guessed what suggestive images the delicious vision of his body had inspired her with. She let her glance linger on his hands for a moment, long enough to find the courage to look into his eyes again.  
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    “How long have I been in here?” I asked Melora. 
 
    My voice was so hoarse and weak that it sounded strange to me. 
 
    “Four days,” she said with a gulp. 
 
    “And Alwena, is she –” 
 
    Before I could finish my phrase, she rushed to say, “She’s dead and everything’s back in order. You were seriously injured, and Viviane and Gliton had to help heal your wounds.” 
 
    I had to concentrate to attend to her explanation, because her confusion, her blushing cheeks and her intent gaze were going to my head. To hide my feelings, I reproached her. “What about you? By that tired look on your face, you must have been right  here the whole time.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she declared. “You saved my life, so watching over you was the least I could do.” 
 
    “And what does your fiancé think about all this?” 
 
    “He left with the other guests… And he’s no longer my fiancé.” 
 
    Feeling contrite, I took her hand, caressed it and thanked her softly. She started, and jerked her arm back, as if I’d burned her with a hot iron.  
 
    “You needn’t fear me,” I said sadly. “I won’t ever hurt you.”  
 
    “That’s not it,” she hastened to say. “I’m not afraid of you. On the contrary – having a dragon for a bodyguard is quite reassuring.” 
 
    Her gray eyes sparkled, and her smile was filled with mischief. 
 
    “What is it then?” I asked her, sitting up in the bed and looking at her gravely. I suddenly realized that only a light sheet was hiding my lower body, so I gathered the sheets up around me and made a superhuman effort to master myself. Melora turned scarlet, but she stood up and held my glance. 
 
    “I… I…,” she stammered, unable to speak out her thoughts. 
 
    We remained like that, immobile, for a moment that seemed an eternity. 
 
    How can I resist so much attraction, and why should I even struggle against it? We’re not doing anything wrong, I concluded.  
 
    My fear of losing her had been so great that I had to face the fact: she was precious to me. 
 
    I gazed at her, then slowly put my arm around her waist and pulled her to me. I touched her lips with mine, and she didn’t push me away. Not at all! She responded to my kiss with passion, with total abandon. Exhilarated, spellbound, locked in each other’s arms, we rediscovered the wonder and the taste of our kisses… 
 
    “You seem to be feeling much better,” declared an easily identifiable voice. 
 
    Horrified, Melora jumped away from the bed, almost losing her balance in her haste. Her already-pink cheeks turned pinker as Viviane calmly stared at us, her habitual mastery over herself leaving her face void of expression. 
 
    “ Damn… Grandma, can’t you knock before coming into my room?” I demanded angrily. 
 
    “Now, now. I would ask you to remain polite, and let me remind you that only yesterday you were still hovering between life and death.” Then, turning to Melora, she added, “Would you leave us for a few minutes?” 
 
    The young woman nodded and hurried out of the room. When the door shut, the fairy let a completely different expression show on her face: anger, reflected in her red skin, glaring, fiery eyes and clenched jaws. I saw, in those signs of fury, that a new battle was about to erupt, and my frustration at her untimely interruption was forgotten. Sure enough, she launched into me.  
 
    “I should have known! Have you lost your mind?” 
 
    “What is the problem?” I asked, trying to remain indifferent. 
 
    “What’s the problem?!” Viviane sputtered. “She’s the queen!”  
 
    “Is there anything written somewhere stipulating that I can’t kiss the queen?” I asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “N… no,” she said, losing her composure for once. 
 
    “I care for her, and I know she feels the same way!” I said heatedly. “So why shouldn’t we be together?” 
 
    Viviane sighed. “What will you do when she recovers her throne, though? We’re not in some fable where everyone lives happily ever after and has lots of children. In two hundred years, you will be dust, while she’ll be in the prime of life, barely thirty in the human scale of time.” 
 
    I couldn’t ignore Viviane’s argument, and all the joy I had felt with Melora only minutes earlier evaporated. My future seemed dark.  
 
    “You can’t prevent her from marrying an Avalonian,” Viviane insisted. “Her role requires her to consider her descendants before herself, for the good of Avalon. If you love her, be content with making sure of her safety. Nothing more.” 
 
    I suddenly felt frightfully tired, and I gestured to Viviane leave me.  
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    Melora hadn’t left Gabriel and Viviane quite as alone as they had thought. Playing the spy, she’d remained in the hall with her ear to the door, and she’d heard the whole discussion, hurrying off only when she realized that her godmother was about to leave Gabriel’s room.  
 
    Back in her own bedroom, her heart pounding and her legs trembling, she tried to gather her thoughts. An indescribable joy had filled her when she heard Gabriel announce that he cared for her, but her elation had been replaced by vexation when she heard Viviane’s reasons against it. 
 
    It didn’t matter to her if he got old before she did; he was the one she had chosen, not an Avalonian. She would have liked to talk this over with her best friend, and at this thought, her heart misgave her. For the umpteenth time, she felt how terribly she missed Caroline. 
 
    She had to find a way to share her thoughts with Gabriel. Whether it pleased Viviane or not, they were made for each other.  Filled with this determination, she crawled into her soft bed, and despite her troubled thoughts, she was so exhausted that she immediately fell asleep. 
 
      
 
    At earliest light the following day, she took the path to the stables, persuaded that she would find Gabriel by Lightning’s stall, but she found only Galahad there, giving orders to one of the grooms, and he told her he hadn’t seen Gabriel that morning.  
 
    She searched for him all day, but it wasn’t until diner that she finally came across him, sitting next to Viviane at the dining table. He greeted her rather coldly, and did not address one word to her during the meal. At her attempts to converse with him, he replied with monosyllables.   
 
    The days passed, and his attitude stayed the same. He had become distant with her, and Melora had to conclude that he was avoiding her. Near the end of the fifth day, she decided to vent her frustration. Excalibur in her hand, she walked to the stables and found Galahad busy sharpening his blade. The young queen walked straight up to him and planted her sword at his feet. The knight slowly lifted his eyes to hers with a questioning look. 
 
    “I want to learn how to fight,” she announced abruptly. 
 
    “Fighting with a sword like Excalibur demands strength and endurance,” he commented, before going back to his task. 
 
    Melora stiffened, grabbed her sword and smacked Galahad’s blade with it, making it fall into the dirt. 
 
    “It’s not all that heavy,” she said almost jeeringly. 
 
    The giant man got up and stared at her with his warlike scowl. She swallowed hard and forced herself to raise her head and hold his glance. Gathering her courage, she said “Teach me!” 
 
    Against all her expectations, he broke into a savage grin and beckoned her to follow him, saying, “So… Let’s get to it then!” 
 
    From that day on, she trained for two hours every morning, submitting herself to the demanding knight’s rigor and invective as he began teaching her not only how to handle her sword, but how to fight in hand-to-hand combat.  
 
      
 
    At the end of another week, Melora still hadn’t encountered Gabriel alone, and at table, he looked away when her eyes sought his. She understood his intention, but his attitude distressed and discouraged her. He was ignoring her, pure and simple, and she could not, would not, accept that! She wanted an explanation, so she decided to go on the offensive. She started by approaching the castle employees, who told her that he spent his days in the vineyard, taking part in the harvest. She decided to ride out and talk with him.  
 
    She had her mare saddled, and took off from the stables at a gallop, hair flying in the wind. With her head and upper torso hunched over the bay’s neck, she encouraged the horse to accelerate. Finally, she reined it in, and continued at a walk, savoring the heat of the sun on her skin. It was a beautiful September day, and the weather was still quite warm. She tried to reflect as she rode along. Should she tell Gabriel that she had heard his conversation with Viviane?  
 
    When she reached the vineyard, she saw Gabriel, and her heart accelerated. He was not wearing a shirt, and the impressive muscles of his naked back rippled as he strained to reach the clusters of grapes. His riding pants molded his powerful legs and hips to perfection. He must have felt her gaze or perhaps her presence, because he turned around. If he’d caught her stare, he didn’t let it show. He certainly did have a talent for catching her in awkward positions! She dismounted with as much dignity as she could muster, and approached him. 
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    “Melora? What are you doing here?” I asked her, surprised. I tried, however, to give the impression that her answer didn’t much matter to me.  
 
    Seeing her hesitate at explaining herself, I simply turned my back on her and returned to picking grapes. I felt her outrage, of course, and her sudden wish to jump at my throat and shake me like an apple tree.  
 
    “How dare you do such a thing?” she exclaimed. 
 
    At those words, I spun around, and maintaining my indifferent air, I said, “Pardon me?” 
 
    Melora evidently found that unbearable. Incapable of holding herself in check, she protested: “How long do you plan to keep avoiding me? Haven’t you finished playing Viviane’s obedient little lap dog?” 
 
    Seeing my perplexed look, she admitted that she’d listened to our conversation. I stood there nailed to the spot, my mouth hanging open in surprise. 
 
    She continued, swallowing hard to suppress a sob, “I don’t want to obey the codes of Avalon. I want to be happy, and that means being with you. I don’t care if you get old before I do! I want to be with you, Gabriel.” 
 
    Her words brought me out of my stupor. “You say that now, but what will you say when I’m an old, wrinkled man and you’re still a breath-taking beauty? I can’t do that to you.” 
 
    I slumped down sadly, and turning away, I murmured, “It’s over between the two of us.” 
 
    Melora tried to repress her emotions, but a violent sob shook her, and tears flowed down her cheeks before she could stop them. It took all my willpower not to give in and fold her in my arms. Her pain was unbearable to me, but I had to stand firm; it was better that she face a minor chagrin right now than a major disappointment later on. Without another word, she mounted her horse and started back to the castle. I felt so despondent as I watched her go that I left the vineyard and retreated to my own room, like I’d been doing for several days. I no longer wanted to leave it.  
 
    How could I assure her safety when the mere act of looking at her made me suffer? Imagining her with another man made me feel physically ill. I knew for a certainty that I’d end up by killing whoever she ended up with. No, I had to speak to Viviane and tell her I would leave Comper after helping her retake Avalon. Night had fallen by the time I’d made this decision, and I hadn’t the heart to even go down to dinner.  
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    Melora immediately noticed the empty place at the table, and she sighed with relief. She’d been crying all afternoon, and wasn’t sure if she would be able to prevent the tears from falling again if she saw him. If Viviane noticed her red eyes, she said nothing about it and made conversation as if everything was normal. After dinner, Melora felt so exhausted that she announced she was going to her room. She took a bath and relaxed, dreaming with her eyes shut, luxuriating in the hot, perfumed water. 
 
    Gabriel loved her – she was certain of it. What better proof than distancing himself from her so she would not suffer? But he was wrong, and if she did nothing, her pain and suffering would destroy her.  
 
      
 
    Arriving at this point in her reflections, she decided to free him from his honorable resolutions. He’d courageously obeyed his grandmother’s demands, but if she herself were to disobey Viviane, he couldn’t blame himself for it. Her decision reinvigorated her, and she resolved to give herself the longest, most indulging, most thorough beauty routine she knew of, to be perfect for what could not fail to happen now.  
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    To banish Melora from my thoughts, I had decided to concentrate on solving the enigma of the locked passage. It was hopeless – the image of her incredible gray eyes kept intruding. So when someone knocked on my door, my voice was sharp with irritation when I said to come in. I was sitting at my desk, wondering who could be looking for me at this late hour. I figured it must be the majordomo bringing me a dinner tray, having noticed my absence at dinner.  
 
    When the door opened, I blinked several times to make sure I wasn’t dreaming, held by a marvelous vision: Melora, her supple figure barely hidden by a diaphanous white silk nightgown. I swallowed painfully as I stood up. Our eyes met, and we stared at each other, caught in a whirlwind of emotions. She approached me resolutely. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked her, again trying to act indifferent. 
 
    But she wasn’t fooled. My eyes betrayed my desire, showing I didn’t have as much control over myself as I was trying to make her believe. 
 
    “I think you know exactly why I’m here.” 
 
    My eyes remained fixed on her as she pulled on the drawstring of her gown and the thin fabric slid down to the floor. Her long brown hair fell in cascades over her shoulders and across the well-rounded contours of her breasts. Trembling, she waited, totally open to my gaze. My muscles instinctively tightened up at the view of her body, heavenly enough to damn all the saintly men in paradise. I was burning to explore those perfect curves, which cried out for caresses.  
 
    When she came even closer and set her hand on my chest, offering her parted lips, I had to lower my eyes – we were so frightfully close to each other. She pressed her hips firmly against me. I swore between my teeth, but ended up by pulling her into my arms and covering her mouth with mine feverishly. Her body warmed under my touch; she desired me as much as I desired her. I held her tightly, until she pulled away to catch her breath.  
 
    I kissed her neck softly, then left a shower of kisses on her shoulder, and lowering my head, I slid my lips down to where her chest began to round out. She groaned and shivered, gripping my hair. Then I swept her up in my arms and delicately laid her on my bed. My hands lightly stroked her firm breasts and torso, and when my fingers approached her hips, she held her breath. Staring into my eyes, intoxicated with my caresses, she abandoned herself with complete trust when I became one with her. She stiffened up slightly when I took her virginity, but very quickly, she became filled with new sensations. I had never known a woman to be more innocently sensual. I felt her surrendering herself, body and soul, and I followed her, to the very heights of voluptuousness.  
 
    When I got my senses back, I heard her say, in a soft, contented voice, “My love, my dragon…” 
 
    At that instant, I became aware of what we’d done, and I shivered.  
 
      
 
    The next day, I met Viviane in the breakfast room, feeling like I was walking on air. Melora had not left my room until dawn, to avoid meeting with any servants, so I wasn’t surprised to learn she wasn’t yet up. 
 
    “Good morning, Gabriel. Did you sleep well?” she asked, then examining me, she commented that I looked tired. 
 
    Controlling the idiotic grin that wanted to break out on my face, I replied innocently, “I was studying the spell book late into the night, and I think I’ve found something.” 
 
    Viviane was immediately intrigued, and full of new hope, she asked me, “When do you count on putting your discoveries into practice?” 
 
    “We can try today if you agree to it.” 
 
    “If I agree? I’ve been waiting for this moment for hundreds of years! We need to inform the queen. If the passage opens, Morgana will know about it, so we have to make our preparations right away.” 
 
    Then, suddenly grave, she demanded, “I hope that you’ve accepted your fate, and that you’re ready to follow my guidance…” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that. I’ve thought about it long and hard, and I’ve understood what’s important to me.” 
 
    “Good,” Viviane said, well-satisfied. “I always knew you were reasonable.” 
 
    I almost choked on my croissant, and gulped down a glass of orange juice to hide my uneasiness. 
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    We’d all decided to meet at the edge of the lake at the end of the day. Broceliande Forest must have known it was a special day, as all its magical creatures and animals had gathered around us out of curiosity. 
 
    A deer and her fawn prudently approached, the chickadees were singing joyously, and even a peacock couple joined in, the male proudly parading and displaying his beautiful tail-feathers. Farther off, a troop of rabbits were rather unsuccessfully hiding behind some bushes, showing their big ears now and then. True to their nature, the sprites were annoying our horses, tied up under a huge oak whose branches teemed with the tiny creatures. 
 
    Lucila was also there, looking about as old as Viviane today. The two of them were discussing matters in low voices while Eirian and Deryn scampered around Melora. She was smiling, and seemed to be enjoying the antics of the two elves. 
 
    I hadn’t seen her all day, having been busy preparing for our passage into Avalon, and when our eyes met, all the passion of that night rose up to the surface. She blushed. I didn’t want Viviane or the others to notice anything, so I forced myself to ignore her silent appeal, and turned my eyes away. She got the message, and remained at a distance, but her gray eyes sparkled with mischief. Contriving to look perfectly normal and calm, I joined Galahad and the other knights, deep in conversation. 
 
    The setting sun cast bronze reflections onto the lake, making it look like it was filled with gold coins. It was almost time.  
 
    The smell of old leather wafted up when I opened the spell book. I immersed myself in the text for a few minutes to refresh my memory of the spell I had to cast. I had discovered it after countless searches, through an enigma which, translated from Old French, meant, “When you find the words, you will have the key, and the door will open.” It was also written that the queen had to be present at the moment of reopening the passage. The previous night, I thought I had figured it out by determining that two spells formed the solution.  
 
    As was his habit, Merlin had taken every precaution to protect the spell from discovery by the wrong person, and had counted on the fact that I could resolve the enigma. That confidence in me was a heavy weight to bear at times; nevertheless, I had enormous respect and admiration for my grandfather. He’d foreseen everything that would happen over the course of hundreds of years, and for that I considered him the greatest and most powerful magician of all time. 
 
      
 
    The hour had come. I felt tense and agitated as I walked up to the edge of the lake with Viviane and Melora. The castle, lit up by the full moon and the last rays of the sun, rose proudly in the distance, and its reflection glittered like a string of diamonds on the darkened waters just before us, recalling the beauty of the hidden castle of Avalon.  
 
    I took a deep breath and pronounced the first part of the incantation: “Avalon dangos eich hun!” 
 
    Nothing happened. A dead silence had fallen all around us. I shot a worried glance at my grandmother before I continued with the second formula: “Drws agor eich hun!” 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” I protested to Viviane. “I’m sure that’s the right formula! What did I miss?”  
 
    I repeated the spell, this time with anger in my voice.  
 
    Viviane stood as still as a marble statue until, with what seemed difficulty, she slowly turned to me and said, “It’s not your fault, Gabriel. Myrddin’s projects and intentions have always been difficult to figure out, even for me, and I was the person who was closest to him.” 
 
    A flash of pain darkened her eyes. “I don’t want you to feel guilty, and this is not a failure. Something must have escaped you, that’s all. Don’t give up – keep searching.” 
 
    She remained there a moment staring at the wide stretch of water, melancholy in her face, before turning around and announcing to the whole group, “Let’s go back.”  
 
    All our enthusiasm and euphoria evaporated, even among the forest creatures, who disappeared in an absolute silence that left us feeling adrift. 
 
    Galahad came up and patted me on the shoulder to comfort me. I watched Viviane and Melora walking just ahead of us, and a feeling of powerlessness, frustration and even nausea filled me. I had failed. I was not worthy of Merlin’s powers. But even more painful than that thought was the fact that I had disappointed Melora. 
 
      
 
    That evening, nobody came down to dinner. We had all retreated to our own quarters, trying to forget our misfortune. I threw myself on my bed and stared at the ceiling, going over the mysterious enigma again and again: “When you find the words, you will have the key and the door will open.” 
 
    What had I missed? 
 
    When you find the words, you will have the key and the door will open. 
 
    I was convinced that the ‘key’ was the formula. Right then, someone knocked at my door, interrupting the flow of my thoughts. I hesitated to say, “Come in,” because I knew very well who was behind the door: Melora. Sure enough, she opened it and slipped quietly into my room. She looked at me for a while before coming over to my bed, where she lay down next to me, in the same position I was in, and like me, she stared at the ceiling, hands joined on her stomach, breathing slowly and calmly. 
 
    I finally muttered, “You shouldn’t have come.” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to let you spend the night reproaching yourself for…what, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Because of me, you couldn’t get your kingdom back.” 
 
    “It’s not because of you, but because of Mordred. And then, I’ve never set foot in Avalon, so a week or a month or even a year more isn’t going to make a big difference.” 
 
    “That’s true – you’re only fifteen hundred years old, so you’ve got plenty of time,” I retorted. 
 
    She didn’t respond, and I immediately felt remorseful. I took her in my arms, and she nestled her head softly against my chest. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I whispered. 
 
    “I’m afraid I’m in a bad mood tonight, and won’t be very good company for you.” 
 
    We remained there without moving, then Melora broke the silence: “Haven’t you ever wanted anything so badly that it hurts way deep down inside?” 
 
    I frowned, surprised by this odd question and afraid she would explain that what she longed for was the passage to Avalon. I didn’t answer or even move until she whispered, “I know my people need me, that I have to take my throne back, and that I’m obliged to marry an Avalonian to bear an heir to the kingdom, but that’s not what I want.” 
 
    My heart sank in apprehension as a tear rolled down her face. 
 
    “What I want is to stay with you, here or anywhere – it doesn’t matter. I need you so much that it’s tearing me apart. And you should know that I wasn’t disappointed when the passage didn’t open – on the contrary, I was happy.”  
 
    She was crying now, but she managed to continue, “Every day that passes on this side is both a joy and a torture for me, because I know it’s only a matter of delaying the inevitable. I know I have to accept that once we’ve gone over to the other side, we’ll be separated, but that’s unbearable.” 
 
    I caressed her arm tenderly, understanding her despair but unable to console her. I didn’t want her to go to that island either.  
 
    I finally found the courage to respond, in a voice husky with emotion, “I care for you, Melora, with all my heart, but my duty is to bring you back to Avalon. I promised that to Viviane and to Merlin.” 
 
    Melora eyes were now streaming with tears, but I tried to get her to listen to reason: “I’m going to age faster than you, whether we’re here or in Avalon. I heard Viviane tell Gliton that you were going to have to take off your pendant soon.” 
 
    She shook her head furiously. Incapable of finding the right words in English, she reverted to French to tell me there was no question of taking off the necklace.  
 
    “As long as I’m here, in your world, I’ll keep it on.” 
 
    I laced her fingers with mine with such force that she reacted by pushing herself up onto one elbow and looking at me intensely. Her eyes still glistened with tears as she planted a kiss on my forehead, on the tip of my nose, then on my lips. That slight touch was enough to arouse a strange sensation in me, between fear and exaltation. My only one desire at that instant was to take her into my arms and make love as if it were our last time. 
 
      
 
    Comper’s inhabitants returned to their normal obligations the next day. All the knights had remained at the castle, and they organized a watch rotation, even though we were no longer worried about an attack now that Alwena was dead. 
 
    The forest gradually took on its autumn tints, and the brown and orange leaves swirled down gently from the trees, covering the paths and mossy clearings, announcing the inevitable turn of the seasons.  
 
    Melora continued her sword practice, sometimes with me. I was impressed by her progress. We made sure to appear indifferent to each other during the day, but our daily rides gave us the chance to let our emotions show freely, protected from all eyes save those of the forest creatures. Melora got into the habit of coming to me at the fall of night. After our love-making, she would sleep in my arms until the alarm rang at dawn, when she would slip back to her room to avoid meeting with anybody in the halls. 
 
    As for Viviane, she had entrenched herself in the affairs of her business, and left her office only for meals. I knew she was terribly disappointed when the passage failed to open, so I redoubled my research. However, I felt more apprehension about it every day – I had to face it: spending my life without Melora seemed inconceivable now, and absolutely intolerable. My heart bled every time I thought about our separation. 
 
    So is this ‘being in love?’ 
 
    I felt lost, like I was caught in a trap, and there was no one I could speak to about it. No solution truly satisfied me. 
 
    One day, I’d been sitting at the breakfast table for about ten minutes, reading the paper, when Viviane appeared. After delicately spreading strawberry jam on her toast, she abruptly announced that she intended to go to London at the end of the week on business matters. She reeled off a long list of safety measures to take during her absence, but I wasn’t paying strict attention to her – Melora’s empty chair was distracting me too much. This was the fifth day in a row that she hadn’t come down to breakfast.  
 
    At first, she’d explained that she was sick, then that she was tired, and in fact, she had looked terribly pale the last time I’d seen her. I had offered to use my gifts to heal her, but she had refused, seeming extremely vexed. I didn’t know what to think, especially as she had stayed in her own room the last two nights. I tried my best to figure out what was irritating her, but despite my powers, I couldn’t think of anything.  
 
    Melora had reproached me before for not expressing my feelings, while she never hesitated to reveal herself. She wanted to know that I cared about her, and I had been incapable of responding in the way she seemed to need. But she was my reason for living, and every minute spent away from her tormented me! So why couldn’t I express that? 
 
    Because I don’t have the right. 
 
    Interrupting Viviane, who was still talking away at full steam, I asked her if she’d seen Melora recently. She seemed astonished. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem herself lately.” 
 
    “She must be finding the time long,” she explained with a hint of reproach in her voice. “I’ll talk to her, if that will make you feel better.” 
 
      
 
    That day, Melora didn’t show up for training or for our ride. When she finally appeared at teatime, I could hardly fail to notice her red eyes. After several attempts at attracting her attention, she finally looked at me, and I felt reassured – her affection for me was shining in her face. But there was something else too… an inexplicable fear. 
 
    Viviane began the conversation: “My dear Melora, I haven’t had much time these days to devote to you, and I’ve neglected my duties to you a bit. I’d like you to join me in the library after tea. I’m sure you’ll be interested in seeing maps of the island and the city. They’ll help familiarize you with your kingdom before your arrival. I can even show you the genealogies of Avalon’s greatest noble families. By the way, your future spouse must be among them.” 
 
    She pronounced this last phrase with confidence, but just as she finished, we heard a sound of breaking porcelain – Melora had knocked over her cup. Black anger darkened her face as she jumped to her feet, both hands clenched. She seemed dangerously close to hysteria as she glared down at her godmother, the powerful fairy magician, and declared, “I don’t want to choose my husband from some catalogue. And I don’t want any of those men as a husband! I don’t want to go to Avalon. I want to stay here!” 
 
    Viviane sat up straight and snapped at Melora, “What makes you think you have any choice?” 
 
    I was about to intervene, but I didn’t have time. A gust of wind sent the precious tea set flying. Vases, candles, knickknacks – everything in the room flew up into the air and then crashed to the floor. Some things fell on the carpet and were spared, but others exploded on the parquet with a deafening noise. 
 
    “Hey, let’s calm down!” I scolded Viviane. “Aren’t you taking this a bit too far?” 
 
    I took a stand in front of Melora, ready to defend her against my grandmother’s fury, but Viviane looked stupefied, and when she exclaimed, “I’m not responsible for all this!”  
 
    I had to wonder what was happening. She looked more and more surprised as she looked at Melora, so I turned to her too. She seemed even more frightened than before. 
 
    “I’d better go to my room,” Melora stammered, then she ran out. 
 
    Viviane and I watched her leave, without moving, too occupied trying to understand what had happened. When I looked questioningly at Viviane, she seemed absorbed in thought.  
 
    That evening before dinner, I decided to go talk to Melora. I was knocking for the second time when I saw George appear.  
 
    “Mademoiselle is not in her room,” he declared tranquilly. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Monsieur le comte. I saw her leave and then head toward the stables.” 
 
    That alarmed me. I rushed down the stairs and came upon Viviane and Gliton deep in discussion in the entrance hall. 
 
    “Melora’s gone out,” I said hurriedly. 
 
    “At this hour?” Viviane exclaimed. 
 
    “All alone?” said Gliton. 
 
    “That’s what it appears. I’m going to look for her.”  
 
    I didn’t give them the chance to add anything, as I had already run out the door. I shivered at the biting cold. It was late evening in the fall, and winter was already in the air. I ran to the stables, as my intuition was telling me to hurry. I heard Lightning calling me agitatedly, and he informed me of what I already guessed: Melora had left on her bay mare. 
 
    Without losing a second, I straddled my horse and took off at a gallop. Those familiar prickling sensations warned me of danger, and my faithful mount increased his speed and lengthened his stride. The trees told me which paths to follow, and distraught animals called out to me that something evil was in the forest. I felt panic rising within me. Melora was alone and defenseless. Lightning took the path to the lake and I soon caught a glimpse of her horse, but after a rapid search around the area, I could see that she was not there. I leaped back into the saddle, alert, listening, when a cry rang out close by, freezing my blood.  
 
    When I reached the spot, what I saw terrorized me. Melora was surrounded by a dozen carregs who’d come out from the bowels of the forest. 
 
    But who sent them? 
 
    She was fighting with her bare hands against creatures armed to the teeth. Without a second’s hesitation, I took out my guddio and sliced the air with it, transforming it into my sword. I heard Melora shout my name as I rushed into the fray, striking carregs left and right.  
 
    What happened then seemed unreal to me. The trees started creaking and howling with pain as their branches were ripped off and stripped of their leaves as they floated in the air, before transforming into extremely sharp stakes. I knew these would be directed against me.  
 
    At the instant the stakes were flying toward me, I suddenly heard Viviane chanting a protection spell in my back. Against all expectation, one of the pointed branches penetrated the shield she had raised. I was able to dodge it, just barely, by diving to the side, but I couldn’t evade it entirely, and it caught my shoulder, cutting me badly. Burning pain exploded in my whole arm.  
 
    Melora shouted my name again, then screamed with terror and pain. I stood up painfully to see what she was looking at, and received a terrible shock. Gliton was staring at Melora without moving. In her eyes passed surprise, regret and love, and then they saw nothing more. I looked with horror at the stake planted in her stomach. Viviane, looking as dismayed as I was, grabbed her by the shoulders to slow her fall.  
 
    We had no time to react, for suddenly, the ancient oak tree behind Melora started rumbling, then it split into two, emitting intense yellow light as an enormous, sinewy golden lion bounded out of it. The emblem of King Arthur! 
 
    His silky fur shone, his nostrils smoked, and his eyes, red with fury, glared at the creatures around him. Roaring, he leaped in front of Melora and swung his mighty head back and forth, skittish and light on his great paws, ready to bound at anything that moved. The attackers could have no doubt of the lion’s capacity to protect Melora. He dismembered the carregs that tried to approach, tossing pieces of them to the four corners of the battlefield until not one remained standing. 
 
    Silence fell, a deathly silence. Viviane had gotten to her feet, searching for the source of the attack, but she couldn’t sense anything to guide her. 
 
    Standing before Gliton’s lifeless body, she announced in a weary voice emptied of emotion, “Whoever it was has gone.” 
 
    Melora ran to me and fell into my arms, sobbing. I hugged her tightly – I had been so frightened for her. I supported her as we approached Gliton. Viviane had pulled out the stake, letting the fatal wound appear. I tried to gather my thoughts, seeking an explanation for what had just happened. Melora begged me to do something, her eyes full of sorrow and tears, which pierced my heart. I kneeled down next to her and murmured that there was nothing I could do. It was too late. 
 
    She moaned and sobbed even harder, frantically kissing the face of her adoptive mother. Her emotion was palpable, affecting us all, and the entire forest cried for her. Gliton was one of Avalon’s grand priestesses, guardian of the island, a powerful healer. The elves gathered, and wove a shroud of fragrant herbs and grasses that they lay delicately over her. Viviane used magic to raise Gliton’s body a few inches from the ground, and slowly we brought her back to the castle, our hearts heavy. 
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    This much sadder event reunited the Avalonians for the second time at Comper. The funeral took place in the cathedral. Melora entered with dignity to the plaintive notes of an organ, followed closely by Viviane holding Gabriel’s arm. When Melora took her place, that of the sovereign, the knights entered, carrying the casket on their shoulders. They set it on the altar, and everyone listened in silence to Father Antoine’s sermon, and sought for comfort in prayer. The ceremony concluded, the casket was laid in the castle crypt, awaiting its final resting place in the palace crypt of Avalon. It was the same for all the inhabitants of the island – they wanted to be buried in their homeland. 
 
    After the reception held in Gliton’s honor, most of the Avalonians said their goodbyes. Viviane had not spoken a word since the previous evening, and Gabriel was curious to know why. 
 
    Does she know who’s behind the attack?  
 
    He decided to broach the subject with her later in the evening. 
 
      
 
    Melora was suffering from the loss of her loyal nurse, the woman who had always been a mother to her, but what pained her the most was that she hadn’t shared her secret with her. She trembled at the idea that Gabriel, too, could have died without knowing it. Her secret had to be revealed, and she was determined to talk to Viviane and Gabriel that very evening. 
 
      
 
    Viviane had been thinking things over since the day before. No magician on this earth was capable of breaking into her protective shields, not even Morgana. The only one who had the ability was Merlin, and she knew it couldn’t have been him.  
 
    Who then?  
 
    The question had been haunting her since the attack. She was preoccupied by another enigma, too: How had Melora called on the golden lion, King Arthur’s protector, that Merlin had created? Everything pointed at Myrddin, but she, above all others, knew that was impossible. She had been prepared for anything, and yet… 
 
    Tonight, she would have to talk to Gabriel. 
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    I spent the rest of the day with Galahad. The castle was once again on the alert – there was a new enemy to combat outside our walls, and the task was going to be more difficult because we didn’t know whom we were dealing with. 
 
    I was about to go back to my room when George told me that Viviane wanted to talk to me, and that she was waiting for me at the top of the watchtower. I thought the meeting place a bit strange, but made no comment. It didn’t matter where – I needed to speak to her too.  
 
    As I exited the castle, I saw Melora coming down the stairs. She shot me a questioning look. Miss Bridget had just told her that Viviane wanted to see her as well, so we took the countless steps to the top of the tower together. We found Viviane scrutinizing the horizon with a grave look, as was often the case. She seemed tense, and her smile of greeting was a rather tight smile. 
 
    “Come over here!” she said, waving her hand. “I wanted to see you about what happened yesterday.” 
 
    But then she hesitated, and both Melora and I broke in, Melora to say that she wanted to see her too, and me to ask point blank, “Do you know who attacked us?” 
 
    We all looked at each other. Viviane still vacillated, but finally she said, “That’s what I was trying to find out…” 
 
    “Who could be capable of breaking one of your spells?” I exclaimed. “I thought that was impossible.” 
 
    “It is impossible. Only Myrddin could do that.” 
 
    “But he’s dead! Plus, he would never target us!” 
 
    Viviane remained silent a moment before murmuring, “Gabriel, I have something to tell you –” 
 
    I interrupted, determined to have my say. “I wanted to say that I’m sorry. I didn’t have the presence of mind to call on the golden lion to protect Melora. Luckily you reacted.”  
 
    I glanced at Melora and grumbled, “I’m a lousy protector.” 
 
    She took my hand without a word. 
 
    “That wasn’t my work,” Viviane replied. “I can’t call him. That’s a spell created by Myrddin.” 
 
    I looked at her, incomprehension written on my face. “Then, who did it?” 
 
    “I’d sure like to know…” she said, then she turned to Melora. “How were you able to use magic? It was you as well, the other day, in the living room, wasn’t it? What intrigues me is that neither the king nor your mother were magicians.” 
 
    I felt Melora’s hand grip mine painfully. She took a deep breath before avowing: “It was not me.” She paused, dreading what was to follow. Viviane and I looked at her incredulously, as confused as could be. No one could have done it then! 
 
    “It’s him,” Melora murmured in a barely audible voice, looking down at her abdomen. 
 
    Viviane was looking at her now with eyes as big as saucers. I still didn’t understand anything. 
 
    Who is she talking about? 
 
    Viviane found her tongue, “Gabriel, what have you done?!” 
 
    Her voice was full of reproach. Stunned, I was still trying to understand what they were talking about, when Melora took up my defense.  
 
    “This is not just about him,” she spit out vehemently. “It was my choice too! We care about each other and he’s the one I want to marry. You decided Gabriel wasn’t good enough to rule the kingdom at my side, but that’s not true! He’s a powerful magician, and his child will be too. He already is, even though he hasn’t even been born. Plus, didn’t you say that an Avalonian couldn’t get pregnant?” 
 
    “It has to be because of your pendant.” 
 
    In a flash of lucidity, I understood. I felt petrified. 
 
    “The blood of King Arthur and of the great magician Merlin flows in my blood,” Melora said. “This baby is the worthiest descendant of Avalon.” 
 
    An indescribable, powerful emotion filled me. Frightful fear blended with extraordinary joy. Tremendous panic struggling against unthought-of force, but suddenly, it all became clear.  
 
    Of course I was scared at the idea of being a father, but my own father had been fully capable of it. He had loved my mother, and I loved Melora. My greatest worry was being able to protect her. But didn’t I have everything I needed for that?  
 
    I looked at her, my eyes filled with tenderness, and kept them on her as I said, “She’s right. I love Melora. I would give my life for her. I’d sell my soul to the devil to be close to her! Don’t ask me to go away from her! That’s completely out of the question.” 
 
    I observed Viviane’s face for a reaction, but she’d regained control of her emotions, and she simply chose to warn me, “You will age far faster than your child will.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Melora retorted. “Gabriel has shown many times that he’s unique. Maybe he even has the capacity to live as long as we do in Avalon?” 
 
    I broke in. “I don’t care about that, in any case. I’ll spend all the years that nature cares to give me at the side of my wife and our child.” 
 
    Viviane capitulated with a sigh, and her shoulders slumped in resignation. “It’s not that I don’t want you as sovereign. I simply didn’t want to see you suffer.” 
 
    “I’ll suffer more if I’m not close to her.” 
 
    Melora’s gray eyes grew misty with tears as she looked at me, tears of joy that accompanied the delighted smile that suddenly appeared on her face. An imperious need to express my sentiments came over me. 
 
    “I love you, Melora, and I won’t let you leave without me. I’ll never abandon you….”  
 
    With a touch of irony, I added, “Until death do us part.” 
 
    We hugged each other, and even Viviane’s eyes started to glisten.  
 
    At that instant, the air grew heavy and the wind rose, growing stronger every second until the forest was undulating violently with each new gust. The fairy turned toward the lake, looking at the lightning flashing across the stretch of water. She frowned, and I heard her mutter, “It’s not possible…” 
 
    She seemed to be thinking hard. 
 
    “What’s not possible?” I demanded.  
 
    Instead of replying, she looked at each of us, a perplexed expression on her face, then at the horizon again before exclaiming, “Hurry! We have to get to the lake. Call Galahad and tell him to join us there with all the knights. We may be expected…” 
 
    Viviane invoked the presence of the priestesses of Avalon, who joined us minutes later, along with the group of chevaliers leading Lightning and Stella,  Melora’s mare. We started down the path clustered together, not knowing what would happen once we’d reached the lake. The fairies followed us, gliding soundlessly above the surface of the path, as I’d seen Viviane do already.  
 
    Along the way, my curiosity got the better of me.  
 
    “Why are you so excited?” I asked my grandmother. “What’s happening at the lake?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said, evading my question. 
 
    “Stop speaking in riddles!” I said, exasperated. 
 
    She hesitated, then finally said, “Do you remember Myrddin’s enigma?” 
 
    I cited it mechanically: “When you find the words, you will have the key and the door will open.”  
 
    I still didn’t understand it, nor did I know why Viviane was bringing it up. Her smile, her eyes sparkling with hope puzzled me, and I began to think over the enigmatic words once again.  
 
    As soon as we reached the immense lake, now covered with whitecaps blown into spume by the windstorm, Viviane asked me to repeat the spell to open the passage. I looked at Melora posted at my side and waited for her to nod in agreement.  
 
    Feeling excited, I obeyed: “Avalon dangos eich hun!” 
 
    The wind immediately dropped, the surface of the lake became smooth and the dark clouds dispersed like vapor from a teakettle, revealing the last rays of the setting sun glittering on the water just below the castle.  
 
    “Drws agor eich hun!” 
 
    Something fantastic, magical, ineffable, happened right before our eyes. I’d seen it many times in my dreams, but that was nothing compared to the actual sight of the crystal palace emerging from the foam, shining with a thousand lights under the white moon. 
 
    The breathtaking spectacle affected all of us. I took Melora’s hand as she stared in wonder at the palace, and then I saw something that had always seemed impossible to me: Viviane was crying. 
 
    I looked at her, silently begging her to give me an explanation. For the first time, I saw her smile frankly, a smile that spread all the way to her icy-blue eyes, now bubbling with joy, filled with a cloud of tiny stars. She seemed young again. 
 
    “It was love – the key was love.” 
 
    “What?” I exclaimed. 
 
    Her next words were directed at the lake: “You are truly the most intelligent man I’ve ever known, and you will always impress me.” 
 
    I grasped that she was talking to Merlin. Then she turned back to me and said, “To create a spell inviolable to our enemies, love was the surest of all sentiments, obviously. Morgana and Mordred would be incapable of feeling such emotions.” 
 
    She repeated the first part of the spell: “’When you find the words…,’ meaning that for the spell to be broken, you had to feel and to acknowledge your love. It was when you finally admitted it that I felt the change.” 
 
    “But how did Merlin know that would come about? After all, I might not have fallen in love with Melora.” 
 
    “Myrddin always knows everything,” she proudly proclaimed. Then, looking at the transparent building standing before her, she cried out, “Welcome home, Gabriel! Your grandfather gave me this palace, and now it is yours.” 
 
    I surveyed the immense edifice. Behind the outer walls, I could make out a multitude of turrets surrounding buildings linked by pretty bridges and covered walkways. It was nothing like a traditional castle. It was so much more graceful and sublime that only the word “palace” fit it. 
 
    I urged Lightning to approach the lake, cautiously. When his hooves touched the water, they didn’t sink in; rather, at each step, a splash troubled the water’s limpidity, creating tiny circles that grew larger, into infinity. My stallion was walking on water… 
 
    “Let’s go!” I ordered. “We have a kingdom to retake and a marriage to celebrate.” 
 
    Viviane stopped me. “Wait! I must remind you that the passage has been closed for fifteen hundred years. Let’s avoid causing too great a shock to the people of Avalon.” 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    At these words, she pronounced a magical formula that changed everyone’s clothing. In tunics, shirts of mail and medieval dress in warm, dark colors, the group of men and women gathered together and advanced to the passage, where, with an extraordinarily brilliant flash of light, they disappeared through a huge portal leading into the palace courtyard. 
 
      
 
      
 
    At the edge of the forest, concealed in the shadows, something was observing them. 
 
    Something with translucent blue eyes that glowed with ferocious hatred. And when they had all passed into the palace, its strident scream of rage so agitated the peaceful silence of the forest, that all the animals within hearing took fright and ran away to hide themselves.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    END OF BOOK ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Glossary 
 
      
 
      
 
    Conrois: Mounted Cavalry: Made up of 3 or 4 ranks of horsemen forming a "battle array." This ensemble consisted of small tactical groups called "conrois,” which were grouped around a banner representing a family or a lord, forming a block of riders and spears as tight as possible. The knights were slowly starting to maintain alignment, then accelerating when arriving at the enemy, the goal being to disperse the enemy into smaller, isolated groups that would be easier to defeat.  
 
    Source: www.histoire-france.net: L’art de la guerre au Moyen-Âge (The Art of War in the Middle Ages). 
 
      
 
    Gules: Red, one of the four standard colors or ‘tinctures’ in Heraldry. 
 
      
 
    Héraldic: Relating to coats of arms, family crests, armorial bearings. 
 
      
 
    Corinthians: Corinthians: The Corinthian Order is the last of the three Greek architectural orders, whose character is especially determined by a great wealth of architectural elements. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Author’s note 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I started this novel, I already had an idea of who my two heroes were. Although imaginary, they reflect aspects of all the characters I grew to know while researching the King Arthur legend to develop this story. Merlin, the fairy Viviane, the Knights of the Round Table and the priestesses of Avalon being well-known characters, you may have discovered errors or anachronisms. I simply desired to improve the story and its intrigues by altering historical facts and legendary tradition here and there. 
 
      
 
      
 
    You can explore the entire world of Avalon, and discover more about Gabriel and Melora at: 
 
      
 
    www.heirs-of-avalon.com 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dedication 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    This story came into being thanks to the help of many people. I would like to show my appreciation to everyone who lent their time and talent to helping me create this novel. 
 
    My family, first of all, who encouraged me and gave me the strength to complete my work. Thank you to my cousins for their help, and thank you to all my family for their support. 
 
    Thank you to my children – I love you. Theo, my first reader, has been of great help to me in discovering the world of teenagers. 
 
    Finally, I thank all my friends and readers who helped give life to this story. 
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