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    It’s been twenty years after the Healing that restored Britain following a nuclear attack, but things are not as they should be.  
 
    The dark priestess Morgaine has taken over the queen’s body, humiliated the king, and defeated his closest advisor and ally. She’s now the undisputed authoritarian leader of a dystopian nation.  
 
    Falke Drunemeton has been in exile, biding his time, and studying the wisdom of the Goddessians. In a desperate mission to restore the rightful ruler, he must convince Morgaine’s daughter, Princess Ravenna, to travel back in time with him to stop her.  
 
    As the depravity of Morgaine’s plans unfold, Falke finds himself falling in love with Ravenna.  
 
    But victory over the monstrous usurper means changing the nation’s fate – along with his own. Will he be able to convince Ravenna to destroy her own mother? And if she does, will he ever forgive himself?  
 
    The Solstice Bride is the second book in the Heirs to Camelot series, a dark adventure tale and bittersweet love story. 
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    “Sex, magic, and power collide in this [Urban] Fantasy that begins when a devastating terrorist attack on modern London sparks the long-foretold return of King Arthur to heal Britain. Simonds boldly continues the Arthurian saga into the present day, as heirs to Arthur, Merlin, and the woman both men once loved struggle to understand and fulfill their destinies and outwit the sinister agenda of the sorceress Morgaine.” ~ Lisa Jensen, author Alias Hook and Beast: A Love Story 
 
      
 
    “Imaginative, mesmerizing, and emotionally complex, Simonds’ unique story boldly expands the Arthurian legend into exciting new territory. The fantastical elements—rituals from old Celtic religions, dark magic, forces of fate—are well drawn and skillfully integrated into a contemporary setting. And then there’s the romance… the palpable chemistry between Ava and Ron (the Arthur heir), complicated by their respective destinies, makes their relationship a riveting read.” ~ Mary Fan, author of Starswept, Artificial Absolutes 
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 Chapter One 
 
    18 June 2049 
 
    Seven Days to Midsummer 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Go dark. 
 
    Ravenna walked through the circle of standing stones in the Healing Circle, the heavy scent of crushed roses and snuffed-out torches still hanging in the night air. The Goddess Temple ceremony honoring the Rose Moon ended hours ago, but she’d felt compelled to return to the sacred circle instead of going back to her room and meditating as she should. Headmistress Helena would scold her for this waywardness and unfocused behavior tomorrow. But that was tomorrow. Besides, Ravenna knew the headmistress hesitated to correct her, even though the queen had given her permission to “Punish the girl as needed—and she will need it!” Ravenna got away with much at the Temple that others did not. She knew she should feel guilty about that, but increasingly, it no longer mattered to her. None of it mattered.  
 
    Ravenna leaned against the largest sarsen. During the ceremony, they struck that stone and two other megaliths with wood batons. The giant rocks emitted a deep gonging sound, like great earthy bells. It was funny, but the sarsen she was resting against still seemed to echo that resonance. She felt a tingling along her back where she touched it. 
 
    Daily, Ravenna sought out places to be alone, if only for a few minutes. Isolation and despair increasingly colored her thoughts. Being surrounded by the false cheerfulness of the Temple was beginning to feel like sickly-sweet poison to her soul. Perhaps it was because, at twenty, she was the oldest initiate who’d not been granted full priestess status. Or maybe it was the omnipresent sense that the world was not the way it should be, and she felt helpless to change it.  
 
    The pleasant sensation of the ringing megalith was interrupted by an abrupt realization. Someone is watching me. Just over there, back by the rowans.  
 
    For the first time in twelve years, she felt afraid within the Healing Circle. 
 
    Slowly, a man stepped out from behind the heel stone. He was about her height, with sandy hair. He had the most remarkable aura: a brilliant violet and sky blue with sparks of white. There was something about his face that felt familiar. He stretched his arms out to the side, obviously trying to show he meant no harm. Did he know Ravenna had an alarm button hidden in her commbracelet? “Hello,” he said. “Are you Ravenna?” 
 
    She pressed back into the sarsen, as if it could defend her. “How do you know who I am?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” he said, “and I would very much like to tell it to you. But here isn’t safe.” 
 
    “The Healing Circle not safe?” Ravenna asked. “What could harm you here?” 
 
    “Your Temple Guardians, for starters,” he said. 
 
    Ravenna observed his aura again. She was fairly sure no one with a life-glow that remarkable could be dangerous. But as she was constantly told, she knew little of the world. She was caught between doing the sensible thing and wanting to find out more. 
 
    “I mean you no ill,” he said.  
 
    Ravenna could feel him projecting calm confidence at her and mentally batted away the weak spell. That all you got? But she said: “You could mean to hurt me and just be able to hide it.”  
 
    “As with anything, you must trust your inner self to guide you in this.” 
 
    Ravenna dipped her head to the side, a gesture meant to convey he’d made a nice point.  
 
    He rewarded her with the warmest smile, and it was as if the sun had come out on a cold and cloudless day. Ravenna’s heart felt like it was melting. That’s odd. “And so, my inmost self says to trust you—with reservations.” 
 
    “A wise woman,” he said, still smiling. 
 
    She felt an answering smile forming on her lips. “No. A wise woman would summon the Guardians and have you taken off. But I’m told I’m neither wise nor sensible.” 
 
    “The queen underestimates you in many things,” he said. 
 
    It was as if he’d thrown a spider on the ground. “You know the queen?” 
 
    “In a manner of speaking,” the man replied. “I can feel our time here growing short. Is there someplace you can hide me? Then I’ll tell you everything you want to know.” 
 
    Amazing aura, kind of nice, rather cute, makes me feel good … but knows the queen. Not a good combination. I really should call the Guardians, or leave, or something. What is it about him? She felt something inside, nudging her, telling her to take a chance. “Come this way.”  
 
    Ravenna led him down a narrow path to the south of the circle. There was a tall fence protecting the holy site, but she peeled back a section of metal and stepped through to the other side, motioning for him to follow. They approached the back of a darkened building. She went to one of the windows and gently jiggled the security screen until it came away in her hand. Putting it to the side, she indicated he should go in first. He shoved open the window and pulled himself up and into the building. 
 
    Ravenna climbed over the sill, then shut the window. “Several of my novitiate-sisters and I use this as a get-away from our minders.” She turned the window to opaque and switched on the light. They were surrounded by the sort of boxes and crates one usually finds in a storeroom.  
 
    She looked him over, head to toe. He’s older than I am, but I like older men. Nice gray-blue eyes. Why does his face look familiar to me? 
 
    “Where are we?” he asked. 
 
    “This is the Goddess Temple and Healing Interpretive Center,” Ravenna said. “How could you not know that?” 
 
    “I’ve been away a long, long time.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Falke Drunemeton,” he said in a quiet voice. 
 
    The name sent shockwaves down Ravenna’s spine. 
 
    “That’s right, Ravenna. I’m your brother. Half-brother, actually.” 
 
    “They said you were dead,” Ravenna said, then realized she was whispering. Her heart was pounding so! 
 
    “I expect the queen told you that, yes,” Falke said. 
 
    “If she found you here …!” An immediate image of those angry green basilisk eyes sprang into Ravenna’s mind. 
 
    As if in answer, Falke’s empty belly emitted a loud growl.  
 
    It was the last thing Ravenna expected, and it made her giggle. 
 
    He put up his hand woozily. “Is there something to eat here? Maybe something to drink as well?” 
 
    Ravenna recalled spotting a food dispenser in the employee break room. “Come on.” She took him down the hall, and they came out right in front of the main display of the memorial to the Healing. Twenty-one years ago, Queen Ava had summoned the power of Avalon and cured the country of the nuclear wasteland it had become. People still came to stand in awe of that moment. 
 
    Falke stopped and stared. “That’s not how it was at all,” he muttered. He stepped a little closer to peer at the scene, a hologram with a short running cycle of perhaps two minutes. 
 
    “What do you mean? That’s what the historical record shows,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke chuckled. “I bet.”  
 
    The hologram showed Queen Ava hanging over the center of a ring of ancient monoliths, resplendent in a red robe, with her silver wings arcing wide over the ground. A heavenly light shone down on the future queen’s head, and rose petals fell from a star-filled sky; a bright full moon stood just off its apex. The king-to-be genuflected at her feet. Eight priestesses in yellow robes danced and sang Ava’s praise. The top of the hill was surrounded with an adoring, cheering crowd numbering in the thousands. 
 
    “Absolute rubbish,” Falke said.  
 
    Ravenna could feel his reaction—a complex mix of revulsion and … admiration? “Are you saying that didn’t happen?” she demanded. 
 
    “Oh, it happened. Just not this way,” Falke said. 
 
    “I’ve seen the recording taken at the time!” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Those are faked, too,” Falke said. 
 
    “That’s a lie! What a strange and monstrous thing to say,” Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    He shook his head, then staggered back. “You were going to help me get some food, I think.” 
 
    I don’t care who he is! How dare he say the historical record is fake … But I know the queen is a liar, so maybe he knows something I don’t? Ravenna felt torn between anger and a weird sort of trust. Did the queen put him up to this as some sort of test?  
 
    Ravenna went to the staff entrance on the other side, her mind in a whirl. Falke followed closely, as if afraid she would abandon him there. And I really should leave him or call the Guardians. There’s something about him … a feeling, as if I have to be with him, hear him out. But if the queen found out! 
 
    Somewhat reluctantly, she took him to the breakroom. The food dispenser offered tea with and without milk, and those awful thin biscuits. His hands shook as he drank the tea thirstily. Then he ate a whole stack of the nasty cookies. 
 
    “Are they good?” Ravenna asked, curious. 
 
    “Terrible,” he said, laughing a little. “But I’m starved. I haven’t eaten since yesterday. I was afraid of being spotted or tracked.” 
 
    Ravenna grabbed an antiseptic cloth out of the dispenser and wiped up the crumbs he was making, along with attempting to clean the filmy tabletop. Don’t these people ever wash up behind themselves? “They said you left when I was just a year old. Where have you been for nineteen years?” 
 
    Falke sank into a metal chair and tugged at a lock of hair at the top of his head. “Nearly everywhere on Earth.”  
 
    “That’s an interesting non-answer.”  
 
    He smiled wanly, then asked, “Why were you alone in the Healing Circle?” 
 
    “I like to be alone, even in places where I’m not supposed to be. Only certain people are allowed to be in the sacred circle when there isn’t a ceremony. I think you’re the first man to be there,” Ravenna said. 
 
    He shook his head. “Our father was there the day the stones were set up.” 
 
    “What?!”  
 
    “The old sarsen stones were hidden beneath the barn at Drunemeton House—our house—for nearly 650 years,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna was afraid cracks would appear in the walls. It was as if he had just shaken the room. “The Healing Circle hasn’t been there since the beginning of time?” Ravenna searched her memory. No one had ever said the circle had always been there. I just thought, since the stones were so ancient … It was always implied ... 
 
     “Wait. The megaliths were in place for the Healing.” 
 
    “Nope.” Falke shook his head. “They were installed almost a year afterwards.” 
 
    “But the hologram shows them there!” 
 
    “That’s a lie, for whatever reason,” Falke said. “Dad had them transported to build the Healing Circle twenty years ago. That would have happened shortly after you and your brother were born. The queen, still nursing you two, supervised via a vidlink.” He looked worried. “Really. I’m telling you the truth.” 
 
    Ravenna could feel he was afraid she would walk out. She glared at him, caught between going back to the Temple and staying in her seat. But that feeling remained … as if she really needed to listen to him. “Did you know I was going to be in the circle?” 
 
    “The Goddess told me you would be there, at that time,” Falke said, as if it was a perfectly natural thing to say, like, “I brought an umbrella because the weatherbot said it would rain.” 
 
    Ravenna’s limbs felt watery and trembly. She flopped into a chair, crossing her arms and legs to hide their sudden shaking. “So, why have you come back after all these years?” 
 
    “I need your help,” Falke said.  
 
    “To do what?” Ravenna demanded. 
 
    “To put right what went wrong at the Healing.” Falke looked so calm and composed for someone who had just tossed a grenade into her world. 
 
    “What are you talking about? The queen saved Britain!” Ravenna said defensively, an automatic response. 
 
    “That depiction in there,” Falke tilted his head toward the display in the other room, “is an interesting rewrite of what actually occurred.” 
 
    “So, the vid everyone’s watched countless times on the Net and in here is a fabrication?”  
 
    He nodded. “It happens all the time in today’s world. Tell a lie but tell it really big. In the meantime, use bots to search out every instance of the truth that exists on the Net and swap out your version. That’s what happened in the Ukraine and Argentina.” 
 
    “Those are dictatorships. Everyone outside of those countries knows the historical accounts are faked,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Falke replied. 
 
    Ravenna felt an odd kind of hope; as if all of her suspicions were being crystallized. Is it possible he knows what I’ve only guessed at? “You’re saying the world thinks of Britain as a dictatorship?” 
 
    “They think something is very wrong here. But people are willing to extend a magical queen some slack,” Falke said.  
 
    “Everything here, this whole building—the Healing Day Interpretive Center—is filled with lies?” I’m not imagining things. Other people see this, too. 
 
    “What do you think happened?” Falke asked. 
 
    Ravenna was about to tell him what she’d been taught but stopped. Is it safe to let him know I’m not buying the official story? “I’m … not sure.” 
 
    “Well, that’s a beginning,” Falke said. “You have your doubts about the Healing. What you’ve been made to believe, versus what you may think actually occurred.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything other than what I’ve been told and shown. Everyone else believes it,” Ravenna said carefully. 
 
    Falke smiled thinly. “Or they say they do. Those who don’t, disappear.” 
 
    Ravenna said quickly, before she could stop herself, “I had a teacher who once told me in private that she recalled events differently than we were being taught. She was gone the next day.” 
 
    “That happens a lot in Britain these days.” Falke leaned forward. “I’m sure the teacher wasn’t the first you heard a different version from. Given that, you may have reached your own conclusions.” 
 
    Others know something is wrong. I’m not the only one. It was a heady feeling. 
 
    “You know something about Queen Ava, something she doesn’t want anyone else to know,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna gasped out loud. She’d worked very hard to suppress any thoughts like that. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “You’ve no one to confide in, do you?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Why should I trust you? We just met!”  
 
    “You are my sister, child of my father, who I loved more than anyone in the world,” Falke said in a sorrowful voice. 
 
    Those words, uttered with so much gentle kindness, did more than any explanation he could offer. Ravenna swallowed hard and said: “The queen isn’t Ava Cerdwen.”  
 
    “No, she’s not. She’s Morgaine—she took over Ava’s body just before her own dissolved. And that’s why I’m here—to put a stop to her,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna’s heart beat wildly. “You’re planning to kill her?” 
 
    Falke shook his head. “No. She’s too strong now. We have to do something else.” 
 
    In some ways, Ravenna was disappointed. “Like what?” 
 
    “Let’s get to know each other, decide if we want to work together, before we go into the details,” Falke said.  
 
    Ravenna sat back down. I have to know if he’s for real. She reached out to search his mind.   
 
    “It would be nicer if you asked permission,” Falke said. 
 
    Heat flashed into her cheeks. “I just … I wanted to …” 
 
    “Ask politely to scan me for falsehood,” Falke said calmly. 
 
    “You’re very strong. Few people can even detect when I read them,” Ravenna replied.  
 
    Falke just sat there, looking at her. 
 
    She sighed impatiently. “May I verify what you’re saying?” 
 
    “You may,” Falke said. He opened his mind—but only so much. There was a lot that was closed. 
 
    “Are you going to let me in?” Ravenna demanded. But it was easy to see in his mind that he was telling her what he believed to be the truth. 
 
    “You’ve seen what you were there to see. Once we trust each other better, perhaps we can have an exchange. Until then … no. That’s enough,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna got up angrily. “You’re the one who came sneaking up to the circle! Why should I do anything you say?” What if this is some sort of trap—some test by the queen to see if I’m as loyal as she wants me to be? 
 
    “The Goddess sent me,” Falke said steadily. 
 
    “The Goddess wants to murder the queen?” Ravenna demanded. 
 
    “No,” Falke said carefully. “The Goddess wants to right a wrong. There’s a lot to tell you,” he said. “And only after I’ve explained things to you. Then, I’ll have to ask you the most important question of your life.” 
 
    “You’re not going to tell me now?” Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    “No. It’s too much on top of the surprise of our meeting,” Falke said. “Let’s do this in stages. When do you think you can slip out again?” 
 
    Ravenna head was throbbing. She was so torn and conflicted by this man. This half-brother. This Falke Drunemeton. “They’re probably looking for me now!”  
 
    “Please,” Falke asked. 
 
    That simple appeal was so compelling. “Next lunar celebration, I guess.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to wait that long,” Falke said. “Can you get out again tomorrow?” 
 
    “Tomorrow? I have the rehearsal for my initiation on Midsummer Eve,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke’s gray-blue eyes widened. “What?” 
 
    Run! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgaine ran her hand slowly over Paul’s muscled abdomen. When she’d first bed him eighteen years ago, that stomach had been ridged and hard from his life as a “footballer”—the closest this age came to a warrior. But now he was “team manager”—which she understood to be something like a tribal war leader of her time. 
 
    Paul Tryfan was the only lover who was allowed in the royal bedroom, or to stay after they had sex. He was also one of the very few she’d kept after a few trysts. In his last life, he’d been Sir Bedevere, loyal member of the Round Table, and King Arthur’s faithful knight. She had seduced Bedevere when he was younger, after Arthur rejected her. 
 
    Oh, Arthur, I wanted you so. 
 
    King Arthur was both the source of all her pain and love. Somehow, he had defeated almost every ploy, every trick, every scheme she had tried. Well, with the help of Merlin, of course.  
 
    How her soul had cried out for Arthur over the long years! How many hours had she sat by her fire thinking of that young, lithe boy she’d lain with in the Goddess hut: his gentle touch, his sexual strength? And what an oak he’d grown into! But an untouchable one. He’d grown into a ruler and the husband of another woman. Later, he became the lover of still another woman—an enemy. Anya. 
 
    In the end, it had been Morgaine and her Avalon priestesses who had taken dead King Arthur off the field of Camlann. She had bathed his body in magickal herbs and deep spells, then laid him in a crystal cave. And there he was still, perfectly preserved. 
 
    Yet he was dead, and she was not. 
 
    Morgaine had been forced into the hell of waiting—almost 1,500 years—by that controlling little bitch, Anya, and that conniving entity, the Goddess. 
 
    But Morgaine had turned the tables on the lot of them. 
 
    After so many years in exile, here she was, now called Queen Ava of Britain, finally the ruler of the kingdom owed to her. The people of Britain thought they had a beautiful, magical, red-haired queen (and dark-skinned king) to rally around and rebuild the kingdom. A pity they didn’t know it was really her—Morgaine. Still, she was the ruler, and that little Anya-reincarnation was not. It had been a pleasure defeating Anya-Ava at what seemed her moment of triumph. 
 
    The thought often made Morgaine smile. 
 
    Morgaine stretched like a cat and played with the flame pendant she’d recently redone in even more precious stones. She let her eyes sweep the beautiful room. Nearly every surface was covered with gold, elaborate ornamentation, or expensive cloths. It was truly a queen’s room. 
 
    But it didn’t have Arthur in it.  
 
    She let the pendant drop back onto her chest. 
 
    Paul’s abdomen suddenly jumped and jiggled as he laughed. 
 
    Morgaine glanced at the hologram playing across the room. This age was mad for its entertainments—the more idiotic, the better. Electronic technology threw life-sized mummers into one’s home to prate and dance as if they were really there. It disturbed Morgaine—a magick she didn’t control. She usually didn’t permit the machine’s use, but the prince’s show was on, and of course, Paul—the proud father—wanted to watch him. 
 
    At that moment, Prince Robert “walked” into the room. Morgaine shuddered, reminding herself that it was just an image. The boy was not really there. But it felt uncanny, the sixteen-year-old, black-haired, green-eyed boy with the Nordic complexion strutting about the other side of the room, spouting silliness to Paul’s gales of guffaws.  
 
    Robert was the finest of all her works, contrived with Paul’s willing assistance, and deep magick calling the proper soul to her womb. At last, someone who is loyal only to me! Robert was handsome, clever, quick to respond to her training, and a strategic thinker who often saw deeper into a situation than she did. Robert had charisma, a way of attracting people to him that she could not match. He would be a powerful king one day. He accepted his part in her plan next year to kill the failed reincarnation of Arthur, Ron (ridiculously named King Arthur II), and install the boy as Prince-Regent.  
 
    She had never felt such a powerful emotion—love—as she did for this boy.   
 
    “Zoom-zoom!” the holographic Robert shouted before exiting. 
 
    Paul roared with delight.  
 
    Morgaine smiled, as well. However, she could feel that part of Paul’s amusement was pride. Does he think that simply because he fathered the boy it gives him some access to the throne once Robert attains it? As if his essence gives him any privileges! The boy is my creature. She would have to consider things carefully. It might be time for Paul to meet with an unfortunate accident.  
 
    Paul’s rod stiffened, and he grinned down at her. 
 
    Perhaps not quite yet.  
 
    Languidly, she mounted him, letting him caress her in the ways she liked. The practiced touch was well done. He knew all the places to ignite her desire. It would be difficult to train another to this perfection. She took the amulet he wore on a necklace into her mouth and used it to pull him to her. 
 
    She was just letting herself sink into the coils of the rut when she heard: 
 
    Run! 
 
    Morgaine sat bolt upright in the bed. The voice wasn’t in the room—it was miles away and said to someone else entirely. But she knew immediately who it was who’d shouted that command. She’d not heard the Goddess’s voice since the Healing. Morgaine had gone to great lengths to block that meddlesome deity from her realm. And for all this time, She’d been silent.  
 
    Why now? What is happening? 
 
    “Ava-baby, what is it?” Paul said, kissing her neck. 
 
    “Leave me,” Morgaine commanded. 
 
    “Hey,” he chuckled, rubbing her thigh with his wet, hard rod. 
 
    “I said leave me,” she snapped. The walls of the room bowed out with the power of her anger. 
 
    Immediately, he slipped off the bed. “As you wish, my Queen.” He scooped up his clothes and hurried out. 
 
    Morgaine gathered her power and focused carefully on her domain. Who had the Goddess been telling to run? And why? 
 
    It didn’t take long before she realized the answer. 
 
    Ravenna. 
 
    Damn the girl. 
 
    Ravenna should have been the perfect child. Created on an ensorcelled Merlin, Morgaine had planned to make the girl wholly her own little creature. But nothing had quite gone as planned. Somehow, Ravenna had been able to resist Morgaine’s controls. It had been a pity, but Morgaine had stooped to the even more brutal methods she’d used in her Avalon days: humiliation, shame, pain, and isolation. That didn’t sway Ravenna, either. In fact, it had served to strengthen the child. 
 
    Morgaine had sent her to the Temple years earlier than most initiates. After she got Robert, she’d seriously considered poisoning Ravenna, as she had the twin brother, Aiden. But then, about five years ago, after receiving one of the Dark Lord’s rare direct commands, Morgaine had discovered the value of the girl: a way to defeat Ravenna and grow Morgaine’s powers. And it was all about to come to fruition in just one more week, at the Midsummer Eve rite, as part of Ravenna’s supposed consecration as a priestess. 
 
    And suddenly the Goddess shows up. 
 
    “Inferi, get Heinrich,” Morgaine said to her AI assistant, which monitored all rooms for her commands. 
 
    “Yes, O Queen,” the obedient metallic voice said. “Contacting Heinrich.” 
 
     An image of her spymaster appeared above the surface of the bedside table. If he was surprised to see her unclothed, he didn’t show it. “Yes, my Queen?” 
 
    “The girl, Ravenna. Where is she?” Ava demanded. 
 
    His eyes slid to a screen she couldn’t see, then came back. “Her embedded GPS tracker shows she is in her room at the Temple asleep, ma’am.” 
 
    “Have her room checked,” Ava demanded. 
 
    “But the tracker—” he started to explain. 
 
    “Go verify that she is in her room, Heinrich! Or do I need to find another spymaster?” 
 
    “As you wish, my Queen. Right away,” he said bowing until she turned off the image. 
 
    But Morgaine knew the girl would not be there. 
 
    And what would cause the Goddess to take the girl now? There must be some catalyst. What …? 
 
    Her questing mental power came upon something new in the kingdom. Somethingsomeoneshe had not noticed until that moment. Someone who was a very real threat to all that she’d built. 
 
    Morgaine stood up and screamed, “Why have you come back now, Falke Drunemeton?!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Run! 
 
    Falke’s heart exploded with joy and fear at the disembodied woman’s voice. 
 
    “What … who was that?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “It was the Goddess,” Falke whispered, wondering how a priestess-initiate could not know. He said in a stronger voice, “We have to go. Right now.” 
 
    “This is crazy. It’s stupid! I can’t just—” Ravenna argued. 
 
    Falke summoned his power to grow and glow. A shimmering light radiated all around him. “Ravenna Cerdwen, come with me and do as the Goddess commands or go to your death!” His voice boomed in the small room. 
 
    She shook all over, her eyes were enormous. “I will do as the Goddess asks.” 
 
    Immediately, he regretted going into “priest-mode,” as he pulled her out of the chair. He’d probably looked scary and threatening, and that’s not what he’d intended at all. Falke took a breath and returned to normal. He knew by her remarkable aura—a deep indigo, one of the rarest types of souls in the world—that she was stubborn, strong-willed, and deeply intelligent. She would fight him every step of the way if he couldn’t convince her of the need to move immediately.  
 
    There was a feeling at her touch, as if he’d shuffled across the carpet wearing thick socks in the winter, then brushed up against something metal. It was disturbing and thrilling all at once. Brusquely, he asked, “Do you have anything on under that robe?” She was wearing a white initiate’s robe that would stand out in the areas they would be traveling. He hoped she had something on underneath that was better suited. 
 
    Ravenna snatched her hand back and eyed him warily. “Um, panties.” 
 
    That sounded entirely creepy. I am such an idiot sometimes. In a calmer tone, he asked, “Do they have an employee locker room? Maybe someone left some clothes.” Before Ravenna could answer, Falke grabbed her hand—and there was that spark again. “Come on!” he said, dashing to the locker room. 
 
    As they entered the employees’ room, Falke called up his power, and all of the metal doors flew open at once. He dropped her hand and went to paw through the contents. 
 
    Ravenna gasped. “Those belong to other people!” 
 
    Falke suppressed a laugh that she was so offended at taking something from other people in an emergency. He pulled out a long shirt from one locker and a pair of stretch pants from another. “Those people aren’t about to be killed. Put these on!” 
 
    Ravenna folded her arms across her chest. “Ew. Those are dirty. I won’t take them.” 
 
    “Get them on,” Falke commanded. “This isn’t a joke. You’re in danger, and we have to get out of here, now!”  
 
    Reluctantly, Ravenna took the clothes from him, looking at him as if he were completely mad. “All right.”  
 
    Falke grabbed an orange poncho from another locker and stuffed it in her hands. “I’ll be out in the hall.” 
 
    When she was finished changing, Ravenna joined him.   
 
    Falke looked her up and down, captivated by her looks. She was slender and shapely, which was highlighted by the leggings and the long shirt—she’d yet to put on the poncho. Had she not been his half-sister, he would have been strongly attracted to her. That creamy-looking skin, tumble of glossy black hair, and those brilliant green eyes pulled him to her as no woman had. He chided himself for his inappropriate musings and forced himself to observe her dispassionately. 
 
    The outfit was obviously not to her taste, and her discomfiture with wearing dirty clothes radiated off her, making her look “wrong” even to someone who wasn’t an adept. “Well, it will have to do,” he said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “The Exclusion Zone first,” Falke said more confidently than he felt. He took her hand and felt that sparking sensation again. As they passed through the hologram room, Falke deliberately looked away from that carefully constructed lie, facing the opposite wall. 
 
    And stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
    “What?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “She actually rewove history,” he said, slowly walking up to the two large tapestries. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    The arras showing King Arthur in his bedroom with Guenevere and Lancelot had been reworked so that an image of Morgaine—complete with her fire pendant, stood behind the king. “She put herself in Merlin’s place,” he whispered. 
 
    “It wasn’t always like that?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “No,” Falke said. He walked over to the huge tapestry of the Round Table. All the knights and lesser kings were in their places around the large, separated circular table. But in Merlin’s seat was Morgaine with the label “High Priestess of Avalon.” 
 
    “You saw these before, and they were different?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “They were kept in the Sacred Grotto beneath Drunemeton House for 1,500 years. Dad, Ron, and Ava presented them to the government to show their bona fides, along with all the regalia.” Falke looked around. He spotted Excalibur mounted on the wall—missing its magical sheath. There was the crown, the gold Saxon necklace, and King Arthur’s ruby dragon ring.  
 
    But nothing of Merlin’s. 
 
    She erased her greatest foe, Falke thought in stunned wonder. 
 
    Move! 
 
    Yes. Sorry, he said to the Goddess.  
 
    Cautiously, they went out into the park that surrounded the Center. Falke guided her under the moon-shadowed trees as he headed toward the nearest city gate. 
 
    This is going too fast. He hadn’t planned to take Ravenna away from the Temple at this point. The Sisterhood had suggested he go to her over two or three nights before Midsummer. Make his case in stages. Build up her confidence in him.  
 
    He’d never been that convinced of his persuasive powers and argued that he should start sooner. Maybe go to London three or four months prior to the Solstice next year. Get Ravenna to trust him slowly. 
 
    But the leadership of the Daughters of Arianrhod—also known as the Sisterhood—had insisted they couldn’t expose him to the possibility he’d be discovered. They gave him less than one week to convince the girl, get the artifact, and accomplish their task. But now he’d taken Ravenna way too early. He was committed to this path, though, come what may.  
 
    His turbulent thoughts were interrupted by Ravenna asking in a hushed, quavering voice, “So the vid everyone’s watched countless times on the Net and in the Center is a fabrication?” 
 
    It was risky, talking as they escaped, but he hoped it would distract her, “It was the middle of the day—noon on the dot—and a gray rain was coming down. I can’t explain why the queen would change it to a clear night, unless it simply looked better.” 
 
    The sound of slamming doors in the Healing Center stopped them in their tracks. Quickly, he led her into a sort of cave of bushes. It was true dark inside the leafy enclosure. They could see out, but Falke was reasonably certain they couldn’t be seen. 
 
    Elongated shadows punctuated by flashlight beams spread out over the eastern side of the park—on the opposite side of where Falke and Ravenna were hidden. Falke could feel Ravenna shivering with fear. 
 
    Falke realized Ravenna was nearing a full-on panic attack. Her emotions were radiating off of her in such a flood, the feelings threatened to drown him, as well. Of course she’s terrified. She’s never been out of the Temple, and I just show up and make her leave behind everything she’s ever known. I need to keep her mind off of things. He forced himself to do the calming breaths he’d learned in his many years of study and whispered in her ear, “Let’s see, what else was different about the Healing? Um, Ava was wearing a green robe, not red.” 
 
    “Okay. So, they made a mistake,” Ravenna whispered back, defensively. 
 
    “On a historical recording?” Falke asked.  
 
    “Point taken,” she grumbled. 
 
    Falke continued: “Dad activated the Oathstone with a wand that generated the exact light frequency as found at the top of Glastonbury Tor at the Summer Solstice.” 
 
    “What’s this Oathstone?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s the talisman that our foremother Anya—also a priestess—forced Morgaine to swear upon that she would return when called upon to heal Britain. You do know who Morgaine is?” 
 
    “Of course. The entire country can recite the high points in the life of the first King Arthur. Morgaine was Arthur’s half-sister, the powerful Priestess of Avalon,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Tell me what is said about Morgaine,” he asked. 
 
    “That she had pledged to help the heir of King Arthur when a priestess called to her from the future.” 
 
    Falke shook his head. “Close, but not quite.” He paused, watching the Guardians draw near for a few seconds, then fan out across from them, nearer the road.  
 
    “What else?” Ravenna’s hand felt slick with sweat. 
 
    He whispered, “There was a chalk depiction of the Druidic Eight-fold way on the ground, and eight poles treated with a substance that would keep all psychic power within the circle. There were also eight priests in blue robes from Eight Lights standing at each one, to guard against Morgaine and her eight priestesses—in black robes—escaping.” 
 
    “This is all so different,” Ravenna said, sounding puzzled. “The story we hear is that then-Priestess Ava was the head of a secret group that guarded the heirs of King Arthur until The Time Foretold. She came when the future King Arthur II unsheathed Excalibur during a ceremony in the Sacred Grotto at Drunemeton House.” 
 
    Falke grinned into the dark. “Positively diabolical! That’s a brilliant re-weaving of the facts. They’re almost correct, but not … quite.” 
 
    The Guardians headed back toward the Healing Center. 
 
    “What else?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    It was clear the men were focusing their search on the back of the building, but Falke wanted to stay put a little longer to make sure they wouldn’t be spotted if they came out of hiding. He continued in a low voice, “There were no rose petals falling out of the sky. I have no idea where that came from. Maybe to hide the chalk on the ground? The king never groveled. He stood shoulder to shoulder with Dad and Ava, and defended Ava from Morgaine with Excalibur itself.” 
 
    “Morgaine attacked them in the Healing Circle? Why?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Falke said, “She and Ava were ancient enemies. She also didn’t like Dad—the direct descendant of Merlin—either.” 
 
    “Merlin the bard?” 
 
    Falke felt shaken. Morgaine wrote Dad out of the picture completely! “Merlin was a powerful Druid-priest—what some called a wizard. He was also King Arthur’s chief advisor. Dad was Merlin in his past life.” 
 
    “We’re taught that the Avalonian Priestess Morgaine was King Arthur’s advisor back in the Round Table days,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “I’m sorry, that’s not the truth,” Falke said. “Morgaine was exiled to Avalon by Merlin to keep her from interfering with Arthur’s reign.” 
 
    Ravenna fell silent, clearly disturbed by what he’d told her … or maybe just frightened.  
 
    The Guardians were concentrating their flashlight beams on the missing fence section Falke and Ravenna had climbed through earlier. All of them were turned away from Falke’s hiding place. He helped Ravenna up and urged her silently to trot toward the nearby road. 
 
    Just as they reached the other side of the park, Falke distinctly heard a shout in his mind: 
 
    “Why have you come back now, Falke Drunemeton?!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenna and Falke went out through the gap in the fence and struck out toward the city. Cars and vehicles of every description buzzed so close to them, Ravenna was sure at any moment she would be hit. Screeching brakes and wild honking stretched her nerves further. With no room to walk, they edged down the lane, backs scraped by the dying bushes that lined the road, until they reached the narrow sidewalk in front of some shops. There was a human hum all around them, like a hornet’s nest just after it had been disturbed.  
 
    Will my alarm still call the Temple Guardians from this distance? Because I’m thinking this is a terrible mistake. I want to go back to my dorm room and hide under the covers. 
 
    The buildings were tall, functional-looking gray or silver slabs of concrete and steel. Many had no windows at all. Most had holograms dancing around the surface—ads for things like Celia’s Sweets, Bummies Hemorrhoid Wipes, Bug-Off Spray. The jingles shrieked for attention at ear-splitting levels. The colors were garish and flashed with unpleasant strobes, making her queasy. 
 
    A giant brown eye blinked down at her. “A new look in just one hour! Come by any New Eye store,” shouted the ad. The pupil of the eye changed to an odd marigold color.  
 
    The naked arm of a woman from one ad swept through the traffic and seemed to touch Ravenna. She emitted a little shriek. 
 
    “Shh!” demanded Falke. 
 
    Ravenna bit back her cry when another ad appeared to throw a roll of towels at her. The noise and fear were giving her a fierce headache. 
 
    Horrid-smelling fumes and smoke boiled out of the ground and the buildings. Some of the stores tried to counter this with a heavy haze of perfume that made Ravenna cough and sneeze. It was almost as bad as the noxious odors. 
 
    Cables of various thicknesses snaked overhead, as if tethering each building to another.  
 
    The lines crisscrossed over the road. Bundles of them ran along the sides of skyscrapers. The thinner, droopier ones were flopping about in the moist breeze. 
 
    There was filthy water and trash everywhere she looked. For a city only twenty years old, it looked as if it was about to melt into rubbish. 
 
    “Stop staring,” Falke hissed. 
 
    “I’ve never been into New London. We don’t leave the Temple,” Ravenna said, just above the din. “It looks nothing like the New London in the vids.” That metropolis was sleek and clean looking. “Is it like this in all cities?” 
 
    “I have been to most of the world’s major metro areas. London’s the ugliest place I’ve ever seen in Europe,” Falke said. 
 
    Even the people seemed repellant and cartoon-like. The strange outfits they sported—covered with animal fur of many colors matched with crazy printed fabrics—seemed almost hallucinogenic. Men and women all wore some sort of iridescent make-up that lit up pink and green and orange in certain lights. They looked like phantasms—nothing like the modern, gorgeous people she saw on the Net. Ravenna felt as if she’d stepped into one of her bad nightmares. 
 
    “Put the hood up on your poncho. Pull it way forward,” Falke said. 
 
    “Is this really the way people are living?” Ravenna drew up the crinkly fabric. The hood was edged with some kind of yellow faux-fur, and it stank of dust, sweat, bad breath, and alcohol. She sneezed and shuddered in revulsion. 
 
    Falke grabbed Ravenna’s upper arm and turned her abruptly toward the window of a dress shop. She could feel his fear rise. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Policebotsquad. Right behind us,” he whispered. 
 
    The window of the shop reflected Ravenna’s image, then started showing Ravenna images of her in various outfits the store carried. First, was a red off-the-shoulder dress with candy-pink fur lining the hem; then a peach unitard with swirls of green and umber fur in random spots; then a wild purple top with silver fur patches and a huge bow over tiger-stripe pants.  
 
    This stuff looks ridiculous! 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by the click-stamp, click-stamp of the robots walking behind them. Falke’s grip on her arm tightened. There was a crackling in the air and a surge of power from him.  
 
    Please Goddess, let them pass us by, she prayed. 
 
    Click-stamp, click-stamp.  
 
    Just to their left, the law enforcement machines stopped a black woman whose clothes had no fur. A light projected from one of the bots and scanned her face. The other bot quickly arrested her. 
 
    Falke led Ravenna around the commotion. “That was close,” he said in an undertone. 
 
    “What were you going to do?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Whatever was necessary,” Falke replied.  
 
    He released her arm, but she took his hand, desperate for a human connection, afraid all the noise and filth would drown her. There was that sparking sensation again. She wanted to think about why that was happening, but everything was going so fast, it was hard to focus.  
 
    There was a strange metallic wall just up ahead. It was over twenty feet tall and split the city in two. Falke steered her toward the entrance. There were actual human guards holding very large guns watching people pass by.  
 
    Ravenna struggled with a fierce urge to run away. Maybe I should let the guards know I’m being kidnapped? 
 
    “Keep calm,” Falke whispered. 
 
    “As if,” she squeaked. 
 
    The guards were focused almost exclusively on those trying to get out—checking their IDs, questioning them on where they were going. As Falke and Ravenna got closer, she heard a patrolperson quizzing an elder who looked in need of a shower: “Where you going, Grampy? Who’d want to hire the likes of you?” One of the guards scanned his face with a hand-held device. 
 
    “I’ve a job cleaning,” the old one said in an accent Ravenna associated with her professors on the CambridgeNet. “The Suliphs on Borq Avenue hired me to tidy up after a party.” 
 
    The guard tapped his datapad. “The Suliphs are on holiday,” he snapped. 
 
    “Yes,” agreed the elder. “To the Canaries for three weeks. I’m to clean the place top to bottom for them. They said I could stay there till I got the job done.” 
 
    The guard glared at him. “Why would they hire a half-dead old fart like you?” 
 
    “I’m Mr. Saliph’s uncle. He kindly hires me for odd jobs,” the elder said. 
 
    The guard harrumphed but allowed the old one in. He eyed Falke and Ravenna. 
 
    The fattest of the guards waddled over. “Never seen anyone take a hooker in to the Zone!”  
 
    Falke’s grip on Ravenna’s hand tightened. “I like three-ways,” he said in a high voice, and then giggled vacuously.  
 
    She felt a surge of power from Falke. What’s going on? But she puckered her lips, hoping to look … hooker-ish. 
 
    The guards burst into laughter.  
 
    The fat one whacked the side of his hand-held machine. “Damn thing’s on the fritz again, Herb!” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. They’re going into the Zone, not out of it,” Herb replied. 
 
    The fat guard motioned Falke and Ravenna through. 
 
    “Ever been here before?” Falke whispered. 
 
    “No. I didn’t even know it existed,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Prepare yourself for poverty the likes of which you have never imagined,” Falke said in an undertone as they started in. He pulled her through the gateway, stripping off the fur patches on his jacket as he went. 
 
    Ravenna started to ask him what he was doing when she realized what her eyes were showing her. There had been no pictures of this part of the city on the Net. She was sure she would have remembered something this awful, this horrific. As far as Ravenna could see, there were hovels and packing crates and old shipping containers being used as housing. The stench of open sewer was overpowering. Unwashed people in shabby clothing shambled along muddy trails, never looking up, backs bowed, shoulders hunched. The lack of hope was a miasma that floated at eye-level, casting a gray pall upon the scene. “Goddess! How is this even possible?” 
 
    “It has the tacit approval of everyone who lives in London,” Falke said, leading her down a narrow alley. 
 
    “Nonsense. I’m sure if people understood how bad things are…” She stopped, stunned to silence. Hundreds of people were sitting or lying on the ground staring into space. She knew why they were doing it but was staggered by the sheer numbers. There had been spates of initiates who looked like that when someone smuggled the virtual reality drug wo’onra into the Temple. But it seemed as if almost half of the inhabitants of the Exclusion Zone were hooked on it. The queen knows about this? How can that be? 
 
    “It’s just down here,” Falke said, turning down an even narrower, dark passage. 
 
    “What is?” Ravenna was starting to freak out. It was all so dirty and awful and achingly hopeless. It couldn’t be real. How could this happen? She felt the grime on her skin, in her hair, and seeping into her lungs. She wanted to dash back to the Temple and take a long steam bath. She wasn’t sure she could take much more of the filth. 
 
    “This is the compound where I’ve been staying. I can’t say more out in the open.” He went down a line of planks over a quagmire of mud. Ravenna started to hyperventilate as she stepped quickly over the slippery wood, afraid she would fall and end up wallowing around in the muck like the others. 
 
    They emerged in a wider, drier place. There were few lights there, and the moon illuminated some of the area. Ravenna could just make out several metal shipping containers stacked two-high together in a U-shape. She heard a metallic click. More of those policebots? 
 
    “Who’s that, then?” A raspy voice demanded. There was an antique weapon pointed at them. 
 
    “It’s me, Bogart,” Falke said. 
 
    “Thought you’d cleared out.” He was an ugly, short, bow-legged man. Despite his truculence, his aura was a bright orange. Ravenna felt both reassured by the man’s life-glow and frightened by his behavior. 
 
    “No. I’ve been visiting with this lady, which Tami knows about,” Falke said patiently. 
 
    “Visitin’ with her someplace else is fine. Bringin’ her here ain’t,” the man said. 
 
    “It wasn’t something I planned, Bogart—” Falke began. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Someone ran at them, and Ravenna was confronted by a tall, thin person with digital camouflage tattooed on their face. The eyes were completely silver. A shock of short white hair spiked with bare wires stood straight up. Studs and piercings covered nose, lips, and eyebrows. The person’s aura was a fierce orange and red; their psychic power felt like a physical blow.  
 
    “Andi, I—” Falke started. 
 
    “You brought her here? Here? Are you barking fucking mad?” Andi demanded. 
 
    Ravenna gasped involuntarily. No one cursed like at the Temple! And certainly no one behaved this violently toward another. 
 
    “Yes, I did. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to talk to Tami about this. You can join us if you like,” Falke said. 
 
    “Tami’s too sick. Leave her right out of this,” Andi demanded, then looked Ravenna up and down. “Could you have dressed a bit less conspicuously?” 
 
    “It’s better than her priestess robes,” Falke answered for Ravenna. “The Goddess directly intervened. I must be allowed to speak to Tami about this.” 
 
    Andi’s spiked hair seemed to express exasperation, but she muttered, “All right.” Andi gave a hand signal to the gun-wielding man and stalked off toward the shipping containers. 
 
    Ravenna whispered to Falke, “You aren’t really welcome here at all, are you?” 
 
    He shrugged and followed Andi, leaving Ravenna to keep up on her own. 
 
    Andi climbed a ladder up the side of a shipping container. Falke indicated Ravenna should go next. At the top were all sorts of pots and boxes with plants in them—what was growing, she couldn’t tell in the dark. There was a tattered awning over the entrance to the shipping container.  
 
    The heavy cover over the doorway was pushed back, and an older Caucasian woman with long white hair and a bent back stood at the entrance. “Goddess! I was wondering if I would get to meet you.” The speaker had a deep violet aura, but there was gray and black seeping out one side, as if she was leaking spirituality.  
 
    “Tami, he insisted on bothering you,” Andi started. 
 
    “I’m delighted he brought this particular visitor,” Tami said. “Come in.”  
 
    Falke placed his hand on Ravenna’s back—a sparking sensation—and indicated she should follow the elder inside. He was smiling a little.  
 
    He knew this would be the reception I’d get, and that this Andi person would give him trouble. Interesting. 
 
    Ravenna went inside. It was a humble place but not uncomfortable. There were two well-worn armchairs, a battery-powered light, a kerosene stove, and a bed—or rather a mattress on the floor. On the walls were beautiful art quilts of the seasons. Tami indicated Ravenna should take a seat in the far chair, then poured tea at the hob. “Can’t offer you much, just what I have.”  
 
    Andi took the tea things from Tami and gently made her sit down. She served Tami first, then Ravenna, and waved at Falke that he could help himself. He barely lifted his fingers, indicating he was fine … and Andi’s studied slight of him was ruined. Ravenna almost laughed out loud at their by-play. 
 
     From the bitter smell, Ravenna could tell it was an ersatz tea. But it seemed a shame to reject it after that little dumb show, so she took a sip. It tasted a bit like boiled tree bark; however, it was hot, and she was grateful for it. 
 
    “We’re honored to have such a visitor. Welcome Princess Ravenna,” Tami said. 
 
     “How did you …?” 
 
    Tami smiled. “I’d know whose child you are by your eyes. Queen Ava’s are that exact shade.” 
 
    Ravenna bit her tongue. She would have loved to have had the queen’s auburn hair, but she hated that her eyes looked like Queen Ava’s. I may have her color irises, but not their look. 
 
    Falke chuckled. “Despite the fact everyone knows who you are, perhaps formal introductions are in order. You’ve met Andi, an adept of note.” Andi’s eyebrows went up. Ravenna guessed Falke had never said anything nice before. “Your host is Priestess Tamesis McKnight, formerly of Drunemeton Chapel, and the leader of this small band. Friends, may I introduce you to Princess Ravenna Modron Ygraine Cerdwen.” 
 
    “Um, I dislike being called ‘princess,’” Ravenna corrected him. She hadn’t heard anyone say her full name before. How did he know it? Oh, right. He knew me as a baby. 
 
    “Of course, you don’t,” the elder priestess said. “I prefer to be called Tami. How would you like to be addressed?” 
 
    “Ravenna is fine, thank you. I’m terribly sorry to impose on you.” Ravenna was grateful for Tami’s kindness and lovely manners in this odd place. 
 
    Andi rolled her silver eyes. “Really? Are we going to be frightfully correct?” 
 
    “It’s just basic civility, Andi. There’s not a lot of it left these days,” Tami said.  
 
    “I, for one, extend no courtesies to the bastard welp of the Bitch Queen,” Andi snapped and threw herself on the bed. 
 
    For a moment, Ravenna was struck speechless. She was used to insults—usually whispered behind her back. But to hear the queen openly disparaged … well, that was breathtaking. 
 
    “You’ll have to pardon Andi,” Falke said. “She’s under the impression that being rude to people is a form of conversation.” 
 
    “Up yours,” Andi snarled with no real heat. 
 
    Tami put up her hand. “Friends, let’s keep things calm, if only for my advanced age.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Andi muttered as she sat up. But Ravenna could see she meant it. 
 
    “My apologies,” Falke said with a head bow. 
 
    Tami nodded her acceptance. She shot Ravenna an amused look. 
 
    Ravenna thought, Does she want me to notice how she controls them? Or that she doesn’t take their hostility seriously, and I shouldn’t either? I’m not sure. 
 
    “Now, perhaps you’ll explain to me why you brought Ravenna here, at this time,” Tami said. 
 
    Falke leaned against the table, arms folded across his chest. “As you know, I had no intention of involving your operation. However, when Ravenna told me she’s to be initiated on Midsummer’s Eve Night, the Goddess spoke directly to us.” 
 
    “What did She say?” Andi looked genuinely curious. 
 
    Falke said: “‘Run.’” 
 
    “Actually, She shouted it. It was quite frightening,” Ravenna amended. 
 
    Tami paused for a long moment, considering. No one interrupted her. Finally, she said, “How extraordinary.” 
 
    “I thought so,” Falke said.  
 
    “And She didn’t say anything until Ravenna mentioned the initiation?” Tami asked, staring off into space. 
 
    “No,” Falke said. “But recall that Ava said the Goddess cannot see what Morgaine is doing, only the results.” 
 
    “That’s weird,” Andi said. 
 
    Falke explained, “Twenty years ago, just before the Healing ceremony, we were attacked by Morgaine’s people—the Cult of Hela. As the priestesses were immolated, the leader said something to Ava. That’s when she realized what had happened.” 
 
    “Which was …?” Ravenna asked, wondering if his mad story were true. 
 
    “Morgaine had her followers explode the nuclear device that destroyed London. And the Goddess couldn’t stop her,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna gasped.  
 
    “I always wondered who blew up the city,” Andi said. “But why?’ 
 
    “To bring about the confrontation with the reincarnations of King Arthur, Merlin, and Priestess Anya,” Falke said. “Morgaine must have felt strong enough to take on whatever the Goddess had prepared.” 
 
    “And Priestess Ava wasn’t strong enough?” Ravenna asked. How could a Goddess not foresee how to defeat one of Her creations? 
 
    “It’s … complicated,” Falke said, looking pained. 
 
    “Great,” Andi said, shoving off the bed. “And that self-same bitch rules my country now.” 
 
    “No. Be very clear about this,” Tami said. “Ava was taken over by Morgaine. I foretold it when I met her at Drunemeton Chapel.” Tami got up with her empty cup. “Poor Ava.” Tami paused midway to the hob. Her body shivered and bent like a reed in the wind. A sudden dagger of black assaulted her aura about mid-thorax.  
 
    “Tami!” Falke helped her sit back down. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Would … would you make the tea, Younger Brother? I’m not up to it this moment.” she said. 
 
    Andi stood behind Tami, waving her hands in a stroking motion inches from the elder’s back and shoulders. Ravenna saw tendrils of her aura merging into the dimming violet of the old priestess. 
 
    Falke brewed the tea, then filled a tray with sugar, ersatz creamer, and fake lemon. He brought it to her, holding it while Tami served herself with hands that still trembled. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Don’t make that face at me, young lady. I’m only dying,” Tami said. Her lips twitched up despite her still-pale face. 
 
    “What is it?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Besides being eighty-two and living in a shipping crate? Pancreatic cancer,” she said.  
 
    “Why don’t you go to a med-center? Cancer is easily treatable,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Tami chuckled tiredly. “I’m wanted on forty-three counts of sedition against the Crown, dear. I can’t go anywhere they’d check my ID.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ravenna said, wondering what else there was to say. 
 
    “That’s enough, Andi dear. Don’t exhaust yourself,” the elder priestess said. Her aura was stronger, but Andi’s had diminished. 
 
    Andi stepped back. “I wish I could take this from you.” 
 
    “I would never let you,” the older woman said. 
 
    “Well, it’s been an eventful day. I think we should find quarters for our guest and turn in,” Falke said. 
 
    It was just past midnight, but Ravenna knew he was saying it for the benefit of the elder priestess. “Yes, I’m rather tired.” 
 
    “Let me help you to bed,” Andi said to Tami. 
 
    “I’ll take care of myself,” Tami said grumpily. “Why don’t you see to Ravenna’s needs? Falke, I’d thank you to stay and talk a bit.” 
 
    Andi shot Falke a look but went over and kissed Tami on the cheek. Ravenna was unsure what was expected and hung back. But Tami extended her arms out to Ravenna, so she hugged her. Ravenna smelled an odd mix of rosewater, tea, and something she could only describe as illness. Ravenna was rarely touched by others, but Tami’s hug felt remarkably loving, coming from a sick stranger. 
 
    “You are welcome here, Ravenna. We will cherish and care for you as our own,” Tami said as she released her 
 
    The warm words brought tears to Ravenna’s eyes. “Blessed be,” she whispered.  
 
    But what will happen to these people when the queen finds me? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I will only discuss this with you if you lie down,” Falke said. 
 
    “The problem with being an ill old lady is everyone orders you around,” Tami grumbled. But she offered her arm to him so he could help her out of the chair and escort her over to the bed. 
 
    Falke helped her slip under the covers. He plumped up her pillows so she could sit up. “I never thought to see those quilts again.”  
 
    “The first time we ever spoke together, we talked about the textiles,” she said, reaching up and stroking the nearest quilt depicting fall lovingly. “You were five, I think.” 
 
    “I remember,” he said, smiling. “I said something like, ‘Oh, someone made a mistake. They put coverlets on the walls, and they don’t even match!’” 
 
    They chuckled together. 
 
    “We’d just installed these art quilts on the opposing walls of Drunemeton Chapel. My wife, Allison, finished them that winter, and I was so very proud of them.” 
 
    Falke said, “You explained that they were a lesson. One set displayed the strange way Western thinking had been twisted, like the seasons. That one started with winter and went through to fall. But the others,” he touched it tenderly, “showed the Goddess perspective: spring to winter—birth to death.” 
 
    Tami chuckled. “And I recall how outraged you were that anyone could be so stupid not to represent the seasons in the Goddess way. You were quite vexed about it!” 
 
    Falke felt a flush rise in his cheeks. “What happened to the other set?” 
 
    “I sent it along to Allison’s family, after she was disappeared, and the queen’s people forced me to shutter the chapel.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s been so hard for you here, hasn’t it?” he asked. 
 
    “If you’re going to feel guilty about leaving the country while you were under threat of imprisonment or death, you can get right over it, Falke Drunemeton. I’ve no time for mopey adepts!” 
 
    Falke had a flashback to the day he was evacuated. He’d just turned seventeen. Two priests from the Sisterhood had come to take Falke from Cardiff Castle. The haunted look on his father’s face in those last moments was etched into Falke’s mind forever.  
 
    Dad said, “You must go with them, son. Stay away from Britain. Learn all you can. Forget about me.” 
 
    “But where will you be?”  
 
    “I have to stay here and face my punishment.” Tears stood in Dad’s eyes. “I broke faith with the king—sired a child with his wife!—and I must pay for that.” 
 
    “But, Dad!” 
 
    His father had gripped Falke’s arms. “Understand this, son. Queen Ava is Morgaine. What Ava warned us might happen, did. Morgaine took her over during the Healing.” 
 
    “Let me stay here and fight her!” Falke had argued. 
 
    “Then Morgaine will win.” His father had straightened and wiped his eyes. “She has all the power now. There’s nowhere you can go in Britain she won’t find you.” 
 
    “I can’t leave you here to be thrown in prison!” 
 
    “You pledged to Ava that if the worst happened, you would go and study and find a way to defeat Morgaine. You told me about it,” Dad reminded him. 
 
    “Yeah, but …” 
 
    “No, son. You must do as you promised. You’re our only hope. The Goddess will make things right through you. I know it in my heart. I have to believe it, or I couldn’t face what comes next.” Dad had turned away, and Falke heard a stifled sob. “I can stand anything so long as I know you are safely away from this.” 
 
    Falke hugged Dad harder than he ever had. He felt his dad kiss his cheek.  
 
    “I love you. Never forget that,” Dad said, stepping away. “Now go.”  
 
    Falke had never seen his dad again.  
 
    Falke cleared his throat and said to Tami, “All right then, I won’t apologize for leaving the country. But I will for having brought Ravenna here.”  
 
    Tami grumbled. “Before today, where did you think you were going to take her?” 
 
    “I thought I would take her away from the Temple on Midsummer and go directly to get the artifact.” 
 
    “And then what?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Falke admitted. 
 
    “You were always going to bring her here, and I knew that when you arrived,” Tami said. She looked up at the quilt. “I’m just glad to have lived long enough to see her.” 
 
    “What can I do to ease your pain?” 
 
    “Nothing at all. It is what it is.” She smiled thinly. “Now tell me. All of it. From the moment you met her until you came here.”  
 
    Falke related everything, from his careful path along a surveillance-less corridor Andi had drawn for him that morning, to encountering Ravenna, and all they’d spoken about. “As we were just about to step out of the park, I heard the queen shouting my name,” he finished. 
 
    Tami closed her eyes. “Well, that’s regrettable. But not unexpected.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Her golden eyes snapped open. “Did you think you could simply sweep in and take the girl?” 
 
    Falke shrugged and sat back on his heels. Actually, yes. 
 
    “Queen Ava is the most frightening autocratic ruler humanity has ever faced,” Tami said. “She has psychic power the likes of which has never been measured. And she is Britain’s absolute monarch: she disbanded Parliament, and only her puppets stand for positions like mayor and the like. Her security squads and electronic surveillance are quite thorough. It’s said that she’s strong enough to be able to sense the thoughts of others many hundreds of miles away. Do not imagine it will be simple to get the girl out.” 
 
    Falke swept his hair back from his forehead. “Dear Goddess. How were we so stupid to think it would be easy to get her out! What can we do?” 
 
    After a long while, Tami said, “It’s clear something is going to happen on Midsummer that involves—or involved—Ravenna’s investiture as a priestess. Your job just got a lot harder, Younger Brother.” 
 
      
 
    Exhausted, Falke crawled into the shipping box in the compound that had been his home while in London. He’d slept in worse. At least it wasn’t open to the steady British rains. 
 
    This is not going the way I expected. Not at all. 
 
    He hadn’t anticipated he’d be so over-awed by Tami. He’d adored her when he was a child. But now, his respect for her was colored by her bravery in the face of a terminal illness. He was impressed by the way she had formed a resistance movement, unaided. He was so moved by her sharp-tongued wisdom. So rattled by her clear-eyed assessments. 
 
    In some ways, she’s like a family member. My last link to home, back when things were somewhat normal. When I had a family and lived in a funny big house with mysterious but not frightening things happening all the time. 
 
    And then Ava came and blew that all to hell. 
 
    He shook his head, deliberately dispelling the thought. You’re getting Priestess Ava confused with Morgaine. It was Morgaine who caused the car to crash, killing Mom and baby Freya. It was Morgaine who destroyed London, triggering The Time to Come. Ava was merely a flawed, kind woman who saw what had to be done and did it—even though it meant her death. She tried.  
 
    She failed. And all because she didn’t understand one key issue. 
 
    If only I’d been in the Circle that day! 
 
    With a sigh, he put his personal ruminations aside. It was time to check in with the Sisterhood’s Motherhouse, and he knew it wouldn’t be pleasant. Falke turned his head and twisted his neck a bit to the left, activating the secure link embedded in his skull. He hadn’t wanted to let them install it, but the Sisterhood Leadership demanded he do so. There hadn’t been much choice. 
 
    “Falke Drunemeton, checking in,” he sent mentally. 
 
    “Falke. It’s about time,” replied a female voice he recognized as belonging to Kweetoo Tsose, one of the top members of the Sisterhood Leadership. “Report, please.” 
 
    Falke explained all that had transpired, being careful to describe all the sensations he’d experienced at the Goddess’ command and when he’d heard the queen’s voice. He finished, “So now, I have Ravenna nearly a week too early, in Tami’s camp. I have no idea what to do next, and not one clue how to get her out of London at the proper time.” 
 
    There was a long silence in return. Falke knew that she was meditating, or in some other way seeking an answer that he could not see himself. Leader Kweetoo was almost as powerful as Ifijioku, his late teacher. 
 
    Falke’s lids got heavier as the silence stretched on. And then the dream/memory he had almost weekly began: 
 
    It was almost two years after Falke had been evacuated from Britain. He’d roamed the world, studying with whomever Ifijioku—the Sisterhood elder priestess and his personal tutor—sent him to. He’d been assigned to the Australian outback, learning about the Dreamtime with an Aboriginal shaman, when the news reported that disgraced Prime Minister Harper Drunemeton had been executed for the rape of Queen Ava.  
 
    Falke deliberately overdosed on the dream-hallucinogens in his anger and grief. 
 
    As he lay there, his life flowing out, feeling the mote of his spirit begin to detach from his body, his dad had appeared—but not the man he’d known. It was a being of light and colors with no real definable edge. Falke’s heart had recognized the essence of his dad at once.  
 
    Falke felt his soul captured and stopped before leaving its mortal shell. Let me go! he demanded. I can’t live without you! 
 
    The being said gently, You have other paths to walk. Do not let your grief drive you to end this important task you do. So very many depend on you. 
 
    I can’t bear it! I don’t want to save anyone! I just want to be with you! 
 
    You would let our country—our world—fall into darkness? That doesn’t sound like you, exclaimed the being. 
 
    I just want you back. I’ve lost everyone I ever loved—lost my home and my country. I can’t go on! I can’t, Falke pleaded. 
 
    I am asking you to be brave. To do that which you pledged to do. To trust the Goddess to lead you to right action. When you have trained enough, when you have acquired the power, then you must discover how to defeat Morgaine. 
 
    It’s too much, Falke said, so tired right down to his bones. 
 
    Do you truly want to be with me again? 
 
    Yes! More than anything! Falke yearned to connect with the being. 
 
    Then you must defeat Morgaine and return the timeline back to what should have been. We will be back together again, just as you want. 
 
    Falke had felt cornered. The only way I can get you back is by doing what I am ordered to do? 
 
    Yes. Promise me you will do what is needed, son. 
 
    Reluctantly, Falke had said he would. The next moment, he opened his eyes to see the painted face of the Aboriginal shaman. “Thought we’d lost you, mate. Did you find what you were looking for in the Dreaming?” 
 
    “I spoke with my dad.” 
 
    “It’s powerful to walk with dead family in the Dreamtime. Do not speak of it to me. It was for you only.” The shaman helped Falke sit up, observing him closely. “We thought you were in the Dreamtime permanently, but the Sisterhood knew better. I just got a message from the Motherhouse. Your study with me is over. They….”  
 
    “Falke!” the demanding voice of Leader Kweetoo jerked him back to the present. 
 
    “Yes, leader. Sorry. I dropped off. It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have meditated, and I do not feel called upon to any action. This must be as the Goddess wills, or it would not have happened,” Kweetoo said. 
 
    “I am uncomfortable with that assessment, Leader,” Falke said, trying to put into his thoughts as much respect as possible. Leader Kweetoo had a famously quick temper when challenged. “Recall that High Priestess Ava discovered that the Goddess cannot see what Morgaine is doing.” 
 
    “I am aware of our past high priestess’ reports,” snapped Leader Kweetoo. 
 
    “Yes, Leader. I apologize if you felt my remark was impertinent,” Falke said. 
 
    “Kindly pay attention to what I am saying. The Goddess quite clearly feels the girl was at risk in the Temple and believed Ravenna needed to be removed immediately. She obviously knows where you are, and what the situation is there.” 
 
    “Can you tell if the castle knows Ravenna is missing?” he asked. 
 
    “We monitor all channels, both public and private, related to the queen,” Leader Kweetoo said. “So far, there’s only been one call between the queen and her security chief. My assumption is they don’t want anyone to be aware Ravenna has run off on them.” 
 
    “Tami is dying. Can’t we get some medicine for her?” Falke asked. 
 
    “No, I’m sorry,” Leader Kweetoo said. “Serving Priestess Tami is a great lady. I much respect her and what she has done there. I would help her if I could. But with you there, and now the girl, it would expose us to the queen.” 
 
    Falke felt as if his whole soul was sagging with disappointment. “What do you wish me to do?” 
 
    “I believe the Goddess has you and Ravenna in hand. There are hard tasks to be performed in the days ahead that Tami’s people apparently require your help with. You must meet the challenge. But if you keep the Goddess in your thoughts, you will make the right choices for the situation,” she said. 
 
    That’s a fat load of help, slipped into his thoughts before he could squelch it.  
 
    He heard Leader Kweetoo chuckle. “I understand, Falke. This was never going to be easy on you, and I am sorry for it. That things have gotten more difficult only makes my heart heavy for you. But you are strong enough and wise enough for this task, I feel sure. Ifijioku and High Priestess Ava always believed in you.”  
 
    “Thank you, Leader. I will do my best,” he said. 
 
    “Blessed be,” Leader Kweetoo said as she signed off. 
 
    “Bloody hell,” he muttered, as he threw himself into the blanket. What “hard tasks in the days ahead” am I facing? And why me? Why Ravenna? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Six Days to Midsummer 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a murmuring in the distance. It felt ancient.  
 
    Malevolent.  
 
    Ravenna saw black candles burning in front of an altar of obsidian. The smell of blood—hot and scorched—filled the air. 
 
    “Where is she?” demanded a familiar voice. Where is that brat? 
 
    An ebony needle that had been shoved through a blackened cork floated in a dish of water and salt. It spun to and fro but didn’t settle anywhere. 
 
    “Damn you! Where is the girl?” 
 
    The needle trembled, then sank to the bottom of the dish. 
 
    A hand slapped the dish off the altar. There was a scream of frustration and anger. “I must have her. I must have the girl! Find me the girl. Now!” 
 
    Ravenna slipped back into her dreams, grateful the queen could not find her … 
 
    Yet. 
 
      
 
    “Get up!” someone demanded. 
 
    Ravenna opened her eyes. Andi was standing over her.  
 
    It wasn’t a dream. This is a horrible reality.  
 
    Ravenna threw the blanket off, mouth feeling cottony and stomach rumbling. The air smelled close and stale—as she supposed it would in a shipping container. She felt dirty all over. She wished she could bathe in a vat of sanitizer. The idea that she’d have to use that primitive “toilet” again so revolted her, she could barely stand it. But her bladder had different ideas.  
 
    Last night, Andi had insisted Ravenna sleep in her “quarters”—a packing crate hardly big enough for two—as “a brother shouldn’t sleep with his sister.” But first, Andi took Ravenna to the common loo—which was little more than a hole in the ground with an ironically placed toilet seat. The smell and the idea of peeing where everyone else had made it almost impossible to go, but finally Ravenna accomplished it. Then they went back to Andi’s quarters. There was no furniture, just some bedding on the floor. Andi threw herself into a pile of blankets, turned off the battery-powered lantern, and muttered, “G’night. Sleep tight.” 
 
    As if, she’d grumbled to herself. 
 
    Shortly, Andi was snoring surprisingly loudly. But Ravenna’s head wouldn’t let her rest. Her world had just been upended—how could she zonk out? She went over and over the evening and what led her to be in that odd place. It had started out so innocently. 
 
    Maybe I should play back the events in real time, so I can hear them again.  
 
    When Ravenna was little, the queen had a device that recorded everything she said and did installed at the base of her skull. As she got older, Ravenna was pretty sure it was to keep tabs on her. And there were one or two incidents before she went to Temple that made her fairly sure of it. 
 
    But it wasn’t something Ravenna could access on her own until she was eleven. By then, she was living at the Temple and had a roommate named Gina, who was a tech-maven. Ravenna had no idea how Gina had ended up with the initiates. She should have been building the nextgen of computer interfaces.  
 
    One day, Gina turned on a little box, no bigger than her thumb. “There,” she said. “They can’t use their spy devices to hear us. They’ll just get a hum and think it’s interference.” 
 
    That’s when Ravenna broke her silence and told her about the mental recorder.  
 
    Gina was immediately fascinated and asked if she could tinker with it. “Oh, it’s got a GPS in there, too. This is seriously creepy spytech in your head!” Gina said she couldn’t fix it all at once. For the next six months, she dinked around back there for half-hour stretches when her little device was on. Eventually, she told Ravenna she was finished. 
 
    Gina said, “I couldn’t turn it all the way off. And if I did, they’d just drug you and put in a new one while you slept. I put in a kill switch. Anytime you want to have privacy, think the words Go dark, and you’ll cut it off. They’ll hear what they do with my little device—a hum.” She gave Ravenna instructions on how to use every aspect of the mental journal, so that it was controlled by her—not the queen. The only thing Ravenna couldn’t do was erase stuff. Because of that, Ravenna had to keep her thoughts carefully controlled. 
 
    Gina finished off, “I’ve also set the default GPS to this room. It’ll show you’re a good little girl, snug in bed.” 
 
    Ravenna had hugged and hugged Gina. It was the first time she felt she had control of her own life. 
 
    The next month, Gina was gone. Rumor was, she’d hacked into the queen’s secret files. 
 
    She was disappeared—the only friend Ravenna’d ever had.  
 
    Ravenna had searched the entire Temple for her roommate. She’d looked in the restricted areas. She searched in the rooms the teachers didn’t let initiates know existed. Ravenna had even personally challenged the headmistress—and gotten detention for three months.  
 
    Nothing she did changed the fact that Gina was gone and probably dead. Her loss felt like a gut-punch. 
 
    Gina’s kill-switch was why the Temple Guardians weren’t all over Tami’s people in the Exclusion Zone that minute. They believed Ravenna was in bed, asleep. She didn’t think they monitored her dreams, so they wouldn’t be wondering why the humming had gone on for so long. 
 
    I’m free of them all, for the moment.  
 
    The knowledge had made Ravenna feel kind of giddy last night. She had curled up and watched the events of the evening replay in her mind. When it was done, she wondered that she had gone off with Falke. 
 
    But this morning’s dream-vision made it clear that the queen was aware Ravenna had run away. And to what a strange place! Everything felt too real. Too ugly. Too foreign. 
 
    Andi handed Ravenna a plastic tub with some rice and lentils in it. “Brekkie. Sorry, there’s no spoon.” 
 
    Ravenna nodded her thanks, wondering how to eat it. But she felt Andi watching her—judging her. Ravenna took a few fingers-full of the mix. The rice was just on the verge of going off, the beans were slightly burnt, and there was a strange spice to it she couldn’t identify. This can’t be what these people have for food. It’s some sort of test. 
 
    “Sorry there’s no bangers,” Andi said. 
 
    Ravenna suppressed a shudder at the thought of what a sausage would be like there. “Thank you so much for bringing me breakfast, Andi. I certainly didn’t expect it.” 
 
     “You’re not what I expected of the Bitch Queen’s daughter,” Andi said. 
 
    That’s going to get old really fast. Still, I think Andi’s giving me a little respect, and I’ll take it. I don’t want her for an enemy. “What did you think?” 
 
    “I thought you’d demand champagne for breakfast or something.” 
 
    Ravenna chuckled, glad she’d eaten the horrid food without complaint. This is all they have.  
 
    This was not a test. 
 
    Andi went to stand at the doorway as Ravenna finished the unpleasant breakfast. It was an overcast, foggy day. Sounds were muffled. The gray early morning light flattened all the colors outside. There was a rank, damp odor in the still air. 
 
    It was nothing like the sterile pleasantness of the Temple. 
 
    Andi’s silver eyes roved over the area, her body in a fighter’s stance. Her tattoos made her face look like a fierce mask. Ravenna realized Andi was guarding her, looking for trouble. Am I in danger here? 
 
    “Why do you have the tattoo and … all the other things?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “I do a lot of stealth stuff. It prevents the queen’s electronics from picking me up,” Andi said. 
 
    “Stealth stuff? Like what?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “You done yet?” Andi demanded, instead of answering. “Tami and the others are waiting.” 
 
    “I need to ...” 
 
    “Yeah. This way.” 
 
    Stretching her muscles as she’d been taught in the Temple, Ravenna took a deep breath, trying to shake off the feeling that the grime was seeping into her skin. She held out the bowl. “Where shall I put this, and whom may I thank for the food?” 
 
    Andi took the bowl from Ravenna and flipped it into a crate near the door. “Mama Mouse’ll be glad to hear a kind word. I’ll introduce you later.”  
 
    She led Ravenna to the common loo, then they went across the compound to where Tami lived. There was music coming from an old-fashioned loudspeaker up on a pole. It was something like a symphony, but with people singing. Ravenna stopped to stare, wondering where the music was coming from. Realizing that Andi had gone on without her, she ran to catch up. They climbed up to Tami’s quarters. A different man guarded the entrance with a shotgun. 
 
    Andi nodded at him and headed in. Ravenna noted the containers she’d spotted the previous night were planted with herbs used for healing instead of food crops. On top of Tami’s crate was a very modern solar array. There’s a lot more here than meets the first look. 
 
    Ravenna followed Andi inside. Tami was there, looking pale. Falke was standing over at the hob. He smiled at Ravenna, and again it was like a ray of sun came into the room. She couldn’t help but smile back. But the moment passed quickly as she noticed the other people in the small container-home. They stared at her. Two started whispering to each other.  
 
    Ravenna went over and gave Tami a peck on the cheek. Her skin felt like dry, thin paper and was about as white. “How are you this morning?” 
 
    Tami shrugged. “Well enough. You’ve eaten?” Ravenna nodded. “Get yourself some tea, then. We’re having a bit of a war council, as you can see.” 
 
    Falke poured her some tea into a well-worn plastic cup. Ravenna’s hand tingled as his fingers brushed across it. What is it about him? But then he turned to the group and said in a voice dripping with scorn, “I’m glad you’re here, Ravenna. You’re going to witness this lot take on the queen today.”  
 
    Instantly, Ravenna felt the group become hostile toward him. Why has he set them off like this, deliberately? 
 
    “Not the queen herself,” Tami said. “That would be suicide. Besides, you’re already here to do something about that.” 
 
    “What?” demanded a large man with no neck and a shaved head. His aura pulsed orange and brown—the life-glow of a bully and a narcissist. “What’s he gonna do? Kill ’er?” 
 
    “I’m a priest of the Goddess,” Falke said. “We don’t kill people.”  
 
    The others looked surprised. It was clear none of them knew Falke. But the large man shrugged noncommittally, clearly unimpressed. 
 
    “How’s a priest going to help us, Tami?” an older black man demanded. His aura was a bright blue with streaks of red—a strong adept. 
 
    “You cannot shoot or beat your way out of this problem,” Tami said. “That’s the queen’s way. It isn’t ours.” 
 
    “Says you,” the big man grumbled. 
 
    “Shut it, Gwylim,” Andi barked.  
 
    Glowering, the big man leaned against the wall. 
 
    Who is on whose side? Ravenna wondered. 
 
    “What is it you want of me?” Falke asked. Ravenna felt a profound fatigue from him. But she also sensed he knew quite well what would happen in the conversation. Is there any situation he already doesn’t see the whole of? And what kind of training has he received that gives him this ability? 
 
    “As I told you the other night, I’ve been trying to get adepts out of the country for the last eighteen years. Otherwise, those who don’t sign up with the queen are disappeared. Some are simply killed,” Tami said. 
 
    “Yes,” Falke said. “The Sisterhood is aware of this.” 
 
    Chills ran down Ravenna’s arms. Her latest roommate at the Temple, Olwen, once told Ravenna a schoolmate of hers went for testing and never came back. The disappearances were more extensive than she’d thought. 
 
    “Does your Sisterhood know what’s happening to those with psi abilities?” demanded a young woman sitting in the corner. She had a sort of bruised-purple aura—so Ravenna knew she was injured but managing. It took a moment before Ravenna noticed, just as she blinked, that the woman was wearing a prosthetic leg. If Ravenna looked at it straight on, it appeared just the same as her flesh-and-blood one. The woman’s mental projection was hard to penetrate; Ravenna was impressed by her strength. 
 
    “And you are?” Falk asked. 
 
    “Donna Poole,” she said. “Are we supposed to address you as ‘Your Grace’ or ‘Priest Falke,’ and her as ‘Princess Raven-whatever?’” 
 
    “Ravenna, please,” she said in a sort of final way, hoping they would stop insulting her. 
 
    Falke managed a weak smile. “Falke is fine. And no, the Sisterhood doesn’t have a clear idea what the queen’s people are doing with adepts.” 
 
    “Elliot Minto,” the black man said by way of introduction. “Does your group know where those with talent are being kept?” 
 
    “No,” Falke said. “And they’ve been trying to find out.” 
 
    “We have some leads,” Tami said. 
 
    “And what do you propose to do?” Falke asked. 
 
    “What the hell do you think? We’ll bust them up and take down her network of spies!” thundered Gwylim. 
 
    His fierceness unsettled Ravenna. She swept the room trying to read the others. Although they didn’t like his bombastic outburst, fundamentally, they agreed with him. 
 
    “Well, good luck with that,” Falke said. 
 
    “Are priests too dainty to do the work a priestess will?” Andi demanded. 
 
    She’s a priestess? Ravenna was taken aback by the very idea Andi had received training.  “Where did you study?” 
 
    Tami said, “I’ve been training a few in the field, as it were, since the Sisterhood hasn’t sent any help.” 
 
    “And why is that?” Andi snapped at Falke. “Where is your precious fucking Sisterhood? Why aren’t they helping? Why’ve they left us to fend for ourselves or die?” 
 
    The others watched the exchange carefully. 
 
    “Ava—not the queen, but Priestess Ava—insisted they stay out of Britain if she was taken over by Morgaine,” Falke said. 
 
    Does everyone know she’s really Morgaine but me? Ravenna wondered. 
 
    “So, they simply obeyed?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “Ava was their High Priestess,” Falke explained. “Or she was the day before the Healing, She was planning to step down when she married Ron—the king.” 
 
    “Why do we need Mr. Highnmighty here, anyway?”  Gwylim asked. 
 
    Tami sighed tiredly. “Because I can’t go with you, Gwylim. You’ll need a high-functioning adept to help you deal with what you’ll find.” She turned to look at Falke. “And that’s why you’ve got to help us, Younger Brother. You must see that you’re the only one to whom we can turn.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tami,” Falke said. “I was assigned a very specific task. It will be hard enough to accomplish without having your agenda to cope with on top of that. I hadn’t expected to have to remove Ravenna from the Temple so soon. Surely they’re looking for her now.” 
 
    Ravenna decided not to mention the dream she’d had about the queen searching for her through antique magical spells—mostly because she was fairly sure no one would believe her. 
 
    “You have to go with us!” Andi insisted. 
 
    Falke frowned, and Ravenna wondered what was troubling him suddenly. “I only have a short time to achieve what I need to. I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can help you,” Falke said. 
 
    “Enough of this talk,” snarled Gwylim. “Let’s move out while the fog is still with us.” 
 
    Tami started coughing—hard. Before anyone else could reach her, Falke knelt beside her, holding her as the cough shook her entire body. Her aura dimmed so much that Ravenna could hardly perceive Tami’s lifeforce. Then, Falke’s remarkable violet-blue-white aura bowed out toward her, and it was as if he rekindled her inner fire, while losing none of his own. The others surrounded them, concern on their faces—even Gwylim. 
 
    After a while, Tami patted Falke on the head. “Better, thanks.” 
 
    He let her go but held her hand. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Tami nodded. “I’m asking you, Priest Falke Drunemeton, to help us in our time of need. No matter your other errand. Because if you fail in your task, we will still have to live with things as they are. And I fear what my helpers will find is devastating … not just to Britain, but to the world.” 
 
    Falke looked at Ravenna in a measuring way.  
 
    Ravenna quailed under his studied stare. Is there something he wants me to say? Because I haven’t a clue. I really have no idea what to do next. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Was this what Leader Kweetoo meant about tasks ahead? Won’t this expose Ravenna to unnecessary danger?  
 
    Falke’d had an extensive prescient dream about these events last night, but no explanation about it. He’d heard Andi’s voice in the dream, but not seen her. How is that possible? 
 
    Now they were all staring at him. And really, Falke just wanted to chuck the whole thing and go back to his studies of ancient artifacts. This was all too much. He didn’t want the responsibility. Ravenna had been a big enough burden, but now, suddenly, he was expected to be part of some resistance movement? I didn’t sign up for this! 
 
    Tami looked at him expectantly.  
 
    Falke had no defense against those golden eyes. His shoulders sagged. “As you wish, Elder Sister.” 
 
    There was a collective sigh of relief from the others. 
 
    “I’m going too,” Ravenna said.  
 
    Falke was surprised. The last thing he expected from her was an interest in the affairs of this lot. 
 
    “We don’t need him or her,” Gwylim said. 
 
    Elliot said, “If Tami says we do, then we do.” 
 
    “Ravenna—” Falke started. 
 
    “I’m going with you. There will be no discussion,” Ravenna said. Then, obviously realizing what she had sounded like, amended with, “Please.”  
 
    He found himself amused at her haughtiness and her self-awareness of how it sounded. How does she keep capturing me like this? Falke chuckled. “Shall we?” he indicated the doorway. 
 
    The others filed out, but each one stopped to exchange a word, a touch, or a kiss with Tami first. Ravenna bowed to Tami and followed the others out.  
 
    Falke went last, bending over to kiss her in the third-eye position of her forehead. “We’ll see you tonight, Elder Sister.” 
 
    “I will be here,” Tami said. “And Falke?” 
 
    He paused on his way out. “Yes?’ 
 
    “Don’t close any doors you don’t have to. You never know what the Goddess has hidden,” Tami said. 
 
    As the six of them walked out, the theme song from “The Wizard of Oz” came on the loudspeaker. 
 
     “What in the world!” Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    “Bastiaan’s little joke, I guess,” Falke said, wondering where the old man was hiding this time. “I’ll introduce you when we come back,” Falke said.  
 
    He and Ravenna followed along the narrow lanes of the Exclusion Zone. Donna’s gait was slightly uneven because of her prosthesis, but the long cloak she wore hid it if one didn’t know. Gwylim led, and people moved quickly out of the way once he emerged from the mist. The group had no trouble making it through the crowd. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Falke asked Elliot, who was just ahead of them. 
 
    “I have an old gasser bus hidden in a crate about a klick from here,” Elliot said. “The new cars can all be traced and controlled remotely. We don’t want to attract attention.” 
 
    “So where is this place?” Falke asked. 
 
    “We’ll head up to the town of Ware. Tami has information that there’s something going on in the outskirts there,” Elliot said. 
 
    “What sort of something?” Falke asked. For some reason, the mere mention of the place made his stomach clench. 
 
    Elliot shrugged, then twisted sharply as he almost ran into a woman carrying a large jug of water on her head.  
 
    “Are you bloody blind, you arse? You almost made me drop it!” she shouted. 
 
    Elliot bowed and apologized several times before catching back up with them. “That was awful! Can you imagine if I’d made her spill all that pure water! Goddess knows how much—and how—she paid for it!” 
 
    Ravenna whispered to Falke, “How can clean water be that precious? How can people be so desperate, the mere jostling of a stranger causes alarm for both?” 
 
    “The Exclusion Zone is a wasteland deliberately created by the queen,” Falke said. Then to Elliot, he said, “You were going to tell me about whatever it is we’re going to see.” 
 
    “Right,” Elliot nodded. “Well … we’ve heard it’s a testing center for adepts. It’s where they take people they suspect of having talent.” 
 
    “And what do you think we’ll discover?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Elliot glanced at them. “I’m afraid to even imagine it. My dreams have been … disturbing.” 
 
    Up ahead, Gwylim went into a dented-up blue shipping container. The others followed. The reek of pigeon guano hit them at the door. Both Falke and Ravenna started coughing and sneezing. A small old white school bus covered in dust sat in the closed space. In faded writing, Falke could make out “Coalhills School” on the side. Everything about it looked old and rusted—except the windows, which had a printed film over them that looked like the tattoos on Andi’s face. 
 
    Andi opened the container’s large door to the outside. Gwylim climbed in the front passenger seat. Falke and Ravenna took the very back seat. Donna and Andi took their places in the middle, on opposite sides.  
 
    It smelled no better in the vehicle.  
 
    Falke felt a wave of disgust from Ravenna. He heard her whimper, “I’ll never get clean again!” She tugged at the top of her shirt; her breathing became shallow and rapid.  
 
    Falke took her hand and let the spark between them happen. It seemed to calm her. “Let me guess, its former occupation was as a rolling pigeon coop?” he asked Elliot, brushing away a pile of twigs from the seat. 
 
    “More or less,” Elliot said. After three tries, Elliot started the ancient bus. He backed it up slowly, while the old machine squeaked and rattled complaints. 
 
    Andi closed the container’s door, then jumped in the bus, plopping into the seat next to Donna.  
 
    Falke sneezed at least ten times in rapid succession from the dust rising from the floorboards.  
 
    Ravenna remarked, “I haven’t seen one of you access the Net since I’ve been here.”  
 
    Falke pointed at her commbracelet—a combination 3-D tattoo with a circlet wrapping around her wrist. “I notice you haven’t either.” 
 
    “I turned it off when we left the Healing Circle.” She looked down at it. “It’s funny, last night I felt … well, alone. I’ve gotten so used to the constant info and entertainment, the seamless chatting with my pals, or accessing data constantly, as everyone does. I guess the missing data connection is making me more nervous than usual,” she admitted. 
 
    “Yes, I should imagine it’s a lot like what drug withdrawal sort of feels like,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna’s mouth dropped open, and she looked both angry and puzzled. 
 
    “The queen controls Net access,” Donna added. “They can track you, identify who you’re with, and get a read on what you’re doing. None of us use the Net.” 
 
    With her fingernail, Ravenna broke the connection between her wrist tattoo and the bracelet and slipped it off. She tossed the bangle on the floor of the bus. 
 
    “The queen has isolated you very effectively. And even worse, you can’t get access to facts, or services, or material that can help you,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna picked at the leftover connection on her wrist—a nub of connective plastic that stubbornly resisted her efforts. She shot Falke a look. “How will we know if the queen is looking for me?” 
 
    “I have an embedded uplink to the Sisterhood,” Falke admitted. “It’s shielded from hacking or tracking.” No one said anything, but he could feel their suspicion. “I don’t use it much. But I can tell you that so far, there have been no reports of Ravenna’s escape from the Temple.” 
 
    “That’s a relief.” Ravenna said. “But I wonder why the queen is hiding my absence?” 
 
    The bus wended its way down narrow lanes lined by shacks, crates, and piles of debris being picked over by ragged people.  
 
    After a thump, they joined a macadam country lane, leaving the hovels of the city behind. They reached a spot where they could see all of what was left of the London he had known. The view depressed Falke beyond measure. A low brown cloud hovered just above the middle of the seemingly randomly arranged ugly boxy skyscrapers, giving a yellow cast to the smallish city below. Only three million lived where once there had been over ten million. The sludge-filled Thames, bloated with the backwash of the Atlantic and the effluvia of the city, snaked through the cluttered urban zone. 
 
    In the center of New London was a gray-white castle surrounded by nine red-capped towers and a main tower that was some hellish blend of Gothic and Rococo architecture. It was an insanely ornate hodge-podge, topped with a roof that looked like gold. “That is the most bizarre and inappropriate castle I have ever seen,” Falke said, offended once again by the place. 
 
    “People call it the Peacock Palace, but its official name is the Seraphim Castle,” Donna said.     
 
    “The Bitch Queen spent five years’ worth of taxes to build that fucking place,” Andi snarled. 
 
    “Modeled after something she saw on a cartoon,” Elliot added. 
 
    “And has as little to do with traditional British architecture,” Donna interjected. 
 
    “It has 117 rooms, three ballrooms, ten smaller halls, and, of course, the three-story tall Throne Room,” Elliot said, sounding like a tour guide. 
 
    Donna turned around and looked Ravenna, “What’s it like?” 
 
    Ravenna stared out at the scenery opposite the city. She had determinedly avoided looking at the place. “I haven’t lived in the castle since I was eight—and at that time, it was only a couple of years old. But when I was there, it was empty and cold.” She shivered, and Falke could see the ugly memories pass over her expression. 
 
    “It has a bloody dungeon!” Gwylim growled.  
 
    The bus wheezed along in silence for a while. 
 
    Finally, Falke said, “How are they able to keep the poor and unemployed down?” 
 
    “Oh, most people have a wonderful opinion of our Queen Ava and King Arthur II,” Elliot said. “Didn’t the queen sprout wings and magically clean up the nuclear wasteland that was London?” 
 
    “Aren’t they the handsomest couple, and their children beautiful? Pity about the eldest son,” said Andi in a flat voice. 
 
    Ravenna started to say something, but Falke shook his head. 
 
    “Isn’t Prince Robert, the heir-apparent, not the handsomest, cleverest seventeen-year-old ever? And isn’t he hilarious in that Net comedy ‘Zoom City’?” added Donna in a fake voice. 
 
    “Zoom-zoom!” Elliot shouted.  
 
    Ravenna winced. “Stop! I’ve been suffering through my initiate-sisters prattling that for months now.” 
 
    “I’d like to kill every idiot who utters that fucking phrase,” growled Gwylim.  
 
    Andi turned around. “What’s Robert like?” 
 
    Ravenna muttered to Falke, “I can’t tell you the number of Sisters who’ve asked me that question!” But she sighed and said, “He’s rather weirdly offensive.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw him?” Falke asked. 
 
    “A couple of years ago. I go to the castle for my birthday—it’s the one day a year I see the queen,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “That’s it?” Donna asked. “That’s … awful.” 
 
    Ravenna shrugged. “It would be worse if it were more often, frankly. The queen always greets me with an air-kiss on each cheek. At dinner, there’s never anyone there besides the two of us in the enormous empty hall, with only three attendants. The queen makes inquiries about my schooling and talent—facts I know she’s already learned from the Head of the Temple. I’m careful to be correct, quiet, respectful, and obedient. I rarely ask questions, as this tends to rile the queen.”  
 
    With a start, Falke realized Ravenna never referred to the queen as “mother” or any other maternal title. Interesting.  
 
    “I don’t imagine the queen likes questions,” Donna said. 
 
    “And all through dinner, those green eyes glare at me. I’ve grown to loathe my birthday,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “And Prince Robert showed up for one of these dinners?” Andi said, clearly wanting an answer. 
 
    “Yes. He’d apparently snuck in and was watching us from behind a column. But he was revealed when he blew a tremendous—well, fart—and fell down laughing at his ‘accomplishment.’”  Ravenna hugged herself. 
 
    Gwylim grumbled a laugh. No one else did. 
 
    “Actually, I sort of wish I could block out all of my birthday memories,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “How old was he at the time?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Fifteen.” 
 
    “That seems very juvenile for that age—and his status as heir apparent,” Falke said. 
 
    “Even the queen wasn’t amused and sent him off to his room,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Not exactly the clever, erudite fellow we see on the Net,” Elliot said. 
 
    “No one in the castle is what they seem,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Even that football manager connected to the Royals—Colonel Tryfan?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “Never met him,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Tryfan?” Falke said. “I recall him from the meeting we had with the government people in Cardiff when we presented the Merlin and King Arthur relics. He was a guard and pledged himself to serve King Arthur after the Goddess proclaimed the Heirs arrived. Ava said he was Sir Bedevere of the Round Table reborn. He’s in football now?” 
 
    Gwylim nodded. “The manager for the Stratford Spears—and a damn good one. They’re number one seeded. But he’s such a bloody ponce. Pledges every win to the queen.” 
 
    “And then wins,” Elliot said with a chuckle. 
 
    “A lot of people think he’s the queen’s lover and that she cast a spell to make the Spears dominate their league,” Donna added. 
 
    Ravenna mused, “I heard a rumor the queen has a lover—or several. I wonder if it’s true?” 
 
    Falke turned to Ravenna, “Do you see how it really is? Everyone admires the royals, and no one raises any questions even though New London is a polluted hellhole, there’s incredible poverty, and half the population are drug addicts.”  
 
    “Those not as enthused as they’re supposed to be are quickly disappeared,” Donna said. “Put on a happy face, don’t ask too many questions—and don’t, for Goddess sake, stand up for the poor—and life is pretty fine for most people.” 
 
    “It’s as if you’re speaking about a foreign dictatorship—not Britain,” Ravenna said. “How could things have gone so wrong?” 
 
    “The bloody damn queen,” Gwylim snarled. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight  
 
      
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    The queen swept into the windowless room. The three women and two men who had been waiting for her around the long mahogany conference table stood and bowed. She nodded and took her seat, weary beyond weary.  
 
    Her security officers couldn’t find Ravenna.  
 
    Just as Morgaine had known, the girl hadn’t been in her bed as the tracker showed. Somehow, Ravenna had discovered how to subvert the electronics that had been embedded in her skull since she was six.  
 
    No surveillance had captured Ravenna’s image, no guards or policebots had reported the girl—or Falke Drunemeton. After that one brief psychic impression, Morgaine hadn’t been able to locate Falke or Ravenna at all, despite having pushed her Sight all night long. 
 
    Morgaine had even turned to an ancient magick she hadn’t used in 1,500 years. The indicator needle had actually sunk instead of pointing to the girl. She had no idea what the hell that meant. 
 
    It was as if they had both vanished, no matter how hard technology or magick tried to find them. And that was odd. 
 
    Obviously, she was going to have to resort to older, darker methods to locate Ravenna. 
 
    Someone shifted noisily in their chair, and Morgaine recalled the reason for this meeting. It was the quarterly finance report. Not the country’s finances. Hers. Each of these people were personally sworn to her. They served in her privy council. They were part of the Dark Cabinet, as she’d heard one of the ministers whisper. No one knew what they knew or had access to the information they had. 
 
    With their help, in just twenty years, the person known as Queen Ava Cerdwen had gone from being an underpaid high priestess to a trillionaire queen. There seemed no end to the amount of wealth these clever people could help her acquire.  
 
    But she was certainly interested in finding out. 
 
    “Inferi, begin recording this meeting, and store it in my deep security file,” Morgaine said.  
 
    “Recording session, O Queen,” the mechanical voice said from over the table. 
 
    “All right people, what have you got for me today?”  
 
    “Ma’am, here is the report on the latest numbers for the ‘Queen’s Building Site Tax,’” Jax Ford said. “I’ve uploaded it to your protected databank.” 
 
    “Very well. Your summation please,” Morgaine said. She smiled at this particular bit of monetary legerdemain. All the property records had vanished in the blast, and almost no one had proof of ownership for anything. Before anyone could build, there had been the problem of “infrastructure”: sewer, water, electricity, communication cables, roads, and all of that. What to do, how to pay for it, and how to make it happen had taken up a full year of Ron and Harper’s time while she was off gestating and birthing the twins and learning all there was to know about this age.  
 
    There had been an interest—although not a lot, initially—from corporations and citizens who wanted to build in what was once London. The very people in that room had created the building site tax that had no set value. If someone wanted a piece of property, they would have to come up with a figure that was of use to Morgaine. Sometimes that was in money, sometimes that was in pledges of stocks or other monetary tools, or foreign real estate in exchange, or other things she valued. 
 
    Some fool had called it a bribe within her hearing. She’d enjoyed torturing him to death. No one mentioned that word again. 
 
    In the early days, Morgaine had reinvested the money she’d made in many of the business projects, as few wanted to partake of the risky, and possibly fruitless, attempt to rebuild the city. Those investments had paid off in not just money (which she enjoyed), but in kindling the rebirth of London. Oh, it wasn’t as elegant a place or the seat of power it had once been, but there had been a rebirth, and it was due to her efforts. A pity no one knows that, she mused.  
 
    The best part of the Building Site Tax? She’d not had to build any infrastructure. The landholder was on their own. Of course, in exchange, she imposed few regulations on what was built or how. She’d been reluctant to put any laws into action, but then two fifty-story towers collapsed, killing a thousand people, and her docile populace had been up in arms. A huge fine (which went directly into her coffers) and a few building regulations, and everyone went back to business.   
 
    Ford continued, “Income from the tax has, as expected, slowly started to dwindle as the lots in central London have been built out. Expansion on the outskirts is ramping up, but since they aren’t as highly prized, less is being offered.” 
 
    Morgaine drummed her fingers on the table. Once the economy had stabilized, she’d stopped reinvesting in the city and given herself lavish gifts and opportunities. After all, who had earned it more? Now, she counted on that income stream for other things. Her 300-foot yacht was in mid-build in the royal boatyard. She’d planned to go for an autumn cruise with that yummy Russian oligarch in the soup-warm Med. Then there was the balloon payment due on the joint venture with that Chinese tech tsar to build a luxury hotel on the moon in the British colony. “This is … disappointing.”  
 
    There was a feeling of static electricity in the room. Morgaine’s flame pendant seemed to glow. 
 
    “I was just thinking,” began Luisa Subba cautiously, “You know, all those buildings downtown were put up in rather a lot of haste. Perhaps we should institute safety inspections with substantial penalties for non-compliance.” She didn’t need to add, “to laws and standards that were non-existent when they were erected.” 
 
    “If they don’t comply and won’t pay the tax, we will seize and resell the land,” Alicia Cotton suggested. 
 
    “Or completely remodel the properties for the owner. We could put together a company that you own to do the work,” Bindee Manual said.  
 
    “Oh,” Morgaine purred. “I think this sounds like a very wise solution.” She could feel them relax … but just a bit. 
 
    Newt Roget cleared his throat. “I am very pleased to tell you that wo’onra production has doubled at Coblynau Recreational Pharmaceuticals. We are on track to see triple profits by the end of the year” 
 
    Morgaine was the chief shareholder of that company, which she’d formed after making all “drugs” legal.  
 
    When she seized Prime Minister Harper Drunemeton’s Druidic tech, company Eight Lights, the scientists had fled the country, taking all of their material and files. But one of their chemists had left the passwords to their cloud application taped to the bottom of a drawer, and it had proved a gold mine of useful potions she’d since exploited under the banner of Coblynau Recreational Pharmaceuticals.  
 
    Wo’onra was one of these; a subtle chemical combination developed to increase psychic power artificially. She’d been seriously disappointed in the lack of progress with wo’onra as a psi enhancer. But then it had occurred to her that as a recreational drug, it was safer than heroin, or meth, or any of the other “hard” drugs. She’d meant for it to relieve the pain of her people. It was especially effective with the unemployed—of which there were many, since most industries no longer used human labor. It helped dull the ache of living in hovels in the Exclusion Zone—an area she’d created to keep the homeless and unemployed out of the way. 
 
    It had amazed and appalled her — the endless hunger for the mind-obliterating hallucinogen that made virtual reality games and shows seem more than real. She couldn’t help it that people used it so much they would waste away and die. I’m not their nanny, just their queen.  
 
    It turned out that ruling a populace in the twenty-first century was a lot harder than it had been back in the fifth, in Camelot’s time. But it had served as a lesson for this modern age: People were so very easy to manipulate when they were addicted to something: porn, wo’onra, wealth. You just had to find their drug of choice.               
 
    “Are you still lowering the price?” she asked. 
 
    “In some markets near the Exclusion Zone, it is free, Ma’am,” Roget said. 
 
    “Free? How do we make money that way?” Morgaine demanded. 
 
    “In the Zone, so many are addicted, we’ve been able to lower the number of human and robotic guards by fifty percent. Addicts sit in one spot for up to eighteen hours at a time and rarely need food,” he said. “So, while you might not be making money directly, you are saving funds in other areas. With unemployment now at over 50 percent, this has been the best solution to keep control of the populace.” 
 
    “Also, Ma’am, if I may remind you,” Alicia said hurriedly as Morgaine’s scowl became deeper, “this was an attempt to increase addicts in a rapid fashion. You’ll make less per dose, but the increase in volume means that you are making double what was made last year in this quarter.” 
 
    “I see,” Morgaine said suspiciously. To her mind, selling more at a higher price seemed a better course. 
 
    Bindee Manual said, “If I may, I have been studying some ideas from our American cousins. In the mid-twentieth century, tobacco companies there built out their market until there really was no one else to sell to. Then, the government got involved because they discovered the product was making people ill and even killing them. So, the tobacco companies were selling less. What to do?” Bindee’s smile was predatory. “They bought a pharmaceutical company and produced anti-addiction drugs.” 
 
    “We will create a drug to cure them of their addiction to wo’onra?” Morgaine asked. She’d like very much to wean these addicts. But then, there was all that nice money.  
 
    Newt interrupted: “I see where Bindee is going! The anti-addiction drugs were low dosage. So, some could use them, and with will-power—which, let’s face it, addicts don’t have a lot of, or they wouldn’t be addicts—they could ‘kick the habit,’ as it was called.” 
 
    “But most would succumb to their desire for a cigarette, and go back to smoking,” Bindee said, taking back the floor. “And they would buy and go off the anti-addiction drug several times in the space of many years, until at some point they died and ceased to be of financial interest.” 
 
    “In other words, we would be making money off both the addiction and its cure,” Ford said with admiration. 
 
    “We would be playing both sides?” Morgaine asked, pondering. She liked that the cure would give the addicts a choice. If they were so weak that they couldn’t stop being addicts, even with help, then that was surely their problem, wasn’t it?  
 
    Morgaine looked around at her advisors’ expectant faces. These people were so shrewd, it sometimes gave her a headache. But if she understood them correctly, she was in a position to reap far more money than from just the wo’onra alone. “I like it.” 
 
    “Now, Ma’am, if you’ll just turn your attention to …” started Ford. 
 
    The meeting went on for three hours. Morgaine thought it would never end. 
 
    Afterward, blinking with tiredness, she took a shortcut across the Throne Room. Seraphim Castle had nearly bankrupted the kingdom to build. It was as enormous and extravagant as Morgaine could conceivably make it, and she loved every inch of it. The three-story high golden throne room alone had cost more than a hundred people made in a lifetime.  
 
    Only Morgaine was allowed in the throne room when there were no events, but there, on the dais, sat someone! She went closer and discovered Ron, sitting quite askew on his throne. He was humming a little tune, staring into space. He hadn’t managed to shave properly that morning; a scruffy, matted growth covered the once-strong chin. It looked as if he’d started to dress for the day but had forgotten to finish. He had on nice gray flannel slacks but hadn’t bothered with a shirt. His undershirt had a rather large mustard stain in the middle. An almost-empty vodka bottle sat on his bloated stomach, and he clutched the neck of it tightly. 
 
    Morgaine stood below the dais. Ron disgusted her, and that disgust tore at her heart. She had done everything—defied time itself—to be with Arthur, her one true love. She had even convinced herself she did not mind that somehow, her Arthur had been reincarnated as a blackamoor (what was the Goddess thinking with that trick?). 
 
    But he did not, could not, return her love. 
 
    Somehow, Arthur-Ron had bonded his soul entirely to Anya-Ava. That’s why he’d known right away when Morgaine had taken over Ava’s body. He was bereft at her loss. Morgaine had to cast a strong spell on him to prevent him from telling anyone who she really was, but Ron had other ways of reacting. He hadn’t wanted to lay with Morgaine—make love. And when they did, it was clear he had Ava on his mind, not Morgaine. He barely touched or looked at Morgaine if she didn’t force him to.  
 
    After Harper was executed, Ron started to drink seriously. Morgaine had encouraged it, because it made him stop glaring at her with those accusatory bloodshot eyes. 
 
    Now, he was an alcoholic ruin, the quiet laughingstock of the kingdom. A figurehead. She was pleased to be sole ruler, but what a cost! It made her so lonely.  
 
    Why can I not get the things I want in the way I want them? I wanted to rule Britain. I wanted Arthur. I wanted beautiful, happy children with him. I finally got the kingdom but lost the man. And only one of my three children is of any use. 
 
      She sighed and pushed away her desperate disappointment. I have to deal with what I have.  
 
    Ron looked such a mess, sitting sloppily on his throne. He could be mistaken for a vagrant. It wouldn’t do if people caught sight of the king in such a state. Mostly, she sent him to the more rural districts to bother her subjects. He was good at wandering around and making nice-noises at citizens.  
 
    “What are you doing in here?” she demanded.  
 
    Blearily, he looked around before he spotted her. “Oh, hello there”—he belched loudly —“my love.” 
 
    She tried not to shudder. “I thought you were in Scotland looking at a salmon fishery or something.” The first thing she’d done was put down the rebellious Scots. She wasn’t having any independent countries on her island! 
 
    “Canshelled,” he said. “They said the fish ladder they were going to show me had shuffered a malfunshion.” He took a swig. “I didn’ even know fish could climb ladders!” He howled with laughter at his joke. 
 
    No, this won’t do at all. I’ve got too much on my hands with trying to find Ravenna. And there’s no telling how he’ll react if he knows Falke Drunemeton is in the country. Ron had loved Falke as if he were a son. When the boy had fled the country, Ron had been shattered. 
 
    Then an idea occurred to her. 
 
    “Why don’t you go down to Steadbye Place for a week or so?” she asked in a sweet voice that would have made any other mortal wary. 
 
    He pushed himself upright. The bottle slid to his side, but with a touch of his old grace, he prevented it from falling. “It’sh not time for my normal visit,” he said carefully. 
 
    Morgaine shrugged, as if unconcerned. “There’s no reason you can’t go now. Why not? Do.” 
 
    “I should very much like that,” he said. “Are you sure I may?” 
 
    Morgaine felt a tumult of emotions roil through her. That this man, this former mighty king, would beg her for the “boon” of going to his own home to see his son. It was shockingly devastating to see him thus, a whining, sniveling sot. It sickened her that he was so broken. 
 
    But another part of her gloated that she commanded him. She had won. Morgaine ruled everything and everyone.  
 
    She kept her expression pleasant and her words honeyed. “Yes, darling. Why don’t you go today and see Aiden?” 
 
    “All right.” His smile looked a shadow of the old Ron. “Thank you, my dear.” He stumbled down the steps, nearly racing out of the room. 
 
    “Have a nice time!” Morgaine felt his departure as a sad relief. 
 
    Siobhan appeared in the entryway bearing a stack of datapads and papers. “Ah, Ma’am. I need you to sign a few things.” 
 
    Morgaine narrowed her eyes at the young woman. Siobhan had been assigned to Anya-Ava by the emergency government in Cardiff as a sort of minder and fashion advisor. Morgaine-Ava had found her invaluable in acculturating to the twenty-first century. It had been satisfying to subtly warp the young woman from her wide-eyed innocence to one of the more conniving and ruthless members of her personal staff. On the side, Siobhan ran an SM club with a friend. They surveilled and recorded the top industrialists and politicians at play, and the extortion was astronomical. Of course, Morgaine got a 15 percent “Queen’s cut” of the action.  
 
    But lately, Morgaine was sensing something amiss with her. Siobhan was clearly ill at ease with her sovereign now. What is it? And why can’t I see what it is? 
 
    Morgaine swiftly signed the material with a large “A.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma’am,” Siobhan said. “Is there anything further you need?” 
 
    There it was again. Morgaine could feel the woman’s need to flee. 
 
    What is going on? And how is it I cannot penetrate this mystery? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bus shivered and groaned down the misty drove. They reached a wide spot with a gravel area, and Elliot pulled the old bus in. “This is as close as we dare go.” 
 
    Andi handed each of them a balaclava hood and mask. 
 
    “What’s this?” Ravenna asked, spreading it out. It looked just like the design on Andi’s face—digital camouflage and silver over the eyes. She could feel wire embedded inside the cloth. 
 
    “We don’t want the queen’s goons seeing who we are,” Andi said. “Put them on now.” 
 
    Ravenna slipped the garment over her head. The cloth was very thin and light. It was like not wearing anything at all. Even the silver over her eyes didn’t affect her vision. “These are pretty cool!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Andi said with a small laugh. “Wish I’d known I could accomplish the same fucking thing with fabric as tats and eye replacements before I did all this.” She shoved open the bus door.  
 
    They all staggered out into the fresh air. Ravenna took deep gulps of breezes not flavored by pigeon dung. It felt as if the smell would never leave her sinuses. 
 
    The others stumbled around, trying to see the landscape through the mist. “I think you got your wish, Gwylim. We are solidly hidden by this pea soup,” Donna said. 
 
    Gwylim replied in his gruff voice, but Ravenna wasn’t paying attention. It felt as if all her nerve endings were stretched and screaming. What is it? She looked over at Falke. Ravenna could tell by the way he was turning his head and his hunching shoulders, he felt it too. 
 
    Andi and Gwylim started arguing.  
 
    “Please be quiet,” Falke said. 
 
    The bickering stopped.  
 
    The feeling intensified, and Ravenna shivered. 
 
    “What?” Andi asked. 
 
    “The silence,” Falke said. “Not a bird, not a frog. Not the sound of vehicles or a mower. Nothing. In fact, if you listen, it’s almost … negative noise.” 
 
    “What’s that s’posed to mean?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    “Oh!” Andi gasped. “No, listen. It’s like sound is almost being sucked out of the fucking air.” 
 
    “As if someone is endlessly inhaling,” Elliot whispered. 
 
    “If you’re trying to creep me out, you’ve succeeded,” Donna said.  
 
    “Someone is deliberately suppressing sound here,” Falke said. “It may be electronic, but my guess is it’s psychically generated.” 
 
    “The queen has psi-tech?” Elliot asked. 
 
    Falke said, “She probably stole it from Eight Lights. My dad invented a lot of psi-based technology. I was too young and too busy being a brat to pay much attention to all the stuff he told me about, back then.” 
 
    “The Traitor was an inventor?” Donna asked. 
 
    Falke blew out a breath, abruptly angry. “Look, if we’re going to work together, I must ask you to stop referring to my dad as ‘the Traitor.’ You know the queen lies about a lot of things. That was one of them. Duke Drunemeton was unjustly killed. I know what the real story is.” 
 
    “He didn’t rape the queen?” Andi asked. 
 
    “Their … tryst was consensual,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna actually jumped when he said that. She’d always taken it as a given that Harper Drunemeton had raped Queen Ava. Rape-deniers were high on her list of people who should be imprisoned. 
 
    But then, she knew the queen lied about practically everything. The queen was a manipulator of words and people. Could Falke be right? 
 
    Still, how could Drunemeton have slept with his best friend’s fiancée? The betrayal of that close tie had to have been as devastating as the assault … or assumed assault. 
 
    And what did that mean to Ravenna, the result of that “consensual tryst”? It was bad enough that she was the consequence of sexual assault. She’d always felt herself an accident, a fellow victim in that crime. It was different having been conceived via an act of adultery. Ravenna felt … dirty; a bit of evidence of something neither party would ever have spoken about except for her existence.  
 
    As soon as they were alone again, Ravenna intended to ask Falke some very pointed questions. 
 
    Gwylim made a rude noise, breaking her train of thought. 
 
    “What?” Falke snapped. 
 
    “I was hoping he had raped the queen, actually. Shows the Bitch Queen can be hurt. Gotten to,” Gwylim said. 
 
    “Rape is not funny, nor a tool to dominate anyone. What an awful thing to say!” Falke stomped away from them. No one said anything. He stared out into the fog. “Where’s the facility?” he asked Elliot more abruptly than was warranted. 
 
    “Just up this way, as I recall,” Elliot said, leading the way. 
 
    They followed Elliot in single file, with Falke taking up the rear, until they reached a hedgerow with a lawn beyond it. There was a large red and white tin structure with rust dripping down from the eaves a short distance away. “That’s it,” Elliot said unnecessarily. 
 
    Ravenna concentrated on the building—which looked as if it had been a hanger for cargo planes or large manufacturing. Something was off about the place.  
 
    Falke said, “Whatever’s going on in there is giving off very negative vibrations. Any hint what it is?” 
 
    “We believe adepts are taken there for adjustments,” Andi said. 
 
    “The report said few come out once they go in,” Donna added. 
 
    “Are we gonna stand here and jabber all day?” Gwylim demanded. 
 
    The others looked at Falke. He blew out a breath. “Let’s get closer. Maybe we can tell something that way.” 
 
    Gwylim led them along the row of bushes, keeping low, in case someone was watching. They made their way to a stand of trees, just a few meters away from the front of the building. It seemed deserted, save for the weedless path to the door. 
 
    “Look at the protection they have!” Elliot said. 
 
    There was a shimmer around the front. “What is it?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “It’s some sort of high-end invisible barrier,” Elliot said.  
 
    “I can feel someone … watching,” Falke said. 
 
    “Maybe we should try a side entrance?” Donna said. 
 
    Gwylim slipped off through the thicket, picking his way carefully so as to make little noise. Ravenna was surprised the big man could make his way so delicately. 
 
    They went to the back of the building and found a loading dock. Unlike the front, it was obviously a place where much activity took place: There were trolleys and skiffs strewn about. Deep tire tracks etched the gravel. Again, there was that shimmer from some electronic protection and a feeling of watchfulness from within. 
 
    At a nod from Falke, they made their way around the back. Andi stopped them and pointed. Almost hidden behind some packing crates was a small metal door. There was no shimmer around it. The group looked at Falke.  
 
    He shrugged. “It’s worth trying.” 
 
    Gwylim stepped carefully into the open. He waved them to the doorway while he kept lookout, head swiveling for trouble.  
 
    Ravenna was trembling, she was so excited. Outside of sneaking out to the Interpretive Center, she’d never done anything like this before—nothing adventurous or remotely dangerous. She suppressed a weird desire to smile. 
 
    Falke joined them just as Elliot tried the door. “Locked, of course,” he whispered. 
 
    Falke closed his eyes. Ravenna concentrated on the door too. She could feel the lock but also a bar with a padlock across the inside. Falke put his hands on the entrance. Using telekinesis, he slowly levitated the bar, gently unlocking and removing the padlock in the process. As quietly as he could, Falke put the barrier to the side, then mentally unlocked the bolt. He stepped back. “Try it now,” he said in a low voice. 
 
    There was a muted “click,” and Elliot opened the door.  
 
    “You’re handy to have around,” whispered Donna. 
 
    Ravenna was impressed too. She couldn’t do that. 
 
    Falke motioned to Gwylim that they were going to head inside. The big man trotted over as they went in. 
 
    The interior of the factory was dark, with only a little light coming in through the grimy skylights high up above. Then the smell hit Ravenna. It was moist and heavy, as if each molecule was attaching itself to her skin, her hair, her sinuses. What is it? What is this terrible stench? 
 
    Gwylim gagged and ran back outside. 
 
    Ravenna became aware of the noise: a rhythmic metallic thumping that was punctuated with screams. The air was filled with moaning and weeping. Ravenna tried to breathe out of her mouth in shallow drafts so she didn’t take in the smell, but her breath came in shorter and shorter gasps. Oily sweat beaded up on her back and started running down her skin. Waves of shivers pulsed through her midsection. Her vision became wavery and uncertain. 
 
    A full-on panic attack was coming and there was nothing she could do to stop it.  
 
    Not here.  
 
    Not now, please.  
 
    Ravenna wanted to rip off her skin and shriek. 
 
    Falke gripped her hands. It was hard not to be creeped out by the camouflaged gollywog with the silver eyes staring at her. Despite the mask, she could feel his calm gaze.  
 
    And suddenly, the panic was held at bay. Not gone. No. But it was standing off in the corner. 
 
    He leaned forward and said softly, “You have to focus. Center yourself. I need you to help me with this task, Ravenna.” 
 
    I don’t want to help him. I want to run outside and keep running and running. But the force of his gaze held her.  
 
    “Ravenna?” Falke asked, but it was more like a demand. 
 
    “No wonder they needed a sound dampener,” Elliot said.  
 
    “There are hundreds of people here. They’re suffering so!” Ravenna said.               
 
    “Hundreds?” Donna asked with a hint of a whimper. 
 
    “Look at the bloody aura of the place!” Andi said. 
 
    Ravenna had actually been trying hard not to see the combined psychic energy that created the lifeforce of the building. It was a pulsing black and purple. Streaks of black negativity stretched down from the high ceiling in the cavernous building. The floor was crowded with hundreds and hundreds of … cages? 
 
    “Right. Let’s do what we can for these poor souls.” Falke led them down a narrow hallway, trying to be as soundless as possible. They rounded a corner and came out into a row of what might have originally been dog kennels. Instead, each pen held at least ten people standing ankle-deep in muck—their own body waste. There was a trough down the center of the hallway into which sludge from the cells was oozing.  
 
    If someone had constructed a Hell just for me, this would be it. Ravenna started to gag and shake. 
 
    No. Don’t make me.  
 
    Oh, Goddess, no ... 
 
    Andi placed her hand on Ravenna’s shoulder. She felt compassion and the same fear from Andi. Ravenna knew they were united in terror. And again, the panic attack retreated just enough for Ravenna to function. 
 
    The prisoners weren’t segregated per sex—men and women stood or leaned together against the mesh of their cage. They wore short dingy-gray shifts that barely reached to the top of the thighs for most. Each was shaved bald, and there was a red barcode on their foreheads. None looked up at Ravenna and the others. The people in the pens stared down at the fouled ground, moaning or weeping, lost in their own misery. 
 
    Falke went to the nearest cage, and because he still had hold of her hand, Ravenna trailed along reluctantly. “Who are you?” he asked. 
 
    The woman nearest him erupted in a scream. She backed away from the door as fast as she could, slipping through the muck. The others with her seemed not to even notice her, but they gradually gave way, and let her sink to the back of the enclosure. 
 
    Panic hit Ravenna like a sledgehammer. She made hurt-puppy noises and struggled against Falke’s grip.  
 
    I have to get out.  
 
    Have to ... 
 
    Falke placed his fingers on the third eye position of Ravenna’s forehead. “Stand fast,” he whispered. “I am with you.” 
 
    The panic stepped back, but Ravenna didn’t know how much more of this she could take. 
 
    “Wow, did you feel that? I experienced her fear!” Elliot said. “They’re adepts.” 
 
    “I think she was afraid because of the way we look.” Falke started to take off his camouflage mask. 
 
    Andi stopped him. “Don’t. Her fear had nothing to do with you. I’m not even sure she was aware of you as a person. If you take off the mask, the guards in this place will see you, know who you are. There’s heavy fucking surveillance here. Let me try.” Andi positioned herself in front of the locked gate. “We’re not here to hurt you,” she said in an unexpectedly soothing, beautiful tone of voice. “We’re here to help.”  
 
    Ravenna was feeling a little better just from her vocal tones. 
 
    The man in front of Andi started to laugh—which quickly devolved into babbling and gibberish. He grabbed his head and threw himself into the side of the cage, over and over. The other prisoners didn’t seem to notice. 
 
    Just then, Gwylim rejoined them. “Fuck me sideways! It’s worse in here!” Then he saw the people in the cages. “Goddess, look at ’em!” 
 
    Donna explained the reactions they’d been getting. 
 
    Gwylim listened with his head to the side. He stepped to the cage entrance and leaned against it. Taking two, quick, deep breaths, he raised his hands over his head and grasped the mesh. A hum came from Gwylim—from about the middle of his chest. It sounded like bees in a flower-filled field. It was a peaceful, calm note.  
 
    Ravenna felt her heart rate slow. She felt in control again. 
 
    As one, the prisoners looked up and turned toward Gwylim, like sunflowers will to a ray of light. Slowly, the captured adepts shuffled forward, pressing together to be closer to the sound. 
 
    In a tone of voice just a little louder than the humming, Gwylim said, “Open the damn cage, someone.” 
 
    Falke made the lock of the gate give way and the door swung open, stopped only by the big man. He pushed it aside and reached out to the prisoners, and they came forward. Not turning, he started walking backward down the hallway. Elliot grabbed his shirt from behind and led the way back outside. 
 
    “Should we try to get all of them out?” Donna asked. 
 
    Five more cages of people lined that aisle, and Ravenna could feel so many, many more in the building.  
 
    “There’s too many,” Falke said to her relief. “We’ve been lucky so far. Let’s get the ones we’ve freed back to Tami and decide what to do from there.” 
 
    Andi walked a ways down the hall, looking in the pens. She came back. “We can’t leave these people. Not like this! It’s not human!” 
 
    BOOM!  
 
    The sound came from the front of the warehouse.  
 
    Boooom, it echoed.  
 
    Whatever it was disrupted the mechanical thumping and made the prisoners scream and moan louder.  
 
    Ravenna felt a towering block of hate moving toward them.  
 
    “Get out,” Falke said, shoving her toward the exit. “Move!” 
 
    As badly as Ravenna wanted to run away, she couldn’t leave Falke and Andi behind.  
 
    Andi ran through the aisle, psychically popping the locks off the cages.  
 
    Falke opened the first one he got to. “Come out! Please!” But the people recoiled back into the enclosure.  
 
    “Are they afraid of you or whatever is coming?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Booom-Booooooom. 
 
    Andi opened up another pen. She started singing “Hallelujah.” The people inside shambled out toward her. “Sing, Falke! That’s what gets through!” 
 
    He picked up the melody and sang at the adepts in the cage in front of him. They started coming out. 
 
    BOOOOOOM-Boooom. 
 
    He motioned Ravenna to the next cage. She wasn’t sure her froggy voice would do much good, but she tried warbling at the prisoners there. Slowly, they stepped out of the pen. 
 
    A black lightning bolt daggered down from the ceiling and struck one the prisoners— 
 
    And he vanished. 
 
    CRACK! BOOOOM! 
 
    The force of the lightning and the sound hurled them into the sides of the pens. The prisoners shrieked and ran back into their cages. Before one woman could make it back, another bolt struck her. She disappeared, and the concussion leveled everyone. 
 
    Ravenna’s head was ringing, and lights danced in front of her eyes. She wasn’t sure where she was or what she’d been doing before. 
 
    Falke grabbed her hand. His lips moved, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying. Andi raced by them shoving three of the prisoners ahead of her. She shouted something—but Ravenna couldn’t hear anything. 
 
    Ravenna could feel the next lightning bolt building—pure hate in the form of a static electricity zinged across her skin. Falke pushed her toward the door and she staggered after Andi. They just made it to the door as the next bolt hit with an even louder  
 
    CRACKCRASH! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke relocked the warehouse door.  
 
    He saw Ravenna’s mouth shaping the words, “Why are you doing that?” 
 
    Falke shrugged, unable to explain that he was hoping to cover their escape. He knew she couldn’t hear any better than he could. 
 
    Andi took the hand of one of the prisoners who was sort of wandering around in a daze. Ravenna followed, taking the other two. 
 
     Falke went with them into the woods, trying to keep low. He could feel someone—something—inside the building straining to see them. But there were no guards or activity to show they’d been seen. They haven’t spotted us. Yet.  
 
    As they ran through the trees, Falke started to hear the crunch of leaves. He sighed, grateful the deafness wasn’t permanent. 
 
    Finally, they reached the bus and trundled on. He pulled off his sweat-soaked camouflage mask. Gwylim and the prisoners filled most of the vehicle—those who weren’t sitting in seats were on the floor. The ones who’d been with Ravenna and Andi joined the others, and he felt a kind of relief from them. 
 
    Falke took the front seat and waved Ravenna over. She scrunched in beside him. He could feel her trembling. 
 
    “Where the hell were you?” demanded Elliot. He started up the bus, and it bucked into motion. 
 
    “We tried to get the rest out,” Falke said. 
 
    “Exactly what could we have done with them anyway?” Donna asked. “We’re full up!” 
 
    Andi said, “I had to try. I couldn’t leave people in that hell.” 
 
    Donna hugged her. “I’m sorry. Of course, you couldn’t. So, what happened?” 
 
    Andi described their attempt and the reaction it sparked. “It was like a psychic storm. I wasn’t sure we were going to make it out of there.” 
 
    Gwylim’s humming filled the bus. Falke felt his muscles relax. Ravenna stopped shaking. It was hard to hold on to fear with that sound. It filled him with an odd kind of hope.  
 
    “Did you know Gwylim could do that?” Ravenna asked Elliot. 
 
    “I can hear you,” Gwylim said. 
 
    Falke chuckled. “All right, then. How long have you been able to do whatever you’re doing there?” 
 
    “Dunno. Since I was a wee lad at least. Started after me an’ some friends left the Healing,” Gwylim said. 
 
    “Wait,” Falke said. “You were there? On Kite Hill?” 
 
    “We all were,” Elliot said. 
 
    “You were present when … the queen … and her wings …?” Ravenna couldn’t even articulate her question. They were confronting her with reality after a lifetime of lies.  
 
    The others all nodded.  
 
    “Then you know the official version of the Healing ...” Ravenna started. 
 
    “Is a fake? Yes,” Elliot said. 
 
    Ravenna sagged back into the seat. “You were right, I guess,” she said to Falke. 
 
    Falke asked the others, “You were actually there?”  
 
    Donna nodded.  
 
    Andi said, “Yeah. Thought you knew.” 
 
    “No,” Falke said. “Tami didn’t tell me. Was everyone who was there affected?” 
 
    “That’s what Tami thinks,” Andi said. “She believes the Goddess called a certain number of people to be present on Kite Hill for the Healing. She named us the Witnesses. After the Healing we received special gifts. Tami thinks we were latent adepts before we were changed.” 
 
    “What kind of gifts?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Donna said, “There’s a woman—Lindsey—who can melt metal. Tami got her out of the country, and she lives in Lisbon now. I knew a boy who could tell you what was happening a hundred miles away—as if he were there.” 
 
    “So Gwylim has this ‘peace of the Goddess’ hum,’” Falke prompted. 
 
    Elliot said, “I have these dreams about the future, a lot.” 
 
    Donna said, “I can sort of levitate. Thing is, it doesn’t always work well. When I was younger, I was playing with it and sort of crashed into a waste disposal unit.” 
 
    Ravenna shuddered. “I was wondering about your leg.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “Good thing there was someone to turn off the machine right away, or I wouldn’t be here.”   
 
    Andi stared out, ignoring them as they waited for her to say something.  
 
    Falke arched an eyebrow at Elliot.  
 
    “Andi will tell you in the fullness of time,” he said.   
 
    Falke said. “I thought Tami was trying to get all adepts out. Is she only evacuating Witnesses?” 
 
    “No,” Elliot said. “We’re just on her priority list. She got my family out a few years ago, but I came back.” 
 
    “Why?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Elliot shrugged. “Felt like I should be here. Didn’t seem right to be away, when so many others were at risk.” 
 
    Falke looked at Elliot appraisingly before he asked, “How many did Tami get out?” 
 
    “A couple of dozen Witnesses,” Andi said. “There were around a hundred of us on Kite Hill that day. A few left the country on their own—we’re not sure how many. Several died.”  
 
    “Denholme passed away last month,” Elliot reminded her.  
 
    “Heart attack,” Donna said. “At least we think it was natural causes.” 
 
    “There are about twenty of us who were mostly kids when it happened, who stay near Tami,” Andi said. “She’s the center of us, even though she wasn’t on the hill.” 
 
    “Don’t know what’ll happen when she passes,” Gwylim said softly. 
 
    The others stared off into the distance at that thought. 
 
    Falke asked, “So you can account for, what, about thirty? Thirty-five? What about the others?” 
 
    “The queen,” Elliot said abruptly. 
 
    “They were among the first Disappeared,” Donna said. “My mother was taken two years after the Healing. I came home from school, and the neighbors told me a black van showed up in front of the house, but they didn’t see her go into it.” Donna looked away. “Just … gone.” 
 
    Silence descended on the bus.  
 
    Falke mused, “If I were a twisted soul, Goddess-created adepts would be on my list of things I’d want to control. But what is Queen Ava doing with them? And were any of them at that horrible place back there?” 
 
    No one said anything. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he wanted to know the answer. 
 
    Falke didn’t interrupt as the others debated about exactly where to take the freed prisoners. Elliot finally recalled a safe house that was close to the Exclusion Zone, but far enough away not to endanger Tami’s encampment if it was discovered. The ancient bus shuddered down a grassy track and rolled into a wooded glade. 
 
    Just through the mist-shrouded trees, Falke spotted a tumbled-down shack.  
 
    “That’s it?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “We’re fresh out of palaces,” Andi says. 
 
    She does like to provoke for some reason, Falke thought. 
 
    Ravenna ignored the barb. “Is there food there? Some way to take care of these people?” 
 
    “No. We’ll have to bring any assistance we need here,” Donna said, helping the prisoners out. 
 
    “This isn’t a great plan,” Falke said. Once again, he felt unprepared for what was happening. All that priest-study, and what did it give me? I can open and close a damn door. 
 
    “‘Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good,’” Donna quoted. 
 
    “I feel frustrated, too. We need to get these people help,” Ravenna whispered. 
 
    Falke and Ravenna assisted the others getting the prisoners off the bus. The blank-eyed adepts didn’t seem to notice where they were and wouldn’t move unless someone led them. 
 
    “I think I’ll head back to the Zone,” Elliot said. “We’re going to need supplies, as Ravenna pointed out. Maybe get a few people to help out as well. I should be back in an hour.” He jumped in the bus and drove back up the grass path.  
 
    Patiently, Gwylim walked backwards into the shed with the zombie-like prisoners following him. Falke counted thirteen shambling figures. Donna opened the battered wooden door, and Gwylim led the group into the dark interior. Andi produced a bright red flame at the tip of her finger and lit several candles. The interior seemed larger than it had appeared on the outside, and there was enough room for all of them. The place was dingy and disheveled but after that horrific prison, it seemed almost neat and tidy. Certainly, it smelled better. 
 
    The group settled each of the adepts into chairs and benches or on the edge of the single bed in the corner. 
 
    “Are you going to have to keep that up the entire time they’re here?” Falke asked Gwylim. 
 
    “I’m about knackered. I’m hoping what I’ve done’ll be enough,” Gwylim said tiredly. He leaned against an old wardrobe.  
 
    “Hey,” Donna said. “Look. They’ve all got drug patches on their arms.” 
 
    “You don’t think—?” Ravenna asked Falke. 
 
    “It’s some form of wo’onra?” Falke finished for her. He waved his hand in front of the nearest prisoner, who didn’t react. “Maybe a special kind?” 
 
    “We have to take off the patches. Get them off the fucking drug,” Andi said. 
 
    “Make up your minds, quick-like,” Gwylim said, his hum beginning to fade. 
 
    “Right then, we’ll get them off,” Donna said. 
 
    They peeled the patches off, leaving red welts with angry-looking sores in the center.  
 
    “Everyone, sit yourself near a couple of the poor buggers. Help ’em see they’re safe,” Gwylim said. 
 
    They each moved to be near a few of the people. Falke stood next to an elderly man and an Asian woman. Ravenna was with a white man of indeterminate age, a person of no discernable gender, and a small black woman.  
 
    Gwylim nodded, and the hum faded to silence. 
 
    In a few minutes, the former prisoners became restless. A few started to moan immediately.  
 
    “You’re safe here,” Andi said in that beautiful voice she used earlier. “You’re with friends.” 
 
    The moaning ceased. The people looked around like sleepers who’d just awakened. 
 
    “Is it coming?” whispered the old man by Falke. 
 
    “No,” Falke says. “You’re away from that place.” 
 
    “Never be safe again,” the woman beside Donna said. 
 
    Donna took her hand. “Yes, you will. You’re with us now.” The woman looked doubtful, but somewhat hopeful as well. 
 
    “I don’t hear it,” said the person next Ravenna. 
 
    “I don’t feel it,” said another. 
 
    “What?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    The young black woman said, “Him. The Sentinel.” 
 
    Some of them started to whimper. It took several minutes before they were calmed down again. 
 
    “What’s the Sentinel?” Falke asked. He sent out calming thoughts with his question. 
 
    “It gets in your mind, your body, your breath,” said an Indian man. His eyes were unfocused as he started to tremble. 
 
    Andi hugged him. “We’ve taken you away from that.” 
 
    The man started to weep. “Can you get back my soul? He’s got it. The Sentinel took it away!” 
 
    The others moaned and wailed again. 
 
    Falke took a deep breath and went into priest mode, glowing like a lamp. He suppressed the usual size increase, not wanting to alarm the former prisoners. “You are whole and safe,” he said, his voice cool and quiet, yet booming a little. “Your soul is your own. You must stand free. You are needed in what’s to come.” 
 
    “Needed in what’s to come”? he thought. What made me say that? 
 
    “You’re from the Goddess,” the man sitting near Andi said. 
 
    Falke lapsed back into his normal self. “I’ve studied to be Her priest, yes.” 
 
    “Why did the Goddess abandon us to the Sentinel?” a woman to his right wailed. 
 
    “She never abandoned you. You’re away from that creature now. You’re among friends,” Falke said. But in his heart, he felt the woman’s question keenly. How could the Goddess not have known and intervened?  
 
    “I’m so thirsty,” a man said. 
 
    Donna had a water pouch in her pack and gave it to him. He took the barest of sips before passing it along to the others. They made the small amount last for all thirteen.  
 
    “We’ll have water and food for you in a little while. Our friend went to get help,” Andi said. 
 
    “Can you get the others out?” a woman asked. 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence between the resistance members.  
 
    Finally, Falke said, “We tried. We weren’t prepared for the sheer number of people we found, or the condition you were in.” 
 
    For the first time, the prisoners seemed to notice how they looked. They touched their shaved scalps and plucked at their filthy shifts. “What have they done to me?” one murmured. 
 
    Falke sent out a calming thought. When they settled down, he said, “We’re going to take care of you. Don’t worry about anything in this moment. Be free and calm. We can’t change what was. We can only help you in the Now.” 
 
    There was a long pause during which he could feel the former prisoners consciously trying not to panic.  
 
    Then someone asked, “Anyone know how Man United did in the championship?” 
 
    The room erupted in laughter, out of scale with a simple question about a football team. Falke and Ravenna laughed right along with them. It felt like a release, an exclamation, an embrace of life.  
 
    Gwylim proceeded to tell the rescued the whole summation of last season’s play—how Swansea beat Arsenal on a red card foul. He was just launching into the World Cup when they heard an engine banging up the drive. 
 
    “They’re coming!” the old man shouted and cowered back on the bed. 
 
    “No, that’s just Elliot,” Falke said, and walked out. Ravenna went with him. The fog had burned off and it was a sunny day. He noticed the little cottage was in a dell ringed by oak trees. The sight made Falke chuckle. 
 
    “What?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “The house is inside a fairy circle. I might have known,” he said. Birds were singing, and squirrels chattered to themselves.   
 
    “What’s a fairy circle?” 
 
    Several of the former prisoners had followed them out. They squinted at the beautiful countryside. 
 
    “It’s a natural sacred grove. It comes about because an elder tree dies, leaving its ‘children’ that have grown in a circle around it,” he explained. Falke felt a prickle of power.  
 
    “It’s more than that,” Ravenna said, obviously feeling the same thing. 
 
    “Yes, well, Tami and the others know about it, so no surprise,” he said with a small smile. 
 
    Elliot’s little school bus rumbled to a stop. A few people who Falke hadn’t met yet got out lugging boxes and bags. Elliot assisted Tami out of the passenger’s seat.  
 
    Falke hurried over and helped her walk toward the shack. “Are you sure it’s a good idea to come out here, Elder Sister?” 
 
    “I’m dying, not made of glass, Younger Brother,” Tami grumbled. “Elliot told me what you found. It’s so much worse than we were prepared for! I have no idea how we’ll get them all out—or how to take care of them once we do.” 
 
    Tami’s newcomers created an impromptu picnic, spreading out blankets and dishing out food to each of the released prisoners. A woman, whose drooping folds of flesh indicated she’d dropped a lot of weight recently, handed out cups of tea from a big thermos. When Ravenna introduced herself, the woman said, “I’m called Mama Mouse. I do most of the cooking for this lot.” 
 
    “Oh, I was wanting to thank you for breakfast this morning,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” said the woman. Once, she might have been pretty, but whatever made her lose weight so quickly had robbed her of that beauty. “Wasn’t much, I know. Just bits. And now that we have these newcomers, I’ve no idea how we’re going to keep food in everyone’s bowls.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll work it out,” Falke said, taking a cup of tea. 
 
    Two other people were sorting out old clothes, much to the delight of the rescued adepts. The most appreciated items were knit caps and hats of any sort. As they put them on, they stopped looking like prisoners and more like they might have in the time before. The same-looking people in dirty shifts transformed into individuals: there was a guy in baggy pants and a “Scotland Independent Forever” shirt; a woman in a knit hat with spangles and a yellow sundress; another wore a hot pink sari and an elaborate headwrap. 
 
    Their auras had changed, as well. Before, Falke could barely detect their life glows. But now he could see the pale colors in the sunlight: here a thin blue, there a little orange, over there, green and yellow. They were a long way from being back to normal, but it was a good sign. 
 
    The group chatted together. Every once in a while, one of the rescued wandered back to the shack, eyes wide and staring. Then one of Tami’s crew went to them and brought them back out into the sun, holding them and offering a kind word. 
 
    Falke placed his hand on Ravenna’s back—the sparking sensation was immediate. “Why don’t we go over there?” He pointed at a log in a pool of sunlight away from the others. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Taking a bit of bread, Ravenna and Falke went to the clearing and sat down on a log next to each other, their backs to the others. The sun felt good after that horrid place. 
 
    “How long have you had panic attacks?” Falke asked. 
 
    Ravenna paused, mid-chew. I really don’t want to talk about this. But he did stop an attack. “Since I was little.” 
 
    “That’s interesting, because Ava also had very bad ones—much worse than yours,” he said. 
 
    “Really? I can’t imagine the queen freaking out the way I do.” 
 
    “Ava, not the queen,” he corrected her. “She let me into her mind before the Healing. Until that moment, I thought she was so strong, so in control of everything.” 
 
    “She wasn’t?” I’m really beginning to wish I’d known Ava, my not-mother, instead of … the queen. 
 
    He said, “She’d been in a mountain climbing accident that killed her boyfriend. It nearly destroyed her. She had agoraphobia and these terrible, paralyzing attacks of fear. Yet she was there, trying to make happen what the Goddess wanted. What the Sisterhood wanted.” 
 
    “You admired her.” 
 
    He looked off into the distance. “I’ve come to, over the years. I’ve listened to her mind journal from the week before the Healing maybe forty times. She thought the recordings were limited to just her pre-vocalizations. But it was documenting all her thoughts. The Sisterhood had no idea she was that emotionally unstable until they heard the journal.” 
 
    Ravenna shook her head, unable to imagine the face she was used to as a completely different person. “Practically every time we talk, you upend what I thought was real.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” But she wasn’t mad at him. 
 
    “Are you aware what started your panic attacks? A specific incident?” Falke asked. 
 
    She looked away. I thought I’d diverted him from asking about this. Apparently not, dammit. 
 
    “I think I can help you, but you need to tell me how it began,” he said. 
 
    Ravenna closed her eyes, and she was a very small little person again. “The n-n-n-nurse …” She could barely form the words. “She … beat me.” 
 
    “How awful for you!” Falke said.  
 
    Ravenna managed to stammer out, “She called me fat, stupid, and a criminal—obviously, because of my father. Frequently, she made me go without food—sometimes for days. She-she-she ...”  
 
    I can’t say it.  
 
    Don’t make me. 
 
    Falke took her hand and held it tight.  
 
    Ravenna felt such love and compassion from him that it quite took her breath away. Just two days ago, she’d thought he was dead—a non-entity. Now here he was, holding her hand, soothing her, easing the pain. 
 
    “Tell me,” he whispered. 
 
    Ravenna had to bite back an angry retort. Had his compassion simply been a ruse to get her to tell her story?  
 
    “Say the words, Ravenna. Be free of it,” he whispered. 
 
    “As if I could be released from this pain just by saying what happened!” she snapped. 
 
    “You are powerful. You can start to cope with it, but only if you haul it into the light,” he said. 
 
    Ravenna glared at him. There was no lie in him. He believed what he was saying. How can this help? 
 
    “Don’t let her win. Expose what she did to the light of day,” he said quietly. 
 
    My silence helps that monster? Huh. “She … rubbed … my poo … in … in my face.” Ravenna’s voice was a strangled whisper. “She’d lock me in the closet for days. I had no way out.” 
 
    Falke looked so sad, as if it had been done to him. “Did the queen know, do you think?”  
 
    “It’s a question I’ve asked myself a million times. Maybe. It’s possible. Or she didn’t care.” 
 
    “Which would be worse for you?” he asked. 
 
    Ravenna closed her eyes, and hot tears rolled down her face. “Both.” 
 
    Falke grasped her hand harder, and she felt him send his soothing spell into her. He’s wrong. I don’t feel any better. But there’s this: 
 
    Someone else knows. 
 
    Ravenna said, “I sometimes wonder if they could have gotten away with that if I’d still had Aiden.” 
 
    “It must have been difficult for you after your brother was taken ill,” he said. 
 
    Ravenna looked into the forest without seeing it. “I can recall that day so clearly when I lost him.”  
 
    “How old were you?” 
 
    “Four? Four-and-a-half?” 
 
    “But the memory is that clear?” 
 
    She nodded. “I can remember doctors and nurses going in and out of Aiden’s room at Steadbye Place. They wouldn’t let me near him. The king and queen were away somewhere. And when they did come home, they didn’t even speak to me. No one told me what was going on. 
 
    “Then I was taken back to the castle—to Cardiff—and Aiden simply wasn’t there. I asked, but no one knew what was happening with him. The queen visited me for about half an hour each day. But I couldn’t find out what happened to Aiden.” 
 
    “Do you ever get to see him?” 
 
    “I’m allowed to see him only four times a year. His mind is so changed—so badly damaged. At first, he couldn’t even walk or talk. I wasn’t sure he even knew who I was.” 
 
    “The official report was meningitis, wasn’t it?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Ravenna wiped the tears away, feeling a strange emotion from him. “Are you implying something else happened?” 
 
    With Morgaine involved, you can’t rule anything out. She was known in the first King Arthur’s time for poisoning people,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, but … poison her own child? What a horrid idea! And she wasn’t even there—wasn’t in the country!” 
 
    “It wouldn’t have been that hard to arrange poison to be administered by someone else,” Falke pointed out. “And Aiden isn’t her child, Ravenna. He was conceived by Ava and Ron before the Healing.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “The royal physician found it curious, too.” When Ravenna looked puzzled, Falke explained, “The doctor testified at my dad’s trial that she tested your and Aiden’s DNA because she wanted to discover why you were so different from your brother. It seems that black and white fraternal twins are extremely rare: one in a million. The doctor said she was planning to write a monograph on the reason you appeared to be Caucasian, and Aiden looked more like his father’s British-African mix. But then, the tests revealed that you were actually the child of my dad.” 
 
    “But you can’t get pregnant if you’re already pregnant, can you?” 
 
    “Apparently, many women can; it’s called ‘superfecundation.’ Two or more ovum are produced, but only one gets fertilized right away. The others can be fertilized up to five days later—or, that’s what the doctor explained to the court,” Falke said. “So, Aiden was created by the coupling of Ron and Ava. You were conceived by Morgaine after she took control of Ava’s body, and then seduced my dad.” 
 
    “Falke, I understand you love your father, but he raped the queen!” There. She’d said it. The matter that was an unspoken canker between them was finally laid bare. 
 
    Falke grimaced and blew out a breath. “Go back and research. You may find it interesting that initially he was jailed for selling state secrets. Dad and Morgaine did have sex, but it was not sexual assault.” Falke’s voice was filled with a sad compassion. “Why Dad didn’t have his protection, I’ll never know. Maybe that was part of her plan. However, it is very clear from everything I discovered later that it was a planned seduction on her part.” 
 
    “Why?” Ravenna demanded. Falke sounded so sure. But it was counter to everything she had ever known.  
 
    “Merlin was Morgaine’s greatest enemy at Camelot, the one she hated above all others. She went to great lengths to kill him back then. She made sure to publicly humiliate and then execute Merlin-called-Harper in this life.” 
 
    “Harper was your Dad’s name?” she asked. 
 
    “The firstborn male of the Drunemeton clan was called ‘the Harper,’ or just Harper, after Merlin’s occupation. So, Dad—our dad—was called Harper, instead of his given name, Talon.” Falke explained.  
 
    What Falke was saying about Morgaine made a weird kind of sense. If only Ravenna knew more about Merlin, perhaps she could detect if there was a falsehood. The fact that the queen had mostly erased what to Falke was a historical figure tended to bolster his story. 
 
    “The Sisterhood believes that when the queen made the king decapitate his best friend with the Excalibur sword, it was the undoing of Ron. He’s never been the same since,” Falke continued. 
 
    She’d heard the same rumors about the king. It felt as if all the pieces of a puzzle she’d never really studied clicked into place. Her shoulders sagged as what he’d said sunk in. “So, I am apparently the child of an ancient sorceress who stole a priestess’ body and seduced your father.” 
 
    Gently, he swept back a lock of hair that had strayed across her face. “You are blameless. You cannot control how you were brought into this world, and by whom. But you, my dear sister, are so strong that you have somehow become something she can’t control.” 
 
    At the word “sister,” her heart felt as if it would explode with joy. It was so odd, she had trouble concentrating on what he was saying. “Except great walloping panic attacks.” 
 
    “Except those, yes.” 
 
    “What do you mean the queen can’t control me?” 
 
    “There is no evil in you. You’ve been abused, abandoned, subjected to ridicule—and still your heart is open. Yes, you are sometimes impatient or snippy. But where many would have responded to previous abuse as an excuse to hit back at the world, you have stayed in the Light. Your aura shows that. It’s so beautiful—indigo with streaks of gold.” 
 
    Ravenna sat, tongue-tied. She didn’t know what to say. No one ever says anything nice to me or about me. It’s almost too much. She turned away to break his uncomfortable gaze and saw the rescued prisoners over in the clearing. Tami’s people had them chattering as if nothing had happened. But she could feel the residual terror radiating from them. “What was that place back there? Who’s doing this?” 
 
    Falke merely looked at her. 
 
    “The queen? No! That’s mad!” 
 
    “Why?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, why would she need to do such a thing? I mean, she’s the queen, and she’s the head of the Temple system.” 
 
    “Wait,” Falke said. “You’re saying she’s the High Priestess of your Temple?” 
 
    How could he not know? “Of course. There’s some who whisper that she’s setting herself up as a deity, instead of the Goddess.” 
 
    He nodded. “Now the hologram makes sense.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Think about that tableau and tell me that the queen doesn’t look like a goddess in her own right.” 
 
    “I never even thought of it like that! But what does that have to do with these poor people?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he said. “I’m trying to connect it. I can feel the patterns, but I cannot see the whole.” 
 
    They were silent for a time, just watching the others. But Ravenna had to know. “What is it you came back here for, Falke? You said it wasn’t to rescue those adepts or help Tami and her people defeat the queen. So, what is it, and what does it have to do with me?” 
 
    Falke took a deep breath before saying, “I want you to go back in time with me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenna sat blinking at him for a few moments. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “I know it sounds kind of mad,” Falke said. 
 
    “Kind of? Try entirely!” 
 
    “True.” Falke sighed in a resigned way. This is not going well. 
 
    “What kind of fantasy are you playing at?” she snapped. 
 
    He spread his hands out, palms-up. “The plan is to go back in time and save Ava from being taken over by Morgaine during the Healing.” 
 
    “Why haven’t you done it already? Why do you need me?” 
 
    “I can’t go into the circle for two reasons: the first is because I would unbalance the energy. That’s why Ava failed in the first place.” 
 
    In spite of Ravenna’s obvious irritation, she looked intrigued. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I really wanted to go into the circle with Dad, Ron, and Ava. Stand with them and protect Dad.” 
 
    “How old were you then?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Fifteen,” he admitted 
 
    Ravenna laughed. “You were certainly full of yourself!” 
 
    Falke grinned sadly. “Yes, well. I was a powerful little snot-nosed beast back then, but not in control enough to be of real help. Ava pointed that out and also said that my presence in the circle would upset the balance: Ava and Morgaine balanced the negative and positive; Dad and Ron balanced out the sacred and secular—King Arthur and Merlin; the Eight Lights priests balanced out Morgaine’s priestesses.” 
 
    “So, you would’ve put the wrong energy into the circle?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, impressed at how quickly she assessed the situation. 
 
    “Huh. No one is allowed to talk about our power outside of classrooms. The practical use of it interests me,” Ravenna said. “So, the Circle was balanced?” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Except for one thing.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “Ava was pregnant with Aiden at that moment.” 
 
    Ravenna gasped. “She didn’t realize the energy was lopsided!” 
 
    “Why it didn’t occur to Ava that being with child had to be a factor, I don’t know. Maybe she was too busy or too frightened to think it through,” Falke said. He’d been over and over Ava’s mindjournal. It was clear she knew she was pregnant. How could she have not known it was key? 
 
    “It’s kind of weird that she missed that.” 
 
    “Odder still if you factor in that the Goddess intervened to create Aiden,” he said. 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “Ava was convinced the Goddess interrupted her and Ron from making love earlier in the evening—She specifically stopped them. Timing, with the Goddess, is everything.” 
 
    Ravenna face fell. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Aiden—my poor damaged brother—was so wanted and planned for. And I’m … not.” 
 
    Falke hurried on, hoping to distract her from the sadness he could feel welling up from her soul, “If I’d gone in originally, we might have beaten Morgaine, because I would have balanced things. Aiden and I are both firstborn sons: he of Arthur-Ron and me of Merlin-Harper.” 
 
    “Why can’t you go back and step into the circle yourself?” 
 
    “The second important reason is because I am already present in that time as a fifteen-year-old boy. The deep thinkers at the Sisterhood are afraid that if Me-Now walked into the circle, something a lot worse than this timeline would happen.” 
 
    “Worse? Like what?” 
 
    “I honestly did not ask,” he said. “Just seeing the smartest people in the Sisterhood unsettled was entirely enough.” 
 
    “So, you want Aiden’s twin—me—in the Circle?”  
 
    Wow, she is sharp. “That’s about the size of it.” 
 
    Ravenna got up and started pacing, arms wrapped around herself. “Go back in time? Enter the Healing Circle at the moment Morgaine tried to take over Priestess Ava? It’s madness! I’m not a full priestess. I’m not strong enough to defeat Morgaine!” She ranted like that for several minutes.  
 
    Falke felt prompted to go into meditation. He realized he needed to remove himself from any influence. His breathing slowed; his chin tucked into his sternum. 
 
    After a long while and no time at all, he felt her plunk down beside him. Falke opened his eyes. 
 
    “What if I say no?” Ravenna demanded. 
 
    He blew out a breath. “Then this timeline continues. The queen makes herself an earthly goddess of the negative sort—and you can imagine what kind of “deity” she would be. Things like what we found today will continue. Or maybe she’ll figure out worse things to do. Britain slides into a strange shadow world and maybe takes the Earth down with it.” 
 
    “You went with the no pressure approach, huh?” she grumbled. 
 
    “You didn’t hear the threats they used to make me do this,” he said. 
 
    He felt Ravenna’s anger and fear spike. “Just how are you going to go back in time? Magic lamp?” she demanded. 
 
    “Actually, that’s not far from the truth,” Falke replied. “I was told in a dream to use the Jerusalem Jewel—an artifact King Arthur’s son Stephen brought back from the Holy Land. It’s currently hidden in the cellar of Steadbye Place—the home of the Arthur heirs.” 
 
    “How do you know what it does?” 
 
    “It was difficult to unearth any information at first, because only the Steadbyes—the king’s family—called it by that name. There was no description. So how to puzzle it out? In the end, my teacher, Ifijioku, had a vision. That was our first clue. I’ve spent the last ten years researching what it is and where it had been before it wound up in Ron’s cellar.” 
 
    “Where had it been?” 
 
    Falke chuckled. “Everywhere! The first time the stone was used was in Elam—very ancient Persia—around 3100 BCE. How it got there, and why, no one can say. From there it traveled to Meluhha, what we call Pakistan. Then to the Land of Punt, in the Horn of Africa; then to Babylon. It jumped somehow to Korea—called Josean, back then. It disappeared for a long stretch of time—some people think it was with the Inca—before turning up in Jerusalem.” 
 
    “But what is it?” 
 
    “Having never actually examined it, we still aren’t sure what it is. A piece of space rock? An artifact directly created by the Goddess? Ifijioku was quite clear that it’s not like anything she’d ever seen in previous visions. The legends that follow it always speak of a holy power and the terrible consequences of using it.” 
 
    “Like what?” As she asked, Ravenna shivered 
 
    Falke’s own skin went cold. “We’re planning to use it to change events. I’d say that’s a terrible consequence.” 
 
    “And how do we know it takes you back in time?” 
 
    “A shamanic scholar in Babylon wrote about ‘the Jewel of Time.’ He said he’d been back to watch his own birth and the birth of his great-grandfather. There are indications he changed history somehow, but it’s not certain what he did. His writing says, ‘The cost is too dear, and my heart cannot go on.’ After that, the Jewel left Babylon.” 
 
    “So, you haven’t even gotten it yet?” she asked. 
 
    “Not yet. I don’t want to touch it until I’m planning to use it. I have a feeling when I take possession of it, the queen will somehow know I have it and what I’m going to use it for.” 
 
    “Yes, she will. I’m certain of it.” Ravenna’s green eyes glazed over. He felt a pulse of power from her and realized that she had also seen it. 
 
    “So, when I go to get it, you must be with me,” he said. “That has always been the plan: get you out of the Temple, secure the Jerusalem Jewel, then use it to go back in time and save Ava.” 
 
    “I still think it sounds crazy,” Ravenna said, blinking as if she’d just awakened. 
 
    “I never said it was sane. Just what is,” Falke said. “Do you want to scan me for truthfulness?” 
 
    Ravenna nodded.  
 
    Falke opened his mind, letting her have more access than he did before. She took her time looking about. He took the opportunity to explore her mind, which was filled with so many dark and sad things. It was also a lot more disciplined than she let anyone know. 
 
    Ravenna withdrew.  
 
    Falke asked, “Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    Ravenna whispered: “You’re telling the truth.” 
 
    “I will not lie to you.” But I will not reveal everything to you. Not yet. 
 
    “I just … I’m kind of freaked out about this.” Ravenna’s fingers twisted together. 
 
    “That would make two of us,” he said. 
 
    “Yes? I guess?” she said. 
 
    Falke laughed soundlessly. He looked over and saw Andi walking Tami to one of the blankets spread out on the ground. Tami slowly took a seat, then waved Andi off. Gwylim was lying in a sunbeam a little way from her, asleep. 
 
    “Let’s go talk to Tami,” Falke said. 
 
    Before they reached the other clearing, an old mid-sized diesel city bus rumbled down the lane. Tami’s people started packing up from the picnic and helping the freed prisoners get ready for the trip. Ravenna assisted Andi with an elderly man, as he was terrified of getting in the bus. 
 
    “They’ll take me to another hellhole!” he cried. 
 
    “No, no,” Andi said in that soothing voice of hers. “We’re going to take you back to our camp. We’ll all be together. I promise. We won’t leave you. We’re right here.” 
 
    “I’ve been there already. It’s too disorganized to be hell,” Ravenna said to him. 
 
    Andi laughed. “Ain’t that the truth!” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, the man stepped up on to the bus.  
 
    Falke went off to help Tami. 
 
    They got everyone loaded up and started back to London. The members of Tami’s team kept up the happy chatter, sang songs, and made up silly word games the whole way. Ravenna was impressed at how hard they were working to keep the rescued adepts calm and distracted. Eventually, they reached the outskirts of the Exclusion Zone. 
 
    Since a group of people tromping through the Zone would attract notice, each of Tami’s people paired up with one of the freed prisoners to take them back to the camp in discreet groups. Ravenna and Falke were each assigned one of the rescued. Mary, one of Tami’s people Ravenna hadn’t yet met, instructed the resistance members and the former prisoners to leave at intervals from the bus and make their way back.  
 
    Ravenna and the woman she was assigned went out into the Zone. Falke could feel her fear and worried about her. But then she seemed to straighten her shoulders and plunged off into the crowd in the right direction. 
 
    Bogart, the bus driver, nodded that it was his turn. Falke led the rescued woman he’d been assigned out into a sort of market. It was filled with people jostling each other as they tried to do their errands. Many were blank-eyed, and he wondered if the wo’onra addicts were even aware of their surroundings. 
 
    The market was filled with mud and rivulets, as the fetid waters of the Thames rose to flood height on its banks. Falke tried to avoid the worst of the puddles.   
 
    The short middle-aged Asian woman he was leading held his upper arm with a surprisingly strong grip. Falke’s fingers started to go numb. “It’ll be all right. I will keep you safe.” 
 
    She grinned widely—an expression that looked alien on her delicate features. “God’s Holy Wounds! I know your father! Although by your coloring, you could be one of my get.” 
 
    “You did?” Falke searched his memory. He didn’t recall the woman’s face. “I’m sorry, your name is …?” 
 
    “Gawaine of Lothian!” she thundered, making heads turn. “Member of the Round Table, King Arthur’s strong left arm!” 
 
    “I beg your pardon?” Falke said, mystified. 
 
    The woman shook herself as a dog will after a bath. “Oh, bloody hell. Those damned drugs are messing with my control!” 
 
    “You just said you were Gawaine of the Round Table,” Falke said. 
 
    The woman sighed. “Dammit. It just comes over me.” 
 
    “You were Gawaine in a previous life?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Yes. Gawaine is a pushy asshole. He’s always breaking through. Making me see things from his point of view. For instance, I saw you as a boy, a redhead with gray eyes. We were walking in a field.” 
 
    “Have you always had this ability?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Ability? More like a curse! It started after I was on Kite Hill at the Healing,” she said.  “Whatever the hell they gave us in that place has completely messed with my control. Gawaine keeps getting access to my consciousness. It’ll get better as I ‘dry out.’” 
 
    They reached Tami’s compound. Falke was unsurprised to discover organized chaos, as the resistance struggled to feed, clean, and house the people they’d rescued. 
 
    “I’m Ying Yue Jiang. Although Gawaine may know you, I’m not sure who you are in this Here/Now,” she said. 
 
    “I’m … Falke Drunemeton.” He still hesitated to say his name out loud in the open. 
 
    “The Prime Minister’s boy? I knew you looked familiar.” 
 
    Falke almost laughed out loud with relief she hadn’t called him ‘the Traitor’s son.’ “In my past life, I was Merlin’s son, Falcon.” 
 
    “Oh! That’s why he could identify you!” Ying Yue seemed quite content to stand there and chat all day, now that they’d been introduced in two times. 
 
    Falke could feel he was wanted elsewhere. “I would love to talk to you more, but I need to go and see Elliot.” 
 
    “We will speak again,” Ying Yue said. Then she grabbed his hand. “I have something for you. Something that I believe is meant for you and is why I am forced to recall Gawaine.” 
 
    YES! 
 
    Falke felt that exclamation in his soul, as if the Goddess was prompting him to action. 
 
    “But you go do what you need to. I’m starved!” Ying Yue said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Five Days to Midsummer 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chanting was louder this time. The smell of the candles, incense, and something odd burning tickled Ravenna’s nose unpleasantly and made her gag. 
 
    The image of a rat in flames on a black altar coalesced slowly. 
 
    “I feel her, but I don’t know where she is.” 
 
    The chanting grew louder. 
 
    “She has not left Britain. Where is she?” 
 
    The flaming rat sputtered out, and shaking hands—not the queen’s—swiftly tried to relight the offering. But it wouldn’t take spark from the tapir. 
 
    The image started to fade. 
 
    “Damn your eyes! Do I have to do everything myself!” The queen shrieked.  
 
    Ravenna rolled over and shut her mind to the scene. 
 
      
 
    Ravenna got up the next day, and immediately threw herself into helping the Rescued—as the group had started calling the released prisoners—who were still having trouble adapting to life outside their pens. Tami’s people continued with the games and sing-alongs. 
 
    Falke was assisting as well but seemed to be avoiding Ravenna. She had the feeling he was trying to give her time to consider what he’d said. 
 
    Later that evening, they all gathered in the center of the compound. The loudspeaker played a popping electronica tune, and there was an impromptu dance show. Ravenna was entertained by all the talent each person had and the effort that was being made. Alona—the woman Ravenna had brought back from the bus—stepped to the front. She started moving to the beat, and suddenly, she was transformed into a confidant, skilled dancer. Everyone seemed astonished at her graceful, strong moves. Her gestures were beautiful and loving. 
 
    Falke’s hand appeared on Ravenna’s shoulder. “Come with me,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    She followed him away from the crowd. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “We need to talk to Tami,” he said. 
 
    “You mean you do.” 
 
    He grinned. “Okay, but I’d like you to be there.” 
 
    They climbed up to Tami’s quarters. Elliot was just coming out. “Don’t stay too long. She’s exhausted, and I don’t like her aura at all.” 
 
    They went in, and Ravenna immediately saw what he meant. Huddled in her chair, Tami stared off into space. She was very pale; her aura was a mottled gray and violet and very thin. An elderly black man in a tattered tweed cap was in the seat beside her, holding her hand. 
 
    “Hello, Tami. Bastiaan,” Falke said. 
 
    The elder priestess blinked at them, as if she had just woken up. “Ah, Younger Brother. I was just thinking about you.” 
 
    Ravenna, feeling uncomfortable and wondering how to be useful, asked, “Shall I make tea?”   
 
    “I’ve had enough, dear, thank you. Please make yourselves some, if you like,” Tami said. 
 
    Falke shook his head. He indicated Ravenna should take the other seat, but he continued to stand. “Bastiaan, you’ve not met Ravenna.” 
 
    “Oh, but I have,” he said in a surprisingly deep and musical voice. “I lived in Cardiff Castle when she and her darling brother were just infants. I used to play lullabies when they couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t recall when you left the castle.” Ravenna didn’t actually remember him but felt it would be rude to say so. 
 
    “I was asked to leave after Prime Minister Drunemeton was imprisoned,” Bastiaan said, looking off into space. “One morning, guards came and packed up all my boxes and took me back to my old house. No ‘thank you.’ No ‘well done.’ Nothing.” 
 
    “When did you join this merry band?” Falke asked. 
 
    “About seven years ago.  My daughter Jemma was killed in a mysterious car wreck. My neighbor disappeared. Her son told me he was joining ‘the resistance,’ By then, my contacts in the castles—both Cardiff and Seraphim—were telling me about the things going on in the queen’s name. It seemed a good time to make use of myself out of her royal way.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. You deserved better,” Falke said. “Ravenna, I don’t know if you’re aware, but Bastiaan was the Voice of Britain after the nuke hit London. In between instructions to the survivors, he played all these great tunes—from Beethoven to the Sex Pistols, and everything in between. It kept up everyone’s spirits. My dad called him a national hero.” 
 
    Bastiaan looked away, but Ravenna could tell he was pleased at the recognition. 
 
    “He’s been a true asset to us here,” Tami said, patting his hand. “Now Younger Brother, tell me what you observed in that warehouse.” 
 
    Falke explained how he saw the events. He finished with, “It was too easy to get those people out. The queen’s people—or whoever’s running that horror show back there—haven’t come after us. How is that possible?” 
 
    Tami folded her hands in her lap. “That would be Andi. She has a unique ability, among many other interesting traits,” the elder priestess said. “She’s able to shield herself and others with her from being psychically seen.” 
 
    “Ah, that matches with the elaborate physical camouflage then,” Falke said. 
 
    “I had a funny moment on the way back yesterday where I could see her through the crowd,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Then she let you. I assure you, I’ve known her for a dozen years or more. Made her into a priestess. But I can’t see her in visions or dreams at all.” 
 
    Falke said. “I had a dream and could hear her talking but couldn’t see who it was.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s why you were surprised,” Ravenna said, recalling the other day.  
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Tami said, “Around the queen’s people, they can’t see or hear Andi unless she lets them. Andi’s the one who’s taken almost everyone out of the country. If the queen ever found out who and what Andi is … well, I shudder to think what she would try to do.”   
 
    “Is she shielding the entire camp, as well?” Falke asked. “I haven’t seen any surveillance drones above us, but I spotted several in other areas of the Zone.” 
 
    “That would be Miss Donna. An absolute wizard at counter-surveillance, that girl,” Bastiaan said. “She has attack drones that cover the camp and open up corridors—like the one you traveled between the buses and the camp.” 
 
    “Is everyone in the camp so talented?’ Ravenna asked.  
 
    Tami shrugged modestly. Bastiaan nodded an enthusiastic yes.  
 
    Falke said, “Gwylim was amazing in there. If he hadn’t used his gift, we’d never have gotten all these people out.” 
 
    “Keep yourself open to the possibilities, Younger Brother. There is more going on than what appears,” Tami said. 
 
    “Like that these people around you were all on Kite Hill the day of the Healing?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Tami smiled tiredly. “Yes, there’s that. They are very special creations of the Goddess. But in the end, aren’t we all?” 
 
    Falke asked, “Why do you think the Witnesses were created?” 
 
    “I suspect that they’re the next stage in what the Goddess has planned for humanity. They were made to change at that moment to help Ava and the other heirs make possible the next step in the Great Plan possible. It’s a shame the Sisterhood has left us on our own. I think they would be better for these extraordinary people.” 
 
    And there it is again. “Please tell me what the Sisterhood is. I feel I’m missing about half of what you’re telling me,” Ravenna asked  
 
    Falke said, “The Goddess created Mother Anya—and of course, you know Anya was the mother of children by Merlin and King Arthur, who the current king is a descendant of, right?” 
 
    Ravenna nodded. “I didn’t know about Merlin, but the Temple teaches about ‘the Mother from whom King Arthur II and Ava sprang,’ yes.” 
 
    “All right, then. Anya was created to heal the damage to the Goddess’ Plan for humanity after Morgaine gave in to her hate and anger. Morgaine and King Arthur were originally supposed to mate and establish the path the Goddess was creating,” Falke explained. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Tami said. 
 
    “The Goddess told Ava this, days before the Healing,” Falke said. “By having Merlin and Arthur’s sons, and Arianrhod, Anya set in motion the plan that came to fruition 1,460 years later. Unfortunately, Morgaine also had all that time to grow in power. And bitterness.” 
 
    Ravenna shivered. “Go on. How did the Sisterhood come of this?” She felt a strange sense of déjà vu but wasn’t sure if she had dreamed the conversation before, or what it was. 
 
    Tami said, “Arianrhod left Britain after Anya’s death and formed the Sisterhood—women who were assigned the task of re-introducing Goddess worship back into the world, after the Christian priests banned the old religion. Their secondary purpose was to make sure the Merlin and Arthur heirs stayed the path to The Day Foretold. That’s why Ava had to be at the Healing. She was the high priestess and a direct descendant of Arianrhod.” 
 
    “So, the Sisterhood trained you both?” Ravenna’s feeling that she was experiencing some prescience was very strong. Does it have something to do with Arianrhod? 
 
    “Yes,” Tami said. “I was trained in Marseille.” 
 
    “They took me in after Dad was arrested,” Falke says. “The Sisterhood trained me all over the world.” 
 
    “To do what?” 
 
    “To be a priest.” Falke raised his sleeve and showed her the tattoo on his right upper arm. Tami showed hers, although it was faded and a little blurry. Falke said, “This is the wound ivy of the priest. I’d been in training with Dad’s Eight Lights adepts when I was a kid, but, as Ava predicted, I was pushed to new knowledge and talent by the Sisterhood.”  
 
    “I was made a priestess-shepherd when I was given Drunemeton Chapel to care for.” Tami said. “I was given the full-body ivy tattoo upon my consecration.” 
 
    “You mean those are all over you?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “They wind up my arms, cross at the shoulders, wind round my middle, then down my legs,” she said. 
 
    “Wow,” Ravenna said. Being a priestess of their order requires something as old fashioned and permanent as a huge tattoo? “We have no such thing at Temple.” 
 
    Falke explained what Ravenna had told him about the Temple system. 
 
    Tami closed her eyes tiredly. “I suspected as much.” 
 
    Falke shook his head. “What’s terrifying is that the Goddess can’t control Morgaine. And now these adepts are disappearing. What is Morgaine doing with them?” 
 
    “That, I fear, is the greatest danger. These are such special people, made for such a positive, transformative task. What will happen when negative energy is applied to them?” Tami asked. 
 
    “I wish Dad were here. He could have seen what was going on and maybe have come up with a plan to stop it,” Falke said. 
 
    “I never met him, but I wish our dad was here, too,” Ravenna joked. 
 
    Falke smiled at her, and Ravenna could tell he was pleased she’d said, “our dad.”               
 
    Tami’s head tilted, as if she was trying to hear something a long way off. Then she said, “Duke Drunemeton was not your father, Ravenna.”  
 
    “What?” Falke and Ravenna demanded together.  
 
    “It is so,” Tami said. She looked at them as if she had just asserted the sun was of course a star and how could they be so stupid as to disbelieve her. 
 
    “You’re sure of this?” Falke asked. 
 
    Tami closed her eyes and was very still. After a time, she reopened them. They were a bright gold in the dim room. “Yes. It’s quite clear. Ravenna is not one of the children of Merlin.” 
 
    “But then … who is my father?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Tami shook her head. “That, I cannot say. But I promise you, a DNA test will show she’s not your sister, Falke.” 
 
    “If you’re saying this to upset me, you’ve succeeded,” Ravenna exclaimed. “What is it with you people? You’re never satisfied with reality!” 
 
    “Easy, little lady,” Bastiaan said, reaching for her. 
 
    Falke put his hand on Ravenna’s shoulder, and there was that spark. But she shrugged him off and flew out of Tami’s quarters.  
 
    I’ve had enough.  
 
    I’m played the hell out.  
 
    Whatever these people are up to, I will not put up with anymore! 
 
    She scrambled down the ladder, filled with a need to do something, go somewhere.  
 
    I need to get out of here.  
 
    Now. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke watched Ravenna leave and felt a kind of redoubled anguish.  He hated seeing her upset. It clawed at his heart. And then what Tami said really sank in. 
 
    Ravenna is not Dad’s child?  
 
    But Dad believed he’d fathered … 
 
    Oh. Right. Morgaine is the Queen of Lies. Morgaine’s gamesmanship is second to none. 
 
    He wanted to run after Ravenna and soothe her. Make her understand that they all—him, her, the king, Harper Drunemeton, as well as the whole of Britain—had been played by the greatest master manipulator of all time.  
 
    But he knew by the way Ravenna had shut down on him that she had to take some time to sort things out.  
 
    I need to give her some space. This is going too fast for her. 
 
    Hell, it is for me too.  
 
    Feeling stupid that he’d missed something as obvious as Morgaine’s lie about Ravenna’s parentage, he picked up a sheaf of data pads and papers from the small table Tami used as a desk. Now to other tasks. “Tami, you have to relinquish the management of the resistance to others. This is too much for you to do.” 
 
    “You are not my nanny, Falke Drunemeton! I’ll do what I please,” Tami snapped. 
 
    “Tami, dear friend,” Bastiaan took her hand. “Please let the young ones take more responsibility. They have to grow up sometime. You’ve been struggling to find supplies for days. The new people will make it that much harder.” 
 
    Tami glared at him, but then seemed to deflate. “You’re right, of course. I just don’t want to let go. When I’m in control, I feel I can’t die yet.” 
 
    “With all these new people, they’ll require a lot of spiritual counseling, Tami. You’re a priestess. They need you,” Falke said. 
 
    She nodded slowly. “I suppose.” 
 
    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to work things out with Ravenna.” He started to leave.  
 
    Tami slumped over with a groan. 
 
    “Falke, help!” Bastiaan called out. 
 
    Falke pivoted and picked up Tami, taking her over to the bed. Bastiaan pulled back the comforter. He snatched off Tami’s shoes and helped get her settled as Falke laid her down.  
 
    Falke concentrated his powers and flowed energy to her. Bastiaan looked on with a troubled expression. 
 
    “Lord Drunemeton?” Ying Yue said, peering around the entrance curtain. “Oh!” She rushed over. “I’m a healer. May I help?” 
 
    “I would be grateful,” Falke said, sitting back. “All I can give her is some strength.” 
 
    “That certainly helped her,” Ying Yue assured him. She bent over Tami, swirling her hands about six inches over the old woman’s whole body. Ying Yue’s aura flared a jade green. Her head tilted to the side, as if listening for something. “Pancreatic cancer?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bastiaan said. “Stage four. Can you do anything for her?” 
 
    Ying Yue shook her head sadly but continued moving her hands. “No. It would take more power than Lord Drunemeton and I have, combined. But I can ease the symptoms for a while.” 
 
    “Please call me Falke,” he said. 
 
    She dipped her head in thanks. “If I had my healing bowl and chakra crystals here, I could do a better job. But I think I can get her a bit more in harmony.” 
 
    After a while, Tami’s face relaxed and she began to breathe deeply in slumber. 
 
    “Thank goodness,” Bastiaan said, sitting down in a chair. 
 
    “I’ll stay with her for the night, if you like,” Ying Yue said. 
 
    “I would appreciate it,” Bastiaan said. “She fights us if we try to take care of her.” 
 
    “Least I can do after you people saved me,” Ying Yue said.  
 
    “Gawaine was a great healer,” Falke observed. 
 
    “Gawaine?” Bastiaan asked. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Ying Yue was Gawaine of the Round Table in her past life. He jumps in to talk from time to time. I ‘met’ him as we were coming in from the bus,” Falke said. 
 
    Ying Yue smiled at Falke “I became aware of Gawaine’s presence in my life a few months after the Healing. The ability to assist people medically started when my daughter burned her hand. Before I knew it, I was using our aloe plant to spread sap over it.” 
 
    “That must be sort of strange, having him pop up,” Falke said. 
 
    “It’s annoying as hell, but I think he kept me from going mad in that place you took me from,” Ying Yue said. “Having Gawaine show up changed my life. I was an actuary before The Day. Afterwards, I went into healing full time. I realized I am part of something greater—life has new meaning now that I know we just don’t vanish at death.” 
 
    “I never believed much in reincarnation. If this is true … well, I’d like to speak to you sometime when you’re less busy,” Bastiaan said. 
 
    “Of course,” Ying Yue said, with a small head bow to Bastiaan. She turned to Falke: “But first, I came in to find you Falke, because I am being pressed to tell you about what Gawaine’s family hid for Arthur’s return.” 
 
    “What is it?” Falke asked. 
 
    Ying Yue’s voice deepened and boomed. “Carnwennan! The magic knife King Arthur used to destroy Orduu, the Very Black Witch.” 
 
    “Carn-what-in?” Bastiaan asked. 
 
    “Sweet Virgin’s Tears, man!” the tiny woman boomed. “Have you not heard the lay of Culhwch and Olwen? Culhwch was Arthur’s cousin; Culhwch’ s father, King Cilydd, was Arthur’s mother’s brother—“uncle” you call them now. King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table had to perform three tasks to free Olwen, who was the daughter of a giant, so she could wed Culhwch—who himself had to perform an additional thirty-seven tasks. One of the ordeals the king had to perform was to kill Orduu, a sorceress of great evil. And Arthur—with a mighty throw of Carnwennan— cleaved the witch in half!”  
 
    Ying Yue shook herself. “Honestly, the man’s a blowhard and so full of himself! I had to look up Orduu. It’s part of a very long story no one reads anymore.” 
 
    “This knife still exists?” Falke said. There was a tingling in his frontal lobe he often got when he’d started searches for other artifacts. It’s real, and it’s somewhere. But what has it to do with our task? 
 
    Ying Yue nodded. “Before I was captured, I was in contact with the descendants of Sir Gingalain. They have Carnwennan and have passed it down the family.” 
 
    “Sir who?” Bastiaan asked. 
 
    Falke recited, “Sir Gingalain was Gawaine’s son, who he sired from a tryst in the woods with Lady Blancemal, a fae. Gingalain was called Le Bel Inconnu because when he was of age, he went to Camelot and tried out to be a knight, but he didn’t want to use his father’s name to get his position. He was the unknown—and invincible—fighter. He did all these tasks before Arthur had him join the Round Table, and then revealed his parentage.” 
 
    “How do you know so much about this?” Bastiaan asked. 
 
    “I was quite the Gawaine fanboy as a kid,” Falke admitted. 
 
    Ying Yue laughed. “I should let you two have a long chat. He’ll enjoy having someone who wants to hear from him.” 
 
    “Where is the Carnwennan knife?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Clear out in Gravesend, last I heard. Once I have a chance to connect, I’ll get it for you,” Ying Yue said. 
 
    “That would be great. Look, I have some things to take care of …” Falke said. 
 
    “We’ll talk tomorrow,” Ying Yue said. “We’ll be here, apparently.” 
 
    Falke gathered the datapads and papers and walked out, thinking, What in Goddess’ name does Carnwennan have to do with anything?  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenna ran into the now-empty compound … then stopped.  
 
    There’s nowhere to go. I can’t go back to the Temple. What would the queen do to me, knowing that I’ve been hiding out with her enemies? 
 
    I can’t just walk out of here. I don’t know how to survive the way these people do.  
 
    But I need to hide. Get away from Falke and Tami. 
 
    Ravenna went to the crate she shared with Andi. 
 
    “Oi! You ever hear of knocking?!” Andi demanded. 
 
    Ravenna paused, caught between doing the proper thing of going away, and staring. Facing away from her, Andi was naked, squatting in a large bowl, bathing. Down Andi’s spine was a beautiful tattoo. It also appeared that Andi was not born female. 
 
    The queen had banned what she called “unnaturals”—transgender individuals, intersex beings, bisexuals, asexuals, non-binary, gender queer, and gay males (but curiously, not lesbians)—five years into her reign. They were arrested and taken to “re-education camps,” never to be seen or heard from again. The rumor was that they’d all been executed and buried in a mass grave somewhere in Kent.  
 
    In late night gossip sessions, Ravenna had heard talk of trans men and women, but as far as she knew, had never met one in person. She had a million questions to ask Andi, but she felt it might be seen as impertinent to ask any of them. 
 
    “Pick your jaw off the floor, Princess,” Andi said with a laugh. 
 
    A blush rushed to her face. Ravenna said, “I, um. I’ve never met anyone like you—that I know of. Do I call you a woman or—” 
 
    “I am female,” Andi said firmly. “You can refer to me with the pronouns ‘she’ or ‘her.’ I don’t care for the whole ‘they/them’ thing. Otherwise, I’m just a person, Princess.” 
 
    Ravenna realized she had offended while trying not to. “I’m sorry. I’m uncertain about what I’m supposed to do or say. Thank you for correcting me.” 
 
    “Your problem. Not mine,” Andi snapped, sponging herself. 
 
    “That’s the most gorgeous tattoo I’ve ever seen,” Ravenna said, hoping a change of subject might repair the conversation.  
 
     Down Andi’s back were the faces of six animals, done in a very realistic style. 
 
    “They’re my spirit guides.”  
 
    “The Sisterhood has spirit guides?” 
 
    “Don’t know about the Sisterhood,” Andi said, taking the sponge back up. “This is for me.” The soapy water ran down the ink.  
 
    Ravenna had an overwhelming desire to touch the depictions. “What do they mean?” 
 
    Andi pointed, “Starting from the base of my spine is the coiled snake, symbolizing kundalini energy. You’ve studied that, surely?” 
 
    “Yes. In yogic tradition it’s the most powerful energy,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “True. It’s the creative potentiality in humans. But most just get hung up on the sexual nature of it,” Andi explained. 
 
    “It’s power in all realms: sexuality, emotional, physical, spiritual.” 
 
    “Right,” Andi said. “I’d call this my most aspirational symbol. I haven’t mastered it, but I can feel it.” 
 
    “At the Temple we were cautioned against delving into this particular practice, as once unleashed it could send the adept into either a strongly negative or positive path,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “It’s tricky to work with, for sure.” 
 
    “What is the creature above it?” Ravenna asked. It was a beast with a beak, but the body of what looked to be a lion. And there were wings. 
 
    “A griffin,” she said. 
 
    “That’s wonderfully done,” Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    Andi smiled over her shoulder. “The griffin indicates a mythological power, a dual nature, strength, and fiery forces.” 
 
    “You all over.” Ravenna grinned. 
 
    “Next up is the Salmon of Wisdom,” Andi says. 
 
    “Salmon of Who?” Ravenna stifled a laugh. 
 
    “It’s an old Irish folk tale,” Andi explained. “An ordinary salmon ate nine hazelnuts that fell into the Well of Wisdom and thereby gained all the knowledge that existed. It may or may not have been Fintan mac Bóchra, one of the oldest men in the world, who survived the Flood.” 
 
    “Interesting. How is that your spirit guide?” 
 
    “My soul is old, Ravenna. I know it. At one point, I may have had the wisdom of the ages. Why don’t I possess it now?” 
 
    “Curious,” Ravenna said cautiously. All at once, she knew her soul also was quite old. How do I know that? I just do. 
 
    Andi continued: “In the center is the butterfly.” 
 
    “Transformation?” 
 
    “And rebirth, yes,” Andi said. 
 
    “Is that a wolf above it?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Wise in all things natural. A hunter, capable of being unseen. This is the symbol I’m most in touch with.” 
 
    “Like the way you are with the queen’s people?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “And anyone else, yeah,” Andi said. 
 
    “Thanks for letting me see you in the crowd yesterday,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Andi shrugged, and the whole tattoo rode up the knobs of her spine before dropping back down. It was clear she wouldn’t discuss her talent.  
 
    “And all topped off by the beautiful owl. That’s a symbol of the Crone Goddess, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, but I chose it for the hunter in the night. That’s me. Seer of the unseen,” Andi said. “Want to hand me that towel over there?” 
 
    Ravenna gave her the well-worn cloth. “I apologize for, um, looking.” 
 
    “It’s not like I hide it,” Andi said, standing and wrapping the towel around her body. “My grandfather—my folks died on The Day—never could get used to me being trans. And then the queen showed up with her ‘unnaturals’ bullshit, and I had to take off. Gramps would have turned me in for the sake of ‘patriotism.’” 
 
    Ravenna had a quick impression, and asked, “Was Tami the first person who accepted you as you were?” 
 
    Andi turned and stared at her open-mouthed. “Wow. Yeah. That’s so,” she said. “My grandfather was very strict and controlling. He wanted me to be an engineer and settle down with a nice wife who would take care of him in his old age. Me being, well, me, wasn’t on the agenda.” 
 
    “So, losing Tami is going to be a lot traumatic.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Andi sat on the pile of blankets and put her head in her hands. “I’m having a fuck of a time with it.” 
 
    Ravenna sat beside Andi. “You’re lucky to have had someone to care for you. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Andi sniffed hard and looked up. She seemed about to say something but swallowed it. “What happened?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your emotions are in serious turmoil and you’re mad, for the first time since I’ve met you. What happened?” Andi asked. 
 
    Ravenna told her what Tami said. 
 
    “That’s … odd.” 
 
    “Yeah. And just as I was getting used to the idea that Drunemeton didn’t rape my mother,” Ravenna said with a rueful laugh. 
 
    “So, you trust what Falke says?” 
 
    “He let me in his mind,” Ravenna said. “He believes his father’s story. I’m not completely sure Drunemeton wouldn’t lie to him. But if his father told Falke what happened, then … well, maybe he told the truth. Hard to know for sure.” 
 
    “I wonder who your real father is, then?” 
 
    “Honestly, now I’m afraid to find out,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Andi laughed and got up, picking clothes off the floor, and slipping them on. “C’mon.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To get drunk,” Andi said. 
 
    “I’ve never been drunk,” Ravenna replied. 
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    Ravenna shrugged. “We’re guarded and watched. Besides a little wine on festival nights and some hallucinogens for Sight class—nope.” 
 
    “Well, this’ll be interesting,” Andi said with a grin. 
 
    They went out into the compound. Right in the center were Falke and Elliot, talking animatedly about something. Falke was holding a sheaf of papers and a datapad. Elliot suddenly hugged Falke.  
 
    Falke’s face was a mix of gratitude and sadness. 
 
    “What’s up?” Andi asked. 
 
    Elliot turned to them, all smiles. “Falke got Tami to relinquish her control of all the tasks we’ve been trying to take off her shoulders for months. And he’s got funds for food!” 
 
    Andi glared at Falke, and the silver of her eyes narrowed. Ravenna was almost overwhelmed by the hostility Andi directed at him. “So, you just think you can fucking sweep in here and make all these changes without consulting anyone?” 
 
     Falke paused, and Ravenna guessed he was wondering why she was always going off on him. “Andi, I know you’ve been worrying about Tami, and what happens after she passes. Tami is worrying, too. She’s much too sick to be fussing about requisitions, I’m sure you’ll agree.” 
 
    Andi looked down at the ground, abashed. “She shouldn’t be concerning herself with food and shit like that.”  
 
    Falke said, “I was thinking maybe she could help with the rescued people—help calm them. Teach them to re-discover their quiet point. What do you think about that?” 
 
    Andi shrugged, but didn’t look up. “Do you think she’s up to that?” 
 
    “She’s a priestess. It’s in her nature to want to heal and help,” he said. 
 
    Andi looked at him sharply. “That’s—we could try it and see. I don’t want her to get overtired.” 
 
    “Would you like to be in charge of that program? Then you could make the determination when she’s getting fatigued,” Falke said. 
 
    “Um … I’m not really good at telling her what to do,” Andi admitted. 
 
    “Nor me, actually,” Elliot said. 
 
    “What about Gwylim?” Falke asked. 
 
    Andi snorted. “Well, he loves to think he’s in charge. But will he take it too far?” 
 
    Falke said, “All you can do is see if it works out.” 
 
    “I think it’s worth a try,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Further, I’d like to propose that you, Elliot, and Donna form a sort of leadership council. You can share the burdens of these tasks among you, as you see fit.” 
 
    “Not Gwylim?” Elliot asked. 
 
    Falke looked as if he was going to object, but then stopped. A smile was teasing the corner of Elliot’s lips. “Gwylim should be chief in charge of humming and smashing things.” 
 
    “Talents for which he’s eminently qualified,” Elliot said with a chuckle. 
 
    Falke handed the papers and datapad to Andi. “I was telling Elliot that the Sisterhood assigned a large amount of credit to me for my mission to get Ravenna out. I don’t think we’ll need much. So, I’ve transferred most of that into an account the council can access.” 
 
    Andi blew out a breath and Ravenna could see she was near tears. “Now I see why Elliot was hugging you.” 
 
    “I told you things would change now that Falke’s here,” Elliot said to Andi. 
 
    Falke looked uncomfortable. “I appreciate your confidence, Elliot, but I may not be around for too much longer.” 
 
    Elliot held up a hand. “Please understand, I didn’t mean that as an imposition on your mission. But look at you. We’ve been trying to get these tasks away from Tami for a month. You just took them from her! None of us had thought about forming a council. We’ve been arguing about who should lead—which of course, now I think about it, is stupid. Tami was what we required for that time. What we need now is to work together.” 
 
    “I think that’s best. If a leader arises amongst you, then so be it. But even then, they should lead with the council, instead of dragging it along,” Falke says. 
 
    “We’ll probably have to tie Gwylim to a post while we make decisions,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Or get him drunk,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Andi laughed. “Oh, Goddess, you do not want to see the big guy drunk.” 
 
    “Mean, is he?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Just the opposite,” Elliot said. “He’s prone to sulking in a corner and occasionally sobbing.” 
 
    “Huh,” Falke said. 
 
    “Speaking of drinking—I was just going to introduce the princess-priestess here to the joys of alcoholic overindulgence,” Andi said. 
 
    Ravenna winced. Why does Andi have to go for the irritating turn of phrase every time? 
 
    “You have booze here?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Local stuff,” Elliot said. “I believe it’s some sort of solvent. But it gives one a pretty solid buzz.” 
 
    “Is this just a party for the two of you?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Nah. Let’s go,” Andi said, leading them across the compound. 
 
    Ravenna was disappointed. She’d hoped to talk privately with Andi. She had this feeling she might have some insights for her. There won’t be much girl talk with Falke and Elliot around. 
 
    Oh well. At least I’ll find out what’s so great about getting drunk. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What do you mean someone broke into the Ware facility and just walked out with over a dozen of my adepts?” Morgaine screamed at Heinrich. Her heart thundered, and it was as if a gray pall covered her vision. “What do I pay you for?” 
 
    The walls of her office bowed outward, and there was a smell of smoke from someplace. Her flame pendant glittered. 
 
    Heinrich stepped back. “My Queen, we don’t understand how it could have happened. There is no footage from the security cameras—which are triggered with images sent to my office when an intruder sets foot on the property.” 
 
    “You and your stupid technology are completely ineffectual!” she shouted. 
 
    The glass in the windows vibrated. 
 
    “The Sentinel says it couldn’t see who it was. It didn’t even know there was anyone there until the adepts started leaving their pens.” Heinrich swallowed hard. “The Sentinel said the intruders wore some sort of strange hoods that shielded them from its sight. It couldn’t stop them, no matter what it did!” 
 
    The fury that had been building in her broke free and she shrieked with all her might, “You failed me!” The glass shattered. Her fire pendant loomed larger and the jewels burned like real flames. 
 
    “No, my Queen!” He gasped for breath. “I strive to serve you in all ways!” 
 
    “Liar!” she yelled.  
 
    Morgaine unleashed her power, and Heinrich burst into blue-black flames. He cried out with a hideous scream, then flung himself out of the window. 
 
    “Idiot,” fumed Morgaine. The pendant returned to quiescence. 
 
    The door flew open, and Siobhan peeked in. “Ma’am? Is there a problem?” 
 
    “Start a search for a new spymaster. Meanwhile, get Heinrich’s deputy in here immediately.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Siobhan said. “What has happened?” 
 
    “Someone is stealing my adepts!” Morgaine snapped. 
 
    “Stealing?” Siobhan swallowed hard. “That’s awful!” 
 
    Morgaine heard a catch in Siobhan’s voice, and her eyes narrowed. She knows something. “Where do you suppose they were taken?” 
 
    “Who would dare? Who is so powerful to do such a thing?” Siobhan said. 
 
    Morgaine scanned her. There was no lie in her. Yet, Morgaine felt her reactions were not quite right. “It’s got to be something to do with Ravenna and Falke Drunemeton.” 
 
    Siobhan’s eyes widened, and Morgaine could feel something like relief rolling off the other woman, just for a brief second. “That must be it!” Siobhan said. “But what do you think they’re planning to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Morgaine started pacing. “And I don’t like that I don’t know.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am,” Siobhan said. She looked around the room. “I’ll have maintenance fix your office immediately. It’s a bit drafty in here. May I set you up in a temporary office? Perhaps the Treaty Room?” 
 
    Morgaine was aware Siobhan was very skilled at handling her. Siobhan knew Morgaine loved the Treaty Room, with its elaborate gold filigree, silk walls, and elegant furniture. But Morgaine hesitated to work in there, as it was for ceremonial purposes. Yes, I’ll make that my office. We’ll move the smaller events in here after it’s repaired. Morgaine scooped up her data pads and papers off the ancient oak Merlin desk she’d taken from Drunemeton House. “Excellent idea, Siobhan.”  
 
    It had been Merlin who destroyed Morgaine’s destiny as Britain’s ruler. He’d arranged for a disguised King Uther to lie with Morgaine’s mother Ygraine, and then had her father, Duke Gorlois, killed defending his castle, Tintagel. It was Merlin who arranged for the child born of that rape—Arthur—to be installed as king instead of Morgaine. Even though Arthur had become her heart’s desire, she had worked to dismantle or subvert all of Merlin’s plans for the king, the Round Table, Camelot, and indeed, Britain itself. It was only after Merlin stole Avalon’s Sacred Chalice—an unforgivable offense—she had decided to end him.  
 
    Morgaine had enjoyed ensorcelling Merlin back in King Arthur’s day.  
 
    And now in the twenty-first century, she had defeated him—the reincarnated soul of Merlin—again.  
 
    Killed Merlin-Harper, again. 
 
    But that bastard could not be brought to heel. In both times, she had not defeated Merlin’s will. He’d refused to concede Morgaine was the better magick user. Merlin-Harper had faced Excalibur’s blade without a blindfold, boldly glaring at her, right up until the end.  
 
    Morgaine had gotten the last laugh, though. She’d had his head pickled. It was in a jar in her secret grotto under the castle, right next to the skull of the previous Merlin, permanently lit by the magickal fire that burned from the broken Merlin staff and beaded Druidic necklace. Any time she needed a bit of a laugh, she needed only to go down and look at them. 
 
    “Ma’am?” Siobhan interrupted her thoughts as they stood in the Treaty Room. “I was thinking that if we turned the conference table diagonally and placed you in the center, that would look rather commanding and magisterial, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Why, yes, that might be nice,” Morgaine said. 
 
    Several men rushed to move the massive ornate cherry table with brass embellishments into the new position. The ordinary chairs were whisked away and a grand seat from Morgaine’s receiving room was placed in the center, facing the door. 
 
    Siobhan drew back the chair and gestured that Morgaine be seated. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    Morgaine settled in, deeply pleased at the effect. “Have a new chair constructed,” she said. 
 
    “More like your throne, Ma’am?” Siobhan asked. 
 
    “Exactly,” Morgaine said. 
 
    Siobhan fiddled with her embedded comm, tapping in the air. 
 
    “Inferi, change the locks and command nodes to this room. It will be my main contact area from here on,” Morgaine said. 
 
    “It will be as you say, O Queen,” the mechanical voice replied from over in the corner. 
 
    Morgaine’s thoughts went back to her central problem. I can’t accomplish my next steps if I don’t have Ravenna by Midsummer’s Eve. I have to have her!  
 
    “Siobhan, I want you to acquire something for me. For tonight.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Four Days to Midsummer 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    She heard the sound of twisted words echoing in the dark room. Each syllable seemed an offense to the ear, a lash against the light. The black altar swung into view. A stench of burnt blood was in the air, mingling with the scent of blood freshly spilled. 
 
    A beautiful black swan lay dead on the altar. A long, ugly knife sliced open the bird. A hand pulled out the intestines. 
 
    “I can feel her tonight. She is not far. She is still in London,” whispered the queen. 
 
    Ravenna felt the disgusting still-warm innards of the swan on her skin. 
 
    “I almost have her now.” 
 
    Ravenna pulled herself away from the loathsome touch. I will not let her in! 
 
    “No!” The queen shouted. 
 
    Queen Ava threw the dead animal off the altar. “So close! I was so close. Find her or I will kill you all!” she demanded. 
 
      
 
    Ravenna woke to someone gently patting her shoulder. “Whut,” she groaned through dried and cracked lips. She felt as if a blender was loose in her stomach, and forty pounds of garbage was behind her eyeballs. 
 
    “Namasté,” said the Rescued in the pink sari and elaborate head wrap, bowing, hands in front of chest. “I was asked to wake you.” 
 
    Ravenna sat up and immediately regretted it as an invisible hammer whacked beside her right ear. Ow. If this is what drinking leads to, I believe I’ll stay a teetotaler. “Who are you?” She was a little fuzzy on the last two days. 
 
    “I am Nimai.” 
 
    “Ravenna. Apparently, I overslept.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nimai smiled gently. “I was told you went to bed quite late. Priestess Tami asked that you be let to sleep in.” 
 
    “Thank you. Please tell her I’ll be there in a minute.” 
 
    Nimai followed Ravenna and guarded the door while she used the loo. Ravenna wasn’t sure why she needed a companion, but as badly as her head was throbbing, she probably did. Her deepest wish was to go back and hide under the covers until she felt better. 
 
    Ravenna and Nimai entered Tami’s quarters to find it packed to overflowing with the resistance people and the Rescued. Falke was leading the worship, while Tami sat up in her bed, listening. A blue-violet flame burned in his outstretched left hand while he performed the rites—which were unfamiliar to Ravenna. The words were soothing and calming. Something about being loved and cherished. Many of the Rescued were silently weeping.  
 
    Ravenna’s stomach gave a disconcerting twist. For a moment, she was afraid she would barf right there. She demanded her belly behave, and it settled uneasily.  
 
    Bits from last night were coming back to her: The horrible taste of the “liquor,” The way it made her vision kind of swirl, jokes that ought not to have been funny were somehow hilarious.  
 
    Then Elliot came up with an app to test her DNA and Falke’s. Boozily, she waited for the results, heart-hammering, but trying not to show concern. Wearing a broad grin, Elliot turned the cracked screen to her. The results were clear.  
 
    I am not Falke’s sister.  
 
    We have no significant overlapping genetic markers. 
 
    Then Andi laughed and shoved Falke and her together. “Kiss, you idiots! You know you’ve wanted to! Now it’s safe. You’re not related!” 
 
    Haltingly, Falke kissed Ravenna—a fairly chaste peck, lips to lips. There was an intense sparking. She had wanted to draw back, but instead, tipsily fell forward. Falke grabbed Ravenna to stop her momentum and kissed her deeply at the same time. It felt as if Ravenna had stuck her tongue into an electrical socket. It was so overwhelming, the next thing she knew, she was on the ground. 
 
    Elliot hooted a laugh. “Some kiss, mate!” 
 
    “Can’t hold her liquor, more like,” Andi said between guffaws. “Let’s get her packed off to bed. C’mon, lover-boy, help me with her.” 
 
    Ravenna had felt them half-dragging her across the compound. She could have walked on her own, but she’d been too embarrassed to let them know she was awake. And so, she let them put her to bed. 
 
    Falke kissed Ravenna on the forehead. Before he left, Ravenna could read him clearly: How did this happen? What is the Goddess up to?                
 
    That echoed in her head until she fell asleep. 
 
    She was still frightened by those words as she blinked slowly in post-alcoholic pain at the people in Tami’s quarters. The crowd started in on a hymn.  
 
    Andi—leading the singing with her beautiful voice—looked over at Ravenna and winked.  
 
    It’s too much.  
 
    I can’t bear it. 
 
    Ravenna’s stomach started to spin, and all the air left the room. She turned and stumbled out, across the roof, and barely got down the ladder without falling. Ravenna ran behind the shipping containers and finally could puke in private. Pale yellow liquid splashed on to the dark, thick mud. 
 
    I am filth. 
 
    Polluted with whatever the hell is going on here. 
 
    What is going on here? 
 
    At first, I thought being away from the Temple was good. I wasn’t sure about Falke, but I didn’t think he meant me any harm. 
 
    I’m not so sure anymore. 
 
    What he was feeling when he put me to bed last night was overwhelming guilt. 
 
    Why? 
 
    What is he going to do to me? 
 
    Well, take me back in time. But what does that mean? I still don’t know. 
 
    She heard all the people leaving Tami’s quarters and pressed herself against the wall. She didn’t want to see anyone. Not like this. Not sick and emotions boiling and … 
 
    Afraid. 
 
    No.  
 
    Terrified. 
 
    I just don’t know what I’m doing here. And I don’t know how to get out. 
 
    On and on, Ravenna’s mind spun while her muscles were paralyzed. Where should I go? How do I get out of this? 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Go away,” she whispered. 
 
    Falke held out a mug of tea. “Thought you might need this. It’s got ginger in it. It’ll settle your stomach.” 
 
    “How did you …?” 
 
    “Andi said you looked pretty green. Go on. Have the tea. It’ll help. I promise.” 
 
    Grudgingly, Ravenna took the tea from him and had a sip. The warmth spread all the way down her throat and into her chest. Her stomach wobbled, then steadied. She drank it all down. “It’s good. Thanks.” 
 
    “Still want me to go away?” 
 
    “Yes. No. I don’t know.” 
 
    He leaned against the wall beside her and stuck his hands in his pockets. His shoulder just touched hers, and it tingled. “I’m sorry about last night. Things just got out of hand.” Looking down, he whispered, “I should have stopped it.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you?” Ravenna wasn’t sure if he was saying he regretted the drinking, the DNA test, the kiss, or what. 
 
    “I’m so drawn to you.” he said.  
 
    “And that’s a bad thing?” 
 
    He sighed. “I’m commanded to go back in time—taking you with me. We’re supposed to stop Morgaine from taking over Ava.” 
 
    “That’s what you said.” 
 
    “Yes, well, do you see any place in there that says, ‘canoodle around with Ravenna’?” 
 
    “Canoodle?” Ravenna tried to stifle a laugh but ended up snorting. She was afraid tea would come out of her nose. 
 
    He shrugged, but there was a smile edging his mouth. “It wasn’t appropriate when I thought you were my sister. It’s not appropriate even if you’re not.” 
 
    “Says who?” Ravenna had no idea why she was fighting with him. She just didn’t like being limited by some outside, arbitrary decision that she couldn’t control. 
 
    “Well, says me, I suppose,” he snapped. 
 
    “What about what I want?” 
 
    “What do you want, Ravenna?” 
 
    And then she kissed him. Hard. The teacup fell out of her hand onto the ground. 
 
    Just like the previous night, there was that incredible electrical feeling. It reached from her tongue and spread all the way down to her belly. She ran her hand through his short hair, and it felt like electric silk. After a moment, he wrapped Ravenna in his arms. She felt sheltered and safe from the world, but at the same time, jaggedly awake and alive.  
 
    It’s like I’ve been sleepwalking my whole life until this moment. 
 
    “Might have known I’d find you two snogging back here,” Andi said. 
 
    Falke jumped and pulled away. But Ravenna held on to him. She wasn’t done yet. 
 
    “We weren’t snogging,” Ravenna said. “We were canoodling.” 
 
    Andi barked a laugh. “Yeah, right. Look. We’re having our first Leadership Council in Elliot’s crate. Wanna come?” 
 
    Ravenna didn’t want to go anywhere. She wanted to stay right there and be with Falke. 
 
    He looked at her, and Ravenna realized he was leaving it up to her. I’m no leader, she wanted to shout. But that didn’t seem appropriate either.  
 
    “Sure,” Ravenna said, and let Falke loose.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Andi led the way to one of the larger shipping containers. There was a desk and two chairs outside by the door. Inside, they could see why. The floor was covered by blankets and pillows. Elliot was sharing his space with at least five people. 
 
    Elliot, Donna, and Gwylim were already there, standing about. Falke, Andi, and Ravenna joined them. 
 
    Elliot said, “Well, first, I want to thank Falke for that nice service he did. It’s been a while since Tami was up to doing the full deal, as it were. I think it really helped to calm the Rescued. Goddess knows I found it soothing.” 
 
    Falke bowed his head but said nothing. 
 
    “Yes, thanks, Falke,” Andi said.  
 
    By the rushed way she said it, Falke could tell she was more interested in blocking Elliot from taking over the meeting.  
 
    “Now, to cases. Falke transferred funds into our secure account. I talked to the supplier. He’s got the food, but can’t bring it in to us,” Andi continued. 
 
    “Why not?” Falke asked. 
 
    Andi said, “The queen’s goons are doing one of their periodic rule changes to make things difficult again.” 
 
    “So, how are we going to get the food?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “I know a few blokes could bring it in,” Gwylim said. 
 
    “Thugs, you mean,” Donna said. 
 
    “Businessfolk,” Gwylim countered. 
 
    “And how much are these ‘businessfolk’ going to charge to bring in the supplies?” Elliot asked. 
 
    “They’re going to charge us?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Person’s got a right to make a livin’,” Gwylim replied. “Fifteen percent. And I think that’s fair.” 
 
    “And how much are they kicking back to you?” Falke asked. 
 
    Gwylim looked away. 
 
    Donna smacked his tree-trunk-thick arm. “How much are you taking off the top, you bloody thief?” 
 
    “Five percent,” he grumbled. 
 
    “Five percent!” Andi snapped. 
 
    Falke could feel the lie. He cleared his throat and lifted an eyebrow at Gwylim. 
 
    “Eight,” he admitted grudgingly. 
 
    “Rat-bastard!” Donna shouted. She hovered off the ground and started raining blows on his thick skull. 
 
    “G’er off!” Gwylim snarled, putting his arms over his head.  
 
    Despite his protests, the big man didn’t do more to hold off Donna. He could easily have swatted the small one-legged woman like a fly. 
 
    “You’re lucky the lot of us don’t stomp you to a pulp!” Elliot snapped.  
 
    Andi coaxed Donna back to the ground. 
 
    Once things settled down, Gwylim said, “’Course I’ll waive me usual finder’s fee. This is me home.”  
 
    Falke had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing.  
 
    “If I find out you’ve taken so much as a carrot out of the delivery—” Donna warned. 
 
    “Just business, innit?” Gwylim said with a shrug. “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, woman. I said I won’t take nothing, and you know me word’s good.” 
 
    Ravenna whispered in Falke’s ear, “Are they together?” 
 
    “Married, two years,” Falke whispered back. 
 
    “Will you arrange the delivery, Gwylim? Make it as soon as possible,” Elliot continued. “We have a lot of hungry mouths to feed.” 
 
    “Yuh,” Gwylim grunted.  
 
    Satisfied they had Gwylim’s at least temporary compliance, Andi said, “So, what are we doing tomorrow?” 
 
    “Is there something going on?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Gwylim said, “Rónàn had a vision last night.” 
 
    “Which one is he?” Falke asked. 
 
    “The one wearing the Scottish Independence shirt,” Donna said. 
 
    “What did he see?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Lot of fussing and yelling. I couldn’t make it out much,” Gwylim said. 
 
    Donna glared at him, and said, “It was very clear, but also was very frightening to him. It seems there’s another place—separate from the hell we took Rónàn and the rest from.” 
 
    “Says it’s our lot,” Gwylim mumbled, then seemed to hunch into himself. 
 
    “‘Our lot’?” Falke asked. He felt an immediate tingling down his arms. 
 
    Ravenna asked, “You mean the Witnesses?” 
 
    “Right,” Donna said. “Rónàn seemed to think something …‘special’ was going on there.” No one spoke for a while. “I wonder if that’s where they took my mother?” 
 
    “That was a long while ago, Donna,” Andi said. 
 
    “Still—” Donna said, looking as if she would fight to defend the idea her mother could somehow still be alive.  
 
    No one looked at her. 
 
    “Well, that’s very interesting news,” Falke said, when the silence threatened to continue. “Is it somewhere nearby?” 
 
    “Just outside of Gravesend,” Elliot says. “Not far.” 
 
    Falke’s stomach immediately went cold. “Elliot, have you had any dreams about it?”              Elliot opened and closed his mouth several times, before finally saying, “It’s going to be strange and frightening.” 
 
    Falke nodded. He tried to keep calm and not push. This wasn’t his decision. His input would be heard, but not really accepted. 
 
    “We’re goin’, right?” Gwylim demanded when no one spoke up. 
 
    “All in favor?” Andi called the vote. 
 
    Everyone besides Ravenna and Falke raised their hands. 
 
    “You two get a vote, as well,” Donna said. 
 
    Ravenna looked at Falke questioningly. 
 
    Falke recalled Leader Kweetoo’s words. He also thought about Ying Yue’s artifact that just happened to be in the same town. He raised his hand, followed by Ravenna. 
 
    “Right then. This time, let’s hope it ain’t no whining stink bugs!” Gwylim said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenna and Falke spent the rest of the day helping out with the Rescued. The ex-prisoners still needed a lot of loving support, and Tami’s people seemed to have the patience and capacity to give it unendingly. But it was hard sometimes to break through. The Rescued had been so brainwashed and drugged, they often forgot they were individuals.  
 
    In some ways, hearing them talk about what they went through wasn’t unlike the training Ravenna had received in Temple: “You are part of a great whole. Our aims are larger than any one person.” Only, of course, the Rescued had been brutalized, dehumanized, and tortured. 
 
    Shipping crates were dragged in from who-knows-where for more “housing.” Donna informed Ravenna that one of them was for her. She had immediately offered to share, but Donna said they had enough room for now, before walking away with a tiny smile. 
 
    What’s that about?  
 
    Ravenna found herself working closely with Falke all day, even when she hadn’t intended to. They would end up rubbing elbows or bumping into each other doing various tasks. And every time it happened, Elliot or Donna or Andi seemed to be watching with an amused expression. 
 
    She realized they all knew what she was thinking. Oh, dear Goddess, how I want Falke! 
 
    Ravenna hadn’t dared to think about her growing feelings for him when she thought he was her brother. But she had been attracted to him the moment they met. Every minute she had spent with him had just increased the attraction. And now that it was safe—it had been confirmed they were not related—she could allow herself to imagine maybe, just maybe, he wanted her too?  
 
    I have no idea if the feeling is mutual. He’s so closed right now. 
 
    The advent of the food delivery caused a mass rush to the rudimentary kitchen in the shipping container just below Tami’s quarters. Volunteers swamped Mama Mouse with offers to help with the food prep, but she threw almost everyone out except Mari, one of the Rescued, who used to be a professional chef. The rest of the crowd shuffled around the dirt common area as delicious smells wafted out of the big metal box. Just when Ravenna thought her stomach was going to drive her mad, Mama Mouse hollered, “Line up, you lot!”  
 
    But then Falke volunteered to serve the meal, and of course, Ravenna did too. It meant they were the last to eat. But by then Ravenna had forgotten she was hungry.  
 
    The busy day wound down with a sing-along around a bonfire. Even though it was still light out at 10 p.m., people started straggling off to bed. Some quiet jazz played over the loudspeaker.  
 
    How does Bastiaan always know what to play? And does he ever sleep?  
 
    Falke slipped his arm around Ravenna, and they stayed and talked to the remaining people. But her mind kept circling back to his arm around her back and how her skin was tingling the whole length. She hardly heard what anyone was saying. 
 
    Does he feel that as well? Does he know that I’m craving him? 
 
    Finally, the fire died down and the group headed for their own quarters. Falke helped her up. He had the sweetest smile on his face.  
 
    If everyone hadn’t been looking, Ravenna would have kissed him that moment. 
 
    Falke leaned down and kissed her, and Ravenna’s heart jumped with delight. “You know, you should hide your thoughts a little better,” he whispered in her ear. 
 
    With a start, Ravenna realized what he meant. She felt a rush of heat in her cheeks “Could everyone hear?” 
 
    He hugged her. “Well, there may have been a few of the Rescued who are still in too much shock.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess.” Ravenna was so mortified she wanted to melt into a puddle and sink into the dirt. 
 
    Falke took Ravenna’s chin and tilted her head up so she couldn’t avoid his eyes. “And the answer is, yes, I want you as much as you want me.” 
 
    Ravenna’s emotions were equally torn between this awful embarrassment and being thrilled he wanted her. 
 
    How can anyone human feel this many intense emotions at once? 
 
    Falke kissed her again, deeper this time. It felt like lightning had struck her in the crown of her head, run down her body, and exploded out of her toes.  
 
    When he paused, he leaned his forehead into hers. “Yes. I feel it too. Like lightning.” 
 
    Ravenna kissed him again, harder. She wasn’t honestly sure if her feet were touching the ground anymore. Have I started to telehover like Donna? 
 
    He pulled back with a chuckle. “Let’s, um, take this where it’s a bit more private.” 
 
    It took a while to find Ravenna’s packing crate. They made a game of it: pausing in front of each entrance, listening for snores, psychically “peeking” to see if the box was occupied. Ravenna got the giggles and it was all she could do not to laugh out loud. Falke wore an amazing smile—and she realized she’d never seen him look happy until that moment. 
 
    Finally, they discovered Ravenna’s quarters and crawled in. Instantly, they were wrapped in each other’s arms kissing and cuddling. 
 
    He ran his lips down the inside of her arm, from the horned-moon tattoo of the Temple on her wrist to her inner elbow. She shivered all over. No one had ever touched her like that. It was thrilling and everything she had ever wanted … and she was a lot scared of what came next. 
 
    He stopped with a concerned look. “Ravenna, this isn’t your first time, is it?” 
 
    “With a man. Not a lot of guys in the Temple.” 
 
    “Oh, darling.” He kissed her gently. “I’m so sorry. This is all wrong.” 
 
    “What is?” Ravenna said, slightly alarmed. What does he mean?  
 
    “We should have a long, leisurely, beautiful dinner in a wonderful place. Maybe a picnic in a mountain valley filled with flowers, or a candle-lit cabana by the ocean.” 
 
    “Is that how you usually conduct your seductions?” Immediately she hated herself for saying that. She was nervous and a little frightened, and she realized that made her act kind of mean. 
 
    But he didn’t let her put him off. He stroked her left earlobe with the tip of his finger. “It’s how I wish it could be with us.” 
 
    Ravenna caressed his angular chin. I do want him. I just—well, now I’m not sure this is a great idea. “What would be served at this ocean-side cabana?” 
 
    “Usually, I have an idea of what foods would please my lover. What settings, what flowers, what activities would make them want to make love later.” 
 
    “Not big on Beltane?” That was where all the sex Ravenna had ever had took place. It was fun, if a bit anonymous. 
 
    “It has its place. But lovemaking should take a lot of time.” 
 
    “Like how long?” 
 
    He rolled over and took her with him, so that she was lying on top. “All day, all night. Until the stars fall out of the sky.” 
 
    “You’re kidding me, right?” 
 
    “Only a little.” He kissed her nose. “Having sex is only part of lovemaking. It’s about being together. Showing how you care about the other—want to be with them, body and soul.” 
 
    “Oh. I get it. I thought you meant—.” Ravenna had to laugh at herself. It came out as a goofy giggle. 
 
    He ran his hand through her thick black hair. “I’ve never heard you laugh like that. I like it.” 
 
    “Not a lot to laugh at, really.” 
 
    “I wish I could take you away. Go someplace safe and beautiful. See you blossom into the person you can be.” 
 
    “But instead we have to go back in time … fight the queen here. Yeah.”  And the depression she’d felt hovering at the edge of her mind since she left the Temple threatened to sweep her away. 
 
    Falke held her tightly. “We have each other. We have right now. Will you trust me?” 
 
    “I, well, one of the girls said it hurts.” 
 
    “I understand that it might. I’ll do everything I can to make sure you’re feeling too good for it to be more than a passing thing.” 
 
    “I do want you. I’ve never—well, I’ve never actually wanted anyone the way I do you.” 
 
    He kissed her, at first slowly. His tongue slipped into her mouth and seemed to tangle with hers in the most delicious way. She felt a tingling all the way down to her toes. His hands slid up her sides and covered her breasts. He paused. “Oh, my darling, I want you so very much. I was so afraid of this feeling when I thought we were brother and sister.” 
 
    “I was trying hard not to think about it before last night. I mean, I felt drawn to you right away, but if we’d been siblings, it would have been wrong. Now….” 
 
    Falke’s eyes sparkled with laughter. He kissed her deeper this time, and a little harder. He ran his thumbs around her nipples.  
 
    She felt his stiff rod under her, rubbing against her crotch. He was so hard, she became afraid again.  
 
    He stopped kissing her immediately. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Are you in my mind?” 
 
    “No. But I’m close to it, just as you are close to mine. You’re frightened again. What can I do to make it less so?” 
 
    “You’re so stiff. That can’t not hurt.” 
 
    “In its defense, it’s pretty bendy.” 
 
    A picture sprang into her mind of his penis as one of those bendy straws, and a fit of giggles hit her. She wasn’t feeling sexy at all. But she kept laughing, because she didn’t know what else to do. 
 
    Unexpectedly, he started tickling her around the waist. She rolled off and couldn’t help but squeal with laughter. He tickled her in the armpits and along her neck, and she was laughing so hard she was afraid she’d pee.  
 
    Ravenna tickled him back and found a spot at the base of his neck, just above the collar bone, that made him whoop with laughter. And then for no reason, she kissed that spot, and gently ran her tongue along it.  
 
    Falke shivered and trailed his hands through her hair. She ran her tongue up his throat, circling his Adam’s apple. 
 
    His hand slid down her side and caressed her behind, and it felt so good. She slid up him and kissed him deeply. 
 
    He was hard again, but it didn’t scare her this time. She tingled all over and could feel how wet she was. 
 
    He kissed her face slowly, then returned to her mouth. She was hungry for his lips, his tongue. When he took her breast in his hand, she wanted him to. He squeezed it, then lightly pinched her nipple. She shivered all over and pressed herself into him. He grabbed her behind harder, and the end of his fingers stroked just outside of her dampening crotch. He explored and teased until she became dizzy with the sensations 
 
    I want him. I’m ready. 
 
    But Falke held her tightly. He kissed her harder, squeezing and stroking deeper. 
 
    Ravenna rubbed herself up and down his hardness, and then she felt this pulse of pleasure bloom from her love bud that spread like heat lightning up her body. She gasped out loud. 
 
    He started to unbutton her. Ravenna struggled to take off his shirt. The moment her breasts were free, his mouth was on her, sucking her nipple and pinching the other one.  
 
    A little yelp of pleasure escaped Ravenna.  
 
    She kissed his neck and up to his ear.  
 
    His hand traveled down, down, and his fingers slipped inside her.  
 
    Yes, oh yes! 
 
    Ravenna slid her hand along his skin until she felt his rod. The head was a little wet and slippery, but the skin was also surprisingly soft and smooth. She had imagined it was rough. It pressed against her hand like a sentient thing, hunting for touch. She stroked it, and it pulsed in her hand. Can I take it in me? Will it really not hurt? 
 
    It was hard to think, to be afraid with his fingers in her, his mouth on her breast.  
 
    I want him. I have to have him. 
 
    “Falke!” 
 
    He slipped off her pants, and she took off his.  
 
    I’m not sure … maybe I should …   
 
     But he was touching her in a way that made her lust so intense, she couldn’t think straight.  
 
    Slowly, he entered her.  
 
    It felt good. A pressure deep and satisfying. She rose up, letting him in further.  
 
    He kissed her and it felt as if their mouths were melting into each other.  
 
    In and out. Harder. Deeper.  
 
    Yes, deeper, please. 
 
    There was a tugging sensation, a tearing.  
 
    Ow.  
 
    But … 
 
    Don’t stop!!!! 
 
    And he was kissing her neck and going deeper into her in a dance as old as time.  
 
    She wanted all of him. All that he was. 
 
    Harder! 
 
    With a deep thrust, it felt as if they were picked up by a whirlwind of lust. Her mind spun out of her body and danced in the cosmic wind. Her flesh felt as if it was melting into him. She cried out in joy and desire. 
 
    He crooned in her ear, “Ravenna, yes, my darling …” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgaine drummed her fingers on the armrest of her limousine, which was speeding to the Coblynau Research Facility. The chief scientist had requested her physical presence to explain something, and Morgaine had a feeling it was bad news. 
 
    She’d become aware that the people who were on the hill during the Healing had become Goddess-created adepts shortly after she’d become queen. In her mind’s eye, they were like bright candles walking about Britain. They called themselves the Witnesses. Once she took full control of the kingdom, she ordered a few of them picked up. She hadn’t been sure what she wanted to do with them, but powerful adepts she didn’t control concerned her. 
 
    Almost immediately, that interfering Goddessian Priestess Tamesis McKnight had started helping adepts—especially Witnesses—leave the country. How she had figured out the queen was targeting the Witnesses so quickly was anyone’s guess. But Morgaine wasn’t having any of it. She’d had the priestess’ wife picked up and tortured. Sent video of the woman suffering, with instructions to Priestess McKnight to cease involving herself in the queen’s affairs. 
 
    The old priestess hadn’t complied. 
 
    Morgaine had the priestess’ wife killed and ordered Drunemeton Chapel closed, one of the last symbols of Anya’s—Morgaine’s old nemesis—power.  
 
    Instead of backing off, Priestess McKnight went into the Exclusion Zone and redoubled her efforts. She was assisted by an adept who had some sort of ability to shield themselves. It made Morgaine furious, especially because, despite bonuses and threats, her security forces had yet to arrest any of Priestess McKnight’s people, or even have a reliable source of information on them. 
 
    While Priestess McKnight stole away adepts in ones and twos, Morgaine had stepped up her explorations of the Witnesses she’d captured and ordered the wholesale arrest of every psi-talented person she could find.  
 
    The Eight Lights files that yielded wo’onra had also held the information for a successful psi-boosting drug, called seidra. Morgaine was impatient and had the scientists administer double the recommended dose to ten of the Witnesses. The effects were astonishing. Those given the drug had almost as much power as Morgaine, but their will was erased—easily molded to do what she wanted them to. These augmented psi-users had near-perfect psychic vision and could reach into the minds of others with ease. No thoughts were safe from these hyper-adepts. They were perfect for ferreting out enemies and watching over sensitive installations. Morgaine called them the Sentinels. 
 
    She’d been pleased as they added on more adepts to the Sentinel program. But then things had taken a nasty turn. The very first of the Sentinels had started speaking in strange rhymes that seemed to indicate she was communicating to some person the queen’s scientists could not see. A month after that started, the Sentinel started shrieking something about the Dark Lord and the Goddess and a great war. Her eyes, usually a bright red, seemed to be made of fire. 
 
    And then abruptly, they were flames that burned right through her skull, leaving a smoldering husk where her head had been. 
 
    That had been disturbing enough. But then it happened again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    The scientists advised Morgaine that the seidra was literally burning out her Sentinels. Most of the Sentinels were placed into induced comas, and only revived again once the previous Sentinels expired. Morgaine was selective where and when she used them. 
 
    Morgaine was worried, because there were only so many Witnesses—a little over a hundred. Priestess McKnight’s efforts to help them escape, those who had joined the old priestess’ little rebellion, and natural deaths, made that a very small number. 
 
    The car stopped, and Morgaine stormed into the secret facility’s reception room with her six specially trained guards. Her scowl reduced even the most confident of the scientists assembled to a quivering mass of fear. “What is the matter with the Sentinel project now, and why can you not explain it to me over the comm?” she demanded. 
 
    Dr. Jamie Teso, the lead experimental physiologist stepped forward, sweat breaking out across her brow. “Your Majesty, I didn’t feel I could trust any communications method. I believe we have … we have …” 
 
    “Spit it out!” Morgaine snapped. 
 
    “I think the project has been deliberately sabotaged by some unknown person or group,” Dr. Teso said quietly. The scientists behind her shifted restlessly. 
 
    “Sabotage?” Morgaine exploded, glaring at each of the scientists in turn. “Who would dare such a thing?”   
 
    Dr. Teso shrugged. “That, I could not identify. I’m sure you have security personal who can perform a forensic search among our data. But it is clear that our results have been tampered with.” 
 
    Morgaine took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. Raging at these idiots would not fix the problem. And she wasn’t even clear on what the issue was. “Explain,” she demanded. 
 
    “As you know, we had disappointing results with the Sentinels’ longevity. We have tried lowering the dosage of the seidra. We combined it with other, compatible, drugs. We even tried herbal supplements, since the drug is based on an ancestral concoction.” As Dr. Teso spoke, her manner returned to its usual dry clinical tone. She was clearly feeling more in her element. “We performed double-blind trials with normal humans, as well as lower-level psi-sensitive subjects, as the higher-level adepts are too few to experiment with.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, we’ve been all through that,” Morgaine interrupted. “Where is the interference coming from?” 
 
    Dr. Teso cleared her throat, clearly rattled out of her comfort zone. “I, er, it is thought that the problem may have been with the seidra itself.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Was the formula some sort of trap by that Eight Lights group?” Morgaine had long suspected that Harper Drunemeton’s old organization might have deliberately left behind certain formulas to harm her goals. 
 
    Dr. Teso tilted her head thoughtfully. “That possibility did not actually occur to us, Your Majesty. We will investigate it immediately.” The scientists behind her looked briefly surprised, then turned to each other and manipulated internal data screens. “No, what I meant was that the seidra was somehow adulterated right here in the laboratory.” 
 
    Morgaine’s fire pendant seemed to grow larger. A smell of smoke hovered in the air. “Go on,” she said quietly. 
 
    Several of the scientists looked up in alarm. The others were too busy manipulating their data. 
 
    Dr. Teso cleared her throat again. “Yes, it, ah, seems that when we reviewed the autopsy results from the first three Sentinels five years ago, we spotted a significant change in metabolic reaction in their tissue. Our test results prior to the asymptomatic reaction—” 
 
    “Speak English, dammit!” Morgaine demanded. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ma’am, I meant that, before the first Sentinels who burned out started exhibiting the behavior that ended their lives, they were stable and free of strange data results. That would tend to indicate something changed. We think it might have been the drug. We are checking that now.” 
 
    “Someone deliberately poisoned the Sentinels?” Morgaine asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Teso replied. “I believe this to be so.” 
 
    “All of them, or just some of them?” 
 
    Dr. Teso seemed to struggle with herself for a moment before she said, “Every one of the Sentinels has been affected, Ma’am—the Sentinels currently in operation, and those in stasis. The entire program has been compromised.” 
 
    Morgaine’s heart thundered in her ears. The room became hotter, and her flame-pendant enlarged. The smell of smoke became oppressive. Several of the scientists started to cough and look around. Two ran for the doors—but as they reached the exit, they exploded into blue-black flames. Their screams filled the reception room, increasing the terror of the remaining scientists. One by one, the researchers exploded in flames. 
 
    “Ma’am, please!” Dr. Teso implored. “It was not one of us, I swear it. Allow me to find out who did it!” 
 
    Morgaine’s eyes narrowed, and the doctor was consumed in flames. 
 
    Morgaine swept out of the room, trailed by her nervous-looking guards. As soon as she sat down in her limousine, she contacted Siobhan. “I want an immediate investigation into the research facility here. Someone has penetrated my secure files and installations.” 
 
    “Oh, my goodness, Ma’am! Who could do such a thing?” Siobhan sounded horrified. 
 
    Morgaine had the briefest impression that Siobhan was frightened for herself, rather than the program. But about what? “I suspect it has something to do with Falke Drunemeton and that interfering Sisterhood. It may be time to send our Special Forces team for a visit to Viborg.” 
 
    “Excellent, Ma’am. It is certainly past time that nest of vipers was cleared out,” Siobhan said. 
 
    Again, Morgaine picked up on some of Siobhan’s feelings. There was relief in the other woman’s voice, but Morgaine didn’t have time to worry about that right at the moment. “Have the team that cleans up the facility here place all Sentinels in stasis,” the queen said. 
 
    “Even the two you’ve been holding out for—” Siobhan began. 
 
    “No, leave those two in place,” Morgaine replied. “Also, I want you to assemble the Black Council to convene when I return to the palace.” Morgaine wasn’t going to put up with Ravenna’s disobedience or Falke Drunemeton’s meddling anymore. 
 
    “I will convene them immediately, Ma’am,” Siobhan said. 
 
    “Excellent,” Morgaine said and disconnected. She settled back into the plush leather seat as the limo sped back to the city. Once I get Ravenna back, destroy the Sisterhood, and kill Falke Drunemeton, it will all be mine. All of it. 
 
    Morgaine said. “Inferi, hold all messages and contacts for the next two hours.” 
 
    “It will be done, O Queen,” the mechanical voice replied. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Three Days to Midsummer 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    A black-haired goat—a kid—lay across the obsidian altar, a black dagger lanced into its abdomen. A hand reached in and took out the entrails. Slowly, the slimy intestines slipped through her fingers, leaving a bloody trail. 
 
    The queen chanted something dark—a powerful spell.  
 
    Ravenna could feel a dragging sensation; as if she’d been grabbed by the hair and the queen was pulling her closer. But Ravenna wouldn’t let her. She steeled herself and refused it with all of her will. 
 
    “Fighting me,” the queen whispered, sweat beading her brow. “You can’t for long though. I am stronger than strong.” 
 
    Ravenna gathered all of her power and … twisted. She watched as a loop of intestine slid up the queen’s arm, slithered over her head and encircled her neck. 
 
    The queen’s eyes flew open and she clawed at the choking innards. She hissed a word, and the intestine dissolved in her hand.  
 
    The chanting stopped. 
 
    “I will find you, little bitch. I will kill you with mine own hands. YOU SERVE ME!” 
 
    Ravenna shouted in her mind, “I will NEVER serve you!” 
 
    She rolled over and slammed shut the dream. 
 
      
 
    The bus had let them off at the end of a lane in Gravesend. Ravenna and Falke walked down the street—a line of ordinary, identical rowhouses seemed to stretch endlessly before them.  
 
    “Ying Yue said it was number 349,” Falke said. 
 
    “There it is.” Ravenna pointed. “The one with the flower box with flaking blue paint.” 
 
    They opened the old iron gate with a screech and went up to the worn wood door. Falke knocked. 
 
    After a time, the door opened. A chubby young man with carrot-red hair wearing a rumpled blue bathrobe opened the door. “Yuh?” 
 
    “Henry Goldriver?” Falke asked. 
 
    “S’me. Who’re you?”  
 
    “Ying Yue sent us,” Falke said. 
 
    “May we come in?” Ravenna asked, acutely conscious they were exposed to random surveillance. 
 
    Henry stepped back and allowed them to enter. The place was a dump: tatty rugs covered the floor; the swayback couch was covered with a bedspread; on the coffee table were a few wo’onra patches—used and not. An armchair with faded print faced a wall with a VR projector. The whole place smelled of cat urine. 
 
    “Ya want tea?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but so kind of you to ask,” Ravenna said. She didn’t want to be there any longer than she had to. 
 
    “Never thought I’d have royalty in this place,” Henry said. “Sorry I’m not at my best. I’m a bit sick.” He faked a cough. 
 
    Ravenna hated that he knew who they were. But she supposed it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    “Do you have it here?” Falke asked. 
 
    Henry looked disappointed. “Sure.” He went into the bedroom. They heard him rattling around somewhere. Things falling to the floor. Cursing. Eventually, he came back out bearing a foot-long ancient-looking wooden box with intricate carvings. “Hid it from myself,” Henry said with a distracted chuckle. “Here.” He shoved it at Falke unceremoniously. 
 
    “Thank you,” Falke said, taking it. “This must be somewhat difficult for you.” 
 
    Henry shrugged. “I tried to sell it once. Gave me a nasty shock. It’s worth nothing to me but trouble. Be glad to get rid of it.” 
 
    Ravenna struggled to contain herself. To have the honor of caring for a possession of King Arthur’s for 1,500 years, and then say it’s worth nothing! 
 
    Falke lifted the top of the box. “My, that’s quite something.” 
 
    Ravenna could feel power emanating from the artifact. The blade was gray-blue with a center spine. The edges still looked sharp. 
 
    Falke exclaimed, “I didn’t think they had steel back in the sixth century.” 
 
    “It’s meteor steel,” Henry said. “Very rare, back then. Only the muckety-mucks owned such a thing.” 
 
    “Is the handle ivory?” asked Ravenna. 
 
    Henry nodded. “Gramps said it was walrus tusk. He thought it might have been made by Irish craftsmen.” 
 
    Falke examined the blade still in the box, turning it this way and that in the light. “That’s hammered gold over bronze on the cross guard.” 
 
    “Yuh. Between the age and the gold, that’s why I figured I could get a mint for it.” Henry scratched his bare chest.  
 
    “I appreciate your giving it to us. May I make a small financial contribution for your trouble?” Falke asked. 
 
    Henry perked up considerably. “Um, how small?” 
 
    Falke handed him a piece of paper on which he’d written the sum he had transferred to Henry’s account earlier. 
 
    Henry’s eyes widened. “Holy shit! Hey, yuh. Thanks! Ya wanna drink or a hit or something?” 
 
    “No thank you. We need to get back to our friends,” Falke said. 
 
    “Henry,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Yuh?” Henry looked immediately suspicious. 
 
    “Is that amount enough to buy your silence? You won’t mention to anyone we stopped by, will you?’ Ravenna said.  
 
    “Mum’s the word,” he said with a shark’s smile. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” Falke said. He reached out to shake Henry’s hand, then pulled him close, quickly, when their hands touched. Henry tried to draw back. But Falke whispered “Forget” before he could get away. 
 
    Henry slumped against him. Ravenna helped Falke move him to the armchair. They went out of the house as fast as they could. 
 
    “He won’t remember anything about us?” Ravenna asked as they hurried back down the lane. 
 
    “I had to be quick, but I think I swiped all of the last few minutes. He might recall a moment or two. With a wo’onra addict, I’m sure stuff appears and disappears from their memories all the time,” he said. 
 
    “I guess he’ll think he finally sold Carnwennan and that’s where the money came from,” Ravenna said. She heard a high-pitched whine overhead. “Run! It’s surveillance!” 
 
    They dashed to the corner, where the bus was waiting for them, and jumped on. 
 
    “Go!” Falke shouted as the door slammed shut. 
 
    “Did you get it?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    Falke tapped the box, then slid it into his rucksack. “Yes. No problems.” 
 
    “I just hope they didn’t catch a picture of us,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “I should have made you wear your masks on the street,” Andi grumbled. 
 
    “Oh, that wouldn’t have drawn attention at all,” laughed Donna. 
 
    The ancient bus shuddered out of town and wound its way to the countryside. Elliot was pushing it as hard as the motor would go. They just barely made a bend; the vehicle swerved several times before righting itself.               
 
    “Is there some reason you’re in a hurry?” Falke asked. 
 
    “He’s coming, he’s coming,” Elliot muttered, his eyes glassy. 
 
    Falke looked at Donna in alarm. “Is he okay?”  
 
    “I’ve never seen him quite like this,” she said, biting her lip. 
 
    The bus surged faster. Gwylim leaned over and stared at Elliot. “Elliot? Mate? What’s the rush, man?” 
 
    “He’s coming,” Elliot whispered. 
 
    “Gwylim, can you take the wheel?” Falke asked. 
 
    “I could, but I wouldn’t know what to do with it. I can’t drive this antique!”  
 
    The bus’s engine began to whine. 
 
    “We’re in a transport with a driver who’s gone out of his fucking mind,” Andi said between clenched teeth. 
 
    Ravenna felt Falke project calm control at Elliot. 
 
    “He’s … where … where are we?” Elliot asked, slowing the vehicle.  
 
    “Best pull over, mate,” Gwylim said a quiet voice. “I think you’re bladdered.” 
 
    Elliot pulled off into a grassy patch. He rubbed his face slowly. “I’m not drunk. I can just … I can feel him coming.” 
 
    “Who?” Donna asked. 
 
    “The son. He’s so evil,” Elliot said. 
 
    “Whose son?” Andi asked. 
 
    “The queen’s,” Elliot whispered. 
 
    Ravenna’s heart was hammering. She could feel what Elliot felt, but couldn’t explain what it was or what she did or didn’t know. 
 
    Falke looked to Donna and Andi. “Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” 
 
    Andi shook her head. Donna put her hand on Elliot’s shoulder. “What is it about Prince Robert that’s evil?” 
 
    “What he’s doing … she doesn’t know how out of control he is,” Elliot whispered. 
 
    That’s it. I understand now … more or less. “The queen doesn’t know what Robert is doing with this group of adepts.” 
 
    “Is he at the place where we’re headed?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    “Yes, he’ll be there. It’s his special place, where he’s building … I don’t understand all of it,” Elliot said. 
 
    “And we’re going to meet him?” Falke asked. Ravenna felt him shiver. 
 
    “No,” Elliot said. “Or not if we can help it. But it’ll make it harder for us.” 
 
    Gwylim looked at Falke, his eyes full of fear. “Maybe we should bag out?” 
 
    Falke closed his eyes. Ravenna could feel a presence near him—and it was big. His eyes snapped open. “We need to get there. Quickly.” 
 
    Elliot swallowed hard and got the bus back on the road. 
 
    “What did you feel” Ravenna whispered into Falke’s ear. 
 
     “The Goddess wants us to go to this place,” he whispered back. 
 
    “She said that?” 
 
    “Well, she said ‘Continue,’ which is entirely chatty for her.” 
 
    Ravenna blew out a breath. Whatever is to come, it will be bad. 
 
    “How much longer?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Not far now,” Elliot said. 
 
    “I don’t suppose my vote to go back home will carry much weight,” Donna said. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like it would,” Gwylim said. 
 
    “We have to see what’s there. It’s somehow important,” Falke said. 
 
    There was a feeling as if everyone was holding their breath as they continued down the road. Falke likely felt it too, because he said in a rather sunny voice, “You will all be happy to know that apparently we are on the way to the Swiss Alps.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Andi said. The others peered at him. 
 
    He smiled at Ravenna. “The queen’s office announced today that Princess Ravenna has elected to summer in the Swiss Alps and will not be joining the queen for the Midsummer celebration at the Sacred Circle on Healing Hill.” 
 
    “I didn’t know I was invited in the first place,” Ravenna mused. 
 
    “How do you know that?” Andi asked. 
 
    “The Sisterhood sent me a message about it this morning. Wanted to make sure Ravenna was not planning on going.” 
 
    Ravenna laughed. “As if.” 
 
    “Well, just a few more thousand kilometers to get to the Alps,” Elliot said. 
 
    “I’d much rather go there,” Donna said. 
 
    “Me too,” Gwylim grumbled. 
 
    “Me three,” Ravenna said softly to Falke. He kissed her.  
 
    They rounded a curve and could see a manor house down in the valley. There was a large auditorium built in behind it. It looked modern, but it had elements as if someone used bits of old buildings here and there. In places, there was a long set of antique corbels. Under the roof eave were a bunch of columns. Some of the fake windows had elaborate stone frames. 
 
    Elliot pulled off the road and found a place to hide the bus in the thicket.  
 
    “Don’t forget your camouflage masks,” Andi said. 
 
    They all put them on and got out. Gwylim led the way through the trees to an overlook where they could clearly see the house—a grand place from the mid-1800s. 
 
    Just as they got there, a large new black limousine came down the drive.  
 
    “It’s him,” Elliot whispered. He needn’t have bothered. By their faces, everyone was aware that Prince Robert was in that car. 
 
    My half-brother. Ravenna thought with disgust. 
 
     The massive door of the manor opened, and six people came out—all of them Caucasian. Ravenna couldn’t see any of them very clearly, but two were wearing dresses. She got a strong feeling of fear and apprehension from them as they lined up, waiting for the car to arrive. 
 
    “I think that’s Siobhan, the queen’s personal assistant. The lady in the beige dress on the right,” she told Falke. 
 
    “That big bloke on the left,” Gwylim said. “I’m sure that’s Paul Tryfan, the football manager.” 
 
    “The queen’s man-meat,” whispered Andi to Ravenna, nudging her in the ribs. 
 
    Ravenna stifled a laugh that was more from nerves than amusement. 
 
    The vehicle swung in front of the people on the stairs, and all the doors popped open. Large guards in black suits and sunglasses got out, their heads swiveling, on the lookout for trouble. Their hands stayed near their waists; Ravenna realized they were likely armed. The people from the house stood at stiff attention. 
 
    A young white male got out. He was taller than the last time Ravenna had seen him, and thinner. He was wearing what she guessed was an actual leopard-skin jacket over orange pants. He stood near the car, not going to the people waiting for him. One of the manor folk started to approach, hand extended. 
 
    Prince Robert started shouting. Ravenna and the others could hear bits: “Idiot!” and “completely set us back!” and “imbeciles!” and “… loyalty to ME!” 
 
    Siobhan stepped forward and seemed to be trying to explain something.  
 
    Prince Robert turned to the nearest guard and held out his hand. The man gave him some sort of weapon. Before Siobhan could do more than step back, Prince Robert raised the gun and shot her in the face. Her head exploded in a spray of red. The others were painted with gore as her body flopped to the ground. 
 
    Laughing in a way that sent stabs of ice down Ravenna’s spine, Prince Robert handed the gun back to the guard, deliberately stepped over the corpse, and went into the manor house. The other people followed hurriedly. 
 
    “Monster!” Ravenna breathed out. 
 
    “Move. Now,” Falke hissed, leading them along the edge of the woods to the back of the property. 
 
    The others followed Falke unquestioningly. Ravenna thought, Falke’s become their leader when he wasn’t intending to. What will they do when we leave? 
 
    Her heart was pounding. Something is about to happen. I don’t know what it is, but I can feel whatever it is pressing in on me, like the headaches I get before a violent summer storm. 
 
    Soon, they reached the back of the building. As at the warehouse, there was a weird feeling of watchfulness. Andi placed a hand on a door. There was a muted click, and it popped ajar. They slipped in.  
 
    Unlike the place where they had found the Rescued, there was no howling darkness, no disgusting smell of filth, no soul-sucking thumping sound. But there was something. “What is that?” Ravenna whispered. 
 
    “It’s as if hate fills the air,” Donna said. 
 
    “It’s so cold my tits are going to pop off,” Andi said with a shiver. 
 
    “It’s as if all hope and joy has left the world,” Gwylim said in a monotone.  
 
    “I feel as if there’s no reason for me to try and do anything but lie down and die,” Elliot said. 
 
    Falke shook his head. “It’s some sort of will-suppression. Fight it!” Ravenna felt him push out his power to each of them.  
 
    She straightened. Yes, I feel stronger … and angry someone is trying to manipulate me. 
 
    Falke led the way down a dark corridor. They could hear the noise of many people speaking at once up ahead, and moved slowly, cautiously. Ravenna’s skin prickled with the awareness of a watching presence somewhere, just ahead. 
 
    They emerged in the back of the auditorium. It took Ravenna a moment to sort out what she was seeing. There was a huge painting on the curved wall of a crouching goat-man with wings, the pentagram on its forehead was framed by large curling horns. “That’s Robert’s face,” Ravenna pointed out. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Andi whispered. 
 
    “This is some sort of cathedral.” Ravenna realized the painting was in the arched area of what would be the apse. Below it was the type of structure she had seen in pictures of St. Peter’s, with an elaborate ciborium, or canopy over a large black stone seat. In front of it was a black marble altar with striations of white that looked like white claws emerging from the stone. 
 
    On the walls were several paintings of the strangest creature she had ever seen. It appeared to be a squat man with a donkey’s head, with peacock feathers fanned out behind him.  
 
    There were no chairs. The crowd of several hundred simply stood waiting. Everyone was wearing a red robe. Each one had black hair—even if that plainly was not their original coloring. They were all of them Caucasian. Each bore a large black “R” on their foreheads, surmounted by a crown. 
 
    Abruptly, the people in robes stopped talking. There was an air of expectation, but also a weird sort of breathlessness. 
 
    Ravenna reached out with her mind to the man nearest her. It was like encountering a wall. It wasn’t that he was blocking her. She couldn’t feel him at all. He was a null point, psychically.  
 
    Ravenna turned to the others. By their expressions, they were finding the same thing.  
 
    Donna gasped, “Mum!” She made as if to run out. 
 
    To the side of the apse was an ancient stone lectern that was obviously taken from an old, old church. There was a lone woman sitting up there, dressed the same as the others, but she was oh-so-different. Ravenna realized it was the Sentinel she had been feeling. Arcs of blue electricity radiated from her gray head. Her eyes were red lights within black orbs. Her power was tremendous. Yet Ravenna didn’t feel that she’d seen them. 
 
    Gwylim held Donna tight while Andi took her hand. “That’s not really your mother anymore Donna.” 
 
    “It’s my mum,” Donna hissed. 
 
    Falke placed his hand on her shoulder. Ravenna could just hear him whisper, “Is that how your mother felt? Is that how she looked?” 
 
    For a long, anguished moment, Donna stared at the woman in the lectern. Then she seemed to sag. “No.” 
 
    The black temple went completely still. No one moved.  
 
    Ravenna shivered. Someone is coming. 
 
    Falke hustled them back into the hallway, out of sight.  
 
    She could hear his heart hammering. He’s afraid. And that makes me scared. Even Gwylim looks worried. 
 
    Two men in black, cowled robes stepped up to the altar and laid out a cloth, gold cups and salvers and other items. They slid back their hoods, revealing that they were identical twin albinos. As one, they turned in opposite directions and caused the tall purple candles at each end of the altar to light with greenish-yellow flames. Heavy incense—it smelled of cloying licorice-heather and rotted meat—filled the air.               
 
    A deep bell tolled somewhere. The priests turned in a circle, pausing at the four points of the compass to ring hand bells in a frantic way. 
 
    “They’re readying for a Black Mass,” Falke said.  
 
    One intoned: “In nómine Magni Dei Nostri Sátanae introíbo ad altáre Dómini Inferi.” His voice was rich and beautiful, which made his words all the more hideous. 
 
    The crowd responded: “Ad Eum Qui laetíficat juventútem meam.” 
 
    The other priest said in a voice just as melodious: “Versiculus: Adjutórium nostrum in nómine Dómini Inferi.” 
 
    The adepts below said, “Qui regit terram.” 
 
    The two priests said together: “Dómine Sátanas …” 
 
    Ravenna felt dizzy. The words were all wrong. It was as if they’d turned the very sun inside out. The service was the opposite of all that was holy. 
 
    Just then, Robert—dressed in a black silk robe covered in gold and silver symbols, of which the goat-man was prominent—stepped up on the dais. He walked over and sat on the stone seat. The black mass went on around Robert, but the focus was now clearly on him. 
 
    From somewhere, the two albino priests brought out live black roosters. Swiftly, they slashed the birds’ necks and drained the blood into chalices. They sprinkled something into the blood and black flames erupted from both cups. They chanted: “Súscipe, Dómine Sátanas, hanc hóstiam, quam ego dignus fámulus Tuus óffero Tibi …” On and on they intoned their words of praise to Satan and the Dark Forces. Finally, they said “Amen” and the adepts repeated it. 
 
    Robert rose and received the first chalice. He drank from it slowly, tilting his head back to receive every drop.  
 
    He took the second cup and poured it over his head. Black fire danced on his hair and oozed down his face. 
 
    “My people!” he shouted as he walked to the center. 
 
    The robed adepts swarmed the edge of the stage, arms raised. “King Robert! King Robert!” they chanted. 
 
    Robert’s smile was triumphant. His aura pulsed black and red and brown—it was a large band. The flames intensified.  
 
    How did he get to be so powerful at so young an age? 
 
    Falke made a retching sound. “Robert is Mordred, the son of Morgaine and King Arthur” he whispered to her. 
 
    “What? How is that possible?” 
 
    Falke shrugged and shook his head. 
 
    After almost five minutes of chanting, Robert signaled them to silence. “I have heard directly from the Dark Lord!” 
 
    There was no movement, no sound in the room, as those assembled strained to hear each word. 
 
    Robert’s voice boomed, “He has told me he is well-pleased with my work. He has told me that my mother, the queen has failed him. The Dark Lord has appointed me His new heir!” 
 
    The robed adepts roared their approval, shouting and stamping with joy for a full ten minutes.  
 
    As they subsided, Robert continued: “My people, soon we will come into our time. Soon we will face our greatest enemy and defeat her. Soon, Britain will be OURS!” 
 
    There were chants and dancing. The people in robes whipped themselves into a frenzy of delight. 
 
    He silenced them again. “It will be a struggle, but on Midsummer’s Eve—the day after tomorrow—we will come into our own. Once the Great Bitch is defeated, I alone will have all the power. And from Britain, we shall rule the WORLD!” 
 
    He means to kill the queen! His own mother! 
 
    Robert gestured for quiet, and the mob fell silent. “What is it I feel here? There are strangers! How can there be unclean in my temple?” 
 
    The robed adepts spun around, and the psychic effect was as if hundreds of spotlights were sweeping the place.  
 
    The Sentinel stood and the blue lightning around her head expanded. 
 
    Ravenna’s heart pounded and her skin was covered in icy sweat. 
 
    The crowd focused on the hallway and Ravenna and the others slowly stepped backward into the shadows.  
 
    “It’s my wayward sister!” Robert laughed in a way that was just short of a high-pitched scream. “Won’t Mummy be displeased that you’ve come to pledge your loyalty to me instead of her!”  
 
    Ravenna tried to close her mind to him, but instead of a hard shield, it was as if her only defense was gauzy and insubstantial. Like expecting to have a metal barrier, and instead only finding a moldy shower curtain to hide behind. 
 
    “Come out Ravenna! Join us!” 
 
    Unlike the rough magic of the queen, Robert’s power was like a heady perfume: heavy, demanding to be noticed, in your nostrils—your brain—before you could stop it.  
 
    I am all alone.  
 
    No one can understand me the way Robert does. 
 
    Mother is the Enemy. Always has been. 
 
    Falke only wants to use me. 
 
    Tami and the others mean to control me. They might even hurt me! 
 
    Robert will protect me. 
 
    There is no one else. 
 
    “Ravenna! Come to me!” Robert commanded. 
 
    No, that’s not right. Robert is as bad as the queen, if not worse. I saw him kill a woman! 
 
    “Come to me, sister!” the voice was like honey—so warm and lovely.  
 
    No. I will not. I cannot. 
 
    It took all her willpower to simply stand in place.  
 
    But her mind slowly, inexorably, turned to him. Wanting to join him. Wanting to surrender. 
 
    Yes, Robert. I am coming. 
 
    Slowly, Ravenna pulled off the camouflage hood. She felt hands trying to restrain her, but there was a force that shoved them away, and then she was free. She could be with Robert, and all would be well. 
 
    The robed adepts surrounded her, welcomed her. They led her to the dais where Robert waited for her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenna! 
 
    Falke leapt to grab her, but Elliot held him back. He whispered in Falke’s ear, “You can’t just go in there and tear the place up. They’ll kill all of us. How do we get her back? Think!” 
 
    Adrenalin poured through Falke’s system, his heart pounded, and there was a red film in front of his eyes. But he knew Elliot was right. 
 
    What can we do? How do I get her back? 
 
    An idea occurred to him. He gathered the others to him and explained what he was going to try and do. 
 
    “Are you sure you can pull that off?” Andi asked. 
 
    “What choice do we have?” he asked. 
 
    “Can’t I punch some of these assholes?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    “No, you’ll be busy,” Falke said. He looked at each of them. They didn’t look convinced it could be accomplished, but they all seemed ready to try. 
 
    “All right, then. On three.” Falke made eye contact with each one of them one last time. “One, two … three.” 
 
    Donna hovered above them, Gwylim started to hum, red sparks danced at the end of Elliot’s fingers, Andi was hardly visible. A shimmering light surrounded the four like a bubble. With careful steps, Falke, in full priest-mode led them into the dark temple. 
 
    Up on the dais, Ravenna stood in front of Robert. They’d put a red robe on her, and Robert was applying the “R” to her forehead. The albino priests were praying at either side of the girl. The robed adepts watched from below. 
 
    As they entered, Robert said, in a falsely bright voice. “Oh look! Falke Drunemeton and his little friends came to play.” He laughed in a way that echoed off the walls. “Let’s play then! Zoom zoom!” 
 
    As one, Robert’s followers turned and started for Falke and the others.  
 
    The Sentinel stood and stretched out her hands. Dark rays erupted from her fingers and dashed into the psychic bubble around Falke and the others.  
 
    Falke winced. It felt as if thousands of needles were just on the outside of his skin. But he and the others continued on. 
 
    Each time one of Robert’s adepts tried to attack them, they were repulsed by the golden glow. Slowly, Falke and the others made their way to the dais. 
 
    Robert’s smile seemed frozen. Ravenna had not moved, staring into her half-brother’s face. She didn’t seem to notice what was going on. 
 
    As they drew nearer, Robert gestured to the side of the stage. “Get them. Now!” he demanded. 
 
    Paul Tryfan leapt off the dais in a tackle aimed at Donna. Gwylim turned to help defend her but stopped when Falke shook his head. Just as Tryfan’s side touched the glow, he screamed as if he’d touched acid. It looked for all the world as if different parts of his body were turning at separate abrupt angles. The smell of hot sparks filled the golden bubble … 
 
    And he was gone! 
 
    Falke sagged. Whatever had happened to Tryfan had sapped most of Falke’s power from him. He struggled to keep the psi-energy going as they edged closer to Robert and Ravenna. Every muscle in his body was shivering. His stomach was doing flip-flops, and he was getting dizzy. 
 
    Elliot pressed his sparking hands into Falke. “Take what I’ve got. We can get her if you just hold on!” 
 
    There was a shriek from the dais as Robert stared in horror at the place his father had vanished. “Where did my father go, Falke?” Robert asked, sounding more like a lost boy than the malignant leader of a minute ago. “Where is he?” He staggered back and slumped into the marble seat. 
 
    They reached the stage. Without Robert to direct them, the adepts and the albino priests seemed confused and disorganized. Donna reached out and grabbed Ravenna by the hem of her robe and yanked hard. Gwylim snatched her up, taking Ravenna inside the psi-bubble. 
 
    Faster than they’d gone in, they retreated out the back. 
 
    Falke dropped the golden glow, returned to his regular size, and nearly collapsed on the ground, but Elliot held him up.  
 
    Andi grabbed his arm as she rushed out the back door. “Nice fucking work. I’ve never seen power used like that.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure no one else has, either,” he said breathlessly. 
 
    “No,” Ravenna snarled. “I must return to serve Robert!” 
 
    “Goddess, we’ve lost her!” Elliot said. 
 
    “Not if I can help it,” Falke said. 
 
    “Rob—!” Ravenna started to shout. But Gwylim slapped a large hand over her mouth. 
 
    The woods flew by as they rushed her back to the bus. Ravenna stopped struggling. 
 
    Falke wondered if the effects of Robert’s power were waning. Or was Ravenna feigning weakness, planning to escape or attack them later? He wasn’t sure, and he couldn’t reach her mind to find out. 
 
    They got to the bus, and Elliot opened the door. Gwylim said to Ravenna, “I’m gonna take me hand off. Promise you won’t scream.” 
 
    Ravenna nodded tiredly.  
 
    As he removed his hand, she twisted her face away and a stream of greenish black liquid erupted from her mouth. 
 
    Gwylim gagged and let her go. 
 
    Ravenna wobbled in place, then started to faint. 
 
    “I’ve got you,” Falke said, wrapping his arms around her. “You’re safe. You’re free of him.” 
 
    Waves of shivers washed over her. He could hear her teeth chattering. 
 
    Andi placed her hand over Ravenna’s eyes. “Find your still point, Ravenna,” she said, using that beautiful voice of hers. 
 
    Gwylim commenced the Goddess humming. It surrounded Ravenna and Falke. 
 
    Falke projected calm and love into her. 
 
    After a time, Ravenna nodded. “I’m okay.”  
 
    Andi took her hand away. “Thought we’d lost you there.” 
 
    “No, she’s too strong for that,” Elliot said. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Ravenna’s said in a shaky whisper. 
 
    “That was too close,” Falke said. “Let’s get you back to Tami.”  
 
      
 
    As they entered her quarters, Tami said, “I’ve been so worried about you!” She was lying in bed, as white as the thin sheet that covered her. Ying Yue sat nearby, a cup of broth at the ready. Bastiaan was in the corner with his remote and a mug of tea. He nodded to them all, and an Enya tune started to play.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Andi asked Tami, as she sat on the end of the bed. 
 
    Tami waved the question away. “What happened to you, Ravenna? I felt such a terrible sense that you had been taken from us.” 
 
    “I – I succumbed to Robert, apparently,” Ravenna said. 
 
    With a damp rag, Falke rubbed the crown and R symbol off Ravenna’s forehead. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said. “I was afraid it was on there permanently.” 
 
    “Robert is very strong,” Donna said, patting Ravenna’s shoulder before flopping into the armchair. “I thought we weren’t going to get her back.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Gwylim said as he scrunched down the wall next to Donna. 
 
    “Tell me everything that happened,” Tami said. 
 
    Between the four of them, they explained what they’d seen and heard, including the bubble of power Falke had created.  
 
    Tami’s golden eyes flashed at the last bit. “What happened to Colonel Tryfan?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Falke said. “I think he may have transited into another dimension or dimensions.” 
 
    “What?” exclaimed Ying Yue. 
 
    “Oh, that’s what that was,” Donna said. 
 
    “How the fuck did you do that?” Andi asked. 
 
    “It’s not me that did it. I combined all of our power, creating a ball of psi-energy of an intensity I’m pretty sure no one’s ever seen before,” Falke said. “When Robert’s adepts tried to attack us, it just pushed them away. But because Tryfan leapt at us, the kinetic force he was using intersected our power. The impact seems to have put him into some sort of interdimensional intersection.” 
 
    “Is that why he sorta folded in different directions?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    “I think so, yes,” Falke replied. I read about that kind of power in my studies. I didn’t think it was possible to produce. The look on that poor man’s face! What a way to die. 
 
    “I don’t have to tell you that kind of psi-energy must not be used except at great need, do I, Younger Brother?” Tami admonished. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Falke said, suddenly feeling like a raw initiate again. 
 
    “I didn’t … I didn’t see that,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “What did you see?” Tami asked. 
 
    “Nothing but Robert’s eyes,” Ravenna said. She shivered. 
 
    Falke hugged her. Then he continued to Tami, “Prince Robert is Mordred.” 
 
    “Mordred!” gasped Tami. She stared off into space for a long while. “I wonder if Morgaine-Ava conjured him into this Here/Now, thinking she could control him this time?” 
 
    Falke handed Ravenna a cup of tea. “Why would she bring Mordred into this reality?” 
 
    “Mordred was—” Tami began, but she was interrupted by a wracking, painful-looking coughing attack. Her aura flared a deep black. 
 
    Ying Yue placed both hands on Tami’s chest. A deep green glow flowed from her and poured into Tami. A faint pink came back to the old woman’s cheeks. She nodded and patted Ying Yue, who discontinued the healing with what looked like reluctance. 
 
    The group watched Tami with anxious faces. She frowned at them and indicated they should continue the discussion. 
 
    “Mordred was a bloody terror in the last life,” Gwylim said. “And now he’s back with his own army, plannin’ to kill the queen and her army. And we’re the folk they’re plannin’ to battle with!” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Donna asked. 
 
    “Those stink bugs Morgaine has hidden away. They’re adepts like us. She’s makin’ them into somethin’ with her torture and heavy wo’onra, right? And then the people in the temple, Robert made adepts into some sort of religious zombies. And your mum wasn’t near to human.” 
 
    “Don’t talk about Mum,” Donna said with a fierce finality. 
 
    Ravenna shivered. “What was the significance of those paintings of Robert as a winged goat and those peacock-donkey men?” 
 
    Bastiaan stared hard at her. 
 
    “They had an actual Black Mass,” Elliot exclaimed. 
 
    “Dear Goddess!” Tami said hoarsely. “Tell me about the paintings.” 
 
    Falke and Andi took turns explaining the depictions in minute detail. “Never seen shit like that,” Andi finished. 
 
    “Well, the depiction of Robert as Baphomet was surprising. Is that what he thinks he is?” Falke asked. 
 
    “It was the Devil!” Donna said. 
 
    “No, not as such,” Falke said. “Baphomet—depicted as a goat-man—is actually supposed to be the perfect being—in the process of becoming a god. Early Christians used the image to portray the Devil, because they felt anyone who sought to become a god couldn’t be of God, if that makes any sense.” 
 
    “I wonder, does he think something he’s doing or about to do will make him godlike?” Tami asked. 
 
    The room went silent as they pondered the possibilities given what they’d seen. 
 
    “What the hell was that peacock guy?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    “Adramelech,” Bastiaan said. 
 
    “Oh! Why didn’t I realize?” Falke said. 
 
    “Interesting choice of demon,” Tami said. 
 
    “It’s a name I’ve not heard in a long while,” Bastiaan said. He took off his tweed cap and scratched the sparse white hair on the crown of his head slowly. 
 
    “How do you know of him?” Tami asked. 
 
    “I have lived a long and strange life,” he said with a rueful chuckle.  
 
    “Oh, you are so not going to fucking leave it off at that!” Andi said. 
 
    Bastiaan sighed. “Back in the day, I was … well, I suppose like everyone else in music, I was doing a lot of cocaine. Partied every night. You wouldn’t believe the people I saw at these ‘indoor snowstorms,’ as we called them. Anyway, the crowd with the best blow, sexiest parties, terrific guests, and most astonishing music were out in Bridgewater.” 
 
    “That’s interesting. We found a coven of Morgaine’s women there,” Falke said. 
 
    Bastiaan nodded. “That sort of fits, I think.” Tami gestured for him to continue. “Well, long story short, I was hanging out there whenever I wasn’t working at the radio station. Took up with this amazing filly …” he paused, staring off into space. 
 
    “Mate, come back,” Gwylim said with a grumbling laugh. 
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Bastiaan said with a shake of his head. “In retrospect, I suppose she was bait for someone like me.” 
 
    “Bait?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “I think they wanted to hook in people in the media, for whatever purposes. I was just divorced, new job, new town, lonely as hell, sort of looking for meaning in my life, you know?” He shrugged. “Anyway, these people were into some seriously spooky stuff. They had their own little temple and whatnot. The peacock gentleman was the focus of their worship.” 
 
    “How long were you with them?” Tami asked. 
 
    Bastiaan replied, “A little over a month. Then one day, I woke up and realized the coke and the weird religious stuff were keeping me from the things that mattered to me: my kids and my job. So, I just never went back.” 
 
    “Did they pursue you?” Tami asks. 
 
    “No. They had some TV-Johnnie they were all over. I wasn’t that interesting to them anymore,” he said. 
 
    “Is that why you’re never at the services here?” Andi asked. 
 
    Bastiaan looked startled, then smiled ruefully. “Yes. Exactly. Don’t take this wrong. You people are lovely, and I thank you for taking me in. But, religious stuff creeps me out to this day.” 
 
    “Who was—or is—this Adam-whatever?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Adramelech was the High Chancellor of Hell. He’s mentioned in both the Christian Old Testament and Milton’s Paradise Lost,” Falke said. “He was considered the most stubborn of Satan’s followers.” 
 
    “‘Adramelech is the Enemy of God, greater in malice, guile, ambition, and mischief than Satan, a fiend more curst,’” Elliot recited. 
 
    “What’s that from?” Donna asked. 
 
    “He knows his Dictionairre Infernal,” Tami said. 
 
    “Were there any children there?” Tami asked. 
 
    “No. Chickens came out badly, but no kids. Why?” Elliot said. 
 
    “Adramelech likes sacrifices of children,” she said, turning her head. 
 
    “Dear Goddess, you didn’t fucking kill kids, did you?” Andi demanded of Bastiaan. 
 
    “No! And there was never any hint of hurting children in my presence. I’d have left in a minute.” Bastiaan said. 
 
    “I still don’t understand what it all means,” Donna said. 
 
    Ravenna sank down onto the arm of the chair beside her. “It seems Robert has a plan to use me, just as the queen does.” 
 
    “How so?” Falke asked. 
 
    “The last few nights, I’ve had dreams about the queen searching for me via some sort of arcane ritual,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “What?” Falke exclaimed. Why didn’t she tell me? 
 
    “Tell me about them, dear,” Tami said. 
 
    “The first time it was pretty innocuous—a needle through cork in a dish of salty water,” Ravenna said.  
 
    “That’s an old-timey spell,” Ying Yue said. “Real basic wicca stuff.” 
 
    “What happened?” Andi asked. 
 
    “The needle sank,” Ravenna said. “Made her pretty angry.” 
 
    “What were the other dreams?” Falke asked. 
 
    “The next ones involved the sacrifice of an animal. First, it was a rat, then a black swan,” Ravenna said. “As she manipulated the entrails, I felt myself pulled to her.” 
 
    “Dark magic,” Tami whispered. 
 
    “Last night, it was the entrails of black goat,” Ravenna said. “I felt as if it was dragging me to her.” 
 
    “And you didn’t tell me?” Falke exploded. 
 
    She shrugged. “I was able to make the intestines attack her before I succumbed.” 
 
    Andi pulled a face at Tami, “Who knew the kiddo had power?” 
 
    Falke sagged, feeling a sort of horror. She was right next to me, and I never felt how in danger she was. She could have been taken, and I didn’t even know! That’s twice in twelve hours they’ve almost succeeded in stealing her away! 
 
    Ravenna continued: “And when Robert took over my mind, I felt he wanted something. Something only I had. The queen wants something from me too. I’m somehow useful to their next step.” 
 
    “How old are you, Ravenna?” Tami asked. 
 
    “I’m twenty-one, next birthday,” she said. 
 
    Falke breathed in sharply. “I wonder if your age is important to them. Legally, you aren’t an adult in Britain until you’re twenty-one.” 
 
    “Technically, she’d still be a child sacrifice,” Ying Yue observed. 
 
    Tami nodded weakly. 
 
    There was a low howl. Elliot’s eyes were rolled back in his head, and his hands reached for something. 
 
    “What is it?” Ravenna moved to help him. 
 
    “Don’t touch him!” Falke grabbed her. “He’s having a vision.”  
 
    They watched Elliot as he writhed on the chair. Whatever he was seeing was causing him extreme distress. Tami closed her eyes. Falke wasn’t sure if she wasn’t up to all the commotion, or maybe she was trying to help. 
 
    “Goddess!” Elliot shouted as his eyes flew open. “They need your heart, Ravenna!” 
 
    “My … what?” The words were barely audible. Ravenna went sheet-white.  
 
    “Why?” demanded Falke. 
 
    “They have to eat it!” he said. “It has immense power. Something to do with being a Goddess creation? An indigo-soul?” 
 
    Ravenna held onto the table, as if trying to hang on to reality. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Falke asked. 
 
    “I’m dizzy and nauseous,” she said. “My heart kind of aches, as if in anticipation.” 
 
    Elliot had gone an ashy shade. “I saw it in my mind. Each plans on having a ritual where they’ll cut out your heart and eat it in front of their people.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Donna said. 
 
    Tami’s eyes were unfocused. “They both worship Adramelech. Is it possible?” 
 
    “Her heart,” Andi said. “Fuckers are planning to eat the poor girl’s heart.” 
 
    Tami put up her hand. “Thank you, Andi. We got the point. No need to upset Ravenna or me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Andi said, eyes downcast. 
 
    Ravenna nodded slowly, as if suddenly reaching an epiphany. “That’s why the queen didn’t have me killed or disabled as she did my brother Aiden. They need me whole and strong. I’m the key to dominating their followers and creating a stronger magic to take over the world. I am a thing—some sort of talisman that people want to manipulate. To eat.” Ravenna started to shiver.  
 
    Falke held her tightly. “I’m here,” he whispered in her ear. “I have you. You are you, Ravenna. You are a person, not an object. No one controls you. You are free of it all. Look into my eyes.” 
 
    Those bright green eyes wandered everywhere but finally focused on him. He sent a piece of his power to surround her and hold her up. Falke felt her fear lessen—but it was still there.  
 
    Tami sat up in bed, watching Ravenna carefully. “Andi, I want you to go with Ravenna and Falke. Help her to access her power fully.” 
 
    Andi looked at once annoyed and pleased. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Tami sank back into bed. “She is strong, and she’ll have you and Falke to support her.” 
 
    “Okay,” Andi said with a shrug as she got up. “C’mon you lot.” 
 
    “Falke?” Ying Yue followed them out. 
 
    Falke turned, “Yes, Ying Yue, it’s here.” He removed the wooden case from his rucksack. Slowly, he opened the box. 
 
    “By the Holy Mother, you got it!” she thundered in Gawaine’s voice. “To see the king’s dagger once again in this strange new age!” Ying Yue ran her fingers over it very lightly. 
 
    “The utmost honor goes to your family for loyally caring for it all these generations,” Falke said. 
 
    Ying Yue nodded with a small smile. “And the boy? Goldriver. Does he … does he look anything like me?”  
 
    “Carroty red hair and all,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Gawaine-Ying Yue bellowed a laugh. “Well, then. My task is complete, and I can rest now.” 
 
    “We thank you, good sir knight, for your service to King Arthur and the Goddess,” Falke said. He, Ravenna, and Andi bowed to her. 
 
    Ying Yue’s eyes flashed blue, then dimmed to her usual deep brown. She staggered back, but Falke and Ravenna caught her. 
 
    “I—I’m all right,” Ying Yue said. “It’s as if he’s laid down to sleep inside me. I didn’t realize how much of my strength I take from his presence until this moment.” 
 
    “Will you be okay?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll be fine. I just need to adjust to this,” Ying Yue said.  
 
    Falke hugged her. “Thank you for all your help.” 
 
    Ying Yue went back inside.  
 
    Andi headed for the ladder. “You coming?”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still feeling wobbly, Ravenna followed Andi to her quarters. Falke had a firm grip on her hand. After the experience with Robert, she wished she could just stay in Falke’s arms. She felt untethered—no longer herself. No matter what Falke said, she felt as if she was an object. A tool. Even Falke wanted to use her. 
 
    What does it all mean? 
 
    As they crossed the compound, Falke asked, “You’ve been having vision dreams about your mother, the queen, all this time, and didn’t say anything?” 
 
    Ravenna had expected he’d be mad. “I just … I felt as if I talked about the visions, then they’d become more real. Does that make any sense? It was a horrible thing happening only in my dreams, not real life. I didn’t want it to enter reality by speaking about it.” 
 
    “Yes. I see,” he said.  
 
    But Ravenna wasn’t sure he did. 
 
    They went into Andi’s packing crate and sat among the rumpled blankets.               
 
    “What does Tami think you can do for Ravenna?” Falke asked. 
 
    Andi lit a couple of candles and turned off the lantern. “I can sometimes help people get in touch with their powers.” 
 
    Ravenna shrugged. “Okay. I suppose that would be nice. But how will that help?” 
 
    Andi paused thoughtfully for a while. It was one of the few times Ravenna had seen her without a sharp retort at the ready. “I have to be honest, I dunno. But, Tami is usually right about these things, so I just go with it.” 
 
    “What do you need from us?” Falke asked. 
 
    Andi rolled her silver eyes. “Quiet.” 
 
    Falke looked surprised but said nothing. 
 
    Andi said, “Also, let go of her hand. She needs to be separate.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Ravenna removed her fingers from his. 
 
    They sat in silence for a long while, and Ravenna could feel them meditating. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to do. She was too edgy to join them, so she just sat there, staring at the yellow flame of the candle nearest her. 
 
    Andi took a deep breath, leaned over, and touched Ravenna on the forehead.  
 
    There was a bright flash …  
 
    … And Ravenna was somewhere else.  
 
    Actually, it wasn’t a place. It felt out of time.  
 
    Somewhen? 
 
    It was featureless. In all directions—up, down, side to side—there was nothing but a flat gray-white. It made her eyes hurt, trying to focus on something, so she closed them. 
 
    It made no difference at all.  
 
    It was in her head, the grayness. 
 
    Ravenna. 
 
    It was the voice that had shouted Run at Falke and her. It was the whole universe, that voice. Man and woman, child and crone. Everyone in the world talking in unison. 
 
    Ravenna. 
 
    Yuh—yes? 
 
    Concentrate.  
 
    Um, how? 
 
    Concentrate.  
 
    Ravenna gathered her mind together, trying to coalesce her scattered thoughts. 
 
    Abruptly, she was in a field, a meadow filled with blue, pink, and white foxglove. The sky above was an intense blue-purple that she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen before. 
 
    Better, Ravenna. 
 
    There was a “but” implied in there. Ravenna focused harder. 
 
    In the middle of the field was a great oak tree. Its branches spread out as far as the horizon. She could feel the roots, deep—so deep beneath the ground. 
 
    Is that you? Are you the Goddess? 
 
    It is one of my representations. If this works for you, we may proceed. 
 
    What if I imagined a unicorn or a wooly caterpillar or a clown or …? 
 
    We have little time, Ravenna. 
 
    Right. Stop being silly. I’m scared and I’m not sure what to do. 
 
    You are my child, Ravenna. You need not fear me. 
 
    Do you mean someone who worships You? 
 
    I fashioned you from Ava’s body. Just as in a past life, you were my direct creation. 
 
    A million questions exploded in Ravenna’s head. 
 
    In your last life, you were called Arianrhod. You were created to start the Sisterhood. 
 
    Ravenna felt an instant identification with that name when the Goddess said it. Arianrhod was conceived without a father, wasn’t she? 
 
    Yes. Just as you were. 
 
    Why did the DNA scan show I was Harper Drunemeton’s child, but another scan shows I’m not? 
 
    There was no genetic test proving you were the Harper’s child. Morgaine forced the doctor to testify falsely in order to create a case to kill Merlin-Harper. 
 
    There wasn’t a test? 
 
    You are, in fact, a clone of Ava—not Morgaine. Just as Arianrhod was a clone of Anya.  
 
    But I don’t look like her. I mean I do, but I have black hair. 
 
    I manipulated the genome so that you were slightly different, to allow you individuality from your parent. Cloning and subtle changes are how I make the sentients I create.  
 
    Wait. How many of us “sentients” have you created? 
 
    You are not the only one, nor is this the only planet or plane of existence in which I manifest. 
 
    There are more planes of existence? 
 
    I cannot answer you. I have told you more than I should. You are the only sentient I have created in the Here/Now. 
 
    Ravenna’s mind actually felt boggled. But she could tell the Goddess meant not to give her more information, and there was a lot more Ravenna wanted to know. Why let Drunemeton be imprisoned and executed when he wasn’t my father? 
 
    It was his path. What was left of the Merlin soul was not finished in its interaction with the Morgaine soul.  
 
    If you’re my Creator, why let all that stuff happen to me? Why allow Morgaine-Ava to treat me the way she did? Why did you permit Aiden’s mind be taken away? Why let the nurse…” 
 
    I do not manage everything in the Universe, child. And I especially am inhibited by your near proximity to Morgaine-Ava, Mordred-Robert, and their puppets. You have not been punished. I did not single you out for pain. It is what it is. You must find the power within yourself to rise above this. And I feel you are doing that. Do not you think this? 
 
    It was really hard to argue with a tree. Especially one that was more or less right. Yes. I guess. 
 
    There is much for you to do. I believe you are strong enough. Do you think you are able to accomplish it? 
 
    You mean going back in time with Falke? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I told him I would. Why ask me again? 
 
    You said yes because you care for him. Because you feel you have no real alternative. But you must assent with full knowledge of the consequences. 
 
    Consequences? 
 
    You are to go back in time to the day of the Healing, this is so. You are to re-balance the circle and help Priestess Ava defeat Morgaine. This also must be. 
 
    Yes. I understand that. 
 
    You will not come out of the sacred circle, Ravenna. 
 
    What do you mean? 
 
    What I said.  
 
    There was a finality to that, but also a pause, as if the Goddess was waiting for Ravenna’s reaction. 
 
    I—I’ll die? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Can’t You save me? 
 
    No. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    There was silence. Ravenna didn’t care if she’d pissed the Goddess off. She felt she had the right to know. Why not? 
 
    You must defeat Morgaine. If you succeed, the timeline in which you live will discontinue. 
 
    You mean I’ll cease to exist? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    What if I don’t succeed? 
 
    Then Morgaine will have killed you. 
 
    Heads I lose, tails I lose. 
 
    You were created for one purpose. I had not intended to bring the Arianrhod-soul forward in time until I had another need. But Ava could not parse the signs. She did not understand and win the day. You must be there for her. Help her in that critical moment. 
 
    And then die conveniently. 
 
    There had been no sound but Her voice up until that moment, but suddenly there was an odd activity in the air. It wasn’t like a breeze. It was more like a strong wind from a bellows. Had the Goddess just sighed?  
 
    I am sorry. 
 
    You’re … sorry? 
 
    I try never to do this to my creations. But it is the only way to rebalance the situation. 
 
    So, you expect me to just march off and be a good little sacrificial lamb? 
 
    The Universe needs you for this task Ravenna. But if you will not do it, then you will not. 
 
    Ravenna felt panic and frustration well up in her chest. So, if I tell you to piss off? Then what? 
 
    Morgaine-Ava wins. Or Mordred-Robert wins. It does not matter which. Earth will be lost to the Negative Power. Adramelech will hold the Earth as his. 
 
    The realization that there was more at stake than her own life made her negative feelings disappear in an instant. You can’t make me to do this? 
 
    I do not force My creations to do anything. I ask. Occasionally, they comply. There was a sort of bitter humor to Her reply. 
 
    What does that mean? 
 
    Morgaine refused me. 
 
    What? 
 
    I created her to be the progenitor of a new path for humanity. But, she rejected it. She had rather wreck revenge on the Pendragons and turn to the Negative path. 
 
    And you can’t control her? 
 
    Humans have free will. They must choose to work with Me. 
 
    So, Anya chose to work with you?  
 
    Anya was almost a failure, as well. She was very frightened, very cast down by the trials she faced. In the end, she was strong. But, it was not an easy path for her. 
 
    And Ava? 
 
    Morgaine almost destroyed her will. But the Anya-Ava soul is strong—although not always as clever as it must needs be. 
 
    Ravenna felt it was too much. It was too big. She couldn’t take it all in. Why have You never spoken to me before? 
 
    All those in the False Temple are blocked. It is a worship created and maintained by Morgaine. I cannot allow any of the Temple priestesses to acquire power. That included you, until now. 
 
    What about Robert? What is he doing?  
 
    He is an unexpected event. Morgaine created him to help her in this time. Adramelech has taken advantage of the boy’s charismatic personality for His own ends. 
 
    Why do Morgaine and Robert need my heart? She couldn’t bring herself to add “eat it.” 
 
    You are my creation. You have power they can never acquire. heart energy would imbue them with a certain amount of My Essence. It would be enough to make them stronger psychically than any other human in your Here/Now. 
 
    Ravenna felt sick talking about that. Who is Adramelech? 
 
    Adramelech is my opponent. He wishes to take Earth into the Negative Realm. This is why I created you. It is only you who can foil Morgaine’s attempt to deliver your planet to the Dark One. 
 
    So, does that mean You want the planet for some reason of your own? 
 
    There was a long pause. You are even more clever than I had thought. 
 
    Is this some sort of conflict? War? 
 
    There has been a war of a billion year’s length throughout the multiverse. I cannot explain the reasons for it to you. Suffice to say, Adramelech represents the side that wishes everything to be a slave. The side I am on wishes sentients to have free will. 
 
    What …? 
 
    Please do not ask me further questions about this. I should not have revealed as much as I did. 
 
    Ravenna felt overwhelmed. But, she had smaller-scale concerns. Why am I attracted to Falke, and he to me? 
 
    As he has told you, Falke is Falcon, Anya and Merlin’s son. You now know you were Arianrhod, Anya’s daughter. You and he were very close in the last life—a love that could never be realized because you were siblings. I intended to place you together on your life paths in a future incarnation. that is not what I fashioned you for in this emergency. However, souls made for each other tend to gravitate toward one another, no matter what impediments are placed in the way. 
 
    Are you saying I shouldn’t be with him? 
 
    It does no harm, save to your hearts. 
 
    Ravenna gasped as she realized why Falke was holding back his feelings. Why she felt this reserve and guilt from him. Falke knows I will die. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    You told him? 
 
    No. He is a very intelligent soul. I hope your mission will return him to the Path where he performs the work he should. 
 
    What work is that? 
 
    He is to be the high priest of Britain, the new spiritual leader of your kind. It will take thoughtful empathy to accomplish this. 
 
    And he can’t do it with me? 
 
    You are not the problem. He cannot achieve My Goals in the current timeline. There is no circumstance in which Morgaine rules that he can accomplish his life-mission. 
 
    So, if I love him, I have to die and put him in the right timeline. Is that what you’re saying? 
 
    There was a pause. Then: You have perceptions Anya-Ava did not. You see to the heart of a matter quickly and accurately.   
 
    Yes, would have sufficed. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Ravenna didn’t know what to do. But I don’t want to die! 
 
    This is understandable. 
 
    Why not fix it yourself? 
 
    I may not. 
 
    Why? 
 
    It is not permitted. There are rules that govern me. 
 
    By whom? There’s a president of deities? A deity of deities? Legislation for deities? Deity police? 
 
    In a manner of speaking. 
 
    Oh. That’s … odd. 
 
    I cannot explain to you how things are on my side of the dimensional veil. That is not information you are permitted to have. I try very hard to follow the laws that govern ME and give My creations the right to exercise their will. I beg you, child, in this, choose as I have asked. So very much depends on it. 
 
    I said I would do this before. I meant it then. I mean it now. 
 
    You are a brave, strong soul. 
 
    I am as I was made, apparently. 
 
    No. You choose to be this way. I honor you. Be blessed, child. 
 
    The scene started to fade. Wait! What are we supposed to do with King Arthur’s knife? 
 
    Instead of an answer, Ravenna felt something beneath her and opened her eyes. Andi was looking down at her. Ravenna realized she was lying in Falke’s lap. She sat up and hugged him.  
 
    He held Ravenna tightly, and her body lit up with an electric pulse from him. It shook her deep in her soul. She never wanted to let him go. But after a while, she loosened her hold on him.  
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, I think so.” 
 
    “Had tea with the Goddess, did we?” Andi asked. 
 
    Ravenna giggled. “Something like that. Thank you for letting me talk to Her.” 
 
    “I didn’t do much. Just opened the door. If the Goddess hadn’t wanted to talk to you, you wouldn’t have heard anything,” Andi said.  
 
     “Have you ever done that before? Opened someone to the Goddess?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Nope. First time,” Andi said, and she looked just a trifle smug about it. 
 
    Falke said, “It reminds me of a line from the Book of Anya: ‘When Divna, a girl who had been at the Viborg Motherhouse four Winters before me asked how I was able to open to the Goddess, I placed my hand upon the girl’s brow, and she, too, felt the presence of Her.’”  
 
    “So, Anya could do that, too?” Andi asked. Ravenna could tell she was sort of proud of herself. 
 
    “Why couldn’t you open to her before, did She say?” Falke asked. 
 
    Ravenna slipped off Falke’s lap and told them what the Goddess said about the Temple.  
 
    Andi stared hard at her for a moment. “Yeah, you’ve been supercharged. Your aura is double what it was a few minutes ago.” 
 
    “Yes, it’s extraordinary,” Falke said. There was love and admiration in his eyes. 
 
    “The Goddess was in a chatty mood today, was She?” Andi asked. 
 
    Falke said, “If I get more than a sentence out of the Goddess, it’s a great vision.” 
 
    “I don’t actually hear any words from Her at all,” Andi said. 
 
    While they were talking, Ravenna felt a kind of burning itch on her back. She stretched her shoulders and back, trying to relieve it. She realized she had the feeling all the way down, from her shoulders to the inside of her knees.  
 
    “What’s the matter?” Falke asked. 
 
    She told him about the sensations. 
 
    He gave her a puzzled, just-short-of-alarmed look. “Let me see.” 
 
    She turned around, and he lifted her shirt up. Both Falke and Andi gasped. 
 
    “What? What it is?” 
 
    “You have … wings,” Falke whispered. 
 
    “What?! Real ones?” She struggled to look over her shoulder but couldn’t see anything over the bunched-up fabric in his hands. Both of them were staring at her back, looking completely stunned. 
 
    “No, no. They’re ink. Tats,” Andi said. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    Falke projected calm at her. “They’re a tattoo. The Sisterhood does this to the high priestess upon initiation. But this ink …” Very gently, he traced what was probably a line with his index finger. It was an odd feeling. She could feel the heat, the end of his finger, but there was a line of no sensation at all.  
 
    “This is gold,” he whispered.  
 
    Andi traced another line, then rubbed at it with a calloused thumb. “Damn, girl! Your back is worth a shitload of credits.” 
 
    “Is there a mirror somewhere? A couple of them? I have to see.” 
 
    Andi took off.  
 
    Falke stayed. He placed a hand on the right side of Ravenna’s back, as if to keep a wing pinned. “I’ve never seen such a thing.” he whispered.  
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “You’re obviously the Goddess’ chosen high priestess.” 
 
    “Doesn’t the Sisterhood already have one?” 
 
    “Well, they had one. Hébé, Ava’s sister—who was also the Chief Healer—took over when Ava became queen. Hébé died two weeks ago, of a kind of cancer everyone felt could have been treated, if she’d allowed it. Anyway, she groomed her daughter to take her place as high priestess, but Daghild says that’s not her path. I was recalled to Viborg last week, because the Sisterhood was in a complete panic about having no leader. Half the Sisterhood went into vision quests trying to locate the next high priestess, but up to the time I left, the Goddess hadn’t sent any answers.” 
 
    “I—I can’t be the high priestess. I don’t know anything about the Sisterhood. Besides, we have other things to do!” 
 
    “I don’t understand what it means either, Ravenna. But the Goddess wants you to be her high priestess, and She went to great lengths to make sure you are.” 
 
    Andi came in with a hand mirror and a large broken shard of a mirror. “It’s all I could find.” She gave Ravenna the handled mirror and held up the mirror shard. “Go ahead. Look.” 
 
    Falke held up Ravenna’s shirt. It took a little while, turning the mirror this way and that, but finally she saw it—golden lines all over her back. And the image they created were wings. But is that really my back? It seems so completely improbable.  
 
    Ravenna was so freaked out, she got the hiccups. The image showed her back jerking with each one. 
 
    This is me. 
 
    This is real. 
 
    “What the actual fuck?” 
 
    Andi started laughing so hard, she had to let go of the mirror, and the image disappeared. 
 
    “You’ve been hanging out with Andi too much,” Falke said, chuckling. He put down her shirt, but stroked Ravenna’s back for a moment, as if he had to keep touching her. 
 
    “I wonder if you can do that high priestess thing. You know,” Andi said, “put out real wings and fly into the air like whatshername did during the Healing.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Ravenna shrugged, acutely conscious of the tattooed image. 
 
    “I would assume so,” Falke said. “Otherwise, what’s the point?” 
 
    How will these wings help when I battle Morgaine? Ravenna asked the Goddess. 
 
    The Goddess was silent.  
 
    “What did she say? Can you share it?” Falke asked. 
 
    Ravenna looked down at her hands “I—I can only share it with Falke. I hope this doesn’t offend you, Andi.” 
 
    Andi got up swiftly. “No, not at all. I understand.”  
 
    Falke and Ravenna left to go to her quarters. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Inferi, where is Siobhan?” 
 
    “Siobhan Byrne is not in the castle, O Queen,” the mechanical voice replied. 
 
    Morgaine drummed her fingers on the desk. It wasn’t like Siobhan to run off without telling her. “Have that new girl—Lisa? Wendy?”—it was some bland name she couldn’t recall—“get me some tea, Inferi.” Tea was one of the few innovations she truly liked about this age. 
 
    “At once, O Queen,” the AI responded. 
 
    There was a discrete knock.  
 
    “Who is it, Inferi?” 
 
    “Quentin Shire, the new security chief, is at the door. He is unarmed,” the AI responded. “Shall I admit him to your presence, O Queen?”   
 
    “Yes,” she said. Morgaine straightened her dress as the door unlatched, and Shire walked in. He was a squat little man with a strange orange and red aura. Rat-like little beady eyes shifted this way and that as he approached the table.  
 
    “Your Majesty, I must speak to you immediately,” he said. 
 
    “Then do so,” she said. 
 
    He tapped a few times into the air, manipulating images she could not see from his embedded comm link. “Ma’am, I have found out some very disturbing things about your household.” 
 
    Morgaine went cold. At last I will find out. But how is it a stranger brings me this? “What is it?” 
 
    “You tasked me to discover what happened to the adepts from Ware, and how the resistance members were able to infiltrate the facility.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Those were not the first drones to be removed without your specific permission, Ma’am,” he said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” She had a nasty feeling about this. 
 
    “The records I’ve examined indicate that over 500 have been taken,” he said, avoiding looking at her. “Further, at least two of the Sentinels were removed, as well.” 
 
    “What? How is this possible?” 
 
    “Your former security chief was part of a conspiracy to set up a rival drone army, Ma’am,” Shire said. 
 
    “Who else is in this conspiracy?” she demanded, knowing already. 
 
    “Your close aide, Siobhan Byrne, a Colonel Paul Tryfan, and …” he looked away. 
 
    “Spit it out!” I knew I should have disposed of Paul! 
 
    “I’m afraid Prince Robert is responsible for the entire operation, Ma’am. Let me show you the documents.” With a wave of his hand, he sent the files to the data screen in front of her. 
 
    Morgaine glared at the words and images in front of her. Robert had been stealing her best adepts from the Ware facility for over two years. Apparently, he’d built up a shadow cabinet of his own consisting of his father Paul Tryfan, Heinrich, and Siobhan (she was Paul’s secret lover but also seeing Heinrich on the side). It may have been Heinrich who had poisoned most of the Sentinels, but there was a possibility some outside agency (the Sisterhood?) had accomplished this.  
 
    Robert had purchased an estate in Gravesend with funds Siobhan had probably helped him siphon off, and then he’d constructed an elaborate temple worshipping the Dark Lord out in the open. Robert had set himself up as Adramelech’s high priest! And those psi-users he’d stolen—they were perfectly brainwashed to serve him. He’d not squelched their personalities, as she had with the Ware drones. He’d made himself into a demigod whose every wish they strove to fulfil. 
 
    Damn him!  
 
    “How did they hide this?” Morgaine growled. The room shuddered with her anger. Her flame pendant started to glow.               
 
    Shire looked nervously around before saying, “Heinrich acquired some stealth tech from the Eight Lights files. He created a personal psi-blocker that each of them wore in the castle, Ma’am.” He pulled out a small amulet on a chain and thumbed it.  
 
    The effect from the necklace made it feel as if Shire had stepped behind a screen. Morgaine immediately recognized it as the same one worn by Paul. Paul the Betrayer. I will find you and kill you! “I see,” she said. That was why she had detected something going on but not been able to penetrate their deceptive thoughts. Morgaine wished she had the magick to reanimate the dead. She’d like to bring Heinrich back to torture him for years over this betrayal. I killed him too quickly. 
 
    “Are they in Gravesend now?” she asked. 
 
    He turned off the amulet. “Miss Byrne is dead, Ma’am. Colonel Tryfan has disappeared. We’re not sure where he is.” 
 
    “How did Siobhan die?” Morgaine asked, angry that she hadn’t killed the woman herself. After all I did for Siobhan! She’d deal with Paul eventually. 
 
    The fire pendant seemed to grow. 
 
    Shire shifted uncomfortably as the walls bowed out. “Apparently, Miss Byrne made some arrangements that were not satisfactory to the prince. He shot her in the face this afternoon.” 
 
    “Pity,” snapped Ava. “And the prince?” 
 
    “The prince is still there. It was … a busy afternoon. The resistance attempted to break in, and Prince Robert almost captured Princess Ravenna.” 
 
    “He has Ravenna?” If the boy gets her before me, uses her as I planned, then he will become the most powerful magick user on the planet—and no doubt I will be killed! 
 
    “Had, Ma’am. The resistance took her back after some sort of psychic battle. My operative could not reliably report on the action because he didn’t understand what he was seeing. During the enemy attack, Colonel Tryfan disappeared. He may have been killed, but we could not locate his body to be sure.” 
 
    She drummed her fingers on the table. “I see. Is that all?” 
 
    “We caught an image of the princess and the outlaw Falke Drunemeton this afternoon in a neighborhood in Gravesend. We are trying to determine what person they visited. At any rate, there is the picture on your screen, Ma’am,” he said, flicking his hand again. 
 
    Morgaine squinted at the image, then gasped. Ravenna was indeed with Falke Drunemeton. And by the feeling she got from them, Morgaine knew they were lovers. So, Ravenna knows she is not Harper’s daughter. It complicates things. 
 
    A box Falke held to his chest caught her eye, but the picture was blurry. “Can you enhance that thing he’s carrying?” she asked. “Maybe even see inside it somehow?” 
 
    He consulted his embedded data, punching his fingers in the air. After a short time, he said, “That should do it.” He sent the blown up, enhanced view to her screen. “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    Ava stared wide-eyed at the long steel dagger with the ivory handle. “Yes,” she whispered. Carnwennan! What do they plan with Arthur’s ill-omened weapon? “It’s just an old knife. What else do you have for me?” 
 
    Shire referred to his report. “My operative tells me the prince plans some sort of rite on Midsummer Eve. He seems to think he will take power from you, Ma’am.” 
 
    “Does he?” she snarled. We’ll see about that! I worked so hard to groom Robert to rule beside me, and how does he repay me? “This has all been very interesting, Mr. Shire. You are dismissed,” she said distantly. 
 
    The walls flexed outward. The flame pendant looked like living fire. 
 
    Shire swallowed hard and exited quickly. 
 
    Morgaine stood up, shaking with rage.  
 
    They betrayed me!  
 
    Me! 
 
    Her furor erupted in a shriek that could be heard over the whole city, as the outside wall of the Treaty Room erupted into dust. 
 
    The room was open to the gray sky, framed by the jagged remains of the drywall and plaster and fake rocks. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    I will kill them all. I made this place. They cannot take it away from me! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Do you think I upset Andi?” Ravenna asked as they walked across the compound. 
 
    “She’s a priestess herself. She knows you can’t always share what you experienced—which isn’t to say she wasn’t damned curious,” Falke said, as they crawled into Ravenna’s box. 
 
     Almost from the moment they closed the entrance, their mutual lust seemed to explode. She started undressing him as fast as she could. Falke took off her shirt and tights. They could hardly wait to get to each other. To feel the press of skin to skin, sweat to sweat.                
 
    A long while later, they lay tangled together. Gently, he traced the lines of Ravenna’s new wings. 
 
    “I’m still sort of freaked out about those,” she said. 
 
    He laughed without making a sound. “This is decidedly unusual, even for the Goddess.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with them?” 
 
    “I’m assuming they have some use in the battle against Morgaine,” he said, letting his fingers slide lower on her back. 
 
    “Yeah, but … gold?” 
 
    He ran his tongue along a line. “It’s the Goddess. There aren’t any half-measures with her.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m enough for what she wants me to do.” 
 
    His tongue slid down a line beside her backbone. “Did you ask her why you?” He started on the other side. 
 
    She shivered with pleasure. “I had the distinct impression I am part of some cosmic math.” 
 
    “What?” Falke moved to face her.  
 
    Ravenna explained about her conversation with the Goddess: the reason she looked like the queen; the hint that there was some sort of larger conflict of which they were a small part; that the Goddess was subject to some sort of limitations because of a governing body. 
 
    “That’s all very odd,” he said, puzzling over the parts he could tell she was avoiding. “Did she say anything else?” 
 
    “Not really.” Ravenna stared down at her hands for a while. Abruptly, she asked, “Did—did the queen torture your father?” 
 
    “Yes,” Falke said, lying back and staring at the ceiling. “For two years she subjected Dad to psychological and physical torture: everything from electrodes on his balls to faking my incarceration and torture in the next cell. It was brutal.” 
 
    “How do you know the details?” she asked. 
 
    “He had a mental journal installed before he was arrested. Dad wanted a record of what she did to him. The head of Eight Lights gave me the transcripts some years ago.” 
 
    “Oh Goddess, that’s awful,” Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    “Why was my father allowed to suffer like that?” 
 
    “The Goddess said that the Merlin and Morgaine souls had to ‘finish their interaction.’ I don’t know what that means,” Ravenna said. 
 
    He closed his eyes; intense pain washed over him. 
 
    She kissed his rumpled forehead. “You all right?” 
 
    When he opened his eyes, a single tear leaked out. “I lost my dad in some sort of cosmic chess game I can’t understand. No, in that regard, I don’t think I’ll ever be okay.” 
 
    Later, after Ravenna fell asleep, Falke stayed awake, his mind in a whirl with all that she had told him. 
 
    The Goddess isn’t the Highest Power? 
 
    There is some sort of cosmic war going on between Her and Adramelech? 
 
    Why did the Goddess choose Ravenna to be the head of the Sisterhood in this way, at this time? 
 
    Why had the Goddess allowed his dad to be tortured by Morgaine? 
 
    Over and over, these thoughts and others whirled in his mind.               
 
    Falke fought the urge to toss and turn. Ravenna was snuggled up to him with her head on his shoulder. She was snoring so lightly, it resembled purring. He smiled at the charming noise but dared not move and disturb her. 
 
    How has she captured my heart so quickly? 
 
    He was aware that souls could pair-bond through time and reincarnations, but it seemed astonishing to him that after a lifetime of avoiding romantic entanglements, this young woman had made him fall in love from practically the first moment. He adored everything about her, from the tiny freckles near her ears, to her beautiful tapered fingers, to the way her belly button looked like it was hiding a pink butterfly. 
 
    Why now, Goddess? Why this woman in this particular hour? 
 
    Why send me my Midsummer Wife at this time? 
 
    Why send me to assist a woman I would love, and then know I would have to watch her die?  
 
    Whywhywhywhywhy? 
 
    The Goddess did not choose to respond. 
 
    He blew out a breath, resigned that he wouldn’t get any sleep this way. Turning his head in that specific way, he contacted the Sisterhood. Maybe someone would be up and interested in talking at this late hour. 
 
    “Falke Drunemeton, checking in,” he said to the mental connection. 
 
    “Falke!” Leader Kweetoo responded almost immediately. “I’m so glad you contacted us!” 
 
    “Leader, I didn’t expect you to be monitoring this frequency at this hour,” he replied. 
 
    “I don’t believe anyone in the entire Motherhouse is asleep at the moment,” Leader Kweetoo said. “We’ve just received word who the new high priestess is!” 
 
    “I know. I’m looking at her wings right now,” he said. The slightly raised golden lines felt oddly smooth under the stroke of his thumb. 
 
    There was a long pause. “She already has the tattoo? How can this be?” 
 
    “They manifested after her talk with the Goddess. And they aren’t regular tattoos. The lines are made of gold.” 
 
    “Gold? Real gold?” Leader Kweetoo asked. “Tell me everything you know!” 
 
    Falke related what had happened at Prince Robert’s temple, the link to Adramelech, Robert’s attack on Ravenna, and her rescue (glossing over the bubble of power he’d created—he didn’t need another lecture just then). He explained how Tami heard and evaluated all this information, and then had Andi, her priestess-initiate, open Ravenna to the Goddess. He told Leader Kweetoo what Ravenna had related the Goddess had said. And that she was withholding much, as was her right. 
 
    There was another long pause. Waiting for her reply, Falke started feeling sleepy and felt himself slipping into dreams. 
 
    “Falke! Are you still there?” 
 
    He jerked awake. Ravenna murmured something indistinct and rolled off him, snuggling her butt into his side.  
 
    “Yes, Leader,” he replied. 
 
    “I am half-tempted to have you try to get her out of Britain. Bring her here, to Viborg,” Leader Kweetoo said. “There is much she knows that we must learn from her.” 
 
    Falke felt his heart leap but knew it for the false hope it was. “But that is not her path, is it?” 
 
    “No,” she said sadly. “She must do what she was born to do. Our need for a high priestess does not over-ride the needs of the Goddess’ plan. Blessed be, Falke.” 
 
    “Blessed be, Leader,” Falke thought as he disconnected. 
 
    Bloody hell. Why must we follow this particular path? he demanded of the Goddess.  
 
    But She did not reply. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    Two Days to Midsummer 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ravenna heard the chanting before the image resolved. This time, there was a black mare lying dead across the altar. The great beast’s skin was glossy, its mane a gorgeous tangle over the long face with the dim eyes. She felt terrible sorrow that the beautiful creature was sacrificed for such an evil purpose.  
 
    The queen struggled to cut an opening and take out the intestines—which nearly exploded out of the body when she succeeded.  
 
    Ravenna could hear retching, but it wasn’t from the queen. 
 
    There was a terrific wrenching, as if Ravenna was being dragged across a great void. She struggled, but it was like trying to get a purchase on sheer ice. She slid inexorably toward some destination. 
 
    The words of the chant were indistinct, but they swirled into her brain. I can’t think!   
 
    Ravenna smelled smoke from a fire that burned something horrid. She coughed and wheezed, fighting the scent. 
 
    “I’ve almost got her,” the queen said, gloating. She manipulated the entrails. “Just a little more …” 
 
    Abruptly, Ravenna recalled the feeling when she was in the field with the Great Tree again. She was calm.  
 
    And she was strong.  
 
    Ravenna took a deep breath and stopped the force against her. 
 
    “Fighting me,” the queen said, sweat beaded up on her brow. She snarled as she struggled with Ravenna. 
 
    Ravenna reached out with her power and shoved the queen away. “I am not your creature. I will never be yours! Leave me alone!” 
 
      
 
    Ravenna gasped and sat up, covered with sweat and shaking.  
 
    But she felt … free. 
 
    “You okay?” Falke asked, sleepily wrapping an arm around her waist. 
 
    “I think … I think I just beat back the queen.” 
 
    All at once, he was wide awake. “Tell me.” He listened carefully as she described what happened. There were several points he made her repeat. “That sounds like a real confrontation,” he said when she finished. 
 
    “Is it because of my talk with the Goddess?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “And it also means we have a chance to defeat Morgaine back in the other timeline.” 
 
    “Do you think it’ll be as easy—” 
 
    Just then, the door flung wide. “Come quick! It’s Tami!” Elliot shouted. 
 
    They scrambled to get dressed and ran to Tami’s room atop the shipping containers. It seemed everyone in the compound was already assembled, but no one was going in.  
 
    Cautiously, Falke pushed aside the curtain, and they stepped into the crowded room. The others moved back to allow them to go to Tami. Many were crying. 
 
    Tami was gray-faced, eyes closed. Her aura pulsed black. As they sat down beside her, she breathed out noisily. There was a long, terrifying moment when her chest didn’t move. Then subtly, she started to draw in air again. 
 
    Andi was lying beside her, one hand on top of Tami’s head, as if trying to keep her soul in her body. “Tami. They’re here,” she whispered. 
 
    The bright gold eyes slitted open. “Ravenna?” she whispered. 
 
    Ravenna took her hand. “I’m here, Tami.” 
 
    “Unbalanced,” she barely managed to whisper. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “Negative power.” 
 
    Ravenna looked at Falke and shrugged. She couldn’t understand what Tami was driving at. 
 
    He leaned over the old woman and said, “Tami, I understand you need to impart something to Ravenna that is vital. May I help you two share mindspace?” 
 
    Tami nodded weakly. 
 
    Falke said to Ravenna: “Collect your power. I’ve never linked two people when one is dying. Her weakness may try to hijack you, even though she means you no harm.” 
 
    Ravenna swallowed hard. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    Falke placed two fingers on the nape of Ravenna’s neck, and two on Tami’s. He closed his eyes and … 
 
    Ravenna! 
 
    Tami? It was a lot different than being with the Goddess. Ravenna had a clear feeling that she was sitting beside Tami, but also that their minds were linked. Everything was dark. Pulses of red and black passed through Ravenna’s vision. Is there much pain? 
 
    It doesn’t matter, dear. I have much to say and little time. Tami said. 
 
    What about balance? Ravenna asked. 
 
    Tami’s thoughts came at Ravenna in a rush. The Universe is all about balance. We pretend the Goddess—the positive power we follow—is all there is. But there is always negative to balance the positive. Yin to Yang. A good and a bad. 
 
    Ravenna explained what the Goddess had said about the war. She finished with her guess: The Sisterhood doesn’t teach about the negative side, and you didn’t know about Adramelech. 
 
    Exactly, Tami replied. We are told to avoid the negative: how to combat it in ourselves, how to create a positive space from a negative. But we are not taught to identify and understand the negative side of the Universe. 
 
    That seems like a large blind spot, Ravenna said. 
 
    It is. And it may be fatal! 
 
    Ravenna shivered. How could the Sisterhood have missed this? How does this apply to what we saw yesterday? 
 
    Tami said, I realized last night that Morgaine didn’t just go rogue, if you will. She started to worship Adramelech clear back in the old King Arthur days. That’s why she wears the fire pendant. It’s the secret fire of an order of which she’s high priestess. 
 
    Oh. She didn’t just turn her back on the Goddess. She found someone else to follow, Ravenna said. 
 
    And she made Mordred her follower. 
 
    I see. But Ravenna wasn’t sure she actually did. 
 
    But now, Robert, who was Mordred, has become a rival priest, struggling for control. They will tear each other—and Britain—apart until one of them dies, and all their followers, Tami said. 
 
    And because there are two powerful negative priests, the system is unbalanced, Ravenna said, thinking she was finally understanding what Tami was getting at. 
 
    Exactly! 
 
    But won’t their conflict rebalance things? Ravenna asked. 
 
    Not without tearing Goddess adepts apart, Tami said. 
 
    Ravenna saw a scene of chaos in her mind. And afterward, more imbalance, because there will be fewer positive influences … allowing Adramelech to control the world. 
 
    Yes. Now you see it. 
 
    Um, not really. Ravenna felt she was missing something important. What is it that we can do? 
 
    You have to be at that confrontation, Tami said. 
 
    Us, or me? Ravenna asked. Her stomach started to churn.  
 
    All of you, but you, especially. 
 
    Tami, I don’t know if I can— Ravenna started to argue. 
 
    You—  
 
    There was a brilliant explosion of white light in the blackness. 
 
    Tami! 
 
    Ravenna felt the mote of her soul begin to travel out of her body. She was pulled—almost dragged—along with Tami’s departing soul. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard Falke’s voice boom in their heads: Tamesis Elizabeth McKnight, I release thee! 
 
    Ravenna gasped and sat back. Tami was gone. Her body seemed almost sunken into the bed. Her golden eyes had gone to a flat pale brown. 
 
    Andi lay back, sobbing uncontrollably like a child. Gwylim was sniffling and holding a weeping Donna. The whole room was wailing. 
 
    “You all right?” Falke asked, wrapping his arm around Ravenna. 
 
    “She went so quickly!” 
 
    “I could see she was in distress, but I could hear that she was busy talking to you,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna felt as if she was suffocating with all the emotional turmoil in the room. She couldn’t think or breathe for all the pain from the others. 
 
    Falke had gone full quiet. Ravenna felt him gathering himself. And as he did, it was as if everyone else knew it, too. Slowly, the weeping petered out. A sadness pervaded the room, but also, a kind of … hope? 
 
    Falke stood and extended his hand. A blue-violet flame danced in his palm.               
 
    “Dear friends,” he began, “Tami has gone on to the Summerlands, that place souls go to rest before the next life. I ask that her body be prepared for burial. We will go back to the safehouse in the fairy circle for the proper rites this evening. Please join us there.” 
 
    The people filed out as Andi and Ying Yue started to prepare Tami’s body.  
 
    Falke took Ravenna’s hand and led her outside. The feeling of emotions pressing in on her lessened considerably. 
 
    “We need to find the materials for the ceremony and rehearse a little,” he said. 
 
    “Wait—I’m to perform the ceremony?” Panic rose in her. 
 
    “You’re the high priestess, Ravenna, appointed by the Goddess herself. Don’t worry, I’ll be with you. It’ll be fine,” he says. 
 
    “As if,” she whispered, feeling panicky. Ravenna had seen the ritual, of course. Studied it. But that was a lot different than having to do it herself. “You’ll be there?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “In the Sisterhood tradition, the highest-ranking priest and priestess celebrate the passing together.” 
 
    Ravenna shrugged in defeat and was acutely conscious of the golden wings on her back. Now that Tami was gone, she guessed she was the highest-ranking priestess.  
 
    But there was a feeling in her mind. A place she suddenly knew housed the new powers she’d been given. Maybe she was up to the task. “All right. Show me what to do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    In the evening, the Witnesses, the Rescued, Falke, and Ravenna gathered at the safe house at the fairy circle. The air was still—no birds chirped, and no squirrels chattered the way they had last time. It was as if the woods knew it was a solemn moment. Bastiaan brought a portable sound system, and the strains of Elgar’s Enigma Variations: “Nimrod” wove their way into the very leaves.  
 
     A twenty-foot chalk circle of white and green interlaced lines surrounded the scene. Tami, dressed in a simple white shroud, lay in the center on a bed of flowers. Four white candles burned at the compass points of the Circle; another burned at Tami’s head, and one at her feet. 
 
    About twenty-five feet from Tami’s body was the open grave. The earth smelled cold, but richly alive and somehow inviting. 
 
    The crowd was standing well back from the ceremony space. Only the deceased, the priestess, and priest could be in the Sacred Circle until invited. 
 
    Ravenna fidgeted at the makeshift green “robe” she was wearing that smelled of cigarette smoke and mold. Falke figured its past life had been a bedroom curtain. But it looked a bit better than Falke’s white robe, which probably was formerly a bed sheet. Some of the stains were, to say the least, questionable. The flower crown itched at his forehead. Their rehearsal had taken all day. It turned out the Temple had a completely different way of celebrating the end of life, so Falke’d had to teach Ravenna the whole Sisterhood ritual. Out of respect, he’d included some of the more benign elements from what Ravenna knew. Tami deserved better than this cobbled-together ceremony, but it was what they could come up with. 
 
    Falke nodded to the group. One of the Witnesses began to play a flute. Another beat time on a drum. Two of the Rescued shook a brace of bells in time. 
 
     Ravenna looked nervously over at him, and he nodded for her to begin. She was the high priestess and had to lead. Starting at Tami’s head, they each walked on either side of Tami, meeting at her feet, which were in the center of the circle.  
 
    Ravenna picked up the willow wand at Tami’s feet and made her way clockwise around the circle, dipping the crooked stick at the compass points. She placed the wand at Tami’s head before rejoining Falke.  
 
    He used an old stick broom and carefully acted-out sweeping the space counter-clockwise before placing the broom down at Tami’s feet and returning to Ravenna’s side. 
 
    Ravenna picked up the two dishes by Tami’s left foot. One held water, somehow acquired from the Goddess Well at Glastonbury Tor. She gave the other containing pure sea salt to Falke.  
 
    Falke and Ravenna walked in opposite directions, sprinkling these pure essences along the border of the circle, murmuring the names of the Goddess. 
 
    Then each carried smudges of burning sage in opposite directions, before meeting once again at Tami’s feet. 
 
    Falke noticed Ravenna swallow hard. He understood her nervousness. The first time he’d called upon the powers of the priest, he’d been scared it wouldn’t work too. He reached over and squeezed her hand. She sketched a smile, then closed her eyes. Her indigo aura expanded. She grew to almost eight feet tall and golden light radiated from her. The delight in her eyes when she reopened them warmed him. He called upon his own power and took on the priest persona.  
 
    They stood back to back and said: “This is a sanctified place which is not a place, in a holy time which is not a time, halfway between the worlds of the sacred and of the material.” 
 
    I feel it. The peace of the Goddess descended on the circle, and it was made a sacred space by Her grace. 
 
    Ravenna said: “Priestess Tamesis Elizabeth McKnight, you have left your mortal existence. We are gathered in sorrow to pay homage to what you were. Yet …” she paused, searching for the next words, then stumbled on, “we—we also know that you are in the process of becoming, and so we are here in joy.” 
 
    Falke said: “Your life touched many others, and many touched yours. In this way is a soul shaped. Those who knew you are here to honor what was and give you love for the journey on.” 
 
    Ravenna said, “The love of the Goddess gives birth to the universe. The love of our parents gives birth to us. The love of our friends and family …” 
 
    “Sustains,” Falke whispered. 
 
    “… sustains our life. Kindness, love, friend- and kinship—we are formed from these, and we form each other. When we die, we leave them behind us.” 
 
    Falke said, “In this sacred space, and with these rites, we gather to offer our memories and thanks for your time with us.” 
 
    Ravenna breathed a barely audible sigh of relief, obviously happy to be done with the spoken part of the rite. She gestured to Andi. Andi stepped forward over the chalk line and recited a poem she had written, then kissed Tami on the forehead before withdrawing. 
 
    Each of the Witnesses who wished to participate stepped forward in turn and said a word or two, left a flower, a pretty stone, or a scroll between Tami’s open hands. Even a few of the Rescued participated. 
 
    Falke looked over at Bastiaan. Tears rolled down the old man’s face, but he shook his head and stepped back. Debussy’s “La cathédrale engloutie” started to play. 
 
    When no more wished to contribute, Falke nodded to Gwylim, who led a party to come and lift Tami into the grave. They were so careful and slow, it looked almost as if the elder priestess was floating, with the big men to guard her. But down into the earth she went—no coffin between her and the dirt, as was the Goddessian way. 
 
    In a more confident voice, Ravenna intoned: “The Great Mother is taking you back now. Her womb is the earth that will receive your body. Your physical self is a seed for the beginning of your next life.” 
 
    They said more prayers for Tami and those who remained in the living world.  
 
    Returning to their normal sizes, Falke and Ravenna joined the others in taking turns spading the dirt into the ground. Slowly, Tami disappeared into the good soil. When the grave was full, two of the Witnesses skilled in teleportation moved several boulders to rest on the grave. 
 
    Ravenna stepped forward and placed her finger in the center of the boulder over Tami’s head. A small blue flame arose. Falke stepped forward and did the same with a violet spark. The flame intensified. Each person came forth and added to it. In the end, it was a brilliant white light, small in size, that hovered just above the rock. It would burn there until the end of all things. 
 
    Afterward, they all headed back to the compound. Somehow, there were several cases of wine for the reception. Falke eyed Gwylim, and he lifted a plastic cup in a cheers salute, a smirk on his face. 
 
    Falke stood around with the others, drinking and reminiscing, and feeling alone now that no one was up in that top shipping container. There was a great hole in the community, and no one was quite sure how to fill it. 
 
    Bastiaan tried playing more cheerful music, but it wasn’t improving anyone’s mood. 
 
    Falke caught a movement out of the corner of his eye and saw someone climbing up to Tami’s quarters. He felt a prickling all over his body.  
 
    Ravenna asked, “Who is—?” 
 
    The person stood facing the crowd and said in a booming voice: “The time is at hand! The time is at hand!” 
 
    Bastiaan stopped the music. Everyone went quiet. 
 
    “Who is that?” Donna demanded. 
 
    But the light was behind the figure. Falke couldn’t make out who it was. 
 
    “I think it’s Jim,” someone said. 
 
    “Can’t quite see the face,” a woman behind Falke said. 
 
    “Nah. It’s that Cedric, innit?” Gwylim said. 
 
    “Are ya blind? It’s Daisy!” another said. 
 
    “No! That’s Mari, can’t you see?” 
 
    “I’m right here!” Mari objected. 
 
    All around Falke and Ravenna, people were suggesting names, but no one could agree who it was. 
 
    Falke took a deep breath, summoned his power, and said, “Silence! Listen!”  
 
    The group hushed. 
 
    The person shouted, “Midsummer Eve is tomorrow! The evils that you face will converge outside the cathedral town! The forces will clash. You must be there at the rising of the evening star. You will face your greatest test!” 
 
    “Who are you?” Elliot demanded. 
 
    The figure grew, and light filled its face. Tami, looking radiantly beautiful with her silver hair flowing over a green gown, glowed in the priestess way, and smiled down lovingly at them. 
 
    And then suddenly collapsed. 
 
    Several people climbed up to the roof. Falke moved through the crowd and made his way to the top. Ravenna followed close behind. 
 
    Falke held the woman’s hand. “It’s all right. You did well.” 
 
    “Andi!” Ravenna gasped. 
 
    “What? What happened?” Andi asked. She sounded almost drunk. 
 
    “Possession?” Ravenna whispered. “Surely Tami wouldn’t do such a thing.” 
 
    “I—I let her,” Andi said. “Tami wanted so much to tell us what she knows now.” 
 
    “Which is what?” Elliot said, crouching next to them. “It was a bit cryptic.” 
 
    Falke stood and helped Andi up. “Winchester, or just outside of it. That’s where we have to go at sundown tomorrow. Something’s up with the queen. And Robert.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgaine sat on her throne, glaring at the empty room.  
 
    My son has betrayed me! Why did I bring him back into this world? I should have recalled that he disobeyed me when he was Mordred. But I never thought he would be disloyal to me in this incarnation! Especially not after all the time we spent together in this life, developing his talents, learning how to be my servant, impressing upon him that he was a tool of my will. 
 
    I do not know how this has gone wrong. 
 
    Siobhan! I taught her everything she knew! How was she turned? Did Robert ensorcel her, or was it of her own volition? 
 
    And Paul! Had he always plotted against me? Is it recent? Did he become my lover to destroy me? Or did Robert sway him? 
 
    And what kind of power does the resistance have that Paul disappeared and may be dead? 
 
    These thoughts swirled through her mind. But the one that kept coming back to her, was: Ron is the only one who has remained entirely loyal to me—just as I always wanted back in the old days. 
 
    And now I cannot bear to look upon him. 
 
    She wondered if Adramelech had made the same promise to Robert. Else how had the boy known about the Midsummer Rite and Ravenna? 
 
    Could the Dark Lord be planning to use both of us against each other? 
 
    The thought disturbed her down to her bones. 
 
    Five years previously, Adramelech had told Morgaine during one of the dark rites: Eat of the Indigo’s heart on the twenty-first anniversary of your ascension to the throne, on the Eve of Midsummer. You will have power no mortal on your tiny world has ever had. With it, you shall conquer all its people, and then you shall deliver this world to me. From there, we will conquer the Multiverse and win the Billion Year War. 
 
    With a combination of the drone army, her Temple priestesses, and the new power she would have once she got Ravenna back—who had an indigo’s soul— and having performed the rite, Morgaine would have the strength to do everything she had ever dreamed of.  
 
    Empress Ava.  
 
    She liked the sound of that, although she was sorry that she wouldn’t be able to use her own name. Maybe after she ruled this pitiful planet, she would be free to call herself Empress Morgaine. By then, she would have millions of drones and priestesses, all the power, all the wealth.  
 
    And then … dare I think it? Perhaps Adramelech will permit me to join Him in this Universal Billion Year War. I would give him a great weapon if this world could be dedicated to the cause.   
 
    I must get Ravenna by Midsummer Eve! And once I have her, I shall kill that upstart brat, Robert. I will crush his skull with my own hands! 
 
    The sound of a door opening startled her out of her musings. A hooded figure walked up the long runner to the dais. Impatiently, Ava waited to discover which of her Black Council members it was. 
 
    The figure stopped below her. “Very good news, Your Worship,” Helena, headmistress of the Temple school, said. “We have located Olokum Persad, the indigo soul who escaped you for so many years.” 
 
    “Olokum?” Morgaine cast her mind back. Yes, she recalled the boy was only twelve or so—he’d not been one of the Witnesses. He was an offspring of one of those adepts she’d made into a Sentinel, until she burned out. Morgaine had taken the information about the child from the woman’s mind, but not the whereabouts. She’d long had her people searching for him. 
 
    Such souls as Olokum’s were rare. Those with an indigo aura were thought to be near to becoming interdimensional beings. Ravenna was one. Her link to the power Beyond was strong but had been suppressed by the Temple headmistress so that she was manageable. Indigos linked easily to the Goddess— Morgaine hadn’t yet found one who could link naturally to Adramelech. It would have to be forced if she found another one. 
 
    “Do you have Olokum?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, Your Worship. We discovered the child in hiding on a remote Irish island. They are bringing him. He will be here in time for the rite.” 
 
    “Excellent.” Morgaine said.  
 
    Now she didn’t need Ravenna—at least not right away. 
 
    Morgaine thought at Ravenna: After the ritual, I will capture you and Falke. I will torture you both for all you know. I will force you to watch Falke die, and then I will kill you, very slowly. 
 
    Just as she was stepping down from the dais, Quentin Shire scuttled in.  
 
    “I didn’t call for you!” she snapped. 
 
    “I’m sorry to disturb you, Your Majesty, but it’s an emergency,” he said, breathing hard and sweating. 
 
    “Well, what is it?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that we have discovered that your AI has been hacked,” Shire said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Morgaine asked. 
 
    “It means someone has access to the Inferi program. I’m afraid it was used to report on you, wherever you were, whatever you were doing. It is to be supposed that anything you said or did while the Inferi program was running is in the hands of …” he swallowed hard, “Prince Robert.” 
 
    Helena stood by the door, waiting to escort the queen out—but she was clearly listening with care. 
 
    Shivers ran down Morgaine’s arms as she waved the woman out. She turned to Shire. “My meetings? Discussions?” 
 
    “If you had the Inferi program active during these activities …” he looked uncomfortable. “Then yes, the prince has all the data, all your accounts, passwords—everything” 
 
    “Is it recording us right now?” she demanded. 
 
    “Yes, of course I am, you stupid old bitch,” Inferi replied in a familiar voice that echoed throughout the Throne Room. 
 
    “Robert!” she shouted. 
 
    Laughter boomed in the hall. “I have all the access codes to all your accounts—even the off-the-books ones. I know all your secrets, you nasty old fossil. Soon, I will control the entire country. But for now, let’s just turn off your pretty little castle, shall we?” 
 
    All the lights went out. The hum of machinery and the cooling system died. Shire’s datapad went dead. 
 
    “Why didn’t you destroy the damned program?” she shouted at Shire. 
 
    “We tried, Ma’am! But the AI protected itself!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “See you at the ceremony, Mother. Zoom zoom!” Robert’s cackle followed her out of the Throne Room.  
 
    Morgaine tried to suppress her panic. How is it possible Robert has taken over everything I built! There must be some outside influence here. But who? 
 
    She stopped in her tracks as realization dawned on her. It must be the Goddess and that group of interfering idiots, the Sisterhood, that got to Robert. It has to be! 
 
    “Ma’am?” asked her new assistant, whose name escaped her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Try and take what is mine, will you, Goddess? Two can play at this game. “Tell Special Forces that Operation Firestorm is to be engaged,” she snapped. “The target is the Sisterhood’s Motherhouse in Viborg, Denmark.” 
 
    The young woman gasped. “That will cause quite a stir in the international community, Ma’am. To use nuclear weapons against another sovereign nation …” 
 
    “We’ve been attacked. I will not have it. Burn down the Sisterhood and the country that has harbored them for centuries!” Morgaine snarled. 
 
    “As you will, Ma’am,” the assistant said in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Nine   
 
    Midsummer Eve 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke realized his dream was something more by the intensity of sensory information. There was the heavy scent of farm animals from the barnyard behind him; he heard the geese squabbling on the pond; he could clearly feel the rocky ground beneath the thin leather of his boots.  
 
    He looked up into the clear blue sky. There were no jet contrails; he heard no faint rumble of cars or machinery, no hum of mowers. It was utterly quiet in a way the modern world was not. 
 
    It was too real to be a dream. Was this some sort of deep memory of a past life? 
 
    He felt hair tickling his neck in an unfamiliar way and reached up to stop the sensation. That’s when he noticed his hand was broader than it was in his normal Here/Now, and the back of it was covered in a fine down of red hair over very pale and freckled shin. His body felt shorter, stockier than the one he normally inhabited. 
 
    There was a young girl of about nine years beside him, head down. She stomped as she walked, as if she were mashing whatever had upset her. Golden brown hair shielded her face. He wanted very badly to sweep back the lovely locks. He yearned to hold her in his arms, this girl he loved desperately. “Arianrhod, please say something,” he heard himself say. 
 
    “Mother didn’t have to be so blunt. She could have trusted that I understood well the barriers to our being together,” the girl said. 
 
    All at once, he recalled what had just happened previous to that moment: Their mother, Anya, had taken them to the livestock pen where she showed them a newborn goat with no back legs. The kid had been the product of in-breeding—a brother and sister pair had conceived the damaged animal. Both Arianrhod and he had known their mother was showing them the risks of consummating their love—even though they had not lain together. 
 
    “Perhaps you knew the risks. I did not know that any child made by us would be … damaged.” His very soul felt sore. 
 
    She stopped and turned her tear-filled green eyes upon him. His heart melted at that look of sorrow and love. “Falcon, I know our duties. I could brew a potion that would prevent any pregnancy—but then I would never bear children, and I’d ruin the Goddess’ plan.” 
 
    He felt a stab of terrible anguish at her words—as always, so much wiser than her years. 
 
    She continued, “You must marry a stranger and have a child that begins the great chain of heirs to reach The Time Foretold. I must mate and bear an heir of my own. It cannot be your child. But I want only you. I have known since the first moment I saw you that you were my heart’s mate.” 
 
    He took her small hands into his. “Arianrhod, I pledge to you my undying love for all time.” 
 
    She shut her eyes with a look of pain. A single tear slipped down her fair cheek. “I will pray to the Goddess we are reunited in the next life, where we can be together, my own love.”  
 
      
 
    Falke was squashed into a seat with Ravenna in the small bus, as many of the Rescued had elected to ride with them. Since Tami had passed, he had been adopted as the leader—something he was not happy about. 
 
    That was not my purpose, yet here I must take the lead. 
 
    The rest of the resistance and Witnesses were in the old city bus following close behind. The lights of both vehicles were off on the narrow road through the twilight-darkened fields. The bus was filled with fear and jitters. Each person’s thoughts crowded in on Falke. Ravenna was trembling. She told him earlier that ever since the meeting with the Goddess, her empathy had been amped up.  
 
    “Amped up.” She has such a funny way with words. 
 
    Falke resettled himself uncomfortably against his backpack. The rain slicker he’d borrowed after this evening’s rains was a little too small for him and cramped his back. He’d felt prompted to take his meager possessions with him to this confrontation. It was clear they would not be going back to the compound. He just wasn’t sure if that meant they were going to die, or what would happen next. 
 
    I need to reclaim my calm center before we face … whatever is to come. 
 
    He reached out and took Ravenna’s hand. The sleeve of the too-big windbreaker she was wearing covered their intertwined fingers. Falke closed his eyes and started the silent meditation chants, hoping Ravenna would join him. 
 
    Soon, he felt her breathing become regular. She relaxed next to him. The rumble of the bus and the buzz of nervous conversation around them dropped away. Falke felt them floating together in some sort of place with no time or existence—just peacefulness. 
 
    That’s why it was so startling when a familiar voice interrupted: “Falke, can you hear me?” 
 
    “Leader Kweetoo?” Falke was surprised the mental link had been achieved without his having turned the device in his skull on. He was also aware from the way she startled, that Ravenna could hear the conversation. “What is it? Are you all right?” 
 
    “Our Seers are telling us the Viborg Motherhouse may be destroyed shortly.” 
 
    Falke’s eyes flew wide open. Ravenna’s eyes were wide with shock. “What?” he replied mentally. If that’s true, you must evacuate!” 
 
    “We have sent the more vulnerable priestesses and priests and all of the treasures of the Sisterhood—data and artifacts—to other Motherhouses around the world,” Leader Kweetoo said. 
 
    “Why are you still there?” Falke exclaimed. 
 
    “Because running away creates more problems than it solves,” the leader of the Sisterhood replied with more calm than Falke could quite comprehend. 
 
    “But wouldn’t people be impressed that the Sisterhood can’t be snuck up on? That they are powerful enough to see a threat and avoid it?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “We had thought of that, High Priestess,” Leader Kweetoo said. “But then millions will die in Denmark and Scandinavia while we are off and safe. There’s no way we could warn the people and evacuate them safely in time.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” Ravenna’s shoulders slumped in defeat. 
 
    “Instead of looking clever for saving yourselves, you’d look self-serving and cruel to have abandoned the surrounding populace to their fate,” Falke concluded. 
 
    “Exactly,” Leader Kweetoo said. “And there’s this—if you two are successful with your task, this timeline will disappear, and nothing that happened will have mattered. If you fail, then we will not be able to change the path of humanity anyway.” 
 
    Falke sucked in a breath. “Do not place this all on us!” 
 
    “It is unavoidable at this juncture, Falke,” Leader Kweetoo said. “We will pray for both you and Ravenna, and the successful completion of your mission.  Blessed—” 
 
    A shrieking noise tore through Falke’s mind. He clapped his hands to his head, even though the sound was coming from inside his skull. He noticed Ravenna’s look of pain, as she obviously heard it too. 
 
    The bus was filled with screaming, as each of the adepts felt the deaths of the Sisterhood and the eastern half of Denmark vaporize in a nuclear fireball. The bus stopped abruptly, and even Bogart the driver had to cradle his head. 
 
    “What is it? What happened?” Andi demanded, when the pain had subsided a little. 
 
    “The Sisterhood has been destroyed. Probably a nuclear device,” Falke explained. 
 
    “Dear Goddess, who would do such a thing?” Elliott asked. 
 
    “The queen,” Ravenna said in a flat voice. 
 
    “Bloody bitch!” shouted Gwylim. “Now we have to take ‘er down for good and all!” 
 
    “Damn right!” and “Let’s get her!” echoed throughout the bus. Bogart started the vehicle back up, and they raced toward Winchester. 
 
    “What remains of the Sisterhood is going to war,” Ravenna observed. 
 
    Falke shook his head. “The Sisterhood does not condone violence. I can’t lead these people on an attack. We cannot cure one wrong with another.” 
 
    Andi grabbed his shoulder. “Look, it’s all very well to be non-violent and try to achieve what you can that way. But sometimes, battle is called for.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
    Andi shook him gently. “What’s that saying? ‘To everything there is a season?’ This is the season for war. We must defeat the queen, Prince Robert, and their forces, or the world goes up in flames. Hear me, Priest. It isn’t against your vows to physically defend the world.” 
 
    For the first time, Falke really saw Andi as she was. Yes, there was her fierceness—and all the piercings, wild hair, and tattoos that telegraphed that. But there was also the person who had fought the world to be authentic; a person with infinite bravery and infinite pain. Mixed into that was the strength of an ancient priestess persona Falke could now feel. He recalled a Pict shaman who had aided Mother Anya. Mamaidh, he thought her name had been. Yes, that was Andi’s core. A deeply wise mystic, hidden behind a facade of sarcasm and anger. 
 
    Ravenna watched the exchange with sadness in her eyes, but she didn’t intervene. He realized she’d known all along what they were going to do. 
 
    “I understand. Thank you for your council.” He took a breath. “The Sisterhood goes to battle, then.” 
 
    The brave war-talk of the others stilled at the sound of his voice—which had taken on the priest’s volume. He realized he’d made this a holy cause by his words. 
 
    The bus stopped in a field. 
 
    The three-quarter moon hadn’t risen yet, so it was full dark. The evening star was just over the horizon. As he stepped off the transport, the most bizarre and unexpected sight met his eyes: a giant open-air football stadium in the middle of hay fields. The pillars of the place were shaped like Stonehenge, but much, much larger. “How in the world did they hide that?” he demanded of no one in particular. 
 
    “QUEEN AVA! QUEEN AVA!” came the chants of thousands of people inside, chanting in unison for the queen. 
 
    The resistance had arrived near the back of the place, where there was a stage or dais. Large megaliths were arranged in a circle lit in colored lights that spun and whirled. Smoke hovered over the circle from a green-wood bonfire. A breeze wafted through, and on it were the scents of rancid meat and a toxic incense that made him nauseous. 
 
    “Should we put on our camo masks?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “They know who we are, at this point,” Andi said. 
 
    The others from the bus gathered around them. “What are we supposed to do now?” Bogart asked. 
 
    Falke said, “We go to the stage and wait for our time.” 
 
    “Which is when, mate?” Gwylim asked. 
 
    “I think it will be pretty clear,” he said. 
 
    “Fucking Mister Cryptic,” muttered Rónàn. 
 
    Cautiously, they approached the back of the stadium. There were chants for the queen and Adramelech. Then it switched to something he couldn’t quite make out. “What are they saying?” Falke whispered. 
 
    “Eat the world,” Elliot said with a shudder. 
 
    There were three large men in black pants and T-shirts standing at the back entrance, obviously guarding the place. Falke ran at them, and all of the resistance started running with him.  
 
    “This isn’t a good plan!” Ravenna shouted. 
 
    “It’s all I’ve got!” he shouted back. 
 
    The guards pointed their guns at them, but the resistance adepts exerted their collective power, and the guns turned bright red-white. The men screamed, then collapsed. 
 
    No one in the stadium heard what had happened for the roar of the crowd. Falke indicated that the guards should be dragged off to behind the dumpsters and then waited until it was done. Then, he gestured for the others to follow him in. 
 
    Stepping through the doorway was like entering a tunnel filled with viscous, foul-smelling liquid. It was a struggle to put one foot after another. After trying for a while, everyone stopped.  
 
    Will suppression! Falke sent to others in Mindspeech. Fight it. Focus on me! 
 
    He concentrated so hard at sharing his power that he gave himself a pinching headache between the eyes. Abruptly, the sensation of being in a sticky tunnel vanished. But there was still a brooding presence, a feeling that there was someone who was searching for, but not quite locating them. 
 
    Falke motioned the others forward, and they walked cautiously through the hallway. The noise grew louder and felt like a wall ahead. They emerged just to the left side of the stage. It was a re-creation of the sacred circle in London, with a large stone altar. In front of that was a bonfire with jet-black-tinged flames. Naked men and woman danced and chanted around it, their eyes glassy and deep red. All of them wore necklaces much like the queen’s—the Flame of the Secret Fire.  
 
    They must be the queen’s priests. 
 
    “That’s the Prime Minister,” whispered Elliot. 
 
    “Isn’t that the Foreign Minister behind her?” someone else asked. 
 
    “There’s the Home Secretary!” said another. 
 
    Ravenna gasped. “That’s the headmistress of our Temple!” 
 
    “Morgaine controls all the fucking powerful adepts of Britain,” Andi said. 
 
    “I’ll bet those others are high officials in other countries,” Falke said.               
 
    The people watching were also naked but didn’t wear necklaces—the prisoner-adepts of Ware; the ones the Falke and the others hadn’t freed. Falke looked at the Rescued near him. They were alike, but the Rescued now recalled who they were. The people in the audience had their minds wiped out. Because of the drugs and torture, they only thought of, and served, the queen. They were merely animated puppets. 
 
    “They must have bussed the lot of them out here,” Elliot observed. 
 
    Just then, the queen strode onto the stage from the opposite entry. She wore not a stitch, save for a gold miter and the large fire pendant. She looked so young. Could she really be in her late forties? Her red hair fairly glowed and somehow, the white stripe through her tresses looked like a flame. 
 
    She stepped to the edge of the stage, and her drones erupted with thunderous cheers. The priests behind her bowed low. 
 
    “My subjects!” They roared in response, then quieted to nothing at a wave of her hand. “Tonight is the night foretold! We shall rise up and take the world for our own.” More cheers. “You—my special creations—shall enforce the New Order. None shall oppose us. All shall bow down to us!” The cheers became thunderous. “Let the rite commence!” 
 
    Strange music blared over the sound system. It sounded like bagpipes warring with badgers.  
 
    “I think that might be ancient British music,” Bastiaan said. 
 
    “Makes me wanna punch somebody,” Gwylim grumbled. 
 
    Unlike the formal Black Mass Robert led, the ritual the queen’s priests enacted looked primitive. Falke supposed it must be the exact way it was performed back when the queen was Avalon’s High Priestess Morgaine. They rattled bones. Spewed liquid at the crowd. Fire erupted here and there. The words the queen chanted made no sense. 
 
    “That’s a language even older than Brittonic,” Elliot said, as if picking up Falke thoughts. 
 
    “What is she saying?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing good,” Andi snapped. 
 
    Two of the priests went to the edge of the stage and collected bowls being held up by drones. The Prime Minister poured a small amount of a viscous substance into a vessel. The Temple Priestess took it to the queen, who tipped it back and drank it. Some spilled on her—a river of blood coursed down her chin, dribbled between her breasts, and ran down her torso. 
 
    Gwylim gagged. 
 
    The queen passed the bowl to one of the other priests and received the next offering. 
 
    “The drones are somehow giving her their blood,” Falke says. “And look what it’s doing to her!” 
 
    The others gasped. The queen had grown to almost nine feet tall—and was still enlarging! A feral grin spread across her gore-covered face. Her aura pulsed black and red, growing steadily. 
 
    More bowls were passed to her, and she swallowed down offering after offering, until there was no more. She was twelve—fifteen!—feet tall, with thighs the size of tree trunks. 
 
    Queen Ava was a monster! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Four of the drones came into view bearing a pole slung between them. Strung from it was a thin, brown-skinned boy with long dreadlocks. His aura was a bright indigo. 
 
    “That’s Olokum!” Andi said. “I’ve been looking for him for three months! Tami said he was the strongest adept she’d ever met.” 
 
    “I thought you got him out?” Elliot said. 
 
    “He and his caretaker came back for his mother—but she was taken. We think she was killed over three years ago,” Andi explained. 
 
    Olokum struggled against the bonds, but he was bound too tightly. The drones took Olokum to the stone altar and bound his limbs with iron rings set into the stone. 
 
    The Prime Minister chanted some words, then poured oil over Olokum. It ignited in purple flames, coating his skin in a sheet of flame. 
 
    The Temple Priestess threw double handfuls of ochre powder with bright pink sparks onto Olokum. Great tongues of fire leapt around the child’s body. 
 
    Even over the din, they could hear Olokum screaming.  
 
    What can I do? How can I help him? Ravenna thought desperately. 
 
    The flames didn’t devour the child. The screaming went on and on. 
 
    The priests’ chanting got louder. The drones beat and stamped. 
 
    The gigantic queen danced to the altar, her body moving in a sinuous rhythm only she could hear. Her eyes were glowing orange fire; the pendant she wore looked like living flame. 
 
    She held a long Neolithic-looking dagger up to the sky and chanted something about Adramelech, her words coming faster as she approached to boy.  
 
    The chant from her followers grew louder. The priests circled the fire at a mad pace. 
 
    Just as Morgaine swung the knife, intending to stab deep into the body of the burning child, Ravenna gathered up all of her power and shoved the queen as hard as she could. Morgaine flew across the back of the stage. 
 
    At the same moment, there was a terrible explosion at the front of the audience. Drone bodies flew up into the night. The floor beneath their feet rattled and swayed. One of the megalithic arches collapsed. The queen’s followers shrieked in fear and pain. 
 
    “Get ready! Falke shouted at them.  
 
    Ravenna thought, He didn’t see what I did to the queen, but it doesn’t matter. Somehow, it’s more important that I know I did it. 
 
    The blast crater that had erupted in the center of the drone crowd looked like a mini-volcano—but instead of lava, Robert’s people emerged, red robes glowing in the firelight. “Kill the Great Bitch!” they chanted as they made their way onto the stage. 
 
    Robert clambered onto the dais and stood in front of the fire. Snatching up one of the offering bowls, he drank it down and immediately grew to almost ten feet tall. He turned to the queen’s drones. “Reject the Great Bitch. Pledge your allegiance to me, and I will spare your lives!” 
 
    The Temple Head ran at him, fingers extended like claws. Robert laughed and struck her down with a gesture. 
 
    “You have no place here, boy,” snarled the queen, rising from the floor at the back of the dais, dagger upraised.  
 
    “You will submit or die tonight, bitch!” he shouted, and waved his hands at her. 
 
    An invisible force shoved her back against the altar. She laughed. “Is that all of your power, you puny, pathetic excuse for an adept? I should have killed you at birth—in your last life.” A red fireball grew over her head and hurtled toward Robert. It exploded just in front of him as he waved it away. 
 
    Around them, the priests of both were engaged in battles physical and psychic.  
 
    “Now is the time, Children of the Goddess! To battle!” Falke shouted as he ran out onto the dais. 
 
    The resistance—armed only with their powers and their personal strength—tore out to confront the queen’s drones and Robert’s adepts. 
 
    Ravenna couldn’t move.  
 
    Now is not the time, child. 
 
    Ravenna was both ashamed and relieved the Goddess intervened to stop her from fighting with the others. She had never been so terrified in her life. But at the same time, she yearned to go into battle with her friends. With Falke.  
 
    But I did stop the queen from killing Olokum, and I’m proud of that. I couldn’t have done that last week. 
 
    She watched as Robert and the queen pitted themselves in a deadly battle for power. Around them, explosions erupted in mid-air. Rubble, firewood, even bodies flew around them. They saw nothing but each other.  
 
    No one seemed to notice. 
 
    Falke was exerting some sort of force that pushed back two of the priests who were attacking him. Ravenna felt she should be assisting him.  
 
    But her feet were rooted to the ground. 
 
    Elliot and a tall adept rolled around on the floor trying to get chokeholds on each other. 
 
    Andi seemed to be using some sort of martial arts combined with her power to hack and punch her way through a wave of drones who just kept clambering up onto the stage. 
 
    Gwylim punched and threw people left and right. He was a regular human buzz saw. 
 
    Donna flew around the fire, kicking and punching any priest who reached out to grab her. 
 
    All of the resistance from Tami’s camp were engaged in battling the two Dark Armies. 
 
    Except Ravenna. 
 
    She wanted so badly to fight by Falke’s side! Maybe she could talk the Goddess into letting her go. 
 
    She felt gentle hands on her shoulders. “I’m here with you,” a soft, deep voice said. 
 
    “Bastiaan?” 
 
    “I’m just an old man with no magic powers. I’m not much use in this fight.” 
 
    “Then why did you come?” she asked. 
 
    “To be with you all until the end, whenever that is,” he said. 
 
    “I should be out there,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t think so, no,” he replied. 
 
    “You sound sure. I’m not.” 
 
    He gave her a side-hug. “I figure if the Goddess wanted you in the fight, you’d be in the thick of it. But Tami said you are the Goddess’ secret weapon. I don’t think she’d want you in this scrum.” 
 
    “Falke is.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, he has his own path.” 
 
    There was a terrible explosion, and more of the megaliths tipped over. The stage was complete chaos, with the gigantic Robert and queen fighting each other, and swarms of Robert’s adepts, the queen’s drones, and the resistance battling.  
 
    It started to look less promising for the resistance. There were no end of drones running up to the stage. Robert’s adepts fell, but most got right back up. Were they regenerating? Ravenna worried that she was seeing fewer of the resistance and wondered if they’d been defeated. 
 
    Elliot ran at Ravenna. “Look out!” he screamed, just as a long orange-glowing sword went through him, back to front. The Prime Minister laughed and yanked it out, turning to take after Donna. Elliot slumped to the ground. 
 
    “Elliot!” Ravenna screamed. 
 
    Bastiaan held her back. “You can’t help him, Ravenna.” 
 
    Gwylim was in his element, tossing adepts and drones off the stage or punching them out. But he backed up one step too far and stumbled into Robert. The giant reached out one-handed and twisted the big man’s head. Gwylim collapsed in a heap. 
 
    “No!” Donna yelled. She flew over to attack Robert but caught a fireball from the queen squarely in the head. Donna burst into flames and disappeared over the edge of the stage. 
 
    “Oh, Donna,” Ravenna sobbed. 
 
    Dozens of drones were gathered to one side of the stage. She could just see Andi’s white spiky hair as she fought them off. Falke waded in, using both psychic and physical force to cut a path. 
 
    “Don’t!” Andi shouted. All of a sudden, there was a brilliant white light. A giant wolf leapt out of her chest and devoured the drones in front of her. “Go, damn it!” she hollered at Falke. “Go do what you’re fucking supposed to do!” 
 
    Falke hesitated, but she waved him off. 
 
    The wolf and Andi battled on, but in moments, they disappeared under the crush of drones. 
 
    Falke waded back through the fight to Ravenna and Bastiaan. “You okay?” He was holding his arm but projecting that everything was fine. His aura pulsed purple and gray. 
 
    “What are you hiding?” Ravenna demanded. 
 
    Falke dropped his block and removed his hand from the wound. The sleeve was torn away, and his right arm was covered in blood. Ravenna could see a deep gash—and was that bone? “I think it’s pretty bad,” he said raggedly. 
 
    “Oh, my,” gasped Bastiaan. 
 
    Ravenna fought back panic and nausea. “Let me help you.” 
 
    “Ravenna—” he started. 
 
    Behind him, the giant queen picked up a megalith and hurled it at her gargantuan son. The stone missed and smashed into the fighting crowd, crushing many of the resistance. 
 
    Robert picked up the altar and tossed it at the queen’s head. “You never loved me, or my father!” he shouted. 
 
    “Love is for the weak, boy!” The queen cackled and shot firebolts at him. 
 
    Ravenna told Falke. “I can take care of this. I know I can. What happened?” 
 
    “The Prime Minister and I had a little meeting.” He shuddered. “I killed him, Ravenna. I’ve never actually killed anyone before.” 
 
    “You did what you had to do, son,” Bastiaan said. 
 
    “Priests are to bring oneness with the Goddess, not kill,” Falke said with sorrow choking his voice. 
 
    I wish I could take away his pain and anguish. Ravenna said, “Let me heal your arm.” She began by inspecting his radius and ulna with her powers. She felt that the bones were intact and whole. Then she turned to the capillaries—she followed their route, and uncrushed or regrew the damaged delicate blood vessels. The sword missed any major veins, but Ravenna repaired a smaller one. Next she examined Falke’s muscles. Two were ripped.  
 
    Robert hurled one of the lintel rocks at the queen. She blew it to smithereens before it reached her. Rock fragments rained down on Falke and Ravenna. 
 
    Ravenna forced herself to concentrate. Fixing the muscles felt like straightening a long skein of yarn. Some of the fibers were snapped, and she reattach those loose threads. A tendon was torn. That was harder, as it was a lot like an elastic band. She could feel sweat beading her brow as she repaired it, then re-stretched it into its proper position. Examining his torn and rent skin, Ravenna could feel the warp and weft of him. The skin was like fabric, and she wove the arm whole again. 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Bastiaan exclaimed. 
 
    “Dear Goddess,” Falke said. “I’ve never seen healing like that—ever!” 
 
    Ravenna felt a blush creep up her throat and into her cheeks. 
 
    The queen and Robert leapt into the air, shooting fireballs and lightning bolts into each other. The air smelled of ozone and blood. The skin on Ravenna’s arms prickled with static electricity. 
 
    “Isn’t it about time you two were on your way?” Bastiaan asked. 
 
    “What about you?” Ravenna asked.  
 
    “The queen didn’t kill that poor child on the altar. I’m going to try and get Olokum out of here,” he said. 
 
    Ravenna looked at Olokum, lying there. The flames had gone out. The child appeared to have passed out but was otherwise unburnt. On the stage, drones were in an all-out fight with Robert’s adepts. “I don’t think you’ll be able to do that, Bastiaan,” Falke said. 
 
    The old man shrugged. “I’ll try to do what I can,” he said. “You two get on. Do what you’re called to do.” 
 
    They hugged him. Bastiaan left them and started creeping along the back of the stage. 
 
    “He’s right. We’d better go,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke led her back down the hallway, with the thunder of the mad battle behind them. 
 
    But echoing in her mind were the words she’d heard from the queen as they had loaded into the buses this evening: 
 
    After the ritual, I will capture you and Falke. I will torture you both for all you know. I will force you to watch Falke die, and then I will kill you, very slowly. 
 
    Ravenna held Falke’s hand tightly. 
 
    I will never let her harm Falke. 
 
    Never. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    The small bus wended its way down narrow back-country lane on the way to Glastonbury. Falke’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. Over and over in his mind, he saw the terrible scenes at the queen’s temple: Andi’s last agonizing moments; how Gwylim and Donna perished; Elliot’s face as the sword went through him. The awful sounds and smells. 
 
    He tried to collect himself. He didn’t have time to dwell on what had happened. Their next task was even more difficult. “Ravenna?” he called. She was staring out the window. Her thoughts felt far away. “Ravenna!” 
 
    She looked around, like someone just awakened from a particularly bad dream. “I’m sorry, what?” 
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” she said, her voice ragged. And then tears came. 
 
    Falke reached out and gripped her knee, fighting tears himself.  
 
    She sniffed hard, and wiped her hand across her face. “Sorry. I’ll try to be stronger. I know you need me as much as I need you right now.” 
 
    He shook his head in wonder. She always knew what he was feeling, and what he needed from her. It was astonishing. 
 
    Ravenna cleared her throat. “I realize now isn’t the best time, but I have to talk to you about something the Goddess said, and I think you should hear it before we get there.” 
 
    “I was aware you were keeping back certain things,” he said. 
 
    “I wanted to think about it some.” 
 
    “No need to apologize,” he said. “That’s the way of visions. They’re for the one experiencing it. Not all of it is for sharing.” 
 
    “I … well, what the Goddess said is pretty odd,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke laughed mirthlessly. “That’s nothing new.” 
 
    “Falke, I’m going to die doing this.” 
 
    He swallowed hard. Damn. I’d hoped she wouldn’t find out.  
 
    “You knew that was the outcome before you asked me to go back in time,” she said. There was no accusation in her voice. It was a simple statement of fact. 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered. He drove for a long while before he dared look over at her. 
 
    “You’ve been sleeping with a ghost.” 
 
    Falke felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. He couldn’t allow her to feel this, to experience this alone. He slammed on the brakes and steered the old bus to the side of the road.  
 
    “What are you doing?” she exclaimed. 
 
    Falke shut off the bus, got out of the seat, went to her, and grabbed her hands, trying to be as gentle as he could, despite the speed with which he took them. “Ravenna, I love you. I never meant for us to become involved. I think what’s being asked of you is horrific. I would do anything in my power to stop it if I could. I—” His voice wobbled as he said, “I don’t understand how the Goddess can be so cruel as to make you—you, of all the souls in creation!—the instrument of Her rebalancing of the plan.” He stopped, unable to continue. 
 
    “You … love me?” she whispered. “No one has ever said those words to me.” 
 
    He knelt down beside Ravenna and put his arms around her. She was still strapped into the seat. “I’ve never loved anyone until there was you. Surely, you know how I feel?” 
 
    She brushed back his hair and looked into his eyes. “And I love you,” she whispered. 
 
    Falke kissed her, and she started laughing and crying and hiccupping. 
 
    “Is this what joy feels like?” she asked.  
 
    He pulled back slightly and looked into her eyes. “Say the word, and we’ll get the hell out of here. Leave. Run away. Let the damned queen and that bastard son of hers do what they will. We’re only for each other.” 
 
    Ravenna’s mouth dropped open. “Where would we go?” her voice was barely audible. 
 
    “Patagonia? Nepal? Somewhere remote where Queen Ava or Prince Robert can’t find us. Where we’ll be safe.” 
 
    “There’s no place where they won’t discover us, Falke. You know that. Sooner or later, she or Robert would track us down.” 
 
    I hate that she’s right. 
 
    Ravenna took his hand. “I was created for a purpose. Not many people can say that. I have to go back in time and defeat Morgaine. Save the Goddess’ Plan.” 
 
    Falke closed his eyes and laid his head on her lap. “Yes,” he whispered. 
 
    “I want you more than I can say. I want to be with you. Grow old with you.” Tears snuck out of her eyes and ran down her cheeks.   
 
    Falke said, “I want to turn gray together. Have stupid fights about who’s turn it is to make tea.” 
 
    Ravenna giggled in a strangled sort of way. Sniffling, she said, “Yes. I want it, too!” 
 
    Falke couldn’t stand the idea of losing her. That he’d had this one perfect chance at love but was forced to give it up right away. It was terrible, as if his heart would shatter with all the pain that he was feeling. Please don’t make me do this, Goddess. 
 
    But there was no reply. 
 
    Ravenna stroked his face, his hair. He could feel her calm. 
 
    She’s accepted her path. I must too. But he was struggling. “I feel like your executioner.” 
 
    “Oh, Falke, no. You aren’t the cause of all this. You didn’t create this path,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “I pledged to do this, though. I promised Ava—” Falke said. 
 
    “You were fifteen and a cocky little snot. You had no idea what you were saying.” 
 
    He chuckled sadly and sat up. “Well, yeah. But that doesn’t mean that I can abandon my pledge to her.” 
 
    “Exactly. And it’s why we must do as we’re bidden. We were created to fulfill our tasks. You, yours, and me, mine. Mine just specifically leads to an end soon.” 
 
    “I don’t—I can’t stand that you’re saying this,” he said. 
 
    She kissed him. “Do you think Andi would have acted any differently if she’d known she would be killed?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and turned his head. “No,” he whispered. 
 
    “Elliot? Donna? Gwylim? Any of the others?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Can we be any less brave?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be brave. I just want to be with you.”  
 
    “Falke, we have to do this. Please drive us to Steadbye.”               
 
    Falke sighed and got back in the seat, starting the bus up. Before he put it in gear, he asked in a half-joking tone. “Sure you wouldn’t rather run away?” 
 
    “Actually, I’m starting to weaken. I don’t want to go anywhere near Steadbye Place. Patagonia sounds very nice. I hear there’s penguins.” She looked both frightened and teasing. “And I’d like to see a lot more of Falke Drunemeton.” 
 
    Falke kept a little hope. Is she serious? 
 
    “But I have to kill Morgaine. My not-mother.” 
 
    With a resigned sigh, Falke steered the bus back on to the road. 
 
    He looked out at the moonlit countryside. It was an eerie green and brown and gray—an eldritch place. Clusters of stars burned up in the dark sky.  
 
    How can the world be so beautiful and filled with this much sorrow? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke led Ravenna through the gardens and up to the back door of Steadbye House. 
 
    “How do you know the way?” she asked.  
 
    “I used to play over here all the time when I was a kid. I know this place as well as I know Drunemeton House.” 
 
    He reached into the mailbox by the door and withdrew an old-fashioned key. “Some things never change,” Falke whispered. He unlocked the door and peeked around. Gesturing for her to follow, he crept in. They were in the servant’s entrance, in a pantry. “The cellar stairs are over this way,” Falke said, pointing to their right. 
 
    But she didn’t move. “I have to see him.” 
 
    “Ravenna, we need to get going!” 
 
    “I can’t come all this way and not see him. Not say goodbye!” she whispered fiercely. 
 
    Falke nodded reluctantly and went up the back stairs. Ravenna followed closely behind, afraid someone would find them. She didn’t feel anyone else’s presence, but she wasn’t sure she trusted her new high priestess abilities.  
 
    They emerged in the butler’s pantry outside of the great dining hall. Ravenna glanced around, orienting herself. Yes. I know this area. She led the way through a study. They went into a large Victorian-era conservatory filled with plants. There was some movement in the far part of the greenhouse. 
 
    “Aiden?” Ravenna called out. 
 
    A face appeared among the plants. The features were unlike hers—more like his father—and his skin color was midway between King Arthur’s African-British blend and Queen Ava’s Nordic coloring. His hair was auburn rather than Ravenna’s black. The blue eyes underneath the shaggy bangs were wide and somewhat vacant. 
 
    “Aiden!” 
 
    “Rah?” he said, emerging from the foliage. Aiden’s aura was a wide purple-gray band. He was overweight and walked with a strange lumbering motion—that he walked at all was a miracle of science and thousands of hours of physical therapy. His hands were curled; Ravenna had never seen them fully flat since he got sick. As he got closer to her, Aiden broke into a snaggle-toothed grin and rushed at her hollering, “RAH!” Aiden picked her up and swung her around, covering her face with big sloppy kisses. 
 
    Ravenna giggled and kissed him back. “Put me down, you big silly!” 
 
    Aiden gently set her down. “Rah,” he said, his voice husky with love.  
 
    She ran her hand through his ragged locks. “Who cut your hair? Did you get loose with the scissors again?” 
 
    Aiden stroked Ravenna’s hair roughly and immediately got his fingers entangled near her ear. The more afraid he became, the harder he pulled. She felt his rising panic as he tried to pull away.  
 
    Falke started to come to their aid, but Ravenna waved him off.  
 
    Aiden doesn’t react well to strangers, Ravenna warned Falke in mindspeech.  
 
    Ravenna hummed a little tune Aiden and she had made up when they were babies—before his mind was damaged. It always soothed him. She took his hand and, with the other, unraveled the strands until he was free. 
 
     Once he had his hand back, Aiden stared at his splayed fingers, no doubt wondering what happened. Then, he noticed Falke. “Nuh,” he grunted.  
 
    “Aiden, this is Falke. He’s a friend.” 
 
    “Nerrr,” Aiden growled.  
 
    “It’s a challenge. Don’t move. Stay calm,” Ravenna warned. 
 
    Aiden trundled over to him. Ravenna felt Falke slip into a semi-meditative state, so he was quiet and radiating calm. Aiden started moving his head in a funny circular motion Ravenna had never seen before. He stretched his hand out to just past Falke’s ear. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked.  
 
    Aiden reached out to just above Falke’s shoulder, then his hip. 
 
    Falke opened his eyes and watched Aiden for a moment. “He sees my aura,” he said. “Dear Goddess, what an adept he is! And no one trained him?” 
 
    “Aiden? Do you see Falke’s lifeglow?” Ravenna touched her twin on the shoulder. 
 
    He turned and smiled. “Fuh,” Aiden said. 
 
    “He knows who you are, somehow,” Ravenna said to Falke. Then to Aiden, she said, “Why didn’t I ever notice you still have some power?” 
 
    “Did you know you had psi-abilities when you were little?” Falke asked. 
 
    “Yes, we both did. We used to dream the same dreams. We shared mindspeech. It was so devastating when he was taken ill.” Ravenna stroked Aiden’s eyebrows the way he loved to be touched when they were little. He closed his eyes, clearly savoring their connection. 
 
    Falke wandered around the room. The place was filled with every type of orchid imaginable. “I recall when Ron’s mother maintained the garden here. She had all sorts of flowers. Ron told me that when she died, the plants wouldn’t bloom. But after Ava—Priestess Ava—left that first afternoon they met, he came in here and everything was covered in flowers. It’s how he knew she was the one for him. As if his mother were sending him a message.” 
 
    Aiden wandered off to his plants.  
 
    “Aiden spends most of his time in here. No idea why he’s so fascinated with gardening. No one else in the family is,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Priestess Ava was a keen gardener,” Falke replied. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You should see the Viborg Motherhouse—or as it was before,” he stumblingly explained. “Ava had them install huge greenhouses. The facility was completely self-sustaining with all the vegetables they grew. And in the summer, the gardens were simply astounding—gorgeous flowers and plantings everywhere. She did the planning work all in her seven years there,” Falke said.  
 
    At his words, Ravenna felt sick at heart.  
 
    Falke took her in his arms. “What is it?” 
 
    “Aiden really is Anya-Ava and Ron’s son,” Ravenna said. “And I’m … I’m some sort of genetic construct. Every time I’m confronted with that, I get depressed.” 
 
    “Rah!” Aiden called from the back of the greenhouse. “Rah!” 
 
    Ravenna shoved aside her dark emotions and tried to look interested. “What is it, Aiden?” 
 
    He came out bearing a gorgeous orchid with a cloud of small blooms that looked like butterflies with yellow and purple-spotted wings. “Rah!” 
 
    “Oh, Aiden!” Ravenna took the plant from him and admired it. “This is the prettiest one yet!” 
 
    He pushed the plant toward her. “Rah,” he said softly. 
 
    Her eyes filled with tears. “Thank you, Aiden.” She hugged the plant to herself. “I love you, too.”  
 
    Aiden’s head bobbed up and down slowly. 
 
    “But I can’t keep it right now. I have to go away for a while. Will you take care of it for me?” She handed the pot back to him. 
 
    His broad brow furrowed. “Whuh?” 
 
    “I know you don’t understand. But know that I love you. You take care of it for me, right here. Okay?” She kissed his cheek. 
 
    “Rah?” he put his hand on her head. “Rah?” 
 
    A sob balled up in her throat. She forced herself to whisper, “I have to go. I love you. Remember that.” She took his hand from her head and kissed his palm.  
 
    I can’t stand it. I can’t … 
 
    Ravenna ran out of the room. 
 
    Behind her she heard Aiden call out “Rah?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Morgaine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Up and up, Morgaine and Robert spun in the crackling fire of their furious magick. Fireballs and lightning shot through the increasingly thin air. Morgaine could feel herself beginning to tire and wondered if the boy was feeling the same. 
 
    Below them, the whole of Britain lay spread out like a blanket. Against the dark velvet of the night and inky sea, the bright lights of the towns and cities, the roadways and trainlines, created a sort of map. Morgaine realized how beautiful it was, and how she had always loved her homeland.  
 
    And it was hers—always had been. 
 
    Not this damned brat’s. Britain is mine! 
 
    Furiously, she shot out a barrage of fireballs and lightning. Robert fired off a volley of electricity and power-strikes that spun her in the air.  
 
    “You will never defeat me!” she shouted. “I am Morgaine—high priestess of Avalon, favored one of the Dark Lord, Adramelech!” 
 
    “If you’re so favored, why did He help me—command me to defeat you?” laughed Robert. 
 
    “He never spoke to you!” she shrieked. “That is a filthy lie! You gave yourself to the Sisterhood” 
 
    “The Sisterhood? Those whiny bitches couldn’t even help their own priestess! Adramelech commanded me to take control. He told me you were too weak for what is to come!” Robert yelled back. “You are old and useless!” 
 
    “I built this world! You owe me everything that you have. And Adramelech knows how I have served him!” she shouted.  
 
    But she was worried. Could the Dark Lord have turned His back on me? What could I have done to displease Him? I have performed every task as He commanded it. The boy must be lying! She fired off a series of firebolts that shoved him across the sky toward the continent. 
 
    In the back of her mind, she wondered at the boy’s words. Could it be he was right, and Adramelech had abandoned her after all this time? 
 
    Fifteen-hundred years ago, angry at Merlin’s betrayal and her half-brother, Arthur, taking the throne, Morgaine had worked to become an adept of note. That, paired with her understanding of how to divine the hearts of men and the ways Britain was ruled, allowed her to plot her revenge on the Pendragons.  
 
    It was during that time that she’d become aware of a force more aligned with her ambitions. The Goddess had long since stopped talking to her.  
 
    One night, while traveling alone on an errand for the High Priestess of Avalon, she encountered a bonfire burning unattended in southwest Britain. She felt compelled to get off her horse and go to it. No one was around. The flames burned with a peculiar jet black at the tips. 
 
    Suddenly, a deep voice spoke to her: Give yourself to Me, and I will make all your desires come true.   
 
    The voice was so loud, she fell to the ground in pain. “Who are you?” 
 
    I am the Dark Lord, Adramelech. Serve Me, and I will grant your wish for the destruction of the Pendragons. 
 
    “Why?” she asked. 
 
    Because you and I have similar aims. Together, we can rule this puny world. Join with Me. 
 
    She had not understood what the voice meant by “puny world,” but she did understand about destroying the Pendragons and ruling. And she wanted that. 
 
    Morgaine wanted that very much. 
 
    So, she had stepped into the fire, as Adramelech commanded. Oh gods, the pain of it—even in memory! But when she had stepped out, she knew herself to have more power. More craftiness, a deeper understanding than she had when she stepped within the flames. And the Dark Lord had left His Mark on her back: Scars that formed multicolored flames were etched into her skin. 
 
    And she had a fire pendant, made of rare gems. She could feel her power emanating from it.  
 
    She started on her campaign to end the family that had denied her a royal birthright. For all these centuries, she had planned, schemed, worked, and designed to rule Britain, but also to serve the Dark Lord. 
 
    And now He’d removed His Favors from her? 
 
    For Robert? 
 
    How can that be? 
 
    Abruptly, her mind came back to the fight at hand. Robert recovered from her attack quickly. With a suddenness that surprised her, he flew straight at her and hit her full-on. They went tumbling toward Greenland, his hot breath on her neck.  
 
    “You are an antiquated, useless old fossil. You cannot serve the Dark Lord and serve yourself, too. I have given myself wholly to Him. Your time is at an end, bitch!” He released a bolt of electricity into her body that reached deep into her core. 
 
    Morgaine could feel Robert’s terrible Dark Energy dismantling her very soul. There was a shrieking howl in her mind, and she felt her body empty out of power.  
 
    Robert released her, and the husk spun down and down through the night air. 
 
    Is this it? she demanded of the dimming world. All my hard work, and I’m just to be discarded like an empty vessel? How can it be? I have so much work to do! My Lord, save me. Allow me to serve You, and I will bring You greater glory! 
 
    Disappointing. Useless. Die, crone. snarled a great thundering voice. 
 
    Adramelech! she gasped. A door opened in her mind filled with red, hot light, and she felt her soul drawn to it.  
 
    Nooooooooooooooooooooooooooo! 
 
      
 
    A great red light shone over the northern pole, and military trackers all over the world observed a dark, fiery object falling toward Earth. 
 
    “Must be a meteor,” muttered a tech in America, and turned back to the hilarious adventures of Prince Robert on his comm.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke followed Ravenna into the sitting room. She was standing stock-still and staring into the cold fireplace. He put his arms around her and whispered, “You all right?”               
 
    “I’m not sure I’m strong enough to do this,” she said. 
 
    He nodded. “I’m not sure I am, either.” 
 
    Swallowing hard and straightening up, she said, “I’m sorry. Momentary freak out. I’ll keep it together from here on, I promise. What should we do next?” 
 
    Falke’s breath caught in his throat. She was so brave, it made his heart ache. He forced himself to focus on the needs of the present. “We need to get down to the cellar, to the Jerusalem Jewel’s crypt.” 
 
    “All right,” she said. “Lead on.” She took his hand in a fierce grip, and they went down the dark hallway. 
 
    “Falke Druneme’on,” slurred a voice behind them. 
 
    They stopped and looked at each other, unsure what to do. 
 
    “Fuck’s shake,” the man behind them grumbled. “I won’t hurt you or turn you in, if tha’s what you’re worried ’bout.” 
 
    Slowly, they turned around. Falke gasped when he saw the King of the Britons leaning sideways in an antique embroidered armchair, a large bottle of vodka propped on his swollen stomach. It looked as if he hadn’t shaved in weeks; his gray and black beard was matted on one side. His blue eyes were bloodshot, and there were large, gray pouches under them. His skin looked ashy. The smell he gave off was nauseating—a living thing all its own—consisting of sour chemicals, vomit, and despair. His aura looked as if someone had dipped something red in mud, then set it on fire.  
 
    Ravenna drew closer to Falke.  
 
    “R’venna,” King Arthur II said her name with a strange sigh. “Been to visit your brainless brother?” 
 
    “How dare you?” exclaimed Ravenna, as she made to go over and strike him.  
 
    Falke grabbed her other hand and held it firmly. “Hello, Your Majesty,” he said. 
 
    “Never thought to see you ’gain,” the king muttered. He took a long swig off the half-empty bottle. “Never thought …” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Ravenna asked. Falke could feel that she was still ready to launch at him. 
 
    “Once upon a time, thish was my home,” the king said, spreading his hands out in a grand gesture that was spoiled by the sloshing of the vodka bottle. “I was sho very proud of it once. And now what ish it? A prishon and hoshpital for my poor little Aidy. My little darling.” The king started to weep. As he subsided, he wiped his face on his old-fashioned suit coat.  
 
    Ravenna whispered, “I didn’t think you cared.” 
 
    The king struggled to sit up straight, but only managed to lean a little less. “Not care?” he said. “Not care about my only son?” 
 
    “I thought you were pleased with Prince Robert, the young heir.” Ravenna said tensely. 
 
    The king laughed tiredly. “Bobby’s not mine. He’s Tryfan’s get, n’ the queen’s creature. Not mine.”  
 
    “The rumors are true?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    The king nodded and looked blearily at her. “Just like you’re not mine. I tried to love you anyway, but she wouldn’t let me near you after Aiden got shick.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Ravenna dropped Falke’s hand. 
 
    “I would have raised you as my own,” he said softly. “How could I not? Aren’t you the child of my wife? You have her eyes, her mouth …” The look he was giving her was so tender, it made Falke’s heart ache. “It’s not your fault what happ’n’d b’fore your birth.” 
 
    Ravenna fought back tears. “You didn’t cast me away?” 
 
    “Oh, never, my own little love,” he said. “She kep’ me from sheeing you. R’fused me accessh. And I’m such a coward, I let ’er do it. I b’lieved ’er when she said she was saving you for the Shis’erhood, and we couldn’t let you get too ’tached to a family. I shoulda fought harder. Shoulda done right by you. One of my ten thousand regrets.” He took another pull from the bottle. 
 
    “I thought …” Ravenna said. 
 
    “I’m sorry. Sho sorry for every … thing.” The king closed his eyes. “You have no idea how sorry I am.” 
 
    “The Sisterhood thinks she did something that caused Aiden’s illness,” Falke said. 
 
    The king nodded. “I know she did shomethin’ to him. Poison, mos’ likely. She likes poison.” 
 
    “She used poison on her own son?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Falke said, “But, I thought the Excalibur scabbard protected the king from poison. Shouldn’t it have protected the king’s son?” 
 
    King Arthur shrugged. “You won’ remember, Ravenna. You were both ’bout four. The queen and I were due to be in Argentina, but of courshe, we couldn’t take you children. Too young, she said. So, we shent you here, to Shteadbye Place, ’stead of leaving you in Cardiff Castle, where the shword was. The queen made sure you were ’companied by two of her personal prieshtesses from the Temple. I ’spect they were the ones who carried out the actual poishoning.” He sighed. “The idiot doc’r shaid it was meningitis. I called in speshlishts from all over, see if they could help. Too late, ’course. No one could help my poor little Aiden.” 
 
    He dragged himself out of the chair and ambled over to them. Blinking hard, he stared at Falke. Suddenly, he burst out: “Oh Goddess, Falke. I killed your father!” He began to sob in loud whooping gasps. 
 
    Falke felt a crushing anguish, but all he said was, “I know.” 
 
    The king gathered himself and wiped his eyes. “I used Excalibur—the most shacred shymbol of my reign! I … I dish … dish … dis-hon-ored,” he said carefully, “everything!” 
 
    Falke took a deep breath and said, “Dad hoped it would shock you into breaking with the queen. That you’d finally see that she isn’t who she says she is.” 
 
    “That she’s Morgaine?” the king asked with a sniff. “I know. Knew it the day of the Healing.” 
 
    Ravenna gasped. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you tell anyone? Why haven’t you broken away?” Falke asked. 
 
    The king held the bottle up to eye level, as if he could see something important in its depths. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Why?” Ravenna demanded. “If you know she’s not Ava, if you know she’s Morgaine—a killer—why haven’t you ordered her arrested, at least!” 
 
    “B’fore,” he paused to burp thunderously, “b’fore the Healing, Ava—the real Ava—and I bonded. Not, like, in a regular way. There was magic. It was powerful. Profound. I felt her shoul entwined with mine. Me to her,” he reached out to the air, as if Ava stood before him, “and her to me.” 
 
    “Limerence,” Falke whispered. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “It’s a psychic-chemical bond. A deep magic. It’s really rare, and adepts are warned from forming one,” Falke said. 
 
    “Why?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “Because the adept is tied to that one person for all time. The adept and the other swap a portion of their souls,” Falke said. 
 
    The king said, “What Ava knew, Morgaine knows. Although Ava’s gone, the—whaddaya call it—an echo? The af’erimage of her shoul is shtill in her body. And Ava’s essence is shtill in my shoul. I can see that Ava’s gone. That Morgaine is inhab … iting her body. Hate her.” He drew a ragged breath and said through clenched teeth, “Hate her.” Then he sighed. “But I could no more break ’way from her than rip my heart out of my own chest.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re killing yourself with booze?” Ravenna snapped. 
 
    “Can’t kill myshelf. ’Ve tried. She casht some sort of shpell that makes it ’mposhible to do myshelf in. Goddess knows, I wanna end it.” He leaned his forehead on the bottle. “Thish is the only outlet she allows. This an’ seeing Aiden once a month.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ron,” Falke whispered. 
 
    The king glared at him. “I don’ want pity, Falke Druneme’on. Not from you.” 
 
    Falke bowed. “I apologize, Your Majesty.” 
 
    The king closed his eyes tiredly. “Wha … what are you two doing here?” When they didn’t answer, he opened his eyes again and considered Falke with sleepy eyes. 
 
    How do we get out of this? Ravenna asked in mindspeech. 
 
    Trust in the moment, Falke replied. 
 
    The king sucked in a breath. “You’re here for the J’rushalem Jewel!” he whispered. 
 
    Falke felt Ravenna jump at his words. He said, “Ava said you had the Sight somewhat.” 
 
    “Moresho after our bonding. I hide it from the … queen.” He put the bottle down on the floor and staggered closer. “’M right, aren’t I?” 
 
    Don’t trust him! Ravenna warned. 
 
    I must. Falke said to the king, “I made a pledge to Ava, before the Healing, that if it all went pear-shaped, I would study hard and return to make things right.” 
 
    “A pledge?” the king mumbled. “To my Ava? And it has shumpin’ to do with the Jewel?” 
 
    Falke said, “Ava said in her mental journal—” 
 
    “You’ve listened to it?” he interrupted. 
 
    “Over and over. She loved you very much,” Falke said. 
 
    The king closed his eyes and turned his head as if struck. After a bit he said, “What were you shayin’ ’bout the Jewel?” 
 
    Falke continued: “When you went down to the old foundation of this house to fetch the Oathstone after you met Ava, you started to open the cask that held the Jerusalem Jewel. But both she and Dad got a mental image of a chained-shut door, warning them from accessing it.” 
 
    “I ’member.” The king nodded. “I was mad, ’cause I really wanned to … shee it.” 
 
    “My research says this object will, well, take us back in time,” Falke said. 
 
    “You’re saying the Goddesh had my anshe … ansh … an-ces-tor,” he said carefully, “Stephen, bring it back so you could go back in time?” The king’s head tilted almost horizontally waiting for the reply.  
 
    Falke simply nodded. 
 
    “Funny old broad, that Goddesh. Whyn’t she just fix this feckin mess Hersel’?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way, apparently,” Falke said. 
 
    “And why are you helpin’ him, Princessh?” the king demanded. 
 
    “Because I’m not supposed to be here,” Ravenna replied.  
 
    “Whazzat mean, Falke? Whaz she sayin’?” He glared at them both. “You aren’t gonna hurt Little Bird!” 
 
    “Little Bird?” Ravenna said. “I remember being called Little Bird, so long ago. It was you who called me that?” 
 
    The king looked at her tenderly. 
 
    Falke said, “Things didn’t go the way they were supposed to. You aren’t the king you’re supposed to be. London isn’t the city it was meant to be. Britain isn’t the beacon to humanity it was supposed to be.” 
 
    “But what does it have to do with Little Bird?” he said. 
 
    Ravenna took in a ragged breath. “I was born to fix what went wrong. I understand what’s required. It’s my choice. I have to go back in time and stop Morgaine. I have to serve Britain and the Goddess.” 
 
    “The honor is to sherve,” the king whispered. 
 
    “It is,” Falke said. 
 
    There was a crashing sound, then a dull, echoing boom from somewhere in the house. They heard loud footsteps.  
 
    The king raised his head and for a moment, his bleary eyes focused. “They’ve found you.” 
 
    “We have to get the Jerusalem Jewel, Your Majesty,” Falke said. 
 
    He nodded. “The cellar accessh is,” he belched, and it sounded painful, “just ’round the corner, through the pantry. There’s an aban … doned coal chute on the easht wall. It’ll come up in the azaleas in a garden they’ve let get overgrow. Should be able to get out tha’ way wi’out anyone seeing you.” 
 
    The sound of many boots on the wooden stairway was loud. 
 
    “What will you do?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    He grinned sloppily at them. “I’m still the king, drunk ’r not. They’ll have a hard time gettin’ ’round me. Now go on,” he said, straightening. “Do what must be done. Save Britain. Save Ava. D’ya hear me?” His bloodshot eyes pierced Falke. “Save Ava.” He retrieved his bottle, then wove down the hall waving it around. “Wha’s all this?! Who the hell’s making that racket! You’ll wake the bay—” he belched, “baby!” he shouted. 
 
    “Move,” whispered Falke, as he pulled Ravenna down the hallway in the other direction. 
 
    She kept turning to see the king.  
 
    King Arthur spotted her. “Go, Little Bird. Know that I loved you!” When she wouldn’t move, he hissed, “Go!”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Five  
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke hauled Ravenna around the corner and down a narrow hallway. She didn’t want to leave the king to fend for himself. Is he really the kind person I recall from my childhood? And why do I remember the way he felt to me, rather than what he looked or sounded like? 
 
    Ravenna heard the soldiers barking orders and some sort of altercation. “Don’t you dare touch me! I’m the King of Britain!” the king shouted. 
 
    “Ravenna, this way!” Falke tugged her hand as he opened the door to the cellar. 
 
    She ran down the steps as silently as she could, hearing a scuffle on the floorboards above them. “We have to help him!” 
 
    “We can’t. We don’t even know whose troopers those are—the queen’s or Robert’s. We have to complete our mission, or Britain is finished.” 
 
    Ravenna swallowed hard in a dry throat. He’s right, I suppose. But I feel awful not helping the king. 
 
    Then it hit her. “Oh Goddess, what will they do to Aiden?” 
 
    He helped her down the last few stairs, held out his hand, and a blue-violet flame appeared. “Ravenna, you have to accept that there isn’t anything you can do to help him besides try to do what the Goddess told us.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “They will kill him, Ravenna. They will kill you if you try to save him. They will kill me if I try to save any of you. And then Mordred-Robert or Morgaine-Ava wins. Focus with me. The only way we can save Aiden is by making sure Morgaine doesn’t take over the real Ava during the Healing.” He kissed her—just a peck, but still, there was that spark. He sent a calming force into her. “Do you feel up to making a flame? We could use a little more light.” 
 
    She allowed an indigo flame to emerge in her palm. Combined, there was just enough illumination for them to see the cluttered and dusty storage area.  
 
    “It’s by the back wall,” he said, going forward. 
 
    Ravenna followed closely. The dust was making her nose itch. She fought an urge to sneeze, terrified if she did, the guards would find them. Of course, that just made the urge to sneeze all the more urgent. Cloth-shrouded boxes and old furniture haunted the cellar, like a graveyard from some old black and white film. All the place needed was a howling wolf to give her worse goosebumps.  
 
    They came to the original wall of the mansion. It was made of stacked stone that abutted the newer brick. Right in front of it was a sort of cut-off chimney made of piled river rocks. There was a larger slab of rock on top. It looked ordinary, yet Ravenna felt this howl of energy coming from it. Even several steps away, she was getting sparks of psychic force along her aura from the thing. “Wow, that is powerful!” 
 
    Falke bit his lower lip as he studied it, other hand out, searching some sort of outer energy around it. “We have to be careful and make sure it will allow us to remove it.” 
 
    “You’re talking about it as if it’s alive.” Ravenna asked.  
 
    Immediately, she felt a sort of agreement from the cairn. 
 
    “All Goddess artefacts have a kind of sentience. Here, stand beside me. Hold in your mind that we are sent from the Goddess and ask it to assist us in Her task.” 
 
    Feeling a little strange asking permission of an inanimate object, Ravenna phrased a mental request as Falke instructed. 
 
    There was a surge of power from the rock pillar—a soundless explosion. Ravenna went cartwheeling backwards. She tumbled through darkness until she wasn’t sure where up or down were.  
 
    There was a feeling as if someone was peering into her soul—evaluating her.  
 
    Will I measure up to whatever it wants? 
 
    After what seemed an age, the world settled down. Falke was standing beside her, and the cairn was in front of them.  
 
    She hadn’t moved at all!   
 
    Falke was staring at her. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, blinking slowly. But that’s not quite right. I’ve been … changed. I can feel something else in my consciousness. It was as if there was someone else in her brain, peering out of her eyes and seeing the dark dusty cellar and Falke looking at her with concern. Whatever it was, was listening with her ears: she could hear the rustle and squeak of mice in the far corner, Falke’s heart beating a little fast, the thump of boots in another part of the house. The other felt the dust and mildew of the underground room, the fear shivers along her arms, her urge to sneeze—which she suddenly did with a violence that seemed to entertain it. 
 
    She jumped and listened for the sound of boots, but there were none. The other seemed amused at her sinus explosion. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she decided she wasn’t afraid of this presence. Rather, she knew it meant her no harm and wished to help her. Feeling as if her mouth wasn’t quite her own, she said, “You can open the cairn now.” 
 
    Falke paused, a puzzled expression on his face. Then he extinguished his flame and carefully lifted away the capstone and placed it to the side. Lit only by Ravenna’s palm flame, he reached inside and removed an ancient leather pouch, about the size of two hands together. Unbidden, they both bowed to it. 
 
    The Jerusalem Jewel was pleased. It approved of them and their mission.  
 
    “We can take the Jewel away now,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke nodded and placed it in his rucksack. “We need to get out of here before they figure out where we are.” 
 
    Ravenna felt as if a wind was blowing through her. It propelled her to the wall on the left, and Falke ran to keep up with her. Just as the king said, there was an abandoned coal chute there. Falke tried to open it, but the old wood and metal doors were locked from outside, holding it shut. Before he could do anything about it, Ravenna felt the lock melt away. The doors swung up and out. 
 
    I don’t think I did that. 
 
    Falke arched a brow at her, then made his way up and helped her out. The stars seemed fiercely bright after the darkness of the cellar, as if Ravenna hadn’t seen the sky in thousands of years. Then she realized it was the Jerusalem Jewel that felt that.  
 
    I am two entities. 
 
    Falke raced through the garden, heading back to the bus. Ravenna followed him with ease, where earlier, she’d struggled to keep pace. Falke looked over at her, then did a double take. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your feet aren’t touching the ground,” he said huskily. 
 
    Ravenna looked down and stopped making the motions of running. Her feet were skimming just above the gravel path. “That’s new.” 
 
    Just as they neared the bus, voices behind them shouted, “There they are!” A group of soldiers raced up the path after them. 
 
    Falke jumped in the bus and turned the key. Ravenna hopped in the passenger side, but the engine only made a sad little wheezing sound. “Oh, crap,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna closed her eyes and reached into herself where the Jewel seemed to live in her mind. She asked, Can you make this conveyance do what you did to me? Propel us along? 
 
    The bus floated above the road.  
 
    Falke gaped. “Good Goddess! Are you doing that?” 
 
    The guards raced through the garden toward them.  
 
    “Picture in your mind where we need to go,” shouted Ravenna. He shot her a confused look. “Now!” 
 
    He shut his eyes, and the bus turned ninety degrees before zipping off at a rate of speed Ravenna was sure it had never reached before. 
 
    “I do hope we’re headed where you were planning to go, else we’ll probably end up in the Isle of Skye or something,” she joked. 
 
    Falke’s eyes were wide as he stared out the windscreen. 
 
    He’s afraid of me. Or the Jewel. Or both. I’m not sure which. 
 
    Strangely, Ravenna felt completely calm. She was in control of herself for the first time in her life. Normally, a part of her was always anxious, or frightened, or worrying if what she said next would cause an unpleasant reaction from the person she was around. But with the Jewel in her mind, it was as if she were sitting beside a cool mountain lake, totally at peace, with no worries at all. And all it took was a centuries-old artifact I haven’t even seen yet. 
 
    She looked in the rearview mirror. A military transport was following them, although it was struggling to keep up. “They’re following.” 
 
    “I rather expected it,” Falke said. “I’m sure they know where we’re going, if they know anything about me.” 
 
    “Drunemeton House?” 
 
    “Yes, the Sacred Grotto. It’s the only place I can think of that’s safe,” Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna felt an excited agitation in her mind. “Yes, that’s a good plan,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Just ahead of them, through the gloom, Falke spotted the familiar massive sandstone mansion. There weren’t any lights on.  
 
    “Is it guarded?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “I went by there before I headed to London. It’s all boarded up. Can’t imagine why anyone would put surveillance on it,” Falke said. But he was worried, all the same. 
 
    “Would the queen or Robert send soldiers there on the off-chance we might show up?” she asked. 
 
    “I couldn’t guess,” he said. 
 
    The wheels of the bus touched down just inside Drunemeton’s massive iron gates. 
 
    “No door-to-door service?” Falke asked, getting out. 
 
    “I think the Jewel is frightened about the soldiers,” she said. 
 
    Falke took Ravenna’s hand. “All right, let’s go ’round back, the sneaky route.” 
 
    “Won’t they know when they find the bus?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Yes, but it’s a big house, and no one knows it better than I do.” Falke ran through the overgrown shrubbery, pulling along Ravenna, who wasn’t hovering this time. A huge unruly hedge loomed above them. 
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
    “The maze,” he said, grinning. “And only Dad and I knew how to get in and out of it.” 
 
    They went along the edge for some time. Despite his apparent confidence, Falke started to worry. He hadn’t been home in twenty years. He wasn’t sure he recalled just where the back door to the maze was. Then, just at a place that seemed like a dead-end, he recognized the spot. He turned to the left and reached far into the overgrown yew. There was a click, and a small door opened a little. 
 
    “I feel like Alice’s White Rabbit,” she said, following him through the vine-covered small entrance. They emerged in a narrow passageway lit only by the flames in their palms. “Is this the labyrinth?” 
 
    “Yeah. They’ll never find us, even if they bring in aerial surveillance.” He took her free hand and led her through the gloomy vegetation. 
 
    “Did anyone ever get lost in here?” Ravenna asked in a shaky voice.  
 
    “For sure. Especially after parties when they’d get drunk. Dad thought it was hilarious,” Falke said. 
 
    They rounded a bend. “Are you sure we aren’t going in circles and you’re misremembering the route?” she asked.  
 
    Falke was a little afraid she was right when he made the next turn, but then he spotted it. “Here, this is it,” he said. Then he went deeper into the yew wall. He fumbled with a handle. “It’s rusted shut. Hang on.” He projected a little of his power at the latch. There was a faint click, and they walked onto a small patio. “This was my mother’s studio, before she died. She was a sculptor.” He let go of Ravenna’s hand, shrugged off his rucksack, and took out a small tool. Carefully, he unbolted the plywood from the window. Ravenna helped him put it to the side. He pushed against the right side of the window sash and then lifted up the lower half. 
 
    “I used to sneak up on Mom when I was little,” Falke said, feeling a wistful sadness. He climbed up and into the room, and Ravenna followed.  
 
    Just as he was wishing for a way to re-cover the window, the wood flew up and slapped itself across the opening with a soft whoosh. They were plunged into darkness.  
 
    Falke’s flame grew in his palm. “Did you do that?” 
 
    “I thought about it, but I didn’t exert any power that I’m aware of. I think the Jewel did it,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” he said, shivers working down his back. He led her through the house. 
 
    “I’ve been in my share of Great Houses, but never one boarded up with everything inside. Look at it! Every painting, every rug, and every piece of furniture is still where it must have been the day they closed it up!” 
 
    Falke said, “It looks like the queen shuttered it when she arrested Dad. I wonder if she took anything …” All of a sudden, it dawned on him how much they had left behind. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He hurried into a large book-lined room. Falke swept his palm flame across the room. By the boarded-up window, he spotted the remains of a tiny tree with empty branches and covered in cobwebs. Even the Tree of Life bonsai. The air smelled stale and musty. It had always been a fight to stave off the maintenance issues in the big old place. Twenty years without repairs, and it was no wonder it smelled of mold from some roof leak. 
 
    He went to one particular bookcase and studied a shelf. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” she asked. 
 
    “It doesn’t seem like anyone’s touched it in a long time,” he said, peering at the dust-covered books. “But that could be some sort of stealth tech.” Goosebumps dotted his arms.  
 
    “Something is very wrong here,” she said. 
 
    Falke nodded. He reached up and pulled down a copy of Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities. The curved bookcase beside them opened to show a hidden passage and stairway. 
 
    “Wow I’m impressed—” Ravenna stopped speaking, and her eyes went wide. “Did you feel that?” 
 
    The moment the secret door had opened, there had been a feeling as if something awoke—a vast, malevolent presence. Falke motioned for her not to speak and lifted out an iron bar from behind the books. “Follow me,” he whispered, “but be ready for trouble.” 
 
    They went down the ancient stairs—so old there was a groove where feet over hundreds of years had trod those treads. Falke had only been down there four times: the day he went there with Ava, Ron, and his dad, and three more times with his father. When he was little, getting into that secret stairway occupied his mind during every waking hour. Now all he wanted was to get the hell out. 
 
    The walls transitioned from sand-colored brick to daub and wattle of a very early time. The staircase ended in a hall, and they paused at the bottom. Falke made up his mind and headed to the right.  
 
    There was a yew door, slightly ajar, at the end. Falke raised the iron bar and proceeded slowly inside. It was a dust-covered study just stuffed with books, except one bookcase, which was almost empty. An outline on the floor showed the spot where there used to be a desk. There was a floor safe, open, with nothing inside. Papers were strewn about. 
 
    “The queen’s been here,” Ravenna said. 
 
    He nodded. “She took the Merlin desk and most of the manuscripts having to do with magic, alchemy, and symbols. Looks like she thought there was more in Dad’s safe. We’ll be lucky if that’s all the unpleasant surprises.” 
 
    He stalked off down the hall until they reached another door. This one was closed. He murmured a spell, and it popped open. They went down some steps and were in Drunemeton’s cellar. It looked much like Steadbye Place’s, all dusty and full of old oddments. 
 
    “That was something of a let-down,” Ravenna said. “I was expecting a mystical cavern.” 
 
    “We’ll get there.” Falke headed across the room and waved his hand over the floor. A trap door appeared, and she helped him open it. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It came from the floor up above. There was a strong sense of anger. 
 
    Boom.  
 
    Boom-BOOM the house echoed. The timbers creaked ominously. 
 
    “There’s the Sentinel,” Falke said. His stomach was a burning ball of terrified acid.  
 
    “I don’t know who is panicking worse, me or the Jewel,” Ravenna said with a fake laugh. 
 
    “Let’s get in there, then,” Falke said, hoping It wouldn’t follow.  
 
    There was a light on at the bottom, and they put out the flames in their hands. Falke and Ravenna climbed down the steep ladder. 
 
    He closed the trap door as he came down. Scanning the sandy grotto floor, he said, “I don’t see any footprints.” Falke led her down the passageway.  
 
    They were many steps away from the ladder when they heard a horrible sound of wood splintering and raining down the shaft. 
 
    Falke grabbed Ravenna’s hand and hauled her the last few meters to a pool of water. He threw the iron bar to the side and said an incantation. Huge wooden doors appeared in the wall across from them. They bore carved representations of Merlin and King Arthur. 
 
    “They’re here!” hollered one of the guards. 
 
    Falke whipped off his belt and tossed the keys to the bus on the ground. “Quick. Take off anything metal!” 
 
    Ravenna snatched off her earrings as he muttered the final spell, and the big doors opened. He shoved her in ahead of himself and they dashed inside the doors just as the group of soldiers neared. Quickly, he slammed shut the giant portal. 
 
    It was pitch black, and Ravenna produced a palm flame. The air was close, filled with musty air and the smell of old candle wax. It was a small cave with some benches. “This is the Sacred Grotto?” 
 
    Someone pounded on the door. “You’re trapped!” A voice shouted. “Might as well give yourselves up or we’ll starve you out!” 
 
    Falke whispered another incantation. The room expanded. The benches became long, intricately carved chests. Otherwise, it didn’t look much different. But there was a quality to it—a magical-something that shimmered at the edge of his vision.  
 
    There was a shouted order.  
 
    Gunshots!  
 
    Screaming!  
 
    More gunshots! 
 
    Then … silence. 
 
    “What was that?!” Ravenna gasped. 
 
    “The Sacred Grotto doesn’t like foreign metal” Falke said in a flat voice. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Falke went around the room lighting tall candles with his palm flame. The grotto emitted a welcoming feel. He sat down on one of the chests. It groaned, as if objecting to having his behind on it. Falke chuckled. 
 
    Ravenna sat down next to him. “What just happened. Do you know?” 
 
    He nodded. “There was an ancient spell put on the doors by Mother Anya that rejects foreign metal. I’m guessing the Goddess had her cast it way back then for this moment in time.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “When the guards began firing, the bullets came back on them.” 
 
    Ravenna shivered. “The Jewel seemed to find it very amusing.” A thought occurred to her. “Why were we able to bring the Jewel and Carnwennan in here, if metal is rejected?” 
 
    “As I recall from my reading, Mother Anya hid the Jewel in here before she moved it to the original Steadbye place. As to Carnwennan …” he shrugged. “At a guess, I suppose Arthurian artifacts get a pass.” 
 
    “The whole thing is weird,” Ravenna said with a shake of her head.  
 
    He didn’t want to admit he hadn’t given it a moment’s thought before he ran into the Grotto and closed the doors. What would have happened if I’d had to leave the Jewel and the knife out where the guards were? “Is the mind of the Jewel with you?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I think you can say that.” 
 
    He sat looking at her, assessing if the duality was a possession or simply a sort of mental piggybacking. He felt no ill intent from the Jewel. Rather, it seemed to examine him back.  “Interesting,” he said. “Shall we take a look at your new tenant?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Falke removed the black leather pouch out of his rucksack. Untying the leather laces, he withdrew a long, thick rope of braided gold chain before the pendant emerged into the candlelight. The Jewel itself was a diamond shape. It was covered with runes or writing of a kind he’d never seen or studied. In the center was a stone that looked like an eye: the top of it was bright white with just a dot of purple at the center. Around the sides of the stone were layers of colors: red, blue, green, and purple.  
 
    “What an odd-looking thing,” Falke said. 
 
    “I think it’s beautiful,” Ravenna said.  
 
    “Yes, it is. But what I meant is, it’s not a natural rock, I don’t think. This is wholly unnatural. A construct of some sort. Yet it’s ancient.” He turned it in the light. “It’s as if something was layered and then shaped.” 
 
    “Feel the power of it!” she said. 
 
    “It’s unquestionably the most powerful artifact I’ve ever encountered,” Falke said, “and I’ve held or touched many in my studies. I could spend the rest of my life researching this one object and feel content.”  
 
    He felt the Jewel’s pride and appreciation of his praise.  
 
    Hello, ancient one, he said to it. Respect and honor to you. He peered at the writing. “I wonder what we do to activate it?” 
 
     Immediately, he felt the Jewel’s denial. Falke’s head jerked back.  
 
    “We can’t access it yet,” Ravenna said in a dull voice. 
 
    “Yes. I understood that much. Any clue when?” 
 
    They both paused listening. Falke could hear that it was communicating with her, but not what it was saying. 
 
    “A few hours from now. The time is close,” she said. “I can feel the solstice tide running in. It’s lifting my soul, in a strange sort of way.” 
 
    “All right then.” Falke placed the Jewel carefully back in the pouch, then in his backpack. 
 
    Ravenna looked around. “Any chance for some supper?” 
 
    “’Fraid not,” he said. “Just the chests and us.” 
 
    “Oh, look! I hadn’t noticed the carving on the chests,” she exclaimed, examining them. One had an image of Merlin in a crystal cave, another of young Arthur withdrawing the sword from the stone. The chest on the other wall had a depiction of Merlin elevating what looked like the Holy Grail. The one Falke was sitting on showed King Arthur and the Knights of the Round Table riding to battle. “So, two for Merlin and two for Arthur?” 
 
    “Yes. They each held parchments, tapestries, and all items related to King Arthur—which you saw in the interpretive center—and items about Merlin—which were clearly missing.” 
 
    “I wonder where the Merlin material is?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    Falke shrugged. “Morgaine probably destroyed them.” 
 
    “So, the things in the chests had been there for hundreds of years?” Ravenna asked, and he could tell that she was steering him away from the painful thoughts about his father.  
 
    “Exactly. No one but the heirs saw them for 1,500 years. Then after the Goddess told us we were in The Time Foretold, we took all the stuff to Cardiff and surrendered them to the government to prove who Dad and Ron and Ava were,” Falke said. 
 
    “If there’s nothing in here, why was it psychically sealed and hidden?” 
 
    Falke smiled a little. “The day we took everything out of the Grotto, Dad performed the incantation to close the Grotto. I asked him why. He said it felt wrong to leave it open to anyone who could find it. Later that night, he brought me down and taught me all the spells of opening and closing.” 
 
    “I guess it’s a good thing. It certainly saved our lives,” she said.  
 
    “True enough.” He got up and started to pace. Now that they had reached the Grotto, their next step was to go back in time. From there, they’d have to go into the Sacred Circle at the right moment. 
 
    And then he’d lose Ravenna.  
 
    The thought was making him sick to his stomach. 
 
    “It sure is cold in here,” she said, shivering. 
 
    Falke sat back down and held her. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Falke and rested her head on his chest. “Boom, boom, boom. Your heart is beating very hard for someone at rest.” 
 
    Falke breathed a laugh but didn’t say anything. He struggled to come up with something to say that wouldn’t make them both cry. 
 
    Ravenna suddenly pulled back from Falke. “What will happen to you tomorrow? After…?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Falke turned away, then got up and started to pace again. “I think this me will simply cease to exist, along with the entire timeline.” 
 
    “What about Falke-then? Falke-the-boy?” Ravenna asked. 
 
    He stopped. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If we succeed, I’ll be gone, the you I know will cease to exist. But will Falke-then know what’s happened?” 
 
    Falke tugged at a lock of hair on the top of his head. “The very idea that my fifteen-year-old self would suddenly have the knowledge of the last twenty years—the terrible deaths, betrayals, sorrows; all the learning I’ve done … It would be terrible. Please, Goddess. Don’t let that come to pass if we succeed.” 
 
    Ravenna went and hugged him. He held her hard. Then realized he was probably hurting her. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    She chuckled. “It doesn’t matter. I want to feel it all. I want to melt into you.” She went quiet for a moment, and he could feel her thinking hard.  
 
    “What?” 
 
     “I wish—” Ravenna looked away. “I wish we could have gotten married.” She laughed in an embarrassed way. “I feel stupid saying that out loud.”  
 
    Falke felt as if his heart had exploded in joy. He kissed her ear, her face, her lips—for a long, lingering time. When they parted, he said, “You know I am a priest.” 
 
    “But this is crazy. Are you being serious?” she asked. 
 
    “I’d rather spend a few hours married to you than never have had you at all,” he said. 
 
    Tears sprang to her eyes. “Do you mean it?” 
 
    He felt his own tears. “Yes, darling. I wish I’d had Tami do it before she passed away.” He felt himself let down his guard utterly, revealing his inner-most self to her. “I’ve been so focused, so tightly controlled for so long. You don’t know what that’s like. I’ve kept everyone out—at arm’s length, so I could achieve my mission.” He traced the line of her eyebrow. “But I couldn’t keep you away. You were in my heart practically from the first moment. I love you, Ravenna. I love you now and for all time. Please marry me.” 
 
    They kissed for what felt like forever. Ravenna said, “Yes. A thousand times yes.” 
 
    “All we lack is a witness,” he said. 
 
    She chuckled. “The Jerusalem Jewel says it will serve.” 
 
    He grinned. “All right then.” Falke looked around the Grotto. “What can we use?” 
 
    “For the handfasting?” 
 
    He pawed through his rucksack. “Yes. I wish we had a pretty ribbon. Something in blue or purple.” 
 
    Ravenna untied the knot at the bottom of her windbreaker and slid out the cord. “We can use this.” 
 
    “That?” It seemed so inadequate. 
 
    “It’s the symbol, Falke. We both know it should be nicer, but it’s what we have.” 
 
    He got up and joined her. “Well, if it’s all right with you …” 
 
    She nodded, then took out the cord from his slicker. 
 
    “Then let’s begin.” He closed his eyes a moment and glowed a bit golden—but tamped down the full priest-mode bit. “Goddess, we ask you to look upon these, your humble servants, Falke and Ravenna, as they intend to join their lives together in joy and sorrow, work and play, youth and old age. The promises we make today and the ties that are bound here will cross time and space. 
 
    “Ravenna, look into my eyes.” 
 
    She turned her beautiful green eyes to his. 
 
    “Ravenna, will you love me, honor me, cherish me, hold my love in sacred trust?” 
 
    “I will,” she said. He nodded at her, and she said, “Falke, will you love me, honor me, cherish me, hold my love in sacred trust?” 
 
    “I will,” he said. “And so, the first binding is made.” Falke gently wrapped the first cord around their clasped hands.  
 
    “Ravenna, will you share my dreams, my goals, my hopes?” 
 
    “I will.” Ravenna said, and repeated what he’d said. 
 
    “I will,” he replied. “And so, the second binding is made.” Falke wrapped the next cord around their hands.  
 
    “Ravenna, will you help me to grow spiritually and as a person, in love and caring?” 
 
    “I will.” And she repeated the words. 
 
    “I will,” he said. “The knots of this binding are not formed by these cords, but rather by our vows. For as always, you hold in your own hands the making or breaking of this union.” 
 
    Falke wound the ties around their right hands one more time. He wondered how he was going to accomplish the love knot, when the ends of the strings rose and started to form a loop. I’m not doing that. By the look on her face, Ravenna wasn’t either. The Jerusalem Jewel was performing its function as the witness. 
 
    The cord formed the infinity knot, and they were bound.  
 
    In a hushed voice, Falke intoned: “What the Goddess has put together, let no force break apart. I will love you forever, Ravenna, my Midsummer wife, my Solstice bride.” 
 
    “And I, you,” she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke kissed her in that deep way, and the feeling of lightning striking made them both shudder. After a long while, they separated, and he kissed her face, slowly—every inch of it. It was almost too much. She had never felt this cherished before. He reached her ear and slowly ran his tongue around the rim. Shivers shot down her body. She was clinging to him as if she was drowning. 
 
    She could feel the Jewel in their minds. It seemed … interested in their loving. It was odd having a voyeur in her thoughts.  
 
    Ravenna kissed him deeply and slid her hand up inside his shirt. She loved to play with his chest hair. 
 
    They had to pause and unwrap the love knot from their hands. It was a slow process, because each unwinding they had to stop and kiss … and then got lost in each other. 
 
    Ravenna wasn’t sure where her clothes went—her shirt and leggings seemed to fly off her body. Falke’s disappeared too. Had the Jewel accommodated them? Falke, naked in the candlelight, entranced Ravenna. He looked lovingly at her body in return.  
 
    “Come sit on my lap” he said, reaching for her. He took her in his arms as she sat across his legs. Stroking her breasts, his kisses trailed down her shoulder. His tongue traveled down her back, tracing the golden wings. It was an exquisite sensation—almost an out of body experience, it felt so good.  
 
    Heat flamed up her body and built in her lovebud.  
 
    His hand traveled down to her damp crotch and stroked her in time to the thrusts of his tongue on her back. I feel like I’m flying in love. The world is defined by his fingers and tongue. The heat swelled until her heart was thundering. She called out his name and felt as if she was falling. 
 
    And then he was back at her mouth. “I love you, my wife, my beautiful Ravenna.” 
 
    “Show me,” she said, and moved so she was straddling him. He entered her, and she gasped as she had that first night. It felt so good, and she wanted him—all of him. “I love you, my husband, my darling Falke.” 
 
    Slowly, they moved together, in the rhythm as old as time. I love him so. I want to share everything I have of myself—all of my being. 
 
    Ravenna could feel his mind close to hers, wishing the same. At the Temple, the initiates were warned not to enter into another’s thoughts in moments of intimacy. But surely it can’t be wrong to be with my husband, my love, at this moment. 
 
    She felt a sort of agreement from the other—the Jewel. 
 
     Ravenna’s mind flowed effortlessly into Falke’s, and his into hers. As their bodies joined and built toward release, their thoughts flowed into each other.  
 
    Where do I begin and Falke end?  
 
    Does it matter? 
 
    No, only we matter. The power of our physical union makes our minds merge. Our raw need uniting our thoughts.  
 
    Our love making us One.  
 
    There is only Us. 
 
    There is only We. 
 
    And they exploded in pleasure and love, their desire spiraling off into the stars …    
 
      
 
    Sometime later: 
 
    It’s morning. Midsummer Day. 
 
    Yes. Just let us stay like this for a little longer. 
 
    A very little while. 
 
      
 
    More time passed:  
 
    We really need to do this now. 
 
    No. Nothing matters but this. 
 
    We know. Yes, that is how it feels. But so much depends on us. We must be strong. We must do this. 
 
    Nonono. We do not want this to end. We cannot. We will not. If we part, we part forever. We cannot bear that. 
 
    We must. Millions are counting on us. We must not be selfish. 
 
    We are tired of responsibilities to everyone, regardless of our needs. We know what we want.  
 
    This.  
 
    Us.  
 
    Now. 
 
    We guess that was the risk in our being together—never wanting to be apart. But this was a stolen season.  
 
    He hugged her tightly, and she realized he’d backed out of her mind. They were still mentally connected, but not to the point where there were no boundaries. I am myself. Ravenna could feel his arms around her back, his face pressed into her shoulder. Her breasts against his chest, the hairs tickling her nipples. Her cheek on top of his head.  
 
    “Ravenna,” he whispered. “I want …” 
 
    Ravenna felt the not-her impatient to begin. “We must use the Jerusalem Jewel now,” she said.  
 
    He sighed in resignation. “Yes. I suppose.”  
 
    They untangled themselves, and Ravenna went to hunt down her clothes. 
 
    “You are even more beautiful than I thought a few hours ago,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t start again, or we’ll never get this done.” She tossed him his shorts. It was all she could do to stay away and not go back to him. 
 
    The Jewel part of her mind shifted about anxiously. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” he said, putting his underwear on. “You are too gorgeous. I would want you if I was a hundred and fifty, and you a hundred and thirty-four.” 
 
    I want him so desperately—want that oneness again so badly—I can hardly stand it. Instead, she hunted down her panties. Looking under the ancient wooden casks, she still couldn’t find them. “Where the hell?” She spotted them. “There!” Ravenna fetched them from underneath the Merlin chest. They were thick with dust. “Not going to feel fresh as a daisy in these, I’m afraid.” Slapping them on her thigh, she tried to get the worst of the dust-bunnies off. Where once she would have panicked at even the thought of having unclean clothes to put on, now dusty drawers mattered not at all. 
 
    Falke chuckled.  
 
    Ravenna tried to treasure the ordinariness of the situation: newlyweds getting dressed after a night of torrid love. But there was nothing ordinary about the setting, nor why they were there. And so, in the end, she simply felt sadder. 
 
    The Jewel urged her to hurry. 
 
    Once she was dressed, she rejoined him on the bench. Falke withdrew the Jewel from his rucksack and studied it. “Never seen the like.” 
 
    “It’s really upset that we haven’t started yet,” Ravenna reminded him. 
 
     Falke sighed. “When we do this, nothing will ever be the same again.” 
 
    “I want us to be together, but we have to do this.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered. 
 
    “I think we should both hold on to it and focus on when we need to be,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke said, “Come, sit on my lap. I want to make sure there is no way we can get separated if this works.” 
 
    She snuggled in and placed her hand on the Jewel. Prompted by the not-her feeling of the Jewel, she said, “All right. Put that day firmly in your mind. I’ll see it and focus on it, too.” 
 
    In his imagination, a picture formed: the bleak outlook of the days just after the nuking of London. The despair in the air. The fear coming off the land like heat waves. The rain—always the rain. Thousands of refugees wandered the roads, others gathered in tents his dad had set up in the front field. Falke had worked with Glastonbury’s doctor to try and heal the untreatable burns and radiation sickness. He recalled how helpless he felt, being only fifteen, but that he trusted his father, Ron, and—yes, even Ava. Ravenna helped him refine the recollections, making them more real. Their thoughts merged again. They were one person, with one memory. 
 
    Just at the edge of their consciousness, there was a low hum.  
 
    Is that …? 
 
    Focus! 
 
    The hum became louder, to the point where it seemed to define the entire world. It took all of their will to target the when they want to go to. The noise rattled their teeth. There was a whooshing sensation. A tingling/burning/breathless feeling threatened to tear them apart, but they held fast. 
 
    And then the humming stopped. The room was silent.  
 
    And dark. 
 
    Was that it? Are we there? 
 
    I think so. Else why would all the candles have gone out? 
 
    Ah. 
 
    He slid her off his lap. “Did my rucksack make it with us?” 
 
    “Where is it?” She couldn’t see a thing. It was blacker than the blackest night. 
 
    “Yes! It’s leaning against my foot.” He produced his violet-blue flame, and she conjured her indigo one. They squinted in the sudden brightness. He lifted his flame next to her face and she blinked against the glare. “You look the same,” he said, sounding relieved 
 
    She did the same with her flame to him. “You haven’t changed at all.” 
 
    He got up and lit a few of the candles. She could hear him sniffing. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Smell it? The air is different—damper, mustier.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. “It’s giving me a sinus headache. I don’t do well in heavy humidity.” 
 
    “Well, it was seriously humid on the day of the Healing,” he said. 
 
    “So, we made it?” 
 
    Yes. the Jewel said. 
 
    “I think we’re somewhen else. No idea if we’re where we wanted to be,” Falke said. 
 
    “Well, we’d better find out then.” Ravenna was trying to sound confidant, but all of the sudden she was terrified to go forward.  
 
    Falke took off the Jerusalem Jewel, returned it to its leather pouch, and placed it in a box within the Merlin chest. 
 
    “Why are you doing that? If we succeed, you won’t need it,” Ravenna asked. 
 
    “If we accomplish what we think we will, I can’t take it into … whatever happens. It’s a powerful artifact of the Goddess. But it must remain in the world for the next person who needs it.”  
 
    Ravenna felt the Jewel slip from her mind. I return to slumber. Go and do the bidding of the Goddess. 
 
    She told Falke what the Jewel had said.  
 
    “Well, we’re on the path, then.” They put on their rain gear. “Oh, I hadn’t noticed that,” he said. The right sleeve was torn and bloody. “Good thing you healed me. Had you ever done that before?” 
 
    “No, never,” she said. “I’m sorry I can’t fix the sleeve.” 
 
    Falke chuckled. He took her hand and grabbed his rucksack. “Let’s go see what’s outside of the Grotto.” 
 
    Her stomach went cold. Little beads of sweat erupted all over her skin. Would the guards be waiting for them? 
 
    Slowly, he pulled open the great door. The tunnel beyond was dark. He held up his flame and peered around the antechamber. “No bodies. No guards,” he said, sounding as relieved as she felt. The automatic light went on, revealing an empty tunnel. 
 
    “Oh, Goddess. I’m so thirsty!” Ravenna grabbed the dipper and swallowed down helping after helping of cool, reddish water with a tang of iron. The water slid down her throat, feeling like a downpour on desert sand. Falke watched with a kind of envy. “Sorry. I’m being a pig.” She offered him a dipper full.  
 
    “I was just wishing I was the water,” he said. He kissed Ravenna before taking the dipper from her. “The last time I drank from the well, it was just days from the Healing, when we first brought Ava to the Grotto.”  
 
    He took a dipper-full, pausing to thank the Goddess before drinking. Then he handed it back to her.  
 
    She felt ashamed she hadn’t known there was a ritual for the sacred body of water—because of course there would be. Deliberately, she thanked the Goddess and apologized for her previous haste, before drinking down more water.  
 
    Another urge became very apparent to her. “Don’t suppose there’s a bathroom down here, too? I have to go … now.” 
 
    “There’s a midden’s down on your left. Don’t fall in. It’s just boards over a pit. I’ll just sit here and wait.” 
 
    She started down the tunnel. Behind her she heard murmuring. Her back tingled at the power being used. Falke was standing in front of the closed grotto doors. “What are you doing?” 
 
    He finished speaking the invocation and the giant carved doors disappeared. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    He turned and grinned at her. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” she asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “It just felt like the right thing to do. Besides, the Jerusalem Jewel is in there. It needs to be protected.” 
 
    “Huh.” Ravenna went into the midden. He wasn’t kidding about the “boards over a pit.” Carefully, she did her business. Funny how just a week ago, I’d rather explode than use something like this. 
 
    But last week seems like an eon ago. 
 
    She returned, and he went to use the midden himself. After he was finished, Falke motioned for her to follow him, and they started up the ladder. At the top, he pushed up the trap door and peered out.  
 
    “Is there anyone there?” Ravenna whispered. 
 
    “No,” Falke said in a normal tone of voice. “No reason for anyone to come down.” 
 
    She followed him up into the dimly lit cellar. She could just make out the walls—which were leaking water. The smell of damp, mold, and mildew was heavy. It felt as if someone had stuffed a damp rag behind her nose. Her face was one dull ache. 
 
    “I think we’re in the right time,” he said. “At least I recall the cellar walls leaking like this.” 
 
    “Were they always wet?” 
 
    “No,” he said, leading her forward. “But it’d been raining forty-seven days. Any cellar will leak under those conditions.” He motioned for her to be quiet as he went to the back stairs instead of the ones they came down the previous night. He continued in mindspeech: If it’s Midsummer Day, we—Dad, Ron, Ava, and I—are in Cardiff. I’m not sure what the Drunemeton’s staff would be doing. Maybe taking the day off? 
 
    Just be careful, she said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    Midsummer Day 
 
   
  
 

 Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    They went up the stairs, being as quiet as they could. Falke edged open the door slowly—and stopped abruptly. An older woman was seated at the kitchen table, working at an old-fashioned data display. The big analog clock above the table said it was 5:05 in the morning. 
 
    “Who might you be?” she demanded, glaring at him in a challenging way. 
 
    Oh, Goddess! What do we do now? Ravenna thought at him. 
 
    Falke cleared his throat. “Hello, Mrs. Paterov,” he said, walking slowly toward the woman. Ravenna followed close behind. 
 
    The woman’s brow furrowed. “Do I know you?” 
 
    “I’m Falke.” 
 
    The woman gasped. 
 
    “I can’t explain what’s going on. I desperately need your help. It is very important that I get to where I need to be, and you never speak of this,” he said. 
 
    The woman looked at Ravenna and gasped again. “Is it Freya?” she whispered. 
 
    Falke looked startled and studied Ravenna for a long moment. She’s talking about my baby sister, who I lost when she was just two, he told her. Then to the woman he said, “No. This is my wife, Ravenna. Ravenna, this is Mrs. Paterov, who’s been Drunemeton’s chief housekeeper for forty years.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, I’m sure,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “Your wife?” Mrs. Paterov started to tear up, but quickly blinked them away. “Well, Falke, didn’t you turn out fine then? Although I see you got the old duke’s hairline.” 
 
    Ravenna snorted a little laugh. 
 
    Falke shook his head. Good old Mrs. Paterov, he thought at Ravenna. Nothing much could shake her.  
 
    Suddenly, Mrs. Paterov exclaimed, “What’s happened to your arm?” 
 
    “Oh, it’s nothing,” he said, pulling together the torn fabric. 
 
    “Is that blood?” she asked. 
 
    Falke took a deep breath. “Yes. I can’t explain, but I was hurt during a fight. Ravenna healed it. It’s quite all right now.” 
 
    Mrs. Paterov looked at Ravenna with better appreciation. “I guess I should have expected a Drunemeton wife would have powers.” 
 
    Drunemeton wife, Ravenna thought at him. I like the sound of that. I haven’t even considered that I’m Ravenna Drunemeton now. 
 
    Not Ravenna Cerdwen-Drunemeton? Or simply Cerdwen? he asked. 
 
    I want nothing from that woman, Ravenna said firmly. 
 
    All right. Falke turned back to Mrs. Paterov. “I need to ask you a strange question Mrs. Paterov,” he said. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be the first time at Drunemeton House,” she said, a sardonic grin twitching the corner of her moth. 
 
    “What is the date, please?” he asked. 
 
    “Midsummer Day, 2029. You and your father, Lord Steadbye, and Ava Cerdwen are in Cardiff, but will go to London later today.” 
 
    Well, at least we’re in the right place and time, Ravenna thought at Falke. 
 
    Yes, but we have to get there, and fast. “I need to take the old Mercedes,” he said. 
 
    Mrs. Paterov took the keys out of a cupboard. “Be careful with it. You know how your father loves that silly car.” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said. Taking them from her, he gave her a quick kiss. Her aura flared yellow and pink. 
 
    “You’d best get your father’s mac out of the hall closet there. Wherever you’re going, you can’t be wandering about in a bloody slicker,” Mrs. Paterov said. 
 
    Falke pulled out the red coat and slipped it on. He felt strange when it fit as if made for him. The last time he’d seen his father, Falke had still been a boy, and the coat would have been too big for him. 
 
    “You’d best let me dispose of that,” Mrs. Paterov said, taking the torn coat. 
 
    Ravenna’s stomach growled. “Do you have something to eat that we can carry? I feel rude asking for a favor, but we haven’t much time.” 
 
    “Falke-the-younger liked these,” Mrs. Paterov said, pulling out a box of breakfast bars. 
 
    Falke passed them along to Ravenna. “Goddess, I remember these. I thought they were delicious back then. Probably taste like shite now.” 
 
    “Language, Falke,” Mrs. Paterov warned. 
 
    Ravenna laughed. 
 
    Falke kissed her cheek again. “You are the best, Mrs. Paterov.” 
 
    “That is absolutely true,” she said, taking her seat at the table. “Go with the Goddess, Falke Drunemeton.” 
 
    “And you, Mrs. Paterov.” 
 
    Falke wished he could be a boy again, when the world felt safe with Mrs. Paterov and his Dad.  
 
    Ravenna put a hand on his shoulder, and he was reminded of his duties that day. He swallowed hard, took her other hand, and led her to a set of stairs to the garage. 
 
    In the garage there were several cars under tarps. He pulled the wrap off the first one, a bright red BMW Roadster. “I recall Dad buying this just two months before The Day, and how very proud he was to have it—the fastest all-electric production sportscar in Europe. But the computer chips were blown out by the nuclear EMP. It’s dead as a dodo now.” 
 
    “You realize to me it’s an antique?” Ravenna said. 
 
    He chuckled and led her to another covered auto. This time he revealed a ponderous old black Mercedes limousine. “Now this is an antique. It’s from 1952,” he said. 
 
    Ravenna eyed it warily. “Does it even run?” 
 
    He indicated she should get in the car. “We were out in it … oh, two days ago, by this timeline. Purrs like a fat old German kitten.” 
 
    Ravenna slid into the seat. “Wow! So, this is what they mean by ‘cream puff.’ I could sink into this and disappear!” She ripped open a breakfast bar and munched on it. Quickly her face told him what she thought. “These are revolting. I wish I had a vat of milk to drink with this.” 
 
    “The car lacks food service, sorry. I’ll take one in a minute,” he said. He put the Merc into reverse: it jumped backward, and the tires squealed. He stabbed his foot down in a panic and the car jerked to a stop. 
 
    “Oh, this is going well,” Ravenna snapped. 
 
    “You’re not helping my nerves any,” he said. “This thing is so powerful. Nothing like that wimpy bus.” He noticed Mrs. Paterov peeking out the back door at him. He waved feebly. She shut the door. 
 
    “I’ll just be over here preparing to jump out to safety,” Ravenna said.  
 
    “Ravenna!” he exploded. Carefully, he backed out of the garage stall, terrified the gigantic car would hit the sides. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m just a little freaked out,” Ravenna said. 
 
    “I’m sufficiently panicked enough for both of us, thanks,” Falke said. He blew out a breath as the car cleared the garage.  
 
    Rain was coming down in sheets. “I’ve never seen a downpour like this,” Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    “That’s the way it’s been raining for over a month,” he said, putting the Mercedes into Drive, taking off down the long lane. He fiddled with several of the buttons on the enormous dash until he got the windshield wipers going at a speed fast enough to clear the rain. Another button activated the heat. By the time he had all those sorted, he almost hit the fence post at the end of the lane. 
 
    Ravenna made a squeaking noise. He noticed that she was gripping the side of her seat very hard. 
 
    “All right. I think I’ve got it under control now,” he said. Immediately, they hit a pothole. The low-slung car banged through it but continued. 
 
    Tight-lipped, Ravenna handed him an unwrapped breakfast bar. 
 
    “I think we’ll be all right.” Falke bit down on the mealy tasteless treat and his face scrunched up. “Funny how I thought these were the absolute best things in the whole universe back then.”  
 
    “So, who was Mrs. Paterov?”  
 
    “She was of the Sisterhood, but we didn’t know it until Ava told us.” 
 
    “The Sisterhood?” Ravenna asked. “Had they started watching your family because they knew the Time to Come was at hand?” 
 
    “Actually, they’d been watching my family for fifty-eight generations. The Sisterhood didn’t know when the big moment was any more than we did,” he said. 
 
    “Huh,” Ravenna said. “Go on about Mrs. Paterov.” 
 
    “She was Ava’s great-aunt. She was sort of like an aunt to me.” 
 
    “What happened to her, do you know?” 
 
    Falke sighed. “The Sisterhood tried to evacuate Mrs. Paterov and her brother-in-law shortly after Dad was arrested, but she wouldn’t leave Drunemeton. She was disappeared shortly after I escaped.” They’re all gone now. Every one of them. 
 
    “Did you take this drive, on Midsummer day before?” 
 
    “Not from here, from Cardiff. That was a crazy ride. The Hela witches attacked the convoy,” Falke said, understanding that she was trying to pull him away from sad memories. 
 
    “Hela? The Viking Crone Goddess of Death, Hela?” 
 
    He shook his head. “They were Morgaine’s followers, using Hela as a center point for their worship. It was more of a death cult around Morgaine than anything else.” 
 
    “Sorry I interrupted. They attacked you, your father, and Ava and Ron? You were in a convoy?” 
 
    “Yes. It was three big transports. We were in the middle. They blew up the lead vehicle. The guards in the back car chased after them. I really thought—.” 
 
    Ravenna gasped. He steered hard right and they just missed hitting a small lorry he hadn’t seen through the rain. The big car skidded back and forth before settling back on course. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m going to be able to withstand a hundred-sixty kilometers of this,” Ravenna admitted. 
 
    “I’m getting the hang of it. I just have to keep my eyes on the road,” Falke said. His grip on the wheel was making his knuckles go white. He edged up the speed. 
 
    They drove in silence for a long time. It took much of Falke’s concentration to avoid the washouts and abandoned cars littering the road. The wipers squick-squawked back and forth. After a long while, Ravenna asked, “Tell me about Ava.” 
 
    “Ava? Why?” he asked. 
 
    “While I was in the midden, I thought about what the king said. That I have to save Priestess Ava.” Ravenna paused. “I’ve been so focused on Queen Ava that I hadn’t really thought of Priestess Ava. I know what Morgaine’s done—will do. The terrible things she did to the king, my brother, the adepts, our country, your father. But what about Ava? Was she worth saving? Was she worth all this effort?” 
 
    He pondered all he knew from being with Ava and listening to her mental journal. “She was like you in a lot of ways.” 
 
    “Like me?”  
 
    He nodded. “She was funny and smart. Passionate and caring. Afraid and brave.” 
 
    Ravenna laughed a little. “I am some of those things, I guess.” 
 
    Falke continued, “And when you hear the recordings, you realize how she knew, with absolute certainly that she was going to lose the battle in the Circle with Morgaine. But she went anyway.” 
 
    “And she was deeply in love with the king.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “And now we know that, somehow, they’d pledged limerence, so their souls were tied together.”  
 
    “We needed no spell. I know we are bound, soul to soul, for all time,” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke kissed her hand and stole a sorrowful look at her.   
 
    Ravenna looked away. She said, “So Ava didn’t want to die any more than I do.” 
 
    “No,” he whispered. 
 
    “Then why did she willingly step into the Circle?” 
 
    Falke thought for a long while. “The honor was to serve the Goddess. To heal Britain—or at least attempt it. That even failure would mean something good might happen.” 
 
    “She believed that?” 
 
    Falke risked looking away from the road. “She did,” he said quietly.  
 
    They hit a bump, and he turned his attention back to the road, which was increasingly pockmarked.  
 
    “Then how can I do anything less?” Ravenna said. 
 
    Falke rounded the bend—and slammed on the brakes. Across the road were a slew of abandoned cars. There didn’t seem to be any way around them. “I don’t recall a blockage on the road from the original trip,” he says. 
 
    “You don’t?” 
 
    “No.” Falke slowed the car to a crawl, looking for an opening.  
 
    “Can you go around?” she asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s really soggy on the verge. This heavy car would probably sink up to its axles in the mud.” 
 
    Ravenna peered through the windshield. “What’s that up ahead?”  
 
    Falke stopped, squinting hard. “Is that a lorry on the other side? I can see people getting into it.” 
 
    “That’s our way to the London!”  
 
    He pulled the car over to the side. “We have to hurry!” They both got out. He grabbed her hand and pulled her at a sprint through the cars. “Hey!” he shouted, his voice incredibly loud. “Wait for us!” 
 
    “Is that your priest voice?” 
 
    “Maybe it’s good for other things,” he said with a breathless laugh.  
 
    The lorry started to pull forward, but they could see people trying to get the driver to pause. It jerked to a stop. 
 
    They were soaking wet and out of breath by the time they reached the truck. 
 
    “Heading to the Healing?” an elderly man called down. 
 
    Falke asked, “Could we get a ride the rest of the way with you?” 
 
    Many hands helped them up. Some room was made for them about midway back. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you very much,” Ravenna said to each person as they stepped carefully around slumbering forms, over legs and feet to the space provided. The lorry rumbled forward. 
 
    As they sat down on the bare wood floor together, a young woman said, “Did you hear the call, too?” 
 
    “Call?” Falke asked. 
 
    A little girl beside her said, “The voice. It said we should come and witness. Go and see the miracle.”  
 
    Many of the others nodded. 
 
    “I didn’t hear no voice,” the older man who helped them up said. “But I figured I’d go and see this—whatever it is. My neighbor said I’m crazy—that the radiation will kill me. But I said, nah, if there’s no miracle, then sure, I’ll be dead. And that’s okay. No one to go home to, anyhow. But if something happens, if those people can heal Britain, well, then I want a front row seat!” 
 
    Almost everyone laughed. The woman beside him poured tea from her thermos and offered it to him. He took it gratefully. 
 
    “Well?” the little girl demanded of them. “Did you hear the voice?” 
 
    “Yes, we heard Her voice,” Ravenna replied. “We’re going as we were told to.” 
 
    “Knew it,” the girl said. Her mother hugged her. 
 
    Is that Donna and her mother? Ravenna asked in mindspeech. 
 
    Strange to see Donna whole, and her mother not possessed. She seems quite nice, Falke replied. 
 
    A thin, angry-looking older man snapped at a child beside him, “Take those damned things out of your hair, Andrew!” 
 
    The child reached up and sullenly removed pink barrettes from jet black, short hair. Deep brown eyes glared at Ravenna, defying her to show pity.  
 
    It’s Andi!  
 
    Oh. No wonder Andi wouldn’t talk about what came before, Falke replied. 
 
    They watched the tangle of cars retreat behind them. 
 
    Suddenly, Falke jumped beside her. I just realized! 
 
    What? 
 
    I do know that area from when I was fifteen. The government transport drove around the blockage. Just as we left the road, Dad said, “Oh, look. Someone’s abandoned an old Merc limo and it’s just like mine. I’ll bet he’s upset about that!”  
 
    Then everything is happening as it should. 
 
    He put his arms around Ravenna. I’m almost glad we have to travel like this. At least I get to hold you now. 
 
    She snuggled closer and told him: I was hating being separated from you. 
 
    He kissed her cheek. Me, too. 
 
    Their thoughts were close to merging again as the big truck bumped and struggled down the road. That’s when she said, Goddess! Why didn’t you say something about this headache? 
 
    I was driving. You were, well, having your thoughts. He just barely shrugged. It’s not important. 
 
    You’re in so much pain you’re becoming nauseous! 
 
    That’s funny. I haven’t had one of these migraines since—Oh! 
 
    What? she asked. 
 
    On the day we drove to London, I had a terrible migraine. Ava healed me, and I’ve never had another, he explained. 
 
    What did she do? 
 
    With her right hand, she put her index finger on my left brow, and her ring finger on my right. With her middle finger, she tapped my forehead in the Third Eye position, in time with her heartbeat. 
 
    Ravenna did as he described. In a few moments, his face relaxed. Is that better? she asked, settling back in his arms. 
 
    Better, yes. His face froze in a look of fear. No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    What? 
 
    I think I’m connected to my younger self. That’s what this means, Falke said. 
 
    So, if we succeed, young Falke will know everything? 
 
    Goddess, I hope not. Maybe just an echo. 
 
    I pray not, she said. 
 
    They turned their thoughts to less worrisome topics: beautiful sights he’d seen in his travels and wanted to share with her. Amazing times. Perfect meals. Wonderful people. He felt it important that she know about these things, too. 
 
    The trip that usually only took a couple of hours stretched on and on. He recalled that the road close to London was almost impassable when he went with his dad the last time. He wondered why the lorry driver was working so hard to get them all there. Was it, as young-Donna said, because they were all called? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    The Healing 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Ravenna 
 
      
 
      
 
    When the truck finally came to a stop, all the people tumbled out into the desolation. Gray rain fell in an oily mist. The smell was horrific—rot and death, mold and putrid odors, blight and mortification. All around was nothing but wasteland: rubble, and debris, mud, and heaps of who-knows-what. There were no trees or buildings for miles. Not a bird sang, no insect chirped. It was a lifeless hellscape, devoid of everything but despair. 
 
    Goddess! I didn’t think it would be this bad, Ravenna exclaimed. 
 
    It’s actually much worse than I remember it. But I was more focused on my dad last time, Falke thought at her. 
 
    They followed the crowd to an area just below and west of the crown of the hill. There were eight slender poles in a large circle, and a rock cairn in the center of the circle.  
 
    Ravenna struggled to understand what she was seeing. There are no standing stones! There’s no forest surrounding the Sacred Circle! 
 
    Parliament Hill had been a high grassy knoll where people had picnics, flew kites. It was a public park before The Day. 
 
    It’s hard for me to get my head around. 
 
    The ground up there between the poles is covered with a colored chalk depiction of the Druidic Eightfold wheel, he explained. 
 
    I’ve never seen Druid iconography, Ravenna said. What does that mean? 
 
    It’s a lot like the Goddess Wheel of Seasons, but with more Trees of Life and Green Men, he explained. 
 
    What’s that orange thing over there? 
 
    As I recall, it’s an inflatable tent, Falke said. The media techs are in their fiddling with broadcast equipment. The adepts from Eight Lights are getting ready, as well. I wonder how long until Ava and the others get here? 
 
    Abruptly, Ravenna felt hollowed out. It was all she could do to stand upright. She felt her time getting shorter. 
 
    There was an exclamation from the group around them. Two people swooned—an old man and a young adult. As they were helped up, Ravenna saw their faces. That’s Elliot and what must be his family! 
 
    “It’s the radiation,” said a middle-aged Indian man who was standing near Falke. “It’s quite strong. We’re all dead at this point. If those people don’t do what they said they could do, this is the end of all of us.” A young child was standing next to him, seemingly insensible to where they were. The child’s eyes roamed restlessly.  
 
    It’s Nimai! Ravenna said to Falke. 
 
    “They will do it. I know they will,” Falke said to the man. 
 
    With a Gujarati head wobble, the man replied. “I think so, too. But there exists the possibility that all will not go as well as we hope.” 
 
    On the edge of the crowd, Ravenna spotted twin boys. Look! It’s the albino priests! 
 
    I wonder what they’re like when they aren’t warped individuals, Falke said. 
 
    “They’re here!” someone shouted. 
 
    All at once, Ravenna felt Falke’s headache intensify so much, she had to offer him mental assistance just to stand. He whispered. “The younger me is here.” 
 
    The group pressed against the restraining ropes to peer down the hill. They could just make out the large black transport about 200 feet away. The doors opened and a bearded man dressed in a blue-green robe with a Tree of Life embroidered in the center and bearing a large oak staff stepped out of the car.  
 
    Is that your father? 
 
    Yes. He looks even younger than I recall! 
 
    Drunemeton—enveloped in a broad blue aura—helped Ava step out. She wore an emerald green robe covered in intricate embroidery. Carefully, she placed a large gold and silver miter on her head that highlighted her brilliant red hair. An astonishingly large aura of violet, with long tendrils of red, and white sparks surrounded her. 
 
    You’re right! That’s not how she looks in the Interpretive Center! Ravenna thought at Falke. It was one thing to believe it intellectually, it was entirely something else to see it for herself. 
 
    King Arthur II—Ron at that point in time—came out next, wearing a royal purple robe with a large sword embroidered on the chest, and the King Arthur crown on his head. This man was no alcoholic ruin—he was good-looking and obviously at the peak of health. His aura was a fierce red-orange with streaks of violet. 
 
    The violet is from Ava, their limerence joining. Falke observed. See how there’s red streaked through her aura? 
 
    Ron strapped the great sword Excalibur on as he joined the others. 
 
    The transport turned around and drove out of the area with a roar. 
 
    … and there I go. Falke’s headache eased almost immediately. 
 
    They watched as Falke’s dad and the future king and queen joined hands and walked up the hill. They looked like characters from some sort of epic fantasy—invincible and strong. But as they made their way to the site, the radiation and the conditions began to affect them. They struggled to climb the hill. Mud clung to the hems of their robes. Sweat beaded their brows. Rain soaked their hair and ran down their shoulders. 
 
    Not superheroes. Just human, Falke thought at Ravenna 
 
    The trio reached the top of the hill and looked around. When Ava turned and saw the waiting crowd, both Ravenna and Falke ducked behind other people, hoping she wouldn’t see or recognize them.  
 
    Ava shouted, “Dear Goddess! Get those people out of here!”  
 
    People around them cried, “No!” “We’re here to answer the call!” “We’re here for you!” 
 
    I don’t think she saw you. Or, if she did, she didn’t recognize you, Ravenna said to Falke. 
 
    I hope not.  
 
    Ava’s head tilted and her eyes seemed unfocused.  
 
    Is she hearing the Goddess? Ravenna asked. 
 
    I think she’s listening to something someone’s saying in the earpiece she’s wearing, Falke said. I helped them put on these little hearing devices in the car, he replied. 
 
     Ava nodded, then saluted the crowd with her right hand over her heart and her left extended out toward them.  
 
    That’s the Sisterhood salute, Falke explained. 
 
    Many in the crowd bowed in return. 
 
    Ava, Ron, and Drunemeton walked into the Circle, looked around, then went to the far side. 
 
    That’s where the Summer Solstice depiction is, Falke explained. 
 
    When should we move? 
 
    Not now. Everyone would see us. 
 
    Eight priests wearing plain blue robes emerged from the inflatable hut and walked out to the hilltop. Each took a position with their backs to the poles, looking outward. 
 
    Six cameras and their operators surrounded the Circle.  
 
     That just made everything very much harder, she thought at Falke. 
 
    Patience, he counseled.  
 
    Abruptly, she felt as if all the blood left her body. She was sick and dizzy and wanted to lie down. 
 
    Are you all right? Is it radiation sickness? I’m beginning to feel nauseous and weak myself, Falke asked. 
 
    It’s just—I have so little time left! 
 
    Falke took her in his arms. I love you. I always will. 
 
    And I, you, most beloved, most cherished one. 
 
    “Goddess!” came a shout.  
 
    Ravenna jumped and let Falke go. 
 
    It’s Dad, Falke said.  
 
    Duke Drunemeton said, “This is the moment foretold! We come to do Thy bidding. Make us strong enough to fulfill Thy will!” 
 
    Blessed be, they thought in unison. 
 
    The crowd around them was totally silent. Ravenna and Falke watched Drunemeton place the glowing Oathstone on the rock cairn. 
 
    “This is it,” Ravenna whispered. 
 
    Ravenna, you need to take Carnwennan, Falke said, shrugged off his rucksack and opened it.  
 
    She looked around. No one was paying attention to them. Ravenna slipped the big dagger out of the box in the backpack and hid it in the folds of her shirt. She could feel prickles of power from it through the fabric. Ravenna turned her attention back to the top of the hill. I still don’t know what to do with it. 
 
    I have a feeling you will know when it’s time, he thought back. 
 
    Falke’s dad stepped back between Ron and Ava and withdrew a black wand from his robe. Ron and Ava placed their hands over Drunemeton’s. A bright blue-white beam came out of the wand and hit the Oathstone. 
 
    What is that? Ravenna asked. 
 
    The Moonlight Generator Dad invented. I told you about it, remember? he replied. 
 
    Ava grew to almost twice her height. Golden brown wings swooped out from her back. 
 
    “Oh!” the crowd gasped as one. 
 
    They’re not silver, Ravenna said. 
 
    “Concentrate on the stone now!” the enlarged priestess demanded in a booming, deep voice. 
 
    After a short pause, Ava called out, “We bid come the oathtakers of Avalon! Now is the moment! Here is the summons you are pledged to heed! Step forth!” 
 
    There was an earsplitting clap of thunder and a bolt of lightning darted into the ground in front of the three. Suddenly, there stood nine women in black cloaks. The woman in the fore of the group was short—she came up only to Drunemeton’s chest. She seemed like a well-kept woman in her forties, with a streak of white running to the side of her long black hair. The older woman’s aura was huge—a deep black and red.  
 
    The crowd shouted and cried out. They knew she was evil. 
 
    It’s her! It’s Morgaine as she really looked, Ravenna said. 
 
    Gather your strength, Falke urged her.  
 
    Ravenna tried to picture the Great Tree in the meadow. But it was hard with all the distractions. Goddess, help me to be strong. 
 
    Morgaine shouted something. 
 
    Ava responded in the same language. Then she said, “We are well aware you are able to speak in the language of this time. Do so.” 
 
    Morgaine walked toward them, obviously taking everything in. “What has occurred here? What causes this devastation? This smell of death? What have you people done to my land?”  
 
    “You know quite well who caused this,” Ava snapped.  
 
    Ravenna could feel Ava’s righteous anger.  
 
    Ava said, “We are commanded to heal this country with your aid. Will you give it?” 
 
    Morgaine peered at each of them, but when she saw Ava, she seemed angry. They couldn’t hear what she said. 
 
    Falke explained, As I recall, Morgaine is challenging Ava as Anya. And Ava is goading her a bit—calling her treacherous.  
 
    Morgaine made a sudden move, as if she’d jumped forward, but her body stayed where it was.  
 
    Falke explained, This is the first attack. Dad will join minds with Ava to defend her. 
 
    “Oh!” Ravenna gasped. She could feel the power struggle going on. Morgaine was so strong! Ava was fighting her off, but then Drunemeton joined her mentally. Together they were holding her at bay. But Morgaine was drawing more strength from her priestesses. Ava and Drunemeton were beginning to fail. 
 
    A man’s voice shouted, “That is enough, Morgaine! Would you break your oath?” Ron had Excalibur at Morgaine’s throat. Ravenna could feel that he was at once himself and something more—King Arthur!  
 
    Morgaine looked surprised and whispered something. 
 
    Ron said clearly, “Morgaine, put aside your petty anger. Britain’s hour of need is here. Will you help, or be forsworn and cursed?” 
 
    Morgaine glared at all of them, and snarled, “The heirs are stronger than I had imagined.” But she seemed to give in. “I will do as I swore.” 
 
    Ron removed the sword from Morgaine’s throat. 
 
    Morgaine started whispering to the three. 
 
    “Wish I could hear what the old bat is saying,” grumbled a woman beside Ravenna. 
 
    After a long while, Ava said, “It is time, Morgaine.”  
 
    Morgaine nodded and turned to the other priestesses. They seemed to diminish for a moment. She shouted something in the ancient tongue. They coalesced but shifted about. 
 
    There was some discussion, then the black-robed priestesses formed a circle around the Oathstone. Ava, Ron, and Falke’s dad started to join them.               
 
    “No!” Morgaine said. “What comes must be done to us, not you who go forward. Step behind me. Send me your energy.” 
 
    Ava stood behind Morgaine, Drunemeton on her left, Ron on her right, with their backs against the most southern pole. Ava’s wings surrounded the men. They each put out their hands toward the Avalonian women.  
 
    Morgaine recited an incantation in words that sounded as if they were written in the dawn of time. The priestesses joined her. The chanting grew in volume so much that people in the crowd covered their ears. The words seemed to beat inside Ravenna’s head. 
 
    A fierce wind came out of nowhere. It passed the crowd three times.  
 
    Get ready, Falke said. 
 
    Ravenna straightened, holding tightly to his arm. She said to herself: I must be strong enough. I was created for this one task. I must not fail. I have to save Ava. Defend Britain. Make sure that Falke becomes the person he was meant to be. 
 
    Gradually, the wind was confined to the Sacred Circle. The way the priestesses’ dresses were whipping about, it was evident the fierce breeze was spiraling. Then it became a funnel cloud.  
 
    The crowd gasped as the now dust-darkened cyclone stretched higher and higher up into the dark sky. The air was foul—filled with terrible stenches and horrific dust. The people were choking and holding each other—but still trying to see what was happening in the Circle. 
 
    Now! Falke grabbed Ravenna’s hand and led her to the back of the crowd. They made their way around the top of the hill. The wind pushed them back, and the mud forced them to slide with each step. But, bit by bit, they struggled on until they were just below the southern-most pole.  
 
    The Eight Lights priest above them had turned to watch what was happening in the Circle.  
 
    He doesn’t see us. Good. Falke held her tightly.  
 
    Ravenna was shaking so hard, she was afraid she would simply fall apart. Her grip on Carnwennan’s ivory handle was slick with sweat. She couldn’t hold it tight enough. 
 
    The roar of the funnel cloud went on and on.  
 
    Ravenna was facing the back of Ava, Ron and Drunemeton, although all she could see were Ava’s wings and their feet. 
 
    Then suddenly, the funnel cloud disappeared.  
 
    The endless, gray rain finally ceased. 
 
    The absence of sound seemed almost a shout. 
 
    Morgaine screamed, and fell face forward. The other priestesses collapsed into black-cloaked heaps. 
 
    Harper Drunemeton started forward.  
 
    Ava cried out in her priestess voice, “Do not touch her, son of Merlin!” She rose up into the air in a shaft of golden light, flying toward Morgaine. 
 
    Prepare thyself, the Goddess commanded Ravenna. 
 
    Falke helped her climb the final few meters up into the Circle. He grasped her head on either side, and his eyes glowed golden light. Ravenna felt his energy flowing into her. 
 
    Don’t! she thought at him. You’ll—.  
 
    Die? I will anyway. He kissed her one last time. Go, my darling. Go and do what you were born to!  
 
    As she crossed the edge of the Circle, the Eight Lights priest whirled around, astonished. She pushed out a pulse of her power, and the man slumped down, unconscious, against the pole. 
 
    Ravenna felt an itching/tugging/pulling at her back. She saw Falke’s mouth drop open. Out of the corner of her eye, she could just see them. 
 
    Enormous golden wings! 
 
    And with the wings, she felt a surge of power. I might just be strong enough to do this. 
 
    She stepped up into the Circle. The ragged remains of Morgaine looked up at Ava. Shredded skin hung off Morgaine’s bones in strips. Her eyes were like two cooked eggs in their sockets. Morgaine said to Ava, “Sister. Do you hold. My oath. Fulfilled?” 
 
    Now, Daughter! the Goddess commanded. 
 
    Ravenna ran/flew in between glowing Priestess Ava and the heap of rags that was Morgaine. “None of your trickery, you foul hell-hound!” she shouted. Without thinking about it, she projected her aura at the old witch. Her indigo power—now mixed with Falke’s violet and blue, and tinged with bright sparks of white—encountered the black-red power that was Morgaine.  
 
    Morgaine snarled. “Meddling fool!”  
 
    There was a fierce back and forth, as the two forces vied with each other. A horrible shrieking erupted in Ravenna’s mind as their life-forces crashed and tumbled around each other. 
 
    She’s ridiculously strong! I wonder if it’s because of the strength that Ava and the others poured into her for the great wind? Can I withstand this for much longer? Ravenna wasn’t sure she could defeat the old priestess. 
 
    Just at that moment, a brilliant violet-red-white joined Ravenna’s power. Ava was in the fight! 
 
    Slowly Morgaine’s power stream shrank. The horrid eyes bulged out of their sockets even more. “Noooo!” she howled.  
 
    When the fierce red and black aura was just a small, woman-sized flame, it rejoined Morgaine’s body. 
 
    “No! It cannot be!” Morgaine gasped. 
 
    “You cannot have this time, this Britain,” Ravenna snarled. 
 
    “Then you … will die … with me,” hissed Morgaine. And with the last of her power, she struck Ravenna to the ground.  
 
    A horrendous cloud of red-black enveloped her. Morgaine is trying to take over my body! “Never!” Ravenna shouted. With the last of her strength, she stabbed Carnwennan into the middle of Morgaine’s power. 
 
    There was a bright flash, a howl of anger … and Morgaine’s body crumbled into dust. Her soul energy faded into nothingness.  
 
    The knife disappeared. 
 
    I won!  
 
    But it had cost Ravenna every ounce of her strength. Every bit of power. Every speck of energy. Everything that she was. 
 
    Her vision dimmed. Ravenna struggled to focus across the multi-colored mud to see Falke. He was reaching out to her, sobbing. She sent to him, I’ll see you … in the next life … my love.  
 
    And then there was a doorway of light … 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Forty 
 
    Midsummer Evening 2029 
 
   
  
 

   
 
    Falke 
 
      
 
      
 
    Falke lay curled up in a ball on the drawing room couch at Cardiff Castle. Hushed voices surrounded him. He knew they were worried about him. Earlier, amid the celebration in the government’s command center, Falke’s residual migraine had seemed to explode, and he’d passed out. He’d woken up in the transport, on the way back to Cardiff.  
 
    And what an awakening! 
 
    His powers were at least ten-fold what they had been when he got up that day. Suddenly he had twenty years of memories—and they were all about a time he had never lived: Ava had been taken over by Morgaine; Britain had become a secret hell; adepts were being used as soldiers of Morgaine and Mordred; he’d lost his father, friends, teachers, allies … 
 
    And worst of all—his only love, Ravenna! 
 
    But none of that had happened in this Here/Now.  
 
    He was still Falke, a fifteen-year-old boy.  
 
    His Dad, Ron, and Ava had made the Healing happen. Morgaine was dead. Britain was saved. That Britain in his mind wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    He didn’t think.  
 
    Still, he knew he’d never be the same. Just trying to deal with the memories from that other timeline was taking all of his limited abilities to cope. 
 
    The people nearby started to talk louder. Yes, he could feel his dad and the others come into the castle. He sat up slowly and opened his eyes.  
 
    It feels as if there are two of me. 
 
    His dad rushed into the room, his hair soaked. His robe was damp and muddy at the edges and knees. “Falke! Are you all right? They should have taken you to hospital!” 
 
    “I’m okay,” he whispered, treasuring the huge hug his dad had him wrapped in. Oh, Goddess. He’s alive! My dad isn’t dead! He battled back a sob. Just then, he noticed the ultrasonic cast around his right wrist. I completely forgot about that. What else have I forgotten? 
 
    “You’re sure?” his dad held him by the shoulders, examining him. “There’s something off about you.” 
 
    Ava and Ron came in, their robes and hair similarly disheveled. Ron said, “What happened, Falke-boy? Excitement too much for you? It was certainly too much for me!” 
 
    Everyone in the room chuckled. 
 
    Falke stared at him, the image of the last time he’d seen Ron Steadbye in that other Britain still fresh in his mind. This Ron was so glowingly healthy and young! His aura was a fiercely bright red-orange with a streak of violet.  
 
    “Just got a case of the colly-wobbles, I guess,” Falke said. 
 
    Ron patted Falke’s shoulder. Then he turned and said, “Oh! Champagne! Just what the doctor ordered.” He went off and Falke’s dad followed him.  
 
    Ava sat down and took his hand. She swept back the hair from his forehead. What is it, friend? What’s happened to you? I feel such a terrible set of emotions from you and there’s … well, I don’t know what it is, she asked in mindspeech. 
 
    Is it really you, Ava-who-is-Anya? He reached out with his thoughts, gently probing. She let him into her mind, locking away no secrets from him. No, there was no evidence of Morgaine there. He closed his eyes and sighed, deeply grateful. You are you. 
 
    Did we—? He felt Ava’s mental gasp. We lost! And you fulfilled your pledge and saved the Goddess’ plan! She hugged him. I thought I felt something strange as Morgaine died. A kind of doubling, as if something was happening that was not quite real. But, oh Falke, what a great cost to you! The pain you’ve suffered! How can we ever repay you? What can we do for you? 
 
    He broke from her embrace. Be a good queen. Help Ron be a great king. Make Britain the place it should be.  
 
    We will try to live up to that, she said, and kissed his forehead. 
 
    And don’t—if you love me at all—name a daughter Ravenna. 
 
    “What a dreadful name,” Ava replied out loud. “Whyever would I name someone that?” 
 
    He chuckled silently. Her reply gave him a pang that was as much relief as grief.  
 
    “Champagne?” Ron said, handing them flutes. 
 
    “Oh, lovely,” Ava said. “Is there a vat of it I can swim in?” 
 
    Falke’s dad came over. “Another glass of this, and I think I’m off to bed. I am entirely wiped out.” 
 
    Oh,” Ron said with a kind of dreamy passion, “sleeping. There’s something that’s tops on my ‘to do’ list.” 
 
    Ava got up. “Yes. We’d all better get a lot of rest tonight, because the weight of all of Britain falls on us tomorrow.” 
 
    They sipped their champagne silently for a moment. The people in the room were staring at them, whispering. 
 
    “You certainly do know how to kill a party,” Falke’s dad said. 
 
    Ava grinned. Then she and Ron went to join a group on the far side of the room. 
 
    His dad sat down beside Falke. “Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    “Yeah. I think so.” 
 
    “Will you ever tell me what’s happened?” 
 
    “Maybe in a few days I’ll explain it to all of you. Let’s just have tonight, though.” 
 
    “All right,” his dad said, sitting back. He held Falke’s hand. 
 
    “But, um, do you mind if I sleep in your room tonight?” 
 
    His dad looked surprised. “If you want to hear all the snoring an old man can produce, of course.” 
 
    “You have no idea how much I’ll enjoy it,” Falke whispered.  
 
    But his soul cried out: Ravenna! 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Priestess of Camelot 
 
    Where it all began... 
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    In this prequel to the Heirs to Camelot series, Anya, a pagan priestess of the Nordic Rus tribes, leaves her home country and arrives in Britain. There, she joins the sisterhood of Avalon, headed by the scheming Morgaine.  
 
    When Anya runs afoul of the Avalonian high priestess she is sent to Camelot to spy on the court while acting as healer. But there, she falls in love with the High Druid, Merlin, and King Arthur, bearing sons to both of the great men of her time.  
 
    After losing both of the men she loves to Morgaine’s treachery, she embarks on a plan that unfolds over the next 1,500 years to return Goddess worship to the island nation and save it from a danger Anya can see but cannot understand. 
 
    The Priestess of Camelot is the prelude to the Heirs to Camelot series, and sure to thrill fans of Arthurian lore. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Praise for The Priestess of Camelot 
 
      
 
    “Drawing on the rich panoply of British history, myths and legends, The Priestess of Camelot weaves its tapestry from threads of traditional tales and imaginative fiction. [The book blends] Celtic mystery, magic, romance, and spiritual growth, with dark-age dangers, intrigue, and lust for revenge. A unique and refreshing take on the Arthurian story. Follow it with your heart.”~ E.M. Swift-Hook, co-author of the Dai and Julia alternate history mysteries. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 The Midsummer Wife 
 
   


  
 

 (Book One of THE HEIRS TO CAMELOT series) 
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    In the first book in the Heirs to Camelot series, a nuclear attack on London that heralds The Time Foretold, Ava Cerdwin, the high priestess in charge of fulfilling a 1,500-year-old prophecy, must assist the heirs of King Arthur and Merlin in healing the devastated country. 
 
    The descendants of Britain’s great men of legend have kept the myths and relics for sixty-one generations, but no one is quite clear on what they must do next.  
 
    Nothing goes as planned: Ava falls for the wrong heir, the panic attacks are getting worse, the complex obligations of reincarnation are straining old relationships, and Morgaine and her henchwomen are trying to kill them. 
 
    Somehow, some way, Ava has to make the Healing happen, or Britain is finished. 
 
    The Midsummer Wife, Book One of the Heirs to Camelot is an urban fantasy that combines Arthurian lore, love, and a race to a breathtaking finish. 
 
      
 
    Praise for The Midsummer Wife 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Sex, magic, and power collide in this [Urban] Fantasy that begins when a devastating terrorist attack on modern London sparks the long-foretold return of King Arthur to heal Britain. Simonds boldly continues the Arthurian saga into the present day, as heirs to Arthur, Merlin, and the woman both men once loved struggle to understand and fulfill their destinies and outwit the sinister agenda of the sorceress Morgaine.” ~ Lisa Jensen, author Alias Hook and Beast: A Love Story 
 
      
 
    “Imaginative, mesmerizing, and emotionally complex, Simonds’ unique story boldly expands the Arthurian legend into exciting new territory. The fantastical elements—rituals from old Celtic religions, dark magic, forces of fate—are well drawn and skillfully integrated into a contemporary setting. And then there’s the romance… the palpable chemistry between Ava and Ron (the Arthur heir), complicated by their respective destinies, makes their relationship a riveting read.” ~ Mary Fan, author of Starswept, Artificial Absolutes 
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    Jacqueline Church Simonds is an author and publishing consultant. Her first published book was CAPTAIN MARY, BUCCANEER, a historical adventure novel loosely based on the real pirate women Ann Bonney and Mary Reade. 
 
      
 
    Simonds has done the usual authorly wanderings in life: she was a lady’s companion, a sound and lights roadie for a small Southern rock band, and managed an antiques shop. She’s sold everything from computers to 1950s pulp magazines to towels and baby clothes. The one constant in her life is a love of words, books and writing. She sold some short stories and poetry early, but didn’t pursue it until later in life. 
 
      
 
    She has had a life-long love of King Arthur and was always drawn to novels about that great hero. Finally, she sat down and wrote stories from her own point of view. 
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