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PART I

DARKNESS
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PROLOGUE
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3rd Century A.D., Roman Britain

During autumn, Cornovia turned into a dry, sterile and frigid stretch of land.

The afternoon wind whipped the long dark hairs of the girl of wild appearance, owning a heavy and dusty sack and roughed up grey dress, infested by ticks and fleas. Born in the ancient and decadent kingdom of Gwent, the lass rarely travelled beyond its borders.

Being only nineteen years old, Nimue had already witnessed both good and evil along Britain's roads. She’d met robbers and plunderers, crazed men and hermits, deserters and fugitives; however, fortunately, she’d never been attacked or persecuted. Partly due to her masculine complexion, her face harsh and ugly and lack of breasts or curves, but also thanks to her talent as a healer. She treated it all, from small sores to the most severe of maladies. For her services, she received food and roof from the poor. From the rich, she charged objects and artefacts of value. And so well-known she was, even the wealthiest sent people after her through the remote tracks of Gwent, when they found themselves sick and discredited by druids, the feared and ancient order of sacred men of Britain. Sires of rituals, mysteries and riddles of Nature. 

And, from childhood, Nimue found herself as a servant of Nature.  

When she was six years old, she left her wee village in order to escape her father’s beatings, leaving behind her mother and twelve brothers. All alone, she learnt how to live off the forest – its fruits, roots and rivers – and commune with Nature, the mystic force residing in all living beings, source of the four elements – Air, Water, Fire and Earth – and a pantheon of submissive and servile deities.

Inspired by her affinity to the eldritch, Nimue sought the druids’ teachings. However, the masters of the order refused her, for they wouldn’t take a woman as an apprentice. 

Frustrated, Nimue would develop her calling in the forest’s solitude, following her own instincts. Over time, she would learn to conjure magic and brew her own medicine. And her powers would grow until Nature itself decided to bless her with visions of past and future events. 

And those very visions brought her to the limits of Cornovia, by showing her the druids’ biggest secret: Avalon’s whereabouts, unknown even to the kings of Britain.

According to legend, Avalon, the Isle of Apples, hidden and protected by a shroud of eternal mist, cold and thick, was the source of the druids’ power.

A power now endangered.

In her vision, Nimue saw the deplorable roman advancing, ruthless conquerors of Britain, upon the isle’s sacred soil.

Therefore, the sorceress rushed to Avalon so she could warn the druids of the imminent danger. Nevertheless, she arrived too late. 

From atop the hill, the assault ships were like dark maladies in the blue and clear sea. The mist surrounding the Isle of Apples gave in to the intensity of the invading force. Somehow, Rome found out the millennia old refuge of Nature, a dozen of legions landing on its beaches, armed with their infamous glaives, under whipping red flags.

Nimue shuddered, since she foresaw a most terrifying future for herself, in case she failed to warn the secluded order about the attack. 

Faced with the isle's downfall, she considered fleeing, avoiding a painful death. However, her loyalty to Nature overshadowed her fear. 

Nimue descended the hill, in the opposite direction from the cove where the roman boats departed, and walked along the shore until arriving at a fishing village, the people gone upon noticing the encroaching legions. Their boats, however, remained stranded on the sand.

No hesitation, Nimue pushed one of the fishing boats towards the sea and boarded it, placing her leather bag onto the salt encrusted floor. She called upon the sea currents with a spell. The boat was taken, silently, to a deserted shore of Avalon, hidden from Roman soldiers.

Nimue delved into the dense forest, dotted with solemn apple and willow trees. An immense power wafted from the sacred soil, covering her skin with goosebumps. She was struck by arboreal beauty, by creaks and clearings, looking upon the vital force ingrained in each rock and stone.

She found herself in the exact clearing she had seen in her vision. 

Once there, she cut the branches of a fallen trunk with a small axe she carried in her bag and built a simple wooden altar. She placed a few objects she brought with her: four pieces of Roman origin, erstwhile of Gwent nobility, offered to her as payment for her service as a healer. 

Thus, Nimue accomplished her mission of raising an altar to Nature’s son, the messiah still unborn, fated to change the world. Then, she walked away through a muddy path, aware of the terrible destiny that awaited her. 

At the end of the snaking trail, Nimue stopped before a hundred of spectres rising into the horizon, as tall as trees, dark and melancholic, spread throughout a slope bathed in blood and tears, at the very core of the Isle. A grove of wooden stakes. Machinery of death and torture for the agonizing men nailed to the cruel laths: the druids of Avalon.

Nimue screamed in horror, alerting a dozen of legionnaires, brutes and ignoble. She offered no resistance, as, at last, her moment of ordeal had arrived.

They cheered on the presence of a woman in the Isle, even an ugly one. She’d provide some excitement for the warriors bored by the druids' lack of combat will.

Those fetid, obscene men ripped her clothes to shreds before robbing her of her virginity. After quenching their hunger, they dragged her to the beach where laid the Roman encampment. There, Nimue was raped time and time again, subjected to torture and beatings. At last, a centurion slit her throat with his dagger.

Then, under the laughter of their superiors, a pair of soldiers threw the healer’s corpse into the sea. They were silenced, however, when the Isle’s mist resurged, weakened since the beginning of the invasion. The eery mists took Nimue in their niveous and delicate embrace, gliding over the waters, away from their executioner. She floated open eyed and with spread out arms, as if crucified amidst the thickening, an ethereal body of water forming around her.

Finally, the sea opened and swallowed the sorceress. 

Flabbergasted, the Romans ran to their ships, rowing vigorously, back to Britain’s shores, eager to get away from that eldritch magic.

Thus, haunted as they were, they’d spread the myth of the woman taken to the ocean's depth by the mists of the Isle of Apples. 

They named her the Lady of the Lake, Avalon’s dead one, dame of the misty waters. 

And no other foreigner would dare to approach Avalon ever again; the forbidden sanctuary of druids.
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CHAPTER I
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Two hundred years later...

The British laid waste to the encampment built by the Saxon horde, born from the dark forests of the European continent in the vacuum left by the Romans’ collapse.

After decades of defeats and humiliation, they finally fought back, led by a king willing to take the war to the heart of the territories stolen by the invaders.

Afflicted by constant sweating and stomach-aches, Constantine spent his life the way his father had, fighting against rival barons and watching, helpless, the Saxon chieftains united under their greatest one, Hengist, taking advantage of their cloven people to take the lands of their ancestors.

However, Constantine’s physical frailty hid an iron will and a sharp reasoning, with which, finally, he overpowered all internal competition to become the first British king worthy of the title in centuries. 

The royal army now pierced deep into enemy borders. Their victories had crushed the barbarians’ morale, and their steadfast advance began to break into the spine of Saxon invasion. 

Under the unforgiving eyes of nobles, troops set fire to the encampment, executing men, enslaving children and violating women, a late retribution to the treatment meted out by the Saxons over numerous British villages in the previous summer.

Amongst all the destruction and misery, a druid hurried. His name was Blaise and he ran holding the soiled robe over his pale knees while dipping his heels into the fresh and overflowing blood mixed into the moody paths. Quick and mellow – even if grey strands already peppered his long, dirty beard – Blaise avoided body piles and burning cottages, ignoring the shouts of gratitude from British soldiers to the ancient gods and prayers from Constantine’s priests to the Christian god that allowed their victory in battle. Blaise had no time for celebrations as he hurried away from the battlefield with his sole bounty in hands: a fox cub he found inside a modest shed, locked in a cage.

A fox meant a powerful omen, a manifestation of Nature’s will. And he was eager to figure out its meaning, but he’d do that in a tranquil place, in solitude. Therefore, he delved into the nearby grove. 

Vortigern, Constantine’s main counsellor, galloped towards his king and princes, magnificent in their hefty steeds, standing by the village outskirts.

Vortigern feared the princes for different reasons. 

Young Aurelius, direct successor of Constantine, showed a wise and shrewd mind, more so than the king himself, while the youngest, Uther, was a mountain of muscles and mettle, a demon while in combat who headed the cavalry charges with rage and lethality.

“Your majesty, our victory has been settled,” proclaimed Vortigern.

“The victory belongs to Constantine, sire of Britain,” retorted Aurelius. “It’s for his name and glory that we fight for.”

“Of course, my lord,” the counsellor agreed. 

Uther laughed at Vortigern’s abject submission.

“We should proceed, father,” suggested Uther, drunk on the slaughter. “We’re only six days away from Hengist’s fortress in London.”

Constantine shook his head. 

“And then?” asked the king. “We lack the manpower to take it over in a single assault.” 

“We make a siege until that Saxon pig gives in to hunger, until he eats his own lice.”

“We’re the ones who’ll starve.”

Aurelius concurred.

“Our lord father is correct, Uther. As much as I wish Hengist’s head on a British spear, winter approaches, and we’re far from our homeland. Sustaining a prolonged siege is unfeasible.”

Vortigern joined the exchange. 

“Should we consolidate our positions, your majesty?”

“Yes,” answered Constantine. “We’ll build a fortress over here. This place offers a grove plentiful of wood and good game, not to mention fresh water.”

“I’ll pass your orders along, my sire,” said Vortigern, galloping away, just to murmur on his own once he was a safe distance away. “After all, this place’s as good as any for your demise, my king.”

And smiled maliciously.

Blaise believed in Nature’s diligence. And as expected, it didn’t let him down upon guiding him, through a path among the dense foliage of oak trees, towards a clearing bathed in subtle twilight, a design perfected by the tree’s branches.

There lay a lone white stone, smooth and cold, polished by the eras into a natural altar.

Blaise smiled; his spirit lifted by the sight of such sacred place.

An arcane, cold wind blew when the druid gently placed the fox cub on the stone. An intoxicating bliss washed over Blaise’s soul, filling it with warmth.

Then, he drew his holy dagger to embed into the animal's lean chest, which screeched and squirmed as the man disembowelled it with practiced ease and precision. The entrails fell onto the stone, giving shape to a massage only readable by a druid trained in the magic arts.

Thus, Blaise saw, in the blood and organs of the dead animal, an encroaching dark future.

The fall of a great dragon, embedded by a storm of suffering and destruction. 

Blaise accepted it as it was a druid’s job to comply with Nature's designs. All that remained was performing his role in the announced tragedy.
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CHAPTER II
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British town of Ratae; close to the Saxon border

Merlin treasured the unusual liveliness of market days, when local peddlers and peasants crowded the streets of Ratae to strike deals on animals, fruits, legumes, milk, breads and tools.

Barely fifteen and lean, Merlin could easily hide in the crowd. His one-year older brother Nennius, on the other hand, stood out due to his strong and tall build, much like their mother, of whom he also inherited chestnut hair and dark eyes, different from his younger sibling who had golden locks and green irises.

The siblings walked together through the main road, paying close attention to each stand arranged at the centre of the market, in front of the chapel. 

Since an early age their mother forced them to steal while she complemented their income through the few costumers she had as a prostitute, the ones that could stand her face, marred by the smallpox, and a body bloated by the abuse of alcohol. 

Frustrated, spiteful and unhappy, she beat up deadbeat customers with the same fury she put aside for the boys whenever they returned empty handed to their decrepit hovel. Whenever that happened, a protective Nennius would offer himself to her beatings, a safe shield for Merlin.

Their only solace was that she couldn’t bear children of unknown men anymore. Merlin’s birth, bloody and quite painful, left her unable to conceive from her vile clients. Thus, she’d often cursed her youngest for the lack of children she could have explored. And Merlin despised her, trusting his love to his brother.

From the market's entrance, Nennius spotted a fat, bald monk, owner of the biggest fruit stall and of a heavy leather pouch, full of coins, attached to his hip. However, the monk had an adroit gaze, which worried the young thief. Furthermore, the crowd was bubbling with unwary passers-by, ready to become victims of their agile and silent fingers, even if each theft increased the chances of the brothers being caught.

At last, Nennius decided on risking everything on the cleric's rich pouch instead of many empty ones from paupers. And even if he despised the idea of involving Merlin in his plans, that day Nennius would have to resort to his younger brother if he ever wanted to deceive the smart looking monk. 

Eager to help his brother, Merlin threw himself into his role, approaching a pile of apples, the shiny produce of a teenage couple, their stall right beside the monk's. Meanwhile, Nennius hid amongst the buyers spread throughout the market, approaching, sneaking closer to the cleric.

Once Nennius was behind his target, Merlin grabbed an apple, the pristine pile toppling down, and ran away as fast as possible. Merlin figured the couple would busy themselves with their fallen produce, allowing him to scape with ease. Unfortunately, the owner soon was hot on his feet.

The monk cackled at the messy turn of events, quite glad with the misfortune of his rivals and unaware of Nennius surreptitious approach, who easily grabbed the pouch.

Nennius already walked away, when an iron fist grabbed his shirt, throwing the lad on his back onto the filthy ground. The monk jumped on him, punching his face. Nennius despaired under the weight and malicious strength of his fists. Blood and teeth flew out of his mouth.

“You wretched cur of a thief!” yelled the monk, his fists unforgiving. 

Merlin, oblivious to his brother’s doom, busied himself with losing the unrelenting peddler who chased him through the streets of Ratae.

Had not a rod been suddenly put in his way and hit his knees, sending him face first in a puddle of mud, Merlin might have escaped.

A hefty warrior, with a thick beard and a lame leg, lifted Merlin by the scruff of his neck. The giant flaunted Constantine's emblem, a green dragon, on his uniform: A soldier of the kingdom, in charge of the market’s security. 

Disdainful, he whirled the long rog in his free hand, offering the prisoner a smile full of rotten teeth. He escorted Merlin and the peddler back to the apple stall, where they were met with an injured, unconscious Nennius.

Due to the palpability of their crime, the siblings were thrown into the filthy darkness of the local dungeon.

There, forgotten and forsaken, they were left alone to die in the dreary emptiness of the fortress’ frigid walls. 

––––––––
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British army barracks

Under the torches’ flickering in his tent, Constantine delighted himself with a generous piece of goat's cheese in the companionship of his nobles, sat at an opulent table plentiful with food and beverages. Many of them had nude women sitting on their laps, picked from the devastated settlement. They were jolly and singing when Vortigern arrived with a beautiful lass of thick golden locks, full lips, skin white and supple, covered by a thick wool blanket. All silenced, admiring and coveting the stunning maiden.

“My king, I offer thee a gift,” said Vortigern, showing off the captive. “I bring thee the most beauteous of the slaves we captured today, and her virtue is untouched, for your delight.”

The woman bent over Uther's legs exchanged a sad glance with Vortigern’s offering. Although they were of different ages, the savage prince noticed how similar they looked. ...Mother and daughter, certainly.

Uther was pleased with the idea of tasting the lass. Obviously, the king had precedence, but he intended to devour her as soon as his father was satisfied. 

Taken over by lust, he delivered a flush of hard slaps on the mature slave’s buttocks, who squirmed in pain. She would keep him warm at night and thirst for her daughter in the morning.

Then, suddenly, Blaise entered the room.

The nobles shuddered, as even the lords of Britain feared the druids, who were free to come and go, carriers of good luck and bad omens, keepers of an ancient tradition, eldritch but fascinating.

Leaning on his staff, a crooked branch of Rowan tree, Blaise stopped before Constantine.

“What brings you to my cohort, master Blaise?” asked Constantine, worried.

“King of the British, I alert you,” started Blaise, gravely. “At this moment, under nocturnal concealment, Saxon soldiers sneak towards your barracks: A small bevy, and yet, with enough numbers to bring chaos to your ranks in a late attack.”

Aurelius found Blaise’s words strange. 

“Druids care not for wars,” wondered the prince. “Even when they follow our armies, they do so in their own designs.”
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