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O
  
  
n
the shores of a lake in northeastern Ireland, a legend tells of a
curse cast by a goddess. Since then, to appease her spirit, the
people called those lands with the name of Emain Macha, the twins
of Macha.



  

    

      
Now someone will have to come to terms with that distant
past. And with the curse that hangs over the house that stands on
that land.
    
  





  

    

      
At the origins of time lives a mysterious land. Its
inhabitants, the Tworf, call it the Land of Totnes. There on a rock
five symbols are carved: a baptismal font, a flowering tree, a
sword, an unnamed man, and a dragon.
    
  





  

Year 2015 AD. County Armagh. Northeastern Ireland. Martin and
Isabel don't yet know that someone is after them to kill them. But
they soon discover that something links them to that distant past.
And they will find themselves involved in a furious struggle
between gods and titans.
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grandfather Alfio and grandmother Lulu,



  

    

      

        

          
to my sons Claudio and Riccardo and to my wife Katja,
        
      
    
  



  

    

      

        

          
to my parents Francesca and Piero.
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'This
        story has to do with a gem and its past... There is a
hidden world
        around us. But you can only discover it if you are really
ready to
        experience the world of titans...'
      
    
  


        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

 



        

        

        
 



        

        


        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

                    
                

            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                        1. The legend of Emain Macha
                    

                    
                    
                        
                    

                    
                

                
                
                    
                    

  

    

      

        

          
S
        
      
    
  
  

    

      
o
        credible had the rumors seemed to be in the school that
there wasn't
        a student at Twinsfield College who wasn't convinced that
Martin
        Wallace lived on the ruins of a cursed fort.
    
  


        

  

    

      
The
        rumors had spread so quickly that they had even gone
outside the
        school. So much so, that Martin had convinced himself that
every
        corner of County Armagh peered at him with suspicion, and
anyone who
        was struck by a minor misfortune blamed it on the Wallace
family.
    
  


        

  

    

      
It
        was no accident, then, that late that afternoon he was
forced to
        walk home to 3 Mainmatch Road in complete solitude.
    
  


        

  

    

      
All
        because of what had happened a few weeks earlier in the
garden of
        his house.
    
  


        

  
─
        

  
There he was!



        

  

    

      
The
        huddle of three little girls that barred his way had
appeared out of
        nowhere before his eyes. Strange. Only a moment before, he
would
        have sworn he was looking at an immense expanse of fresh
snow.
        Tricks of the mind.
    
  


        

  

    

      
TUMP!
    
  


        

  

    

      
Martin
        was hit full in the face by an icy ball. The girls flashed
three
        cheeky, satisfied smiles. Martin, his cheek red and
dripping, gave
        them a doggy look. Then the three of them had the ability
to
        dissolve as quickly as they had appeared.
    
  


        


  

    
The
            day had started off badly and was ending up, if
    possible, even
            worse. Who knows if there were any more surprises to
    come, or could
            it be considered over with those three hateful
    Drawlotsfires? 
  

        

        

  

    

      
With
        the snow that had fallen throughout the night, it certainly
hadn't
        been a piece of cake to get to class on time for first
period.
    
  


        


  

    
Truth
            be told, that should have been a good excuse. But it
    hadn't been
            enough of an excuse to avoid the fifth re-title note of
    the quarter,
            delivered in person by the granite Haus Steer, the dean
    of the
            much-loved (but also hated) Twinsfield College. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
Maybe
            he would have even made it to school on time, if he
    hadn't had to
            waste an hour helping Petulantia McMice find her two
    
  


  

    

      
'loving
              children'
    
  


  

    
:
            Red-bite, a guinea pig with bristly reddish-white fur,
    one of the
            most annoying and biting domestic rodents Martin had
    ever met. And
            his snow-white companion Dorothy, who was a princess in
    comparison.
  


        

        

  

    
Aunt
            Petulantia, the rat-faced girl who was an exact copy of
    Bitey's
            snout, was a half-sister of his father's who, since his
            disappearance, under the guise of being near his
    mother, had settled
            into their home with disarming brazenness.
  


        

        

  

    
What
            was really unacceptable was that he had been accused by
    mom Shannon
            of voluntarily leaving the cage-box open. Perhaps
    because, according
            to Martin, there was no animal in the world more
    obnoxious and
            insignificant than Red-bite. His brother Ellis
    (recently turned
            nine) thought very differently. He spent a lot of time
    with
            Redbottle. And, who knows how, he always managed to
    avoid having
            those sharp teeth stuck in his flesh.
  


        

        

  

    
The
            only reason for leaving the cage open would have been
    to get rid of
            it. Yeah. Perhaps it wasn't entirely coincidental that
    this would be
            the day of Eric Macktuss' visit. Uncle Eric, his
    father's
            half-brother - an armage a couple of feet tall - was
    one of
            Armagh's most hardened hunters. And that day he would
    bring Wallace
            home the most beautiful specimen of his pack of twelve
    dogs, that
            adorable orange-and-white beagle that Martin had really
    fallen in
            love with: Scooby.
  


        

        

  

    
And
            maybe it wasn't a coincidence, either, that Martin knew
    full well
            that Scooby loved to hunt that kind of rodent. So,
    since his brother
            Ellis had managed to sneak out of the house on time
    that morning,
            his mom had instructed Martin to find those rodents, as
    if it were a
            matter of life and death.
  


        

        

  

    
Either
            way, even with good will, there was nothing he could
    do. Red-bite
            and Dorothy had disappeared into thin air.
  


        

        
 



        

        

        
 



        

        

        
─

  
I
          found 


  

    

      
my
              children
    
  


  

    

            again, you know, Martin? ─ Aunt Petulantia's shrill
    voice said
            smugly as soon as the boy had put his nose inside the
    house.
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Damn
    
  


  

    

            Red-bite... ─ Martin muttered, closing the front door
    behind him.
            He got away with it again...
  


        

        
─

  
What
          did you say? ─ replied Aunt Petulantia McMice from the
  hall.


        

        
─

  
Um...
          I meant poor Red-bite... who knows... he must have died
  of fright...


        

        
─

  
Good
          morning mister... ─ warbled a voice that materialized in
  the
          dimness of the corridor. I see you are looking very well.
  You had a
          good day...eh....


        

        
─ 

  
Amazing...
          Edgar! ─ Martin wisely cut off his conversation with the
  sprightly
          eighty-year-old Edgar Stevens, one of the most deviously
  nosy
          butlers in the whole county.


        

        
─ 

  
You
          could never... ─ said, in a throbbing voice, a lanky
  figure
          joining him in the hallway, shaggy hair falling over a
  raven-black
          tunic and bony fingers holding the cage with the two
  squealing
          guinea-pigs. You could never have imagined... where I
  found
          Red-bite... I barely managed to save him... from the
  clutches of
          that 


  

    

      
stupid
              dog
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        
─ 

  
No,
          Aunt... I haven't the faintest idea... ─ said Martin in a
  huff.


        

        
─ 

  
In
          your bed! ─ his aunt retorted sourly, under Martin's
  staring and
          darting eyes. ─ Dorothy, on the other hand, was trembling
  in the
          basement... I'm sure she could never have lived without
  him...


        

        
─

  
Scooby!
          ─exclaimed Martin, his eyes flooded with happiness.
  

        

        

        

  

    
Out
            of the room peeped two long, dangling, saffron-orange
    ears that
            surrounded a loving, orange-white-spotted muzzle. The
    dog jumped
            into his arms.
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          know... it's not the first time this has gone wrong... ─
  he
          whispered in his ear. ─ But I'm sure the next one will be
  the
          right one! he hissed, winking at him.


        

        
 



        

        

        
─ 

  
I
          mean... you have to admit that a fir tree full of snow
  that lights
          up in the middle of winter like a match... is a very
  


  

    

      
strange
    
  


  

    

            thing... ─ began Isabel Belfeline, sipping a centrifuge
    of apples,
            cucumbers and ginger at the table of Gossip'ub, the bar
    of
            Twinsfield College.
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          have no difficulty admitting it ─ agreed Martin,
  nervously
          nibbling on a fried chicken leg. Even the firemen that
  night
          couldn't understand how this could happen. It hadn't even
  been
          decorated with Christmas lights. But they certainly
  didn't believe
          the version of 


  

    

      
those
              three
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        
─ 

  
And
          yet they were the only witnesses to what had happened...
  weren't
          they?


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah,
          that liar Pit Bullet and his shadow Finn Parson... ─
  Martin
          blurted out, angrily tearing into another leg after
  dipping it into
          the bowl of barbecue sauce.


        

        
─ 

  
All
          that 


  

    

      
stuff
              
    
  


  

    
does
            is hurt you! ─ Isabel admonished him.
  


        

        
─ 

  
That
          blowhard Pit would be able to put his mother up for sale,
  if he
          still had her, to be the center of attention... Worry
  about
          


  

    

      
swallowing
              your veggie concoction
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ Martin scolded her.
  


        

        
─

  
It
          would only do you good to eat healthy for once! Your
  biggest problem
          is that 


  

    

      
the
              longest tongue in the county
    
  


  

    

            was there that night, too... Rumour Ryan ─ said Isabel
    as she laid
            her emerald, green eyes on the diner's manager, the
    last of the
            thirteen great-grandchildren of Twinsfield College's
    librarian,
            centenarian Leeb Ryan. Everyone knew Rumour ran the
    club that
            boasted the most gossip in the entire county.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          are you


  

    

      

              implying
    
  


  

    

            with that?
  


        

        
─

  
You
          call that an 


  

    

      
implication
    
  


  

    
?
            Martin there were three people who saw that evening...
    a giant
            shadow creeping in the semi-darkness of your garden...
    giving an
            order to a half-dragon dog... and then seeing with
    their own eyes
            the tongue of fire that the half-dragon dog spat on the
    fir tree...
  


        

        

  

    
Martin's
            gaze lingered on three identical boys sitting two
    tables away behind
            Isabel's back.
  


        

        
─ 

  
And
          stop ruminating in front of my eyes! ─ the girl pecked
  him back.


        

        
─

  
Don't
          turn around! The Shufflets are behind you. Pit's 


  

    

      
three
              geeky shadows
    
  


  

    
.
            Strange that Pit is still out of sight... ─ said Martin
            absent-mindedly wiping the barbecue sauce with the
    sleeve of his
            shirt. 
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
That's
          just their side of the story ─ continued the boy. ─Do you
  want
          to know the truth I told the firemen? That evening Scooby
  was in the
          garden hunting for Red-Bite. The guinea pig, terrified,
  had taken
          refuge in the highest branches of the fir tree. What Pit,
  Finn and
          Rumour saw in the half-light was the size of Uncle Eric.
  Aunt
          Petulantia had intimated that he had to rescue Red-bite
  from
          Scooby's clutches. That's what the truth is!


        

        
─ 

  
All
          right... And how do you explain the fire then?


        

        
─ 

  
I've
          already told you... I still can't explain that... But I
  find the
          story of the dog-half-dragon simply laughable! Although
  to tell you
          the truth...


        

        
─

  
What?
          ─ Isabel urged him with curiosity.


        

        
─ 

  
RedBite
          makes him so angry... that lately I've noticed Scooby
  showing signs
          of personality disorder...


        

        
─ 

  
You
          know Martin... I never considered your family completely
  normal...
          starting with your Aunt Petulantia... ─ Isabel confessed
  to him.


        

        
─ 

  
Swear
          to me... that you're not among those who believe the
  story Pit has
          been spreading about my family!


        

        

  

    
Isabel's
            copper-blonde locks twitched almost imperceptibly. And
    her eyes
            lingered on Martin's sharp face, surmounted by an
    unruly lock of
            tawny curls.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Something
          strange... actually happened to my family ten years
  ago... ─
          Martin confessed. ─ When I was just three years old, my
  father
          brought home a strange gem... the brightest and most
  transparent gem
          my mother had ever seen... According to my father, it
  held
          


  

    

      
extraordinary
              powers...
    
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel,
            too, ended up absent-mindedly wiping the centrifuge
    juice on her
            blouse sleeve, leaving a greenish mustache.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Pit
          came in... ─ whispered Martin. ─ Your blouse is
  dirty...


        

        
─ 

  
Go
          on... ─ Isabel ordered him carelessly.


        

        
─ 

  
My
          mother knew right away that this was not one of those
  crystals
          processed in the family business, Wallglass Limited. But
  that
          doesn't mean as Pit spied all over the school that my
  father died
          from clutching the crystal. That my father died because
  he made a
          pact with 


  

    

      
the
              Dark Lord!
    
  


  

    

            And it doesn't mean that my house was built on 
  


  

    

      
the
              ruins of a cursed fort!
    
  


        

        
─ 

  
And
          the gem?


        

        
─

  
Disappeared
          


  

    

      
into
              thin air
    
  


  

    
!
            Pit is approaching our table... ─ murmured Martin, his
    face
            gloomy.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          a coincidence! Isabel Belfeline together with Martin
  Wallace...
          Haven't seen you here in a while! ─ barked Pit as he came
  closer,
          loud enough to attract the attention of the whole
  Gossip'ub.


        

        
─ 

  
Or
          maybe it's not a case at all... huh? Rumour! Maybe the
  two of them
          are planning to burn down your pub! ─ sneered Pit with a
  malicious
          air. ─Or maybe this time Wallace... wants to make it even
          bigger... given his good relationship with Haus Steer.
  You know what
          I think? I think he's going to try to burn down
  Twinsfield College
          this time, don't you Wallace? ─ he snickered followed
  behind him
          by the echo of Donagh, Emer and Niall Shufflet's fat
  laughter.


        

        
─

  
Pit!
          ─ Isabel interrupted him contemptuously. ─ You would do
  well to
          worry more about your 


  

    

      
delusional
              thoughts!
    
  


  

    

            Maybe they're the ones your outcast father puts in your
    head when he
            
  


  

    

      
bewitches
              your mind
    
  


  

    

            in Lair of snakes 's remote fort at the end of the
    world?
  


        

        

  

    
The
            buzz of voices froze instantly. Pit was taken
    completely aback. He
            arched his eyebrows and began to grunt without being
    able to
            articulate a single word. His empty gaze rested on
    Isabel's mocking
            smile, which exerted a magnetic force on him.
  


        

        

  

    
DRIIIIIIIIN!
            The bells rang out in the cloisters of Twinsfield
    College like a
            gong ending the round.
  


        


        
─ 

  
Isabel...
          um... we have to go now... ─ Martin began in a forcibly
  casual
          tone. ─ I'm not going to miss a word Professor Maggie
  Donny says
          about Celtic mythology class!


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Enlighten
              me
    
  


  

    
...since
            when 
  


  

    

      
can't
              you help but miss a word of Maggie Donny's
      lecture
    
  


  

    
?
            ─ Isabel teased him when they were in the
    cloister.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Since
          I learned from her that there is a legend about the land
  of
          Armagh... And since you sharpened your tongue like a
  


  

    

      
razor
    
  


  

    
?
  


        

        

  

    
Pit
            is just a blowhard!
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            and Isabel joined their classmates for the second half
    of the
            longest day of the week. But as luck would have it, it
    was the last
            week before Christmas break.
  


        

        

  

    
Miss
            Maggie Donny, lanky and with hair at least as shaggy as
    Aunt
            Petulantia's, slipped into class in a hurry and about
    fifteen
            minutes late as usual.
  


        

        
─ 

  
So,
          guys... have you ever wondered... on which land 


  

    

      
your
              asses
    
  


  

    

            are resting?
  


        

        

  

    
The
            students in the middle rows visibly shrugged their
    heads, while
            those in the last rows shrugged their shoulders like a
    yo-yo. Only
            at the first few desks did two wide smiles of
    irrepressible
            curiosity light up: Isabel's and Martin's, since it
    seemed to be one
            of the few lessons of Professor Maggie Donny - perhaps
    the only one
            - that interested him.
  


        

        
─ 

  
This
          question can help us to answer... ─ took to pitting the
  professor
          ─ 


  

    

      
The
              Ulster Cycle
    
  


  

    
,
            the work written in medieval times, which tells the
    exploits of the
            heroes of Ulaid before the Christian era. These lands
    were trampled
            by valiant warriors who founded the region of Ulster.
    Their king was
            named Conchobar. It is said that he had a long and
    unbeatable sword.
  


        

        

  

    
The
            professor resumed by lowering the tone of her voice. ─
    It is also
            said that... the irresistible King Conchobar... ...in
    the wings of
            his castle... ...was dallying with his handmaidens...
    In short, a
            great heartbreaker... if only I had been one of them...
     ─ she
            sighed dreamily and faintly. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
According
            to Irish mythology... the capital of Ulaid dates back
    to the period
            between the 7th and 5th century B.C. and was founded by
    the goddess
            Macha...
  


        

        
 



        

        

        

  

    
On
            that Saturday afternoon, about eight months later, not
    only had the
            much-needed Christmas break already passed, but the
    much-needed
            summer vacation was almost over.
  


        

        

  

    
On
            that Saturday afternoon at the beginning of September,
    about three
            weeks before the start of the dreaded third year and a
    couple of
            weeks before his thirteenth birthday, Martin had only
    one thing on
            his mind that was still bothering him. And it wasn't
    studying.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Trust
          me Martin... I know someone who can help us...


        

  

    
─
            Isabel told him over the phone. ─ I'll meet you in the
    esoteric
            texts room of the library... let's say in half an
    hour.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What?


        

        

  

    
The
            chimes of the bell tower rang down from the hill on
    which Saint
            Patrick's church stood and echoed in Martin's mind like
    some kind of
            premonitory signs. Ol treated with difficulty past the
    Planetarium
            as if he felt attracted by an enormous black hole,
    climbed up
            College Hill to the public library where he felt
    watched by dozens
            of prying eyes and finally slipped into Dawson Street
    chased by the
            screams of the ancient Ulster warriors who were freeing
    themselves
            from the County Armagh Museum.
  


        

        

  

    
When
            he slipped into the atrium of Twinsfield College's
    library, Martin
            stood for a few minutes at the mercy of the tumultuous
    coming and
            going of students that seemed like a torrent in
    flood.
  


        

        

  

    
Then,
            unable to catch sight of Isabel, he decided to dive
    into the
            torrent, only to be swept into the rivulets of the
    library halls.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Isabel!
          ─ Martin said in a choked voice when he found himself in
  the room
          of esoteric texts. Then, as soon as he had reached the
  girl, who was
          flipping through the pages of a book with a dreamy look,
  he blurted
          out: ─ What are you doing here with 


  

    

      
'The
              Elves' Tarot Part II: Your Destiny in Love
    
  


  

    
'?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Well,
          what are you prying into? ─  she apostrophized him.
  You're an hour
          late! Or didn't you realize that?


        

        
─ 

  
P-pass...p-pass...the
          time... ─ Martin mumbled, with a half smile, glancing at
  his
          watch. ─ Listen... What can I do about it... if I've been
  forced
          for the umpteenth time... to look for that 


  

    

      
little
              devil of
    
  


  

    

            a...? Red-bite!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Now
          you know this...is my favorite room.... Is there
  something wrong
          with that?


        

        
─ 

  
N-no...
          n-no... It's just that I didn't... I didn't imagine...
  that you... ─
          stammered Martin embarrassed, glancing quickly at the
  titles of the
          books scattered on his desk: 


  

    

      
'The
              Elves' Tarot Part I: The Hermit, the Devil and the
      Angel', 'The
              Cards of Becoming'
    
  


  

    

            and the three-book set 
  


  

    

      
'All
              the Unpublished Magical Words'.
    
  


        

        
─ 

  
Follow
          me! ─ Isabel sentenced, after closing the book with a
  sharp snap,
          and getting up from her chair. ─ We must look for Eva...
  she will
          be able to help us!


        

        
─ 

  
W-who...who...the
          hell is...Eva?


        

        

  

    
Martin
            followed her, striding, slaloming through the maze of
    dozens of high
            shelves. Until they found themselves at a junction of
    dusty shelves
            in one of the most remote and deserted areas of the
    immense library.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            looked around, crossing Isabel's veiled air of
    bewilderment. Then he
            blurted out: ─ Don't tell me... we're lost!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Eva
          Nescent... ─ said Isabel in a casual tone ─ she's Leeb
  Ryan's
          wife...


        

        
─ 

  
The
          centenarian librarian... ─ said Martin, with an amused
  air.


        

        
─ 

  
She
          thinks that the 


  

    

      
poor
              girl
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ Isabel pointed out ─ finds herself with a husband...
    forty
            years older than her!
  


        

        
─ 

  
You
          understand old Leeb! Not a fool! He chose his wife young!
  I never
          knew...who his wife was....


        

        
─ 

  
Rumor
          has it that you're the shyest, most elusive person in the
  whole
          county! Usually... she's around here... ─ whispered
  Isabel as she
          looked around.


        

        
─ 

  
How
          the hell do you know that?


        

        
─ 

  
She's
          the best consultant I've found so far... ─ confessed
  Isabel ─
          for


  

    

      

              esoteric readings
    
  


  

    
...
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Now
              I understand everything
    
  


  

    
...
  


        

        
─ 

  
SSSSSST!
          ─ shushed Isabel. ─ Did you hear that noise too?


        

        

  

    
Martin
            shook his head, looking alarmed.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Follow
          me! ─ Isabel said firmly. She rushed to the perimeter
  wall, threw
          open a door that spewed out several swarms of cobwebs,
  and slid in
          determinedly.


        

        

  

    
Martin,
            uncertain, followed her. Then, the dusty, unbreathable
    air choked a
            shriek in his throat, after a pale light reflected a
    silver hair
            that turned towards them.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Have
          you finished reading that book yet... 


  

    

      
my
              dear
    
  


  

    
?
            ─ came a velvety voice from the bottom of the
    gut.
  


        

        
─ 

  
No...
          that's not why we're here... Eva... ─ said Isabel
  eloquently. ─
          You see... Martin and I...


        

        
─ 

  
Oh...
          You didn't tell me... that you had a guest... ─ warbled
  the
          librarian, after she had caught up with the boys and
  stemmed her
          glasses on the aquiline nose, which popped up on a
  bizarre
          expression printed on her face. ─ You must excuse me... ─
  she
          said, shaking off the dust ─ I was trying to rearrange...
  the
          medieval texts... They are in such a mess! Tell me about
  it, guys!


        

        

  

    
Martin's
            eyes quickly flew over the hundreds of books that
    littered the dusty
            shelves. And his astonished look betrayed his inability
    to persuade
            himself how that gut could contain so many
    books.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Um...
          Martin and I... ─ Isabel explained ─ we were looking for
  some
          information... um... about the origins of... Mainmatch
  Road...


        

        

  

    
Eva
            Nescent locked herself in an icy silence, wrinkling her
    nose
            conspicuously.
  


        

        

  

    
Then
            Isabel cleared her throat and whispered: ─ Something to
    do... with
            a strong... curs-ed... 
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
And
          with a... 


  

    

      
a
              Lord of Darkness... and... a gem
    
  


  

    

            ─ hastened to clarify Martin.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Hey!
          Watch out! ─ the librarian apostrophized them sullenly ─
  If
          you're looking for texts on... 


  

    

      
black
              magic
    
  


  

    
...
            this is not the place for you! Never had that crap in
    the Twinsfield
            College library!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Come
          on! We're wasting time... ─ said Martin hastily, before
  taking to
          coughing out his soul. ─ Let's get out of here...you
  can't
          breathe....


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah,
          maybe it's like you say Eva... we've got the wrong
  place... ─ said
          Isabel in a dejected voice, turning her back towards the
  exit. 

        

        

        
─ 

  
Hey,
          wait a minute, guys! ─ the librarian called them back,
  before
          they put their feet out of the dark alley.  What did you
  say the
          name of the street was?


        

        
─ 

  
Mainmatch...
          ─ said Martin laconically.


        

        
─ 

  
Now
          that you mention it... ─ Eva hissed, rubbing her aquiline
  nose
          vigorously ─ that name... doesn't sound new to me! Maybe
  you can
          find something that suits you... I just need to know...
  what is the
          house number of the street... in question?


        

        
─ 

  
Three
          ─ Martin answered.


        

        
─ 

  
So...
          let's see... According to the Pythagorean school, the
  number three
          is considered perfect... because it is the synthesis of
  even, two,
          and odd, one. Well... since there happen to be three of
  us in this
          cubbyhole, I would multiply that number by the three of
  us... and
          that makes nine. So, then, let's see... we must also add
  a fort, a
          lord, darkness and... a gem. Have I forgotten
  something?


        

        

  

    
Martin
            looked away from the bizarre librarian, then, with a
    sidelong
            glance, darted at Isabel, who answered by shrugging
    candidly.
            Martin and Isabel had no alternative. They stared at
    her, arching
            their eye-brows, and shook their heads slightly.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Good!
          So... proceed up the elevator... which leads directly...
  to the 13th
          floor!


        

        

  

    
CLUNK!
  


        

        

  

    
The
            door slammed shut behind them, and at the same moment
    the pale light
            bulb that was casting a timid glow on the shelves
    suddenly burst
            into flames, spurting a fountain of crackling fireworks
    above their
            heads.
  


        

        

  

    
At
            that moment the doors of the elevator opened, a sort of
    freight
            elevator from which came a fuchsia light, languid and
    mysterious.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Eva...
          Eva... ─ she hurriedly called out to Isabel, her eyes
  going all
          the way around the shaft. 

        

        

        
─ 

  
W-Wh...
          W-where did it go? ─ stammered Martin.


        

        
─ 

  
What
          did I tell you? The most 


  

    

      
fuggiest
              person
    
  


  

    

            in the whole county. We'll just have to follow... his
    suggestion,
            shall we?
  


        

        
─ 

  
But...there
          aren't 


  

    

      
thirteen
              floors
    
  


  

    

            at Twinsfield College! ─ blurted Martin. ─ Or... I
    never noticed
            from the outside that it's not just a three-story
    building?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Oh...
          don't be so suspicious! ─ Isabel told him off.


        

        
─ 

  
Ah...so
          you call it 


  

    

      
distrustful
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ said Martin in an annoyed tone.
  


        

        
─ 

  
That's
          right! ─ Isabel scolded him. ─ I was sure you missed it!
  ─
          said the girl in a snooty tone.


        

        
─ 

  
He
          got away... 


  

    

      
what
    
  


  

    
?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Eva
          never said there were... thirteen floors.


        

        
─ 

  
She
          didn't?


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah!
          She said that the elevator leads... 


  

    

      
directly
    
  


  

    
...
            to the 
  


  

    

      
thirteenth
              floor
    
  


  

    

            ─ said the girl candidly, under Martin's confused look.
    ─ If I
            consider her the best consultant of esoteric
    readings... there must
            be a good reason, don't you think?
  


        

        

  

    
So,
            seeing him still hesitating, she blurted out: ─ YOU
    DON'T WANT TO
            SHED LIGHT ON YOUR FATHER'S DEATH!
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            remained open-mouthed; his eyes petrified.
  


        

        

  

    
But
            when Isabel decided to enter the elevator illuminated
    by a fuchsia
            light, languid and a bit sinister, he couldn't help but
    follow her.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Do
          you see him? ─ Martin began in an eloquent tone. ─ The
  keys go
          up to the third one. There are no other floors... what
  did I tell
          you? The old woman has 


  

    

      
lost
              her mind
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ he sneered mockingly.
  


        

        
─ 

  
So
          it would seem... ─ Isabel said, but the tone was not one
  of
          resignation at all. ─ We, however, have to go... 


  

    

      
directly
              to the thirteenth
    
  


  

    
...
            right? ─ she said in a stubborn tone.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Oh
          come on... stop teasing me and let's get out of
  here!


        

        
─ 

  
Wait
          a minute...let me try....


        

        
─ 

  
To
          do what?


        

        
─ 

  
To
          dial thirteen... ─ said Isabel in a non-chalant tone, as
  she
          pressed the number one and number three but-tons in
  sequence.


        

        
─ 

  
You're
          


  

    

      
all...
    
  


  

    

            ─ Martin fell silent as the doors closed. And his
    breath caught
            in his throat when he realized that the elevator was
    still going up,
            with disturbing creaking noises, even after the display
    showed what
            he thought was the third and last floor. In the
    meantime, Isabel
            gave him a mocking smile.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            had to change his mind about the idea, probably not so
    crazy
            anymore, that there might be a mysterious thirteenth
    floor at
            Twinsfield College. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
But
            he didn't have to wait long to be reasonably certain
    when the
            elevator, fortunately for him, opened its doors and
    indicated the
            number 13 on the display. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
They
            stepped into a large attic, bathed in a soft fuchsia
    light, topped
            by a sloping roof with a long hayloft from which
    dangled moldy
            cobwebs that flickered with more fear than they did
    (perhaps because
            they had never seen a human being before).
  


        

        
─ 

  
D-do...d-where
          do I give...d-do we...end up? ─ Martin said.


        

        
─ 

  
I
          haven't the... no idea ─ hissed Isabel, with a shuffling
  voice.


        

        
─ 

  
Where...
          where does... that door lead to? ─ said Martin, pointing
  to an old
          wooden door that seemed to lead to a corridor that must
  run along
          the sloping roof.


        

        

  

    
Martin
            approached the door on the left, tried to open the
    handle but it
            turned only half a turn, then locked and for a moment
    he had the
            strange feeling that someone had held it.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Great!
          ─ blurted Martin. ─ We ended up in a completely empty
  attic...
          With a door that hasn't been opened for who knows how
  many
          centuries... leading to another uninhabited attic... You
  want to
          tell me now... 


  

    

      
what
              we are doing here
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ he said irritably.
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel's
            face, reflecting a disturbing tone between pinkish and
    fuchsia,
            became suddenly expressionless.
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          trusted you! ─ Martin scolded her. ─ Now let's go back
          downstairs... let's find that crazy librarian... and you
  demand an
          explanation from her for all this mess...


        

        

  

    
Martin
            didn't finish his sentence when out of nowhere, in the
    middle of the
            attic, a cupboard materialized, surmounted by a glass
    case, lit by
            the same fuchsia light but much brighter than the rest
    of the room,
            which seemed to contain a book.
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            shot Martin a radiant smile, so eloquent that it seemed
    to say, 'You
            diffident race, what did I tell you!'
  


        

        

  

    
The
            two boys approached, circumspectly, the cupboard, to
    the point where
            they had before their eyes that li-bro, worn and
    battered. 
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
Well...
          ─ Isabel began. ─ What are you waiting for?


        

        
─ 

  
What
          for?


        

        
─ 

  
Come
          on! Catch him!


        

        
─ 

  
It's...
          not mine... ─ said Martin, shaking his head
  slightly.


        

        
─ 

  
Do
          you want to tell me then... 


  

    

      
what
              we are doing here
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ Isabel told him off.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            took a deep breath before deciding to bring his hand
    close to the
            case. It was a simple gesture, which the case seemed to
    obey by
            uncovering the glass head, under the astonished eyes of
    Martin and
            Isabel.
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Emain
              Macha, the hidden truths
    
  


  

    

            ─ whispered Martin when he had the book in his
    hands.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          do you say... ─ chirped Isabel ─ do you want to stay the
  whole
          time... jealously contemplating the cover... or shall we
  try to read
          it?


        


        

  

    
Martin
            took a long breath, as if he was facing an impossible
    task. Then he
            began, reading the preface in a whisper: ─ "
  


  

    

      
This
              story has to do with a gem and its past... There's a
      hidden world
              all around us. But you can only discover it if you
      are truly
              ready...to experience the world of the titans
    
  


  

    
."
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hat
            attic, just before dreary and desolate, was suddenly
    filled with
            life. Those words had ignited a spark of curiosity,
    excitement, and
            mystery in the boys' minds.


        

        
─

  

    
Come
            on! Let me read too! 
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
Isabel
            rubbed the book out of his hands, standing in front of
    the glass
            case. ─ "
  


  

    

      
Under
              the name Emain Macha
    
  


  

    

            ─ she went on reading the book 
  


  

    

      
─
              the Fort that was founded by the goddess Macha was
      once called. She
              who led the community of the Ulaid, the people after
      whom the Ulster
              region was named
    
  


  

    
."
            Have you ever heard of...this goddess? ─ Isabel
    inquired.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            hunched his shoulders. 
  


  
Martin
          si strinse nelle spalle.


        

        
─

  

    

      
It
              happened that Macha gave birth to twins
    
  


  

    
.
            ─ Isabel continued reading ─ "
  


  

    

      
who
              brought a bles-sing and a curse for the kings of the
      north of
              Ireland. She married a widower, Crunniuc, who boasted
      to the king,
              Con-chobar, that his wife would be able to outrun the
      king's
              hors-es. The king, annoyed by this affront, accepted
      the challenge,
              and forced Macha to race against his horses, even
      though she,
              pregnant, had begged the king for a postponement of
      the bet. The
              race ended with a victory for Macha, which was
      followed by the birth
              of her twins, before her death
    
  


  

    
."
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            watched, in solemn silence, as Isabel turned the page
    so delicately
            that he seemed to fear the worn page would crumble in
    her hands.
  


        

        
─ 

  
"


  

    

      
But
              before he died
    
  


  

    

            ─ continued the girl ─ 
  


  

    

      
Macha
              cast a blessing and a curse on the men of Ulster,
      each symbolized by
              a twin. The blessing was given to the Ulster warriors
      who would thus
              obtain great strength and power
    
  


  

    
.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          about the curse? What does it say about...the curse? ─
  Martin
          urged her. 

        

        

        
─ 

  
"


  

    

      
However
    
  


  

    

            ─ continued Isabel a little upset ─ 
  


  

    

      
in
              the moment of greatest difficulty, the community
      would be struck by
              a curse, becoming as helpless as a woman during
      childbirth. When all
              seemed lost, a prophecy announced that only a twin,
      who remained
              free of the curse, would be able to break the curse.
      He was the
              first... of the bishops of time
    
  


  

    
..."
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          did he call them?


  

    

            ─
  


  

    

            repeated Martin with a half-smile on his lips to break
    the tension.
  


        

        

  

    
Then
            the boys' gaze, half questioning and half worried,
    lingered on five
            figures in the middle of the page, on which Isabel's
    slender fingers
            began to run, as if she had wanted to draw them.
  


        

        
─ 

  
"


  

    

      
His
              symbol was the baptismal font
    
  


  

    

            ─ continued the girl. ─ "
  


  

    

      
At
              his side fought a flowering tree, a sword, an
      unnamed... and a
              dragon
    
  


  

    
."
            ─ she concluded in a whisper that broke in her throat,
    before
            casting an icy glance at Martin.
  


        

        
─

  

    
Go
            on... ─ the boy hurriedly urged her on.
  


        

        
─ 

  
"


  

    

      
Since
              then, the ancient communities of northeastern
      Ireland, the Ulaid, to
              relieve and appease the spirit of Macha, called the
      lands by the
              name of Emain Macha, the twins of Macha
    
  


  

    
."
  


        

        

  

    
UH-UH!
  


        

        

  

    
A
            dark and short sound echoed in the attic, which
    suddenly seemed to
            be much bigger than that kind of closet.
  


        

        

  

    
The
            boys looked up at the ceiling in astonishment.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Did
          you... did you also hear this... this sound... ─ Isabel
  stammered.


        

        

  

    
Martin's
            eyes scanned the sloping roof, lingering on the large
    window, from
            which hung a swarm of cobwebs flapping furiously in
    mid-air. 
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
It
          sounded like...an...


  

    

      

              owl.
    
  


  

    

            It must be coming from that window... ─ cut Martin
    short─
            Doesn't it sound like... a 
  


  

    

      
gem
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ he continued hurriedly ─ or a strong... 
  


  

    

      
cursed
    
  


  

    
?
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            quickly scanned the rest of the page, then said: ─ Not
    for now.
            But there really is... a 
  


  

    

      
mysterious
              assonance
    
  


  

    
...
            to be so 
  


  

    

      
random
    
  


  

    
...
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          are you talking about? ─ Martin hurried to ask,
  quivering.


        

        
─ 

  
I'm
          talking about your home street... Mainmatch Road... ─
  said Isabel
          Belfeline eloquently. Then she repeated in a whisper: ─
  Emain
          Macha... Mainmatch... Emain Macha... Mainmatch... Emain
  Macha...


        

        

  

    
Martin
            winced and felt a fist reach him in the stomach. Then a
    furious rush
            of chills went up his spine.
  


        

        
─ 

  
You...
          you... you have... an 


  

    

      
overactive
              imagination
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ babbled Martin, backing away a few steps from the
    glass case.
  


        

        

  

    
UH-UH!
  


        

        

  

    
More
            short, dark sounds echoed through the attic again, and
    this time
            they were followed by a breeze that ruffled Martin's
    tawny hair and
            Isabel's copper-blond ringlets.
  


        

        
─ 

  
These
          were 


  

    

      
at
              least two
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ Isabel observed dryly, her tone betraying disbelief
    at her own
            words. ─ It doesn't seem to be me who has this...
    
  


  

    

      
over-the-top
              fantasy
    
  


  

    
...
            Wallace ─ rebutted him promptly. ─ If you read
    further... the
            book talks about... 
  


  

    

      
a
              land of the titans
    
  


  

    
...
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            stared at her, wrinkling his nose.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Try
          to push further... your imaginative abilities Wallace ─
  Isabel
          said with a mischievous and befuddled smile, as if she
  had been
          bewitched by reading that story. ─ Try time travel to...
  the time
          of the gods....


        

        
─

  

    
Stop
            it! I knew I shouldn't have trusted...
  


        

        
─

  

    
Me
            or Eve?
  


        

        
─

  

    
BOTH!
            That old woman has bewitched your mind with 
  


  

    

      
that
              crap you read!
    
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
It's
              not crap at all!
    
  


        

        

  

    
ETCHI!
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            was interrupted by a kind of dashed sneeze, which added
    to those
            sinister noises.
  


        

        
─ 

  
And
          what was that? ─ said Martin.


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
It's
              not junk at all
    
  


  

    

            ─ the girl scolded him, unconcerned and irritated ─
    
  


  

    

      
'The
              Elf Tarot Part II: Your Destiny in Love'
    
  


  

    
!
            Now take the book back!
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            picked up, barely on the fly, the worn and tanned book
    that Isabel
            hurled at him. Then, sighing in an accommodating tone,
    he resumed
            reading the comments to the legend: ─ "
  


  

    

      
The
              story of Emain Macha went on until the 'Annals of the
      Four Masters',
              when the fort of Emain Macha was abandoned after the
      fire set
              between the fourth and fifth centuries AD, after
      defeating Fergus
              Foga, king of Ulster, shortly before the fall of the
      Roman Empire
    
  


  

    
.
            
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
"


  

    

      
The
              legend of Emain Macha
    
  


  

    

            ─ continued with a serious tone ─ 
  


  

    

      
seems
              to be directly related to the Breton legends of the
      same period,
              which tell of the court of King Arthur, the hero,
      noble and unhappy,
              defender of national freedom against the Celtic
      invaders in the
              years between 450 and 510 AD
    
  


  

    
.
  


        

        
─ 

  
WOW!
          The knights of the round table... ─ said Isabel with
  dreamy eyes.


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah...
          interesting... ─ said Martin in a deliberately
  expressionless
          tone, which, however, betrayed a certain uneasiness about
  the
          mysterious tale.


        

        
─ 

  
He
          continued to read in a throbbing voice ─ "


  

    

      
It
              is said that the Ulaid communities were the first to
      discover the
              hidden passages that would lead"
    
  


  

    

            ─ he paused to let out a gasping sigh ─ "
  


  

    

      
to
              the land of the titans... through an enchanted
      land... said to be on
              the shores... of Lough Neagh".
    
  


        

        
─ 

  
It's
          the lake that lies a few miles...northeast of
  Ar-magh...not far from
          Uncle Eric's house...in Craigavon ─ he told her, staring
  at her
          with sparkling, excited eyes.


        

        
─ 

  
Well!
          So that would be me... having an 


  

    

      
over-the-top
              fantasy....
    
  


        

        

  

    
UH-UH!
            UH-UH! UH-UH!
  


        

        

  

    
The
            fuchsia light hovering throughout the attic was
    instantly
            extinguished, casting an eerie semi-darkness all
    around. Then a gust
            of wind burst through the attic. A few moments later,
    the boys'
            eyes, which were raised towards the ceiling, fell on
    the branches of
            a huge oak tree tower-ing above them, on whose lower
    branch they
            distinguished three perched figures, which had three
    pairs of
            yellow-orange eyes on them, glowing like flames in the
            semi-darkness.
  


        

        
─

  

    
They
            are 
  


  

    

      
eagle
              owls
    
  


  

    
!
            
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
Isabel
            began candidly.
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          was... I was q-quite sure... I was quite sure... I was in
  the
          attic... a moment ago... ─ stammered Martin, without
  looking away
          from those huge birds of prey.


        

        
─

  

    
Maybe...
            you got... too much 
  


  

    

      
imagination
    
  


  

    
.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            rubbed his eyes vigorously, trying to wake up from a
    probable dream.
            But it all seemed so damn true. ─ It doesn't seem at
    all... that
            I'm dream-ing about those three owls... ─ he said, then
    blurted
            out:  ─ And then weren't you the one who had... 
  


  

    

      
too
              much imagination
    
  


  

    
?
            What the hell kind of joke is this? I feel like there's
    still a hand
            in it...from 
  


  

    

      
that
              librarian friend of yours
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          guess there's no point in discussing it now... We're in
  an
          undergrowth....


        

        
─

  

    
Yeah,
            I noticed that too. ─ Martin chuckled irrationally. ─
    Now I'd
            like to know... how the hell we got here... and most of
    all... 
  


  

    

      
how
              the hell we're going to get out of this as soon as
      possible
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          if we didn't end up there... by accident?


        

        
─

  

    
What
            do you mean?
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
That
              book
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ Isabel murmured candidly, point-ing to the old,
    battered book
            that Martin still had in his hands. Martin's gaze
    turned dark. Then
            he lifted the book and frowned.
  


        

        
─ 

  
He
          didn't say... that there is a hidden world all around
  us... ─
          Isabel continued with an ill-concealed spark of
  excitement on her
          face ─ and that one can discover it if one is really
  ready... to
          experience the world of the titans.


        

        
─ 

  
Who
          says I'm ready? Martin laughed. 

        

        

        
─

  

    
Ready
            or not... now 
  


  

    

      
let's
              move
    
  


  

    
!
  


  

    

            ─
  


  

    

            the girl addressed him. 
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
Now
          that we're here... what does it cost to listen to that
  li-bro... We
          shouldn't be far from the lake.


        

        

  

    
Martin
            remained silent for a few moments. Then, with a twisted
    face, he
            said through clenched teeth: ─ Yeah... what does it
    cost us...
  


        

        

  

    
They
            left the owls on their left and went on to the first
    path that ran
            along pines, birches, and huge oaks and that would have
    led them in
            a north-easterly direction to the shores of the
    southern bay of Lake
            Neagh, when suddenly Martin and Isabel were astonished
    to see with
            their own eyes a Calamita (a toad quite common in those
    areas)
            disappearing in mid-air.
  


        

        

  

    
Meanwhile,
            above the heads of the unsuspecting boys, the sun was
    about to set
            over the Sperrin Mountains, whose peaks stood out in
    the sky
            northwest of Lake Neagh. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
After
            a hundred or so steps, they heard a loud flapping of
    wings and after
            they had cast a surprised glance over their shoulder,
    they had to
            crouch down quickly to be passed by the three eagle
    owls that
            disappeared into the thick undergrowth.
  


        

        

  

    
An
            eerie, unnatural silence fell. Everything seemed so
    seemingly
            peaceful. Yet a strange feeling was beginning to grip
    them.
  


        

        

  

    
Until
            they had to stop in front of an unexpected two-way
    street.
  


        

        
─

  

    
What
            now? ─ Isabel said dryly, in a peremptory tone.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            didn't have time to say a word, but from the depths of
    the
            undergrowth, before the children's wide-eyed eyes, came
    terrible
            shrieks that chilled their blood.
  


        

        
─

  

    
What
            was that? 
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
said
            Isabel, petrified, her voice throbbing.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            remained in an icy silence, scanning the deep
    undergrowth for a
            clue, when... 
  

        

        

        

  

    
...
            suddenly the path beyond the fork on their right glowed
    with the
            same fuchsia light that had been hovering in the attic
    of the
            Twinsfield College library.
  


        

        
─

  

    
That's
            what I thought! ─ Martin blurted out, resolutely. ─ I
    was sure
            
  


  

    

      
your
              friend had something to do with it
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          can help you guys... ─ said a grave and quiet voice that
          materialized out of nowhere from behind them.


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            and Martin gasped. Then, after they had looked away,
    they shouted in
            unison: ─ GREAT JUPITER! 
  

        

        

        

  

    
Before
            their eyes, four imposing legs, as tall as columns,
    carried the
            weight of a gigantic elk, from whose neck hung a funny
    bag, topped
            by a fleshy, ruminating snout, at the sides of which
    fell two strips
            of skin that resembled two long mustaches. More than
    two meters from
            the ground, the head dangled in a cadenced rhythm,
    swinging two
            enormous stages, in the middle of which two large human
    and
            expressive eyes stared impassively at the boys.
  


        

        
─

  

    
Let
            us not disturb... the king of the gods... 
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
said
            the moose, in a grave and phlegmatic tone.
  


        

        
─ 

  
W-who...
          who... are... 


  

    

      
you
    
  


  

    
?
            ─ Isabel babbled.
  


        

        
─ 

  
O,
          golly...what ...


  

    

      
a
              fool
    
  


  

    
!
            mumbled the moose to himself. ─ I haven't even
    introduced
            myself... Err ─ he said, lightening up his cavernous
    voice ─ my
            name is... Alfred Musstack... But my friends call me
    Muss! ─ he
            said curling his two long moustaches in a grimace that
    looked like a
            half smile. ─ So? Where were we? Ah yes... If I'm not
    mistaken...,
            where are you headed?
  


        

        
─ 

  
To
          


  

    

      
the
              land of the titans!
    
  


  

    

            ─ Isabel said in one breath, under Martin's
    scowl.
  


        

        
─ 

  
BY
          A THOUSAND OAKS! ─ thundered the elk, pawing the ground.
  Then he
          ruminated for a few more moments in a dreamy mood. Then
  he said in a
          drawling tone: All right, mount up.


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            glanced at Martin in a mixture of disbelief and
    excitement, then
            arched her eyebrows with the cheeky air of someone who
    would
            convince him at all costs.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            darted her with the frown of someone who would never be
    convinced to
            go upstairs. At any cost.
  


        

        
─

  

    
Well?
            
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
mumbled
            the elk, bouncing an impatient look between the two of
    them.
  


        

        

  

    
A
            few moments later, Isabel preceded Martin on the back
    of the
            imposing animal, who started to walk, with a phlegmatic
    step, that
            mysterious source of fuchsia light that was winding
    through the
            undergrowth.
  


        

        
─

  

    
I
            really can't take it anymore!
  


  

    

            ─
  


  

    

            Alfred suddenly burst out.
  


        

        
─

  

    
What?
            ─ Isabel asked curiously.
  


        

        
─ 

  
About
          this life!


        

        
─ 

  
And...
          why... Alfred? ─ Martin asked, in a tone as uncertain as
  he was
          incredulous that he had to talk to a moose.


        

        
─ 

  
Call
          me... Muss... ─ replied the moose in a drawling voice,
  interrupted
          by rumination.


        

        
─ 

  
All
          right... What for... 


  

    

      
Mus
    
  


  

    
s
            ─ Martin repeated, patiently.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Do
          you think I would have to hide 


  

    

      
under
              the guise of a moose
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ Alfred blurted out, pardon Muss ─ if there was more
    respect
            for all the former members of the Order of the
    Fairy-Tooths and
            Sorcerers of the Northwitch High District?
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            turned abruptly behind her back, then scam-med with
    Martin an
            astonished look.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Y-you
          mean... you're not... a moose? ─ Isabel mumbled, her eyes
  wide.


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah...
          just like that! You tell me... if it could be called an
  easy life
          for a Sorcerer... ─ Muss explained ─ living in a district
  of
          magic... all women!


        

        
─ 

  
Well...
          ─ agreed Martin from behind.


        

        
─ 

  
Sour,
          upwardly mobile witches, ready for anything... ─
  continued Muss ─
          led by a descendant of the Founders of the Order,
  Mischief, Perfidy
          and Cruelty, who, in order to have an easier time, had
  surrounded
          herself with an envoy and a good-for-nothing.


        

        
─ 

  
And
          then? ─ Martin asked impatiently.


        

        
─ 

  
So
          those three... 


  

    

      
hags
    
  


  

    
...
            did everything they could to get me to leave... At that
    time, the
            Seven Hundred and Seventy-seventh High White Magic
    Tournament of the
            Emergent and Submerged Districts was taking place ─
    Muss started
            to explain. ─ After casting a number of my specialty
    
  


  

    

      
trans-mutant
              oak-rootsrancid-blood-sheathing-deadflies spells
    
  


  

    
,
            the Grand Jury had awarded me one of the highest
    scores. So I had
            ended up in the top tier, carrying the honor of the
    Northwitch
            District high.... only behind Sir Abissus of the
    Neptune
            District.And just when I had a very good chance of
    winning the
            Tournament... those treacherous hags... used the first
    pretext to
            put the 
  


  

    

      
Red
              horn of evil
    
  


  

    

            under my jacket... All so they could accuse me in front
    of the Grand
            Jury of having used black magic, clearly banned from
    the prestigious
            tournament, on pain of being expelled from every Order
    of Magic.
            Falsehood that I tried in vain to refute... 
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
Why
          needlessly? ─ said Isabel candidly.


        

        
─ 

  
Because
          you should know... ─ sighed Muss in defiance ─ that
          unfortunately... in the Order of Wizards... kinship... is
  worth more
          than any magical ability... So the Grand Jury was
  satisfied with the
          fact that 


  

    

      
that
              one
    
  


  

    
...
            was a descendant of the Founders of the Order of
    Northwitch, Malice,
            Perfidy and Cruelty. That's ─ he concluded ─ how I was
    disbarred
            forever from the Order!
  


        

        
─

  

    
How
            could they! ─ Isabel thundered in such an angry and
    engaging tone
            that Martin's eyes glazed over with
    astonishment.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Oh...
          forget it... ─ Muss cut it short. ─ I wasn't the only
  one...
          They also managed to get Belle Ratteen kicked out... But
  that's
          another story... isn't it Belle? ─ said the moose as if
  addressing
          someone, somewhere in the semi-darkness of the
  undergrowth. 

        

        

        

  

    
The
            boys stood with bated breath, their eyes wide, waiting
    for someone
            or something to emerge from the undisturbed
    semi-darkness that
            dominated beyond the fuchsia trail that was leading
    them who knows
            where in the bowels of the woods.
  


        

        

  

    
Silence.
            When Isabel turned and saw Martin arching his eyebrows
    and tapping
            his index finger on his head, she knew he had
    reasonable suspicions
            that Muss was missing some wheels.
  


        

        

  

    
Then,
            suddenly, the moose changed the subject: ─ And tell
    me... Why is
            it that the rest of you... are searching for this...
    
  


  

    

      
land
              of the titans
    
  


  

    
?
  


        

        
─ 

  
It
          all started... ─ Martin ─ began when Isabel and I were
  looking
          for clues... about the origins of Mainmatch Road and...
  about what
          was, long ago, in the place of my house. Some deranged
  say... a
          cursed fort. Then we met Eva... I think it's 


  

    

      
all
              her fault
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ she blurted out ─ that we've now ended up HERE!
    
  

        

        

        
─

  

    
Eva?
            
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
mumbled
            Muss to himself.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Eva
          Nescent... the librarian. It's 


  

    

      
thanks
              to her
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ pre-cisely Isabel ─ that we are now holding... this
    book! ─
            she said, pulling the book out from under Martin's
    jacket.
  


        

        

  

    
Muss
            turned back and cast an intrigued look.
  


        

        
─ 

  
It
          tells of 


  

    

      
hidden
              passages
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ Isabel explained, crawling on her rump ─ that would
    lead to
            the land of the titans... through an 
  


  

    

      
enchanted
              land
    
  


  

    
...
            that would be... more or less around the shores of Lake
    Neagh... Do
            you know anything about it?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Mmmm...
          ─ mumbled the elk in curiosity. Interesting! And what
  else does
          this book talk about?


        

        
─ 

  
About
          a gem... and its past... ─ said Martin from behind
  Isabel's back.
          ─ We are searching... ─ 


  

    

      
for
              the truth about the end of my father
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ he finally confessed in a whisper.
  


        

        
─ 

  
FOR
          A THOUSAND TONS OF OAK BARK! It's your right kid! Go all
  the way! ─
          Muss encouraged him, vigorously shaking the big poles in
  approval. ─
          Show him what you're made of...to the school
  bully!


        

        
─ 

  
What?
          ─ Martin flinched.


        

        

  

    
But
            just when he was going to pretend to know what he knew
    about Pit's
            story, the big guy froze, as if petrified by the sound
    of a few
            notes that seemed to hover in the fuchsia trail up to
    the kids...
  


        

        
─ 

  
It's
          a harp ─ Isabel said dryly, her sparkling eyes betraying
  her
          passion for the instrument.


        

        
─ 

  
To
          me... it sounds like a bagpipe and a bodhrán ─ Martin
  replied, as
          if to obscure the other notes.


        

        
─ 

  
If
          that's the case... there's also the sound of a flute... ─
  said the
          girl in a snooty tone.


        

        
─

  

    
Um...
            ─ the moose interrupted them, clearing up his cavernous
    voice.
            It's time... to say goodbye! he said hurriedly.
  


        

        
─

  

    
What's
            the matter Muss? Don't you like Celtic music? ─ Isabel
    said.
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          have something else to do... ─ answered Muss quickly. ─
  Um...
          first of all... I have to look for Belle Rat-teen...
  Sorry guys...
          end of the line ─ he said curving his withers and helping
  the guys
          to slide off the back.


        

        
─ 

  
All
          right... If that's what you want... ─ Martin scolded him
  ─
          we'll manage... even 


  

    

      
without
              you
    
  


  

    
!
            
  

        

        

        

  

    
Martin
            and Isabel realized they were at the foot of a
    clearing, which gave
            them a view of a lake.
  


        

        
─ 

  
We
          have arrived at Lake Neagh! 


  

    
─
  


  

    
exclaimed
            Isabel, her excited smile lit by the coral-red rays
    filtering
            through the glimpse of sky above their heads.
  


        

        
─ 

  
It
          would seem ─ said Martin in an expressionless tone. ─
  First from
          the attic of the College we came out... 


  

    

      
nobody
              knows how
    
  


  

    
...
            into the woods... Then the weird moose that was
    babbling... Then the
            mysterious trail of light in the woods... And finally,
    now the
            music... Could it be that someone... wanted to lead us
    to the
            lakeshore... to meet a group... of 
  


  

    

      
Celtic
              music
    
  


  

    
?
            And it just so happens... 
  


  

    

      
all
              this weirdness
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ she said in a spiteful and teasing tone ─ it's been
    happening
            ever since we asked for clues... 
  


  

    

      
from
              your crazy librarian friend! 
    
  

        

        

        

  

    
Isabel
            merely wrinkled her nose, then looked away, grimacing
    in annoyance.
  


        

        

  

    
After
            the boys had gained a horseshoe-shaped bramble bush
    overlooking the
            lake, their squinting eyes staggered over a scene that
    was
            incredible: no one was playing those
    instruments.
  


        

        

  

    
That's
            right! Let me explain: they were playing without anyone
    playing
            them. In other words, they were playing alone... in
    mid-air!
  


        

        

  

    
The
            bag of red leather of the bagpipes inflated and
    deflated until the
            big pipes blew out. Two sticks tapped the bodhrán to a
    melodic
            rhythm. The levers of the flute would rise and fall
    like dancers on
            the 'keys'. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
Finally,
            the last instrument was the most astonishing to see:
    the gut strings
            of a magnificent hand-painted wooden harp, inlaid with
    goddesses and
            nymphs, stretched, and flexed all over the sound box,
    to the rhythm
            of a dance. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
For
            long moments the boys' eyes were bewitched by those
    instruments that
            had come to life in mid-air.
  


        

        

  

    
Only
            later did they manage to distinguish other strange
    notes that peeped
            out from the melody: harsh and shrill sounds, real
    dissonances that
            did nothing but distort the melodious background
    motif.
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T
    
  
  

hey
            left behind them the harp, the flute, the bagpipes and
    the bodhrán,
            which continued, undisturbed, to play in mid-air, and
    continued,
            with uncertain steps, just above the shoreline in a
    westerly
            direction, until their eyes were caught by sparkling
    lights shining
            in the middle of the beach.


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            and Martin stopped suddenly and hissed, petrified, in
    unison: ─
            Great ... Jupiter ... 
  

        

        

        

  

    
Not
            more than twenty meters from their glassy eyes, on the
    beach formed
            by debris of gravel and sand, three clumsy, lanky
    witches were
            dancing in a circle around a bonfire, trying to intone,
    in vain, the
            tune played by the instruments.
  


        

        
─

  

    
Hurry!
            Let's hide! 
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
whispered
            Martin, after he had come out of his breath, pulling
    Isabel by the
            blouse. They slipped back on their heels and sneaked
    behind the
            horseshoe-shaped bramble bush that held the instruments
    and looked
            like the 
  


  

    

      
hole
              of the orchestra
    
  


  

    
.
            
  

        

        

        

  

    
They'd
            heard plenty of wacky stories. Including those of
    witches and
            sorceresses. But seeing them there in front of them, in
    the flesh,
            that really made their skin crawl.
  


        

        

  

    
Their
            voices were harsh and raspy, and the boys began to rack
    their brains
            to get the meaning of their words. But they had to give
    it up. They
            were completely incomprehensible. There was something
    about them
            that reminded Martin of Professor Maggie Donny. Now
    listen to how
            they dressed.
  


        

        

  

    
They
            wore long gypsy skirts, painted in the most bizarre
    colors and
            combinations, from amethyst to canary yellow, from pea
    green to
            fuchsia, from blood red to shocking pink, held up with
    ropes of guts
            on their slender waists, on which towered long busts
    and slouching
            arms tucked into the half sleeves of old shirts that
    matched the
            skirts. On their wither-ed faces, finally, fell tufts
    of silver hair
            escaped from the chignons clumsily gathered on their
    heads.
  


        

        

  

    
Meanwhile
            Martin and Isabel discovered that those harsh sounds
    did not come
            only from the loud voices of the witches. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
The
            high flames of the bonfire had uncovered, from time to
    time, a small
            cage lying on the sand, from the grates of which
    sprouted the snouts
            of three small wild boar-s, shrieking like
    madmen.
  


        

        
─

  

    
Caitlin!
            Listen to them! Aren't they really 
  


  

    

      
guilty
    
  


  

    
?
            ─ a witch exclaimed. ─ Maybe it wasn't such a good idea
    of
            Erin... to turn them into boars. If she had listened to
    me... simple
            canaries... or tropical parakeets... they wouldn't have
    pierced our
            eardrums... with these insufferable grunts!
  


        

        

  

    
If
            she had listened to me... simple canaries... or
    tropical
            parakeets... they wouldn't have pierced our eardrums...
    with these
            insufferable grunts!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Oh
          shut up Mavelle ─ retorted the other. ─ I've never been
  able to
          stand... being disturbed when I'm singing!


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah!
          And what's more... disturbed by 


  

    

      
stupid
              brats!
    
  


  

    

            ─ thundered the last in an imperious tone. ─ They were
    trying...
            to 
  


  

    

      
throw
              it all away
    
  


  

    
...
            the poor fools!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Well...
          since we have them trapped now... ─ said Erin
  nonchalantly ─
          they must be good for something! Caitlin... ─ she said in
  an
          obsequious and affected tone ─ if you'll allow me... to
  use an
          albino 


  

    

      
vipera...
    
  


  

    

            to cast the 
  


  

    

      
hunter-hunter
    
  


  

    

            spell... ─ she said in an excited voice ─ it'll be a
    pleasure to
            get these three boys... er boar-s... out of your
    way...
  


        

        
─

  

    
Shut
            up, Erin! ─ Mavelle retorted. ─ Get your brain
            working...assuming you can find it after rummaging
    around in that
            head...before you vibrate that forked tongue! We still
    need those
            boars 
  


  

    

      
alive!
    
  


  

    

            If not..., do you want to tell me what I need that I'm
    patiently
            waiting for the wolf in the wake of 
  


  

    

      
these
              three tender baits
    
  


  

    
...
            so that I can swoon over him with my wonderful nails ─
    he said
            unleashing some kind of long claws lacquered an
    eggplant purple ─
            and collect the warm blood... that 
  


  

    

      
I
              need for the potion?
    
  


        

        
─ 

  
Yuck!
          All 


  

    

      
great
              ideas!
    
  


  

    

            ─ Caitlin commented in annoyance.  ─ And to listen to
    you...
            now I'm here... singing on the beach with you to kill
    time...
            waiting for some wolf to be convinced to
    cooperate!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Oh...
          but your singing Caitlin ─ said Erin in a mellifluous
  tone ─
          it's just... 


  

    

      

              sublime
    
  


  

    
.
            I've never heard, in millennia, any witch... tone so
    
  


  

    

      
acidly
    
  


  

    
.
            Perjury on the head... on the head... of Mavelle! ─ she
    grinned,
            revealing a set of teeth made up of a handful of sharp
    teeth
            scattered among her gums.
  


        

        

  

    
Mavelle
            gave her a fiery look. Then she blurted out ─ All
    right! To
            shorten the time... after all, why not slit the throat
    of a boar?
            The high-pitched shrieks and the copious blood that
    will flow like
            fountains from its black veins... ─ she said excitedly
    ─ will be
            an unmissable dinner invitation... for the ravenous
    wolves that
            prowl the woods. So... we’ll catch two vipers...with a
    rat!
  


        

        
─

  

    
Evil...
            diabolical... hellish! You've convinced me... I'M IN! ─
    agreed
            Erin excitedly. ─ I remember... it couldn't have been
    even two
            centuries ago... the days when I was still a 
  


  

    

      
little
              lady
    
  


  

    
....
            I used to help my dear grandmother in the kitchen... to
    pull out
            vipers and snakes... from which a fragrant and
    intoxicating blood
            gushed ─ she said with a rapt air. Then my grandmother
    would slit
            the boar's throat... and once the guts and eyes were
    ripped out...
            with the blood and all the other ingredients... we
    would cook a
            wonderful, boiled meat!
  


        

        

  

    
Listening
            to those witches' speeches, crouching behind the
    bramble bush, the
            boys felt their hearts leap into their throats.
  


        

        
─
 

  

    
Handmaiden
  


  

    

            Erin called suddenly. ─ Dear my trusty blade... taking
    care of the
            
  


  

    

      
beauty
              of my body 
    
  


  

    
every
            morning... trimming a few superfluous hairs here and
    there.... ─
            she said smugly to a long knife hovering in midair in
    front of her
            nose.
  


        

        

  

    
Then
            he raised a bony hand menacingly in the air to brandish
    the dagger,
            with long hooked nails on the handle, lacquered in a
    bright shocking
            pink. Then he sentenced: ─ Let me personally take care
    of
            
  


  

    

      
scannering
    
  


  

    

            these three brats and insufferable nuisances...
  


        

        
─

  

    
STOP
            ERIN! 
  


  

    
─
  


  

    
thundered
            Mavelle threateningly. Don't you dare stick a single
            fingernail...into the tender flesh of those 
  


  

    

      
hairy
              pigs
    
  


  

    
!
            As it happens, it was MY idea: seven drops of warm
    blood...
            collected from a gutted alpha wolf in a pack of
    seven... exposed,
            for the last seven beats of its heart, to the rays of
    the full
            moon... will be the perfect ingredient... for the
    potion that will
            finally break...
  


  

    

      
...the
              spell
    
  


  

    
...
  


        

        
─ 

  
For
          all the 


  

    

      
foolish
              ideas! 
    
  


  

    
─
            Caitlin repeated resolutely. ─ I've already told you
    what I think!
            A potion, however potent, will not be enough to get
    what you want.
            It will take more than that... to break 
  


  

    

      
that
              curs
    
  


  

    
e...
            And 
  


  

    

      
what
              it takes
    
  


  

    
...
            is all too clear to me... 
  


  

    

      
My
              infamous
    
  


  

    

            witchcraft companions!
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            and Isabel, their faces céréré, exchanged allibid
    glances.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Anyway...
          for NO REASON WILL YOU... ─ croaked Mavelle sharply ─
  sink any
          blade into the goitre of those stupid animals!


        

        
─ 

  
I
          absolutely will NOT accept, that 


  

    

      
anyone
              dares to give me orders
    
  


  

    
!
            thundered Erin. ─ Especially if that 
  


  

    

      
someone.
    
  


  

    
..
            is a 
  


  

    

      
beaver
              snake charmer
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        

  

    
Mavelle
            looked around. Then she blurted out: ─ Unfortunately I
    haven't
            found... the witch you're talking about. The one you're
    looking
            at... is one of the finest sorceresses in all of the
    Sunken and
            Sunken Districts... graduated with honors from a
    master’s degree
  


  

    

      

              in Witchcraft and Shamanism
    
  


  

    

            and was awarded the prestigious 
  


  

    

      
Golden
              Bat
    
  


  

    

            by the first Highland Sorcerer of Northwitch himself.
    In a
            nutshell... ─ con-closed ─ be careful what lies you
    spew... from
            your 
  


  

    

      
large
              and annoying snake mouth
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ Mavelle blurted out in a fit of rage.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Ah...
          you call those 


  

    

      
second-rate
              spells witchcraft
    
  


  

    
!
            I warn you, Mavelle, 
  


  

    

      
don't
              you dare challenge me
    
  


  

    
....
            ─ Erin warned her ─ or I'll be forced to pull you out
    of those
            bony shoulder blades, one by one...the 
  


  

    

      
rains
              of life
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        

  

    
So,
            as soon as Mavelle made to grab something she was
    hiding under her
            skirt, Erin unleashed her greasy nails and growled: ─ I
    warned
            you! Now I'm going to show you...what 
  


  

    

      
I
              am made of
    
  


  

    
....
  


        

        
─ 

  
Do
          me a favor...start plugging that 


  

    

      
snake
              mouth
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ barked Mavelle, then thundered: ─ SER-PENT MOUTH,
    ¡SERPENT IN
            THE MOUTH!
  


        

        

  

    
Out
            of Erin's mouth sprouted the tail of a snake, wiggling
    furiously as
            the witch, who was choking, tried to spit it
    out.
  


        

        
─ 

  
D-do...d-we
          have to leave...that...this place.... ─ babbled Martin,
  after
          interminable breathless minutes, into Isabel's ear. And
  when he came
          across the girl's look, now veiled with amusement, he
  seemed to
          detect even a vein of disappointment at not being able to
  stay and
          enjoy that unmissable squabble.


        

        

  

    
The
            boys' ears were reached by a loud crackling sound.
    Beyond the bush
            of brambles that protected them from the sight of the
    witches, a
            dazzling light had risen. The boys barely had time to
    raise their
            eyes when they saw a fiery ball floating in mid-air
    above the
            shoreline, just above poor Mavelle's head.
  


        

        
─ 

  
PREPARED!
          I will reduce you to a fistful


  

    

      

              of ashes
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ Erin thundered threateningly. 
  

        

        

        

  
 

─

  
YOU?
          ─sneered Mavelle in a sardonic tone. ─ Come on, I'm ready
  to
          enjoy the fun of your voodoo 


  

    

      
rites
    
  


  

    
...
            you rude, insolent, 
  


  

    

      
two-penny
              wench
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        

  

    
In
            Erin's hand raised to the sky, the glowing light of the
    fire
            illuminated a long oak wand, lacquered the same radiant
    shocking
            pink as her hooked nails. She tamed that fiery ball as
    if it were a
            harmless balloon, and her glittering eyes blazed with
    auburn at
            Mavelle.
  


        

        

  

    
She
            tamed that fiery ball as if it were a harmless balloon,
    and her
            glittering eyes blazed with auburn at Mavelle.
  


        

        

  

    
But
            before Erin could hurl that floating, glowing magma at
    her, Mavelle,
            with her back to the mirror of the lake, disappeared
    into thin air
            in a cloud of smoke. A few moments later, a loud
    gurgling sound was
            heard from the lake. Then a beautiful mermaid emerged,
    with a very
            long titian red hair, whose flowing curls fell on a
    scaly fin.
  


        

        

  

    
The
            boys saw Erin snort like a bull. Then she twirled her
    wand so wildly
            that their eyes could no longer distinguish it in her
    hands. The
            incandescent magma began to boil like a pressure
    cooker.  And
            finally...
  


        

        
─

  
EXPLODE!
          ─thundered Erin.


        

        

  

    
SWOOOSH!!!
  


        

        

  

    
The
            fireball was projected, at the speed of thunder,
    towards the siren.
  


        

        

  

    
TUUUMB!!!
  


        

        
─ 

  
As
          soon as it touched the surface of the water, there was a
  bang and a
          high jet of steam rose in the air.


        

        
─ 

  
For
          all the 


  

    

      
coves
              swarming
    
  


  

    

            with poisonous snakes... For all the 
  


  

    

      
cloths
              woven
    
  


  

    

            by black widows... For all the 
  


  

    

      
rivers
    
  


  

    

            infested with caimans and piranhas... YOU ARE DEAD!!! ─
    Erin
            ranted to the heavens with a devilish grin on her
    face.
  


        

        

  

    
The
            witch was still gloating, when suddenly, more or less
    in the middle
            of the lake, a sort of anomalous wave rose up, on which
    towered the
            mermaid, her titian red hair tousled in the wind, who
    started to
            advance at great speed towards the shoreline.  
  

        

        

        

  

    
Erin's
            smug grin faded away on her petrified face, like a lit
    match stuck
            in an ice cube. And her squinted eyes, along with those
    of Martin
            and Isabel from behind the bush, rode the crest of the
    huge wave
            that was reaching the beach. But a few moments before
    the tidal wave
            swept the witch away along with the boars and the boys,
    a voice
            croaked out: ─ MONSTER... But a few moments before the
    tidal wave
            swept the witch away along with the boars and the boys,
    a voice
            croaked out: ─ MONSTER WATER .... WATER MONSTER!!!
    
  

        

        

        

  

    
SCRIIIIICK!!!
  


        

        

  

    
In
            a few moments the mass of water crystallized to form a
    gigantic
            three-headed ice monster that twisted over the witch's
    head.
  


        

        

  

    
A
            few trees behind the boys' bush, white-haired and
    perched on top of
            a birch tree like an owl, Caitlin wielded a wand raised
    to the sky,
            lacquered with the same glowing gold of her enameled
    nails. Then, in
            a grave and imperious manner, she broke the silence: ─
    In the name
            of the Mothers of the divine esoteric practices...
    Sources of the
            Supernatural Forces... our Founders of the Order of
    Sorcerers and
            Sorceresses of the High District of Northwitch... you
    are called to
            discipline! YOU ARE HEREBY SUMMONED TO
    DISCIPLINE!!!
  


        

        

  

    
Then
            he cleared his throat and chanted their names in a
    quieter tone: ─
            Erm... Mavelle, Erin... ─ he said a moment before
    disappearing
            from the top of the tree. ─ I fully understand... ─ she
            continued after she had materialized on the beach next
    to Erin ─
            the poison that boils in our veins... that grips your
    guts, twists
            your forked tongue... that makes your hair stand up
    like pins and
            your sharp dogs squeak...
  


        

        
─ 

  
But...
          you see, my dear girls... Caitlin started to show off,
  taking Erin
          under her arm... I too... Caitlin III herself...
f



ifth
              cousin 
    
  


  

    
of
            the three founding sisters of the
  


  

    

      

              Order of Witches and Sorcerers of the High District
      of Northwitch
    
  


  

    
,
            I must admit, I'm still the same 
  


  

    

      
incorrectable,
              nostalgic, lover
    
  


  

    

            of Mischief, Perfidy and Cruelty... er my dear ave
    above... And it's
            no accident that my testimonials are always highly
    sought after in
            all the 
  


  

    

      
Higher
              Education Courses in Subterfuge, Mischief, Deception
      and Malice of
              all kinds
    
  


  

    
.
            Nonetheless, our Order teaches us that... in the raging
    torment of
            wicked and dastardly intentions that dominate our
    minds... every now
            and then we should find some room for a bit of...
    
  


  

    

      
sense
    
  


  

    
.
            Everything is... ─ he continued in a drawling voice,
    gazing at
            Mavelle as she made her way back to the shore, her
    clothes dripping,
            and her bun undone ─ ... I was saying... it's all
    about... making
            sure that salt... doesn't get dissolved... in 
  


  

    

      
your
              watered-down head
    
  


  

    
!
            By all shamans! ─ he apostrophized them. ─ There are
            times...that you remind me of that 
  


  

    

      
good-for-nothing
    
  


  

    

            Belle Ratteen!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Who?
          The one who thought she was the 


  

    

      
most
              powerful
    
  


  

    

            clairvoyant in the Order? ─ Mavelle hastened to say. ─
    I wonder
            what happened to her?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Definitely
          a bad


  

    

      

              end! ─
    
  


  

    

            Erin replied laconically and firmly. Nonetheless, our
    Order teaches
            us that... in the raging torment of wicked and
    dastardly intentions
            that dominate our minds... every now and then we should
    find some
            room for a bit of... 
  


  

    

      
sense
    
  


  

    
.
            Everything is... ─ he continued in a drawling voice,
    gazing at
            Mavelle as she made her way back to the shore, her
    clothes dripping,
            and her bun undone ─ ... I was saying... it's all
    about... making
            sure that salt... doesn't get dissolved... in 
  


  

    

      
your
              watered-down
    
  


  

    

            head! By all shamans! ─ he apostrophized them. ─ There
    are
            times...that you remind me of that 
  


  

    

      
good-for-nothing
    
  


  

    

            Belle Ratteen!
  


        

        
─ 

  
Who?
          The one who thought she was the 


  

    

      
most
              powerful
    
  


  

    

            clairvoyant in the Order? ─ Mavelle hastened to say. ─
    I wonder
            what happened to her?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Definitely
          a 


  

    

      
bad
              end
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ Erin replied laconically and firmly. ─ Phew! I
    remember well
            that foolish and insolent little witch... who three
    centuries ago
            was disbarred from the Order of Witches and Sorcerers
    of Northwitch,
            for just cause.
  


        

        
─

  
Um...so...
          ─ Caitlin cleared her throat loudly, as if trying to
  regain
          control of the situation ─ where I was before you
  interrupted my
          wise speech. Ah yes... I was saying... it will take more
  than
          that... to break 


  

    

      
that
              curse
    
  


  

    
...
  


        

        
─

  
Um...
          what do you mean by that? ─ Mavelle hurried to
  ask.


        

        
─ 

  
Erin
          replied laconically and firmly. ─ Phew! I remember well
  that
          foolish and insolent little witch... who three centuries
  ago was
          disbarred from the Order of Witches and Sorcerers of
  Northwitch, for
          just cause.


        

        
─

  
Um...so...
          ─ Caitlin cleared her throat loudly, as if trying to
  regain
          control of the situation ─ where I was before you
  interrupted my
          wise speech. Ah yes... I was saying... it will take more
  than
          that... to break 


  

    

      
that
              curse...
    
  


        

        
─

  
Um...
          what do you mean by that? ─ Mavelle hurried to
  ask.


        

        

  

    
Caitlin
            looked at her for a few moments, gloating, then
    resumed: ─ I mean
            that the 
  


  

    

      
future
              and the past
    
  


  

    

            are linked in an 
  


  

    

      
indissoluble
              way
    
  


  

    
.
            The f



uture
    
  


  

    

            is in the past and the past is in the 
  


  

    

      
future
    
  


  

    
.
            Just as the 
  


  

    

      
above
              depends on the below
    
  


  

    

            and at the same time the 
  


  

    

      
contrary
    
  


  

    

            is also true. Is it 
  


  

    

      
clearer
              now
    
  


  

    
?
            
  

        

        

        
─

  
Oh...for
          the 


  

    

      
Queens
              of Northwitch
    
  


  

    

    ...speech...speech...
  


  

    

      
enlightened
              speech
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ said Erin and Mavelle in chorus. Then came the
    applause of the
            two witches and some shouts of jubilation.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Nothing
          can be more than 


  

    

      
that
              book
    
  


  

    
...
            and the *truths that are hidden in it... ─ Caitlin
    concluded in a
            serious tone.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What
          book? ─ Erin asked candidly.


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Emain
              Macha
    
  


  

    

            ─ answered Caitlin hastily.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            and Isabel felt icy chills run up their spines as they
    stared at
            each other with wide eyes that snapped at each other
    like billiard
            balls.
  


        

        
─ 

  
That's
          not what he says... ─ Erin croaked in curiosity ─ about a
  


  

    

      
hidden
              world
    
  


  

    
...
            around us?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah,
          someone once told me about that... ─ Mavelle said in a
  serious
          tone ─ he said that you can only find out if you are
  really
          ready... ─ to experience the world of the
  titans...


        

        

  

    
Martin's
            breath caught in his throat.
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Who
              told you that?
    
  


        

        
─ 

  
Um...
          if I remember correctly... Eva.


        

        

  

    
Martin
            shot a sidelong glance at Isabel, who casually lowered
    her gaze and
            shrugged candidly.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Well...
          now that we all agree... ─ Caitlin concluded, smugly
  cracking her
          bony fingers ─ while I'll take care of rearranging the
          instruments... you'll take care... of 


  

    

      
roasting
              the Shufflets
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ he concluded with a devilish squawk.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            and Isabel exchanged horrified glances, then whispered
    in unison: ─
            
  


  

    

      
The
              Shufflets!
    
  


        

        

  

    
As
            the boys heard Caitlin striding toward the
    horseshoe-shaped bramble
            bush where they were being hunted, they heard a
    gruesome shriek that
            seemed to pierce their hearts.
  


        

        
─ 

  
They
          were s-so... just some... some boys... 


  

    

      
innocent
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ stammer-ed Martin, trembling with terror.
  


        

        

  

    
Martin
            and Isabel ran, hunched over, towards the clearing in
    the woods, but
            they didn't have time to gain the path that would bring
    them safely
            back to Armagh when...
  


        

        
 

  
UUUUUUH!
          UUUUUUH!


        

        

  

    
Chilling
            howls that echoed from the bowels of the forest,
    pervaded the bones
            and limbs of the boys who felt the blood freeze in the
    veins of the
            wrists.
  


        

        

  

    
Chilling
            howls that echoed from the bowels of the woods,
    pervaded the bones
            and limbs of the boys who felt the blood freeze in the
    veins of the
            wrists.
  


        

        
─

  
The
          lake! ─suggested Isabel, panting, pointing to the road
  behind
          them.


        

        
─

  
You're
          crazy! I'm not going back to the witches! ─ Martin
  replied
          resolutely. ─ Rather...the wolves!


        

        
─ 

  
You
          make me 


  

    

      
so
              stupid
    
  


  

    
...
            Wallace! ─ the girl laughed at him with such an angry
    grimace that
            her face contorted. ─ Do you really think I want to be
            
  


  

    

      
discarded
    
  


  

    
...
            by those witches! NOW FOLLOW ME! ─ she growled at him
    with
            flam-ing eyes.
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            retraced her steps, closely followed by Martin, for the
    short
            distance it took them to sneak into another path that
    ran along the
            lake shore in a northeast direction.
  


        

        
─

  
NOW
          STOP IT... STUPID INSTRUMENTS! ─ the boys heard Caitlin's
  voice
          bickering with the musical instruments, which kept
  playing
          stubbornly and apparently didn't want to go back into
  their cases.


        

        
─

  
VOLVER
          ARPA! ─ they heard Caitlin thundering, which cast a
  


  

    

      
jailing
              spell.
    
  


        

        

  

    
They
            walked down the path almost flying, their steps
    plodding like cats,
            the coral reflections of the lake to their left
    filtering through
            the brush. Then, as the shouts and screams died down
    behind them,
            Martin's nerves snapped. He pulled the book out from
    under his
            jacket and, fluttering it in the air, blurted out in a
    scornful
            tone: ─ So we're supposed to trust 
  


  

    

      
someone
    
  


  

    
...
            who tells fairy tales to witches!
  


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            turned around and darted at him with flaming
    eyes.
  


        

        
─ 

  
I
          don't believe 


  

    

      
that's
              a fairy tale
    
  


  

    

            at all! Besides, *if you're not ready to enter the land
    of the
            titans...too bad for you! It means you'll never know
    
  


  

    

      
the
              truth
    
  


  

    
!
            NOW GIVE ME BACK HERE! He growled, snatching the book
    from his
            hands.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Who
          told you that 


  

    

      
I
              am not ready
    
  


  

    

            much more than you are? ─ said Martin with an air of
    bravado as if
            he were suddenly the only one who could claim some sort
    of right.
  


        

        
─ 

  
If
          you are, it's because of ME that I found *this book! And
  now GIVE IT
          BACK TO ME!


        

        

  

    
NO
            WAY!
  


        

        

  

    
The
            boys fought over that book, trying to furiously snatch
    it out of
            their hands. So, after a few tugs, it fell to the
    ground with a dull
            thud that sounded like a boulder had fallen. It lay on
    the dusty
            path, open on the front pages at their feet. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
RUMBLE!!!
            RUMBLE!!!
  


        

        

  

    
The
            boys heard distant, dark rumblings. They looked up at
    the sky. It
            was impossible for them to come from that clear, pale
    blue-coral
            sky. They looked back at the path, their mouths open,
    and again....
  


        

        

  

    
RUMBLE!!!
            RUMBLE!!!
  


        

        
─ 

  
It's
          the 


  

    

      
book
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ hissed Isabel, laying her eyes, veiled with
    ill-concealed
            excitement, on the worn pages.
  


        

        
─

  
Don't
          be silly! ─ chuckled Martin.


        

        

  

    
Blindingly
            close-up glows lit up the pages of the book as Martin's
    smile faded
            from his face.
  


        

        
─

  
AHIA!
          ─ he suddenly heard Isabel echo from some sort of distant
  place.


        

        
─ 

  
Martin!
          Did you 


  

    

      
hear
              that voice
    
  


  

    

            too? It sounded like it was coming...from 
  


  

    

      
over
              there
    
  


  

    
!
  


        

        
─ 

  
In
          my opinion...you still have 


  

    

      
the
              voice of the witches
    
  


  

    

            in your head! But to keep you calm...let me take a look
    ─ Martin
            reassured her. 
  

        

        

        
─

  
Don't
          go too far away! I don't want to be alone... in this
  place!


        

        
─

  
Don't
          worry! I'll put in a good word... with the wolves... ─
  chuckled
          Martin, walking away towards the bush.


        

        
─ 

  
That's
          what I thought... ─ he said coming back, a mocking smile
  on his
          lips. ─ You still have 


  

    

      
the
              witches
    
  


  

    

            on your mind!
  


        

        

  

    
RUMBLE!!!
            RUMBLE!!!
  


        

        

  

    
Thunderous
            thunder echoed from the pages again, as the ground
    began to vibrate
            under the boys' feet and an angry wind began to ruffle
    Martin's
            tawny curls and Isabel's copper-blond locks.
  


        

        
─ 

  
What's
          happening now... an earthquake? ─ Said Martin
  excitedly.


        

        
─ 

  
Not
          really... but something like that! ─ said Isabel loudly
  to
          overpower the rumblings that shook the air all
  around.


        

        
─ 

  
What
          do you mean?


        

        
─ 

  
Look
          ahead... ─ Isabel hurriedly said, pointing to something
  in the
          bush.


        

        
─

  
BY
          JOVE! ─thundered Martin.


        

        

  

    
The
            boys' squinted eyes fell upon the astonishing image of
    the forest
            all around them, which fluttered before their eyes like
    a tissue
            paper photograph, rippling in the wind.
  


        

        

  

    
It
            all seemed so bizarrely real that they themselves felt
    that they
            were being pervaded by those sorts of ripples.
  


        

        

  

    
Then,
            suddenly, the gusts of wind changed direction and
    seemed to be
            sucked backwards, behind their backs.
  


        

        

  

    
The
            thunder grew silent, and the lightning died
    down.
  


        

        

  

    
TUMP!!!
  


        

        

  

    
A
            dull pop. The boys turned behind them. The book, at
    their feet, had
            closed again.
  


        

        

  

    
They
            hurriedly knelt on the ground, leafing through it to
    look for the
            one page from which, a few moments before, thunder and
    lightning
            were coming out. Until something unexpected opened up
    in front of
            their astonished faces.
  


        

        
─

  
It's
          a 


  

    

      
map
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ hissed Isabel.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Hey,
          wait a minute... N-no... n-not... it wasn't there
  before... ─
          stammered Martin shaking his head slightly.


        

        
─ 

  
Are
          you sure? ─ said Isabel in a suspicious tone.


        

        
─

  
Hell!
          Of course, I'm sure!


        

        
─ 

  
This
          time I think like you... ─ agreed the girl. Then she
  continued
          quickly: ─ It doesn't matter anyway...Below is marked a
  certain...
          Land of Totnes... What a funny name... it sounds like
  some kind
          of... 


  

    

      
land
              of the elves
    
  


  

    
!
            ─ she giggled with amusement.
  


        

        
─ 

  
And
          nearby... it's marked Totnesville... ─ Mar-tin
  added.


        

        

  

    
Isabel
            placed her slender index finger further up the page. ─
    The name
            Molypus Creek is marked here... It looks like it's a
    mountain... And
            next to it it reads... Valledelsole.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Strong...
          N-a-v-a-n... ─ scanned Martin in a grave tone,
  withdrawing his
          index finger with a frightened air.


        

        
─ 

  
What,
          the name scares you? ─ said Isabel casually.


        

        
─ 

  
The
          fort... 


  

    

      
cursed
    
  


  

    

            ─ whispered the boy, his face gloomy ─ Pit's name...
    before my
            house was built... on Mainmatch Road.
  


        

        

  

    
An
            icy silence fell, then Isabel resolved to melt it with
    a cheerful
            warble: ─ And here in the middle of the sea...is
    marked...this
            Osferitus. It looks like something even smaller... than
    an island.
  


        

        
─ 

  
Here
          it is below... the 


  

    

      
enchanted
              land
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ added Martin. ─ But from the map... it doesn't look
    like it's
            on the shores of Lake Neagh at all... as the legend of
    Emain Macha
            tells. It's drawn at the edge of the sea. See? What did
    I tell you?
            If it ever existed... we'll never find it 
  


  

    

      
here
              anyway
    
  


  

    
...
            We're about thirty miles from the nearest coast... It
    doesn't seem
            the right place... to reach *your land of the titans ─
    said Martin
            with a sarcastic tone.
  


        

        
─ 

  
How
          strange... ─ said the girl to herself.


        

        
─

  
What?


        

        
─ 

  
This
          map doesn't look so...true to life. Look at this... The
  lake looks
          like it's flattened... and it looks like it's joined to
  the coast...
          by the Craigavon Wood...along which is marked... a kind
  of dotted
          line.


        

        

  

    
Can't
            you see that it's a map... 
  


  

    

      
oldest
              in the world
    
  


  

    
...
            Even Leeb Ryan as a child... must have studied on more
    up-to-date
            maps. ─ Isabel sighed thoughtfully. 
  

        

        

        

  

    
Then
            she exclaimed: ─ Do you remember that the legend...
    also talks
            about 
  


  

    

      
hidden
              passages
    
  


  

    
?
  


        

        
─ 

  
Yeah...
          But what 


  

    

      
are
              those
    
  


  

    
?
            
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
I
          haven't the faintest idea... ─ said the girl dryly. But
  then she
          hastened to clarify: ─ In my opinion... they could be
  something
          like... a 


  

    

      
door
              to the lake
    
  


  

    
...
            
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
A
          door... ─ said Martin with a mocking half-smile on his
  lips.  ─
          A door... which door where?


        

        
─ 

  
A
          door that from the lake... opens to the sea...


        

        

  

    
Martin
            stared at her questioningly. Then Isabel continued in a
    serious
            tone: ─ To enter this door... would not only mean
    moving through
            space... but also through time.
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
This
              book
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ Martin hissed ─ maybe it is revealing 
  


  

    

      
something
    
  


  

    

            to us.
  


        

        
─ 

  

    

      
Something
    
  


  

    
...
            has already happened... ─ Isabel said in a drawling
    voice, her
            astonished gaze scanning something beyond the bush.
    
  

        

        

        
─ 

  
What
          do you mean? ─ Martin asked, turning his gaze to where
  the girl's
          w.


        

        
─ 

  
The
          


  

    

      
lake
    
  


  

    
...
            ─ they both hissed in unison.
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