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Highlands, North Sea, March 1829

“For a moment there, feels like we’re back in Croz!” exclaimed P’tit Loïk in his thick Breton accent.

A grin spread across his round cheeks, flushed red beneath a bushy gray beard by the salty air, as he rocked back and forth in his soaked leather boots.

After a silence, broken only by the cries of gulls and the whistle of the wind gusts, the old sea dog went on with humor:

“Same bloody pig weather as in Brittany, same tall cliffs as our island, same rich green grass, and a snug little harbor carved into the rock, just like home!”

Beside him, on the quarterdeck of the Ar Sorserez, the Croz family’s proud frigate, Virginie laughed before wrapping herself tightly in her heavy cloak, shivering from head to toe. The March wind and fine drizzle chilled her to the bone. Cold droplets trickled from her honey-colored hair, ran down her pale cheeks, and slid sneakily into the hollow of her neck. It was turning into sheer torture.

Not far from her stood Kalaan, her charismatic count of a husband and the ship’s captain, his spyglass fixed firmly to his eye. He didn’t seem to suffer from the same discomforts, though he was just as drenched as his first mate, P’tit Loïk, and she was.

Since the magical disappearance of his sister Isabelle, of his best friend Salam—alias Dorian Saint Clare—along with the druid Jaouen and Clovis, within the circle of standing stones on the island of Croz... nothing seemed to touch him anymore. It had already been three long weeks since the tragedy, and ever since, only one thing mattered to him: finding them, by any means possible.

The first step was to discover those fabled children of the gods Jaouen had spoken so much about—none other than Salam-Dorian’s family, the Saint Clares.

“There’s a swell like you wouldn’t believe!” P’tit Loïk cried again before barking orders in Breton to the sailors, whose discipline faltered under the pull of curiosity for these strange shores.

Virginie covered her ears for a moment, then moved closer to Kalaan, resting a hand on his broad back. He was taut as a drawn bow and muttered something she couldn’t make out.

“What are you saying, my love?” she whispered, tilting her heart-shaped face up toward him.

“I said you should join my mother in her cabin. You’re chilled to the bone, and I won’t have you catching your death,” he growled back, never shifting his attention from the coastline.

Thus, despite his cold demeanor, he had noticed her sorry state and worried for her. Virginie smiled and pressed tenderly against his arm.

“I’m fine at your side, and Amélie must still be sleeping. Her night was pure torment—she couldn’t stop bringing up the little broth I managed to feed her. It was high time we reached land.”

“You never told me she suffered from seasickness,” her husband grumbled in his rough voice.

“Amélie and I didn’t want to worry you more than you already are.”

Virginie fell silent, startled by Kalaan’s sudden jolt.

“Good Lord!” he exclaimed. “There are a good hundred armed men posted on top of the cliffs! And there—behind the castle walls—archers are taking position!”

“An army? Archers? A castle?” P’tit Loïk echoed, just a few steps from the couple, his wide eyes sweeping the rocky headland before fixing on his captain.

Virginie did the same. For though she studied the magnificent Scottish landscape rising from the coast, all she saw were sheer cliffs cut by a broad beach of gray pebbles. Remnants of hewn stones that must once have formed a harbor, and indeed the ruins of a fortress—or perhaps a manor—perched on the cliff to the right... but not a living soul on the horizon!

“Sator dampet​[1]!” Kalaan roared again. “They have cannons too! P’tit Loïk, get my mother on deck and put her, along with Virginie, in a longboat! Take the best sailors with you, and have them row as far from the frigate as possible!”

“But...” the first mate tried to intervene, nervously tugging at his gray beard.

“That’s an order!” barked the count, running across the quarterdeck to summon more men. “La Gouelle, hoist the French flag along with the white one. And Gavic, find a sheet in my cabin, drape it over yourself like a toga... then grab a broomstick to make it look like a druid’s staff, since they’re expecting Dorian as well as our druid Jaouen! This trick may give us the illusion we need to buy some time!”

“Kalaan, my love,” Virginie tried to reason with him, suddenly anxious. “There’s nothing on those shores. You must be feverish...”

“Dressin’ up as a druid... with a sheet?” P’tit Loïk muttered at the same time, clearly baffled.

Their voices were suddenly drowned out by the thunderous blast of a cannon, followed by the sharp whine of a shot screaming through the air.

“By thunder, the captain’s right—we’re under fire! But from where?” the first mate bellowed, spinning on his heels like a top.

The projectile slammed into the gray sea with a tremendous explosion, sending up towering plumes of water barely thirty feet from the Ar Sorserez.

“It’s clear this was only a warning shot. From where those Scottish gunners are posted, there’s no way they’d miss their mark,” Kalaan said quickly.

Then he shouted:

“La Gouelle, the flags!”

An instant later, he was bounding down the wooden gangway steps four at a time and rushing across the deck, where his men—panicked at first—were now busily lowering a longboat for the ladies and hoisting the colors.

Sailor Gavic stumbled onto the deck, tangled in the folds of a long beige cotton sheet through which he’d cut a hole for his head. He barely kept his balance by clutching at a broomstick.

“I’m here, Captain!” he cried, his wild eyes fixed on the coastline as though a demon might spring from the sheltered harbor.

Kalaan froze for two seconds, gave him a swift inspection from head to toe, then nodded curtly.

“That will do! Now climb up near the helm and make sure you’re visible from the shore!”

Kalaan was turning away when poor Gavic let out a squeal worthy of an old mouse.

“Eeeek! They’ll make me a target!”

“Think, Gavic! If they do, it’ll be with their cannons. And if they fire, they’ll sink the entire frigate with all its men. Do you think I want that?”

Gavic shook his head, too terrified to utter a single word. After all, he was used to handling ropes, not brawls.

“Have faith, and do as I order! Otherwise... I’ll make you my target!”

The Count of Croz knew how to handle his crew, and without tripping too badly over the sheet, the sailor hurried to plant himself by the ship’s helm.

“I told you I’m staying!” Virginie shouted a little farther off, pushing with all her strength against P’tit Loïk’s round belly.

The latter was trying—gallantly, of course—to force her down the companionway ladder into the waiting longboat. But at that moment, another cannon blast and its high-pitched whine froze every soul aboard the Ar Sorserez and the longboat, just before another explosion nearly struck the frigate.

“Get into that boat right now, my kariadez​[2],” Kalaan growled, more from fear than anger, for he would not see his beloved Virginie come to harm. “My mother didn’t put up half the fuss you’re making!”

If anything were to happen to her, it would kill him.

“Not without you!”

“A captain never abandons his men or his ship. Do as I ask—”

“As you order!” she cut in, hands on her hips beneath her long, damp cloak.

“It’s the same thing!” Kalaan snapped, exasperated. “I can save no one if I know you and my mother are in danger! Right now, I must be a captain, not a husband or a son! Do you understand? Get into that longboat,” he repeated, “and look after Amélie. She needs you. This will all be over soon!”

As she still hesitated, P’tit Loïk signaled one of the sailors assigned to protect the ladies. In the blink of an eye, the young countess found herself slung over his shoulder, shouting into the void above the waves, while the man nimbly descended the companionway ladder.

Moments later, the longboat was pulling away from the vessel, out of harm’s way. At least, that was what Kalaan hoped—until a third cannon shot rang out and he heard distant laughter, followed by the unmistakable sound of bagpipes.

“They’re mad, these Scots,” he muttered through clenched teeth, squinting to sharpen his view.

“What d’ye see, mab (son)?” whispered P’tit Loïk, as a deathly silence fell over the ship, everyone straining to catch the source of the jeers and the instrument’s wail.

“Fools of Highlanders, prancing about in kilts, weapons in hand, up on the cliffs. And there’s a bagpiper too... By God’s bones, they’re mocking us!”

“Gwir​[3]? Are ye sure... ye’re really seein’... all that?” the first mate stammered, wondering if his captain had lost his wits.

But no, that couldn’t be, for there had indeed been cannon fire!

Those cannonballs didn’t fall from the sky! P’tit Loïk exclaimed inwardly, casting a wary glance at the heavy rain clouds drifting far above their heads... No, they hadn’t fallen from the sky! Kalaan must have some kind of sight, or somethin’, that’s all there is to it!

Maybe it’s because of that curse that struck him? the old sailor wondered again.

Yes, that had to be it. The young count must have kept some measure of magic within him, and he was seeing... what... the invisible?

The second’s thoughts broke off at the sound of his captain’s angry, vengeful tone:

“That’s enough! They’re about to fire again! Ready the guns!” he bellowed down to the lower decks. “We’ll let them taste our fine Breton iron! Dorian’s kin or not, we’ll see if they’re still laughing and dancing after the feast we serve them! Tantad​[4]!” Kalaan roared at last, raising his arm toward the coast, saber in hand.

The thirteen twelve-pound cannons along the Ar Sorserez’s port side unleashed their fury of powder and flame in unison, belching thick white smoke.

And so began the battle of the Croz against the Saint Clares.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


From Darkness to Light

––––––––
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SOMEWHERE... ELSEWHERE

Isabelle de Croz woke with a start in a place shrouded in darkness, half-choking as she breathed in dry air laden with fine sand. The tiny grains grated unpleasantly against her teeth and parched her mouth with every painful breath.

Disoriented, the young woman could not grasp what was happening to her. Just a moment ago, she had been in her room on the island of Croz, fastening around her neck the sumptuous and ancient Egyptian necklace her brother Kalaan had finally given her. The next moment... she was gasping for air in utter blackness, apparently along with others—if the sounds she heard were any indication—though she had no idea who was beside her or where they all were.

Good Lord! Where was she? And with whom?

“Is everyone all right?” asked a hoarse voice, tinged with an Eastern accent.

Salam? No... Dorian Saint Clare! Isabelle exclaimed inwardly.

What was he doing near her? And what game had he been playing with his cursed magic—on Kalaan and Virginie’s wedding day, no less!

Had he triggered an earthquake spell that brought the Castle down on its occupants? The sudden thought terrified her, for it seemed the most plausible explanation.

Plausible, because Dorian had only recently learned that he was a direct descendant of a line born of both men and deities, and—as the druid Jaouen had explained—a Child of the Gods, wielder of extraordinary powers. He was only just beginning to discover and master his phenomenal magical abilities.

And as for what was happening now, Isabelle was certain of it: Dorian had lost control of one of his spells, and a catastrophe had struck the Castle of the Croz.

“I’m choking!” squeaked the unmistakable voice of the butler, cutting short her train of thought.

“Clovis?” she cried in astonishment—only to be even more shocked when a third person, equally familiar, muttered:

“You’re not the only one, Clovis, but as always... ah-choo! you think... ah-choo! only of yourself first! Fool, why did you follow me?”

“Jaouen?” Isabelle gasped again, ever more bewildered, before another violent coughing fit seized her.

Her chest burned painfully, and her head spun.

“The air is thinning,” Dorian murmured. 

He had found the young woman’s hand while groping through the sandy ground in the dark, and held it tightly, as though to reassure her.

Of course, it was truly comforting to learn they were all about to suffocate! Isabelle jerked her hand nervously free in an instant.

Where was the rest of her family? Were they safe? Panic clawed at her, and she struggled to compose herself enough to ask, still fighting for breath:

“Monsieur Salam, would you... care to give us... some... explanation?”

“Mademoiselle Isabelle remembers nothing?” Clovis asked, his quavering voice rising into a squeak.

“Apparently... not,” Jaouen muttered somewhere in the darkness to Isabelle’s left, while Clovis seemed to be farther off to her right.

“You may ask me directly, gentlemen, instead of ignoring me!” she snapped.

Then she fell silent, noticing that, little by little, a faint glow was appearing nearby. Rescue was coming! Kalaan and his men must have found them!

But no... and Isabelle’s hope vanished as quickly as it had come. The glow did not come from a candle or an oil lamp, but from a strange little whirlwind whirling right beneath her nose.

“This is hardly the moment to flaunt your powers, Monsieur Salam!” she could not help but scold, furious with the man she had once thought she knew—and to whom she might have given her heart, had he not chosen to leave for his family in Scotland... without her.

“It is not of my doing,” he replied gravely, his voice low and guttural as he rose to his feet in the dim light. “From now on, you may call me Dorian.”

The whirlwind suddenly swelled in intensity and expanded around the group before drifting away. In no time, it lit the place perfectly—its occupants too—and all gasped in astonishment.

Far from the Croz Castle, as Isabelle had thought, she and her companions stood two or three yards from the center of an immense cave ringed with towering ocher-beige rock walls. Its floor was made entirely of fine, nearly white sand. Yet the singularity of the place did not end there, for in the middle of the vast cavern, close to the group, rose a small cromlech!

Dorian, eyes half-closed, kept his full attention fixed on the magical phenomenon spreading toward the walls of the strange cavern, as though it were seeking a way out.

“Is it you, Dorian, who cast this spell?” Jaouen asked in a breath, struggling to his feet only to crouch again, his gaze fixed intently on the circle of standing stones.

Distracted—one by the supernatural phenomenon, the other by the cromlech—the two men seemed to have forgotten Isabelle and Clovis. The latter still lay stretched out on the sand, paralyzed, their eyes alone showing they were alive.

“No,” the young man replied with feigned detachment, still tracking the whirlwind’s movements, ready to act if need be, despite the little strength he had left.

No one knew whether the spell at work was good or ill. Dark magic might well be at play in this place.

To keep from falling into madness, Isabelle focused on the stones. Their tops barely reached a man’s waist, their pale surfaces nearly smooth, marked only with thin veins of quartz.

“Good heavens...” she finally gasped, her heart pounding wildly as her amber-green eyes clung to the cromlech. “We... are most certainly not in Croz! Then... where are we?”

“It is not dark magic,” Dorian cut in with a gravelly tone, refusing to answer the young woman directly. “Something followed us through the magic well. I can sense its presence in the whirlwind.”

“What... magic well?” Isabelle demanded, irritated at being ignored and struggling for breath as it grew harder to breathe.

Jaouen, clad in his long white robe, stood like Dorian, leaning on his staff. He too wheezed, his lungs whistling with every breath.

“Ya​[5]... it is... the spirit of Amenty,” he managed to say.

“No. It is something else, Jaouen. It is not the daughter of the Origins.”

“Find a way out... quickly... or we are going to die...” Isabelle whispered.

What was the use of speaking, when no one deigned to answer her? She was at the end of her strength, her body growing heavier and heavier. At last she laid her cheek on the sand, seized by an irresistible urge to close her eyes and sleep.

She barely caught the echo of a deep voice, utterly foreign, born of who knew where, that spoke directly to Dorian:

“I light your path, son of the Red Wolf. Now use your magic and shatter the wall before you!”

The young man heard the Voice—unmistakably male—and instinctively knew it came from the whirlwind. He cast a quick glance at his unfortunate companions and realized in horror that they were all slipping into unconsciousness. Then he froze at the sight of Isabelle, lying motionless, and his whole body went cold.

The Voice needed no repetition. The fear of losing Isabelle spurred Dorian to act. He drew on the magical current in his blood as a Child of the Gods, guided it, and hurled a formidable bolt of lightning at the rocky wall. It exploded, scattering hundreds of stone fragments outward. The next instant, a hot, dry gust swept into the cave, and a blinding light flooded the place. The white sand glittered as though thousands of diamonds had been cast across it.

Shielding his eyes with one hand, Dorian turned his face quickly aside, his long black locks with auburn glints falling forward as though to protect him further from the piercing brilliance. A heartbeat later, he crouched beside Isabelle and gently lifted her head.

After a tentative spell to revive her, he realized his healing power was gone. Or was it only his exhaustion? Would the magic return after some rest?

He studied the young woman anxiously. She was very pale, her lips usually rosy now nearly purple. He was about to weave another healing charm when Isabelle gave a faint moan, stirred, and began to breathe in short, jerky gasps.

Nearby, Clovis and Jaouen revived in much the same way, coughing and blinking as they struggled to accustom themselves to the sudden light.

“You did it, mab (son),” the old druid whispered with a faint, relieved smile. “We will... be able to get out... of here.”

“And to find out where ‘here’ even is,” Clovis muttered, brushing awkwardly at his trousers to rid them of the layers of white sand that had gathered there.

Only an excessively fastidious butler would think of cleaning his clothes at a moment like this.

“My necklace!” Isabelle suddenly cried.

It was as though she had awoken from a terrible nightmare, her wide eyes wild with panic. The next instant, her hand flew to her throat—only to confirm that the ancient Egyptian adornment was gone. She tried to rise, but Dorian stopped her with a firm grip.

“Easy,” he murmured, his dark gaze plunging into hers.

Despite her drawn features, she was so beautiful, her face and body bathed in the blazing light streaming in from outside. Her chestnut hair had come undone, spreading across the opalescent sand all around her head. And her magnificent green silk gown made the whiteness of her velvety skin and the purplish hue of her fine veins stand out all the more.

Dorian had to carry her to fresh air as quickly as possible, and so he did, lifting her into his arms and striding toward the opening he had created.

He laid Isabelle down carefully, propping her against the outer rock, then rushed back into the cave to fetch Clovis and Jaouen. Moments later, he emerged, supporting the two men—only for the trio to stop short at the sight before them.

Isabelle was already standing a few yards ahead, at the edge of a ravine, her back to them, fingers spread as though caressing a nonexistent breeze. She seemed utterly... transfixed.

“It’s happening again—she’s possessed once more,” Jaouen muttered, bracing himself with one hand against the rock, while Dorian stepped cautiously toward the young woman—only to freeze as well.

Clovis and his brother exchanged a bewildered glance and moved to join them. Both men stopped dead, just like the couple, when they beheld the immense, spectacular landscape that stretched some thirteen hundred feet below and as far as the eye could see.

“Digredus​[6] !” Jaouen choked, before falling silent, eyes wide in astonishment.

“How could we possibly have arrived here? And what is this ‘here’?” Isabelle whispered then, lifting her amber-green gaze, full of incomprehension, to Dorian’s.

He kept his proud face turned toward the view, a muscle twitching at his jaw. His expression showed intense thought—dark thoughts, judging by his tense features—while his sharp eyes darted across the horizon.

The group was so shaken by what lay before them that none of them noticed the luminous whirlwind behind them shifting shape, taking on the ethereal form of a magnificent warrior of ancient times.
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In Lands Not So Unknown

––––––––
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“WILL SOME CHARITABLE soul kindly explain this to me?” Isabelle tried again, with the unsettling feeling of being drawn into the sumptuous landscape, which she pointed to with a trembling hand.

Once out of the cave, she had at first thought she was trapped in a strange dream—or in the midst of some hallucinatory fit. But the idea quickly faded, for the sensation of sand slipping through her fingers, the almost scorching heat of the ever-present sun upon her face, and the splendor of the lands she had just discovered, lands she had never seen before, were of an irrefutable tangibility.

A few moments earlier, Jaouen and Clovis had joined her at the cliff’s edge, clearly sighing with relief when she spoke. The men, Dorian included, were behaving oddly toward her, and Isabelle suddenly remembered hearing them say she had been possessed. They had also spoken of a daughter of the Origins, whose name she could no longer recall.

She wanted to understand. But what could she do when no one seemed willing to answer her questions—and when Dorian, the inscrutable Child of the Gods, remained locked in stony silence?

How could I ever have believed myself attracted to this man? He’s nothing but a monster of coldness with the manners of a bear! the young woman grieved inwardly, pressing her lips together in bitterness.

How great was her surprise when the surly bear suddenly spoke—and with unmistakable emotion in his rough voice:

“We are in Egypt,” he began, heedless of the cries of astonishment from his unfortunate companions. “The magic well and the daughter of the Origins, Amenty, have carried us to the other side of the world. But this is not the Egypt I know. Everything here is... different.”

Dorian lifted his hand and swept his arm wide, encompassing the panorama in its entirety.

“The mountain range on which we stand and the lay of the plains are the same, the course of the Nile is more or less as I remember it, and I can assure you we are standing on the promontory of the highest summit of the Theban mountain, called the Theban Peak.”

After a brief silence, he went on:

“If this is no mirage, we are on a broad ledge facing Thebes and Karnak. Yet these cities do not resemble the ones I know. They are smaller, less spread along the Nile’s banks, but extraordinarily more majestic and imposing. Their lands are immeasurably green, fertile, and cultivated, apparently well irrigated. Still... I have no memory of the buildings and walls that rise here and there!”

Dorian fell silent, unable to speak another word, so disturbed did he seem. Isabelle felt a sudden rush of compassion for the young man, but pushed it as far away from her thoughts as possible. She too was lost, her head about to burst under the pressure of the hundreds of questions clashing inside her skull. To steady herself, she chose to fill her lungs several times, slowly, and to empty them just as slowly. Then she did as her companions did: she admired the panorama.

They were indeed atop a mountain—the Theban Peak, as Dorian had called it. Before them, directly below the cliff on which they stood, dropping some thirteen hundred feet, rose an extraordinary structure of brilliantly painted colonnades topped by a flat roof. The edifice extended into three immense verdant terraces with multiple fountains, at the end of which began a long, wide pathway that narrowed straight down toward the Nile.

One pathway in particular caught Isabelle’s attention, for it was entirely lined with numerous red-ocher statues reclining on wide pedestals. They looked like...

“Sphinxes, we are facing a dromos​[7],” Dorian murmured.

At the young woman’s astonished look, he shrugged before adding:

“You’re speaking aloud.”

For once, and because he finally deigned to pay her some attention, Isabelle found it hard to tear her eyes away from his magnificent midnight-blue gaze, from the sweep of his long dark lashes, his straight nose, his full lips delicately curved...

No! She had to focus on the Egyptian landscape! Anything to keep from fantasizing once more about this man who, if not for this absurd event, would have gone off to the Highlands without a backward glance at her.

They were indeed in Egypt—a country she had always dreamed of discovering with her brother Kalaan, whose scenery, heat, perpetually blue skies, and blazing sun she had pictured so many times. Yet everything here was vastly different from what her brother had described in his letters, except perhaps the beige hue of the cliffs and mountains, and the off-white sand.

In her imagination, Isabelle often pictured a desert crossed by the broad silver ribbon of the Nile, with a few patches of greenery fed by the river’s black silt. Lands scorching by day and freezing by night, plagued with sandstorms, scorpions, crocodiles... lands so inhospitable that men had gathered near the great cities simply to survive.

But here, everything was so green, so abundant! The plains were cultivated from the base of the Theban Peak far beyond the cities. One could barely discern the desert at the horizon to the east. And the buildings gleamed with beauty, vivid colors, even... yes, one might say, a certain freshness—as if they had been built only recently and not millennia ago.

This part of Egypt teemed with life! Proof enough were the countless feluccas with their triangular white sails gliding along the Nile, and the hundreds of tiny silhouettes bustling here and there on the river’s eastern bank, at the foot of Thebes and Karnak... or was it the other way around? Isabelle could not have said which was which, for to her it all blended into one long, sprawling city stretching across the distance.

“What is so different from what you know?” the druid Jaouen inquired of Dorian, though his gaze was still roaming the scene.

“Everything,” he answered laconically, “even down to this dromos that should not exist.”

“What do you mean by everything, and... should not exist?” Isabelle pressed, frowning, while Clovis secured a cotton handkerchief over his bald head.

Poor man! The sun was indeed beating down mercilessly, and Isabelle thought they would soon need to retreat into the cave—the only place where they might wait for the heat to subside before seeking help. After all, there were men not far from the Theban Peak; they only had to find a path to descend from it.

“In my memory, there is nothing but ruins and sand at the foot of this mountain, and no avenue of sphinxes in the valley. The lands are arid, everything broken and plundered on the side where we stand. We are in the west, on the shore of the dead—what the Egyptians themselves call the House of Eternity. Across the Nile, on the eastern shore, is the land of the living, and its plains are scarcely cultivated.

“As for the cities... they are nothing like what we see before us now! By that I mean, there too, there is nothing but remnants of buildings, ruins, and misery—nests of beggars. And the temples... most have been destroyed or buried under desert sands. In fact, from here we should be able to see, far to the right along the banks, the ruins of the Luxor temple—its two pink granite obelisks and its four half-buried colossi... yet look at the magnificence of the edifice that now rises there, and at its ramparts ringed with dwellings!

“Likewise, to the far left, at Karnak... where once there were only dunes and vestiges, now stands a structure even more impressive than that of Luxor! According to archaeologists, and Kalaan, that was the very spot where the temple of Amun-Ra once stood!”

Dorian grew more agitated as he spoke, describing detail after detail, until at last he realized that this Egypt—where they had awoken at the foot of a Celtic cromlech—was not the Egypt of his childhood.

“And for good reason,” cut in a rough male voice, one Isabelle recognized as the same she had heard in the cave, just before she lost consciousness. “This Egypt is not the one where you grew up.”

All of them whirled around in unison and froze at the sight of the spectral apparition. Isabelle was the first to react—more out of instinct for defense than fear. She made a move to lift the hem of her gown to reach the dagger strapped in a sheath at her left thigh, then thought better of it and went for the more immediate option: she seized Jaouen’s druid staff. With a deft spin of her right hand, she set herself in a fighting stance a few paces from the ethereal form... or ghost? Isabelle didn’t even know what the thing was! By now, anything seemed possible—Kalaan turning into a woman, waking in a cave of a Theban mountain, the cromlech, the curse of the Egyptian necklace... so what was one more ghost in the story? Nothing—but it could still mean trouble!

“Isabelle!” cried Jaouen, strangely more shaken by the young woman’s behavior than by the apparition itself.

“Let her be,” squeaked Clovis, ducking behind his young mistress as if to shelter himself. “She knows how to defend herself!”

“I don’t think so!” Dorian growled, stepping forward to shield her—only to double over as the staff struck him square in the stomach.

“Have you... lost your mind?” he gasped, breathless, glaring at her with dark fury.

“No, she’s an excellent fighter,” Clovis answered in her place, his voice as prim and pinched as ever. “I’ve told you, mademoiselle knows what she’s doing; she may be only nineteen, but she has many years of practice to her credit!”

The apparition began to laugh, which lent it a far more human air. It was, quite obviously, a warrior’s ghost.

A magnificent specimen, Isabelle couldn’t help thinking, before forcing herself back into a combat mindset. Val’Aka, her martial arts master, would have been proud of her if he had seen her then.

The luminous warrior smiled and bowed to them. He looked young, thirty years old at most, and radiated charisma. His hair was long and black, with a silver streak brushing his brow. He wore a sweeping cloak, dark garments, cavalry boots with wide cuffs, and at his belt hung a strange sword. Everything in his bearing, in the richness of his clothes, spoke of a noble fighter.

“I am Ardör, of the Muiredach clan, and a Child of the Gods.”

“Blast it, another one!” Isabelle swore without restraint.

“Isabelle!” the old druid growled.

“Jaouen!” she mimicked him. “It’s already enough trouble dealing with one magician, but two! By heaven, next thing you know they’ll catapult us straight to the moon with a blink of an eye! Better to finish them off now!”

At that moment, she looked exactly like her brother... or at least, like him when he wore Catherine’s face.

“Your behavior, Isabelle, is not worthy of a young woman of good breeding,” Dorian scolded in turn, with a faintly older brother air that only made the young woman bristle more.

She narrowed her eyes, leveled the staff at him, and warned:

“Would you prefer to die now... or right this instant? If you wish to live, you will call me, from this day forth and forever, Mademoiselle de Croz—and not Isabelle!”

In reply, Dorian’s gaze lit with laughter before he pressed his lips together, as if to stifle a smile. Then he dipped his head in assent, his features suddenly veiled by the fall of his long dark hair.

Isabelle felt the urge to rail at him all over again. Damn it, couldn’t he just truly quarrel with her? That was her dearest wish, if only to finally tell him what she thought of him! And perhaps to kick his backside... which was, admittedly, magnificent.

It was the ethereal warrior who broke the scene, mocking the young man:

“You’re in quite a pickle, son of the Red Wolf.”

Dorian straightened, assumed a martial stance, and stepped close enough to confront the ghost. Unlike Isabelle’s barbs, which had mostly amused him, he did not appreciate Ardör’s taunts or his familiar tone.

The latter raised his hands and feigned retreat in surrender, his little mocking smile still in place. Even if he had the appearance of an immaterial being, his features remained perfectly clear—the colors of his clothing, the tones of his skin and hair visible. He was simply... a bit vaporous.

Dorian chose to remain dignified and moved on to the questioning, phrasing his queries as statements, as was his habit:

“You were on the island of Croz and passed through the magic well at the same time we did. You took on the form of the whirlwind and helped us out of that cavern. Now you present yourself as a warrior, a Child of the Gods, and you tell me I am the son of the Red Wolf. A certainty for you, a conjecture for me.”

“But of course!” Jaouen cried in turn, as if suddenly illuminated. “I know who you are! A Child of the Gods of the First Line! You belong to the legends of the Saint Clare clan, since the return of Eloïra in the time of the Origins!”

“Legends?” Ardör scoffed, raking the druid from head to toe before turning back to meet Dorian’s gaze. “Yes, you resemble her. You bear the mark of the Red Wolf... but also of the sëyrain​[8].”

“But he cannot be their son,” Jaouen objected. “Eloïra Saint Clare lived centuries ago! And you... millennia... in fact, how—”

“He is her descendant. It amounts to the same thing,” the warrior cut in, visibly shaken by the number of years weighing upon him.

“Enough!” Isabelle snapped, striking the sand with the end of the staff before tossing it back to the druid, who started at her sharp gesture. “Let’s get back into that cave before the sun roasts us like chickens. We’ll be far more comfortable talking over all this... mess, as my brother would say!”

“A woman who swears, a woman after my own heart,” Ardör murmured, laying his ghostly hand against his chest.

“Don’t touch her,” Dorian growled, squaring up to him and clenching his fists the moment Isabelle stepped inside the cave.

“Ah... another one jealously guarded!” the warrior teased. “It must be a family trait among the Saint Clares.”

“Are you coming?” the young woman called back, a note of exasperation in her voice—enough to draw another burst of laughter from Ardör, which only further irritated Dorian.

The man once Touareg, now a Saint Clare Child of the Gods, was finding it harder and harder to keep his temper. It unnerved him.

He waited until everyone had followed Isabelle into the cavern, cast another glance over his shoulder at the splendid Egyptian landscape, and focused on the sound of his breathing to regain his inner calm. He had nearly succeeded when Isabelle’s voice rang out again:

“Hey, Salam, get your magical backside in here, right now!”

So much for calm! Dorian swore a dozen times, in French and in Berber, before lifting his head and striding with a fierce step toward the cave entrance.

A certain Mademoiselle de Croz was about to earn the scolding of her life!
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Chapter 3
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Upside Down

––––––––
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SEATED ATOP THE NEARLY flat summit of one of the standing stones that formed the small cromlech in the cave, Isabelle drummed her fingers nervously against her forearm. With a certain agitation, she waited for the men—and for the vaporous apparition. The latter claimed to be a Child of the Gods. Another one! And, what was more, according to what the druid Jaouen had begun to explain, several millennia old.

Impossible. Just as impossible as the fact that the figure was immaterial, for that matter... Yet ever since Kalaan had endured his curse, for months on end, the word impossible had simply become synonymous with conceivable. Isabelle had to adjust to this new, upside-down world where anything—absolutely anything—could be real.

Clovis was the first to step into the cave, his white handkerchief firmly in place atop his bald head. He gave her a gentle smile despite the worry in his eyes. That was his way—always placing his young mistress’s well-being above his own, ever since she was a child. And Isabelle, in turn, did the same for him whenever she could, discreetly sparing the old man’s pride.
“Everything will be fine, mademoiselle. We have always found a way out.”
Isabelle fought hard against the lump of sorrow and dread rising in her throat at her butler’s words. No, this time, she sensed events were overtaking them all. Why bother hiding her anxiety from her lifelong friend? Whatever mask she put on, he would read her soul as easily as an open book.

“I’m going to lose my mind. Everyone but me seems to know what’s going on here, and why we’re here. Even you won’t answer my questions. You have to tell me the whole story, Clovis.”

“We will get to that,” the druid Jaouen interjected, closely followed by the ghostly warrior, and, a few moments later, by Dorian.

The young man seemed torn between going to her or to the apparition, before choosing the latter, fists clenched tight.

“Are you truly what you claim to be?” he asked Ardör, his voice edged with a strong Oriental accent.

Isabelle raised her brows in astonishment. She had never managed to shake Dorian out of his composure, but this other Child of the Gods clearly had—and that promised to be interesting.

“Yes,” Ardör replied simply. “I am indeed a Child of the Gods, of the First Line. My mother was a goddess, and my father a sëyrain—a human prince of the Muiredach clan.”

“What does serene mean?” Isabelle couldn’t help asking, unwittingly mangling the word, her sudden curiosity getting the better of her.

“Sëyrain,” the warrior repeated with a smile. “It means prince in the original tongue.”

That explained the richness of his attire, as well as his bearing.

“Your father was a king?”

“No, mëidy—Lady—Isabelle,” Ardör replied, translating as he spoke, at the young woman’s frown. “In my time, the Céleïnial era, before the deities made their Elevation to the Sídhes, all firstborn sons were sëyrains, just as all firstborn daughters were sëyrainesses—princesses. There were no kingdoms on earth; we lived in the white, enchanted city of Galéa, alongside the deities and in communion with them. I am therefore indeed a Child of the Gods of the First Line. Since then, there have been others. The Saint Clares descend from the Kadwan clan, and the Croz from the Fëanturi clan.”

“We Croz are also... uh... magicians?”

“No. It seems that now, and for a very long time, you have lost all connection with the gods—as well as any knowledge of your origins.”

“Excuse me!” Isabelle cut in, pressing her fingers to her temples. “That’s too much history all at once. I cannot possibly take it all in today. But—how old are you? Are you immortal? Why are you vaporous?”

Ardör let out a deep, booming laugh before answering:
“You remind me of Eloïra Saint Clare. Always alert and endlessly curious. You could have been related.”
“There is no blood relation between them,” Dorian growled darkly, cutting into the exchange between the man he increasingly saw as a rival and HIS Isabelle.

“I concede the point,” Ardör agreed, his eye mischievous, as though he understood perfectly well what Dorian’s words implied: no kinship, and therefore no barrier to union between the Saint Clare and the fair maiden.

“Ahem!” Isabelle interjected, reclaiming Ardör’s attention.

“My age... at present, I am fourteen thousand eight hundred fifty-five years and some change. But if we add the fact that—”

“Stop! I cannot take any more!” the young woman cried, clutching her head as a piercing migraine began to seize her.

And yet she wanted to know everything; her thirst for knowledge was anything but quenched, despite the painful needles stabbing through her skull. She continued anyway, in a thread of voice, apprehensive about the answer to come:

“Vaporous?”

“Oh, that!” Ardör said with a shrug. “It is because I became a Naohïm.”

Isabelle pressed her temples harder and closed her eyes. This Ardör would spare her nothing. But then, it was her own fault—she was a complete masochist for asking him so many questions!

“A long time ago,” he went on, “when I first met Eloïra Saint Clare, I had a little mishap with a damned black dragon. It froze me in its icy breath, within a vast and dreadful cavern. I remained there while the world turned without me, all believing me dead.”

“A dragon now!” she exclaimed, grimacing as she wondered how she might close Pandora-Ardör’s box again. “And damned, no less...”

“You forgot black. I was a prisoner of the ice for a very long time, until the death-warrior came to free me.”

“Death...” Isabelle groaned, collapsing heavily to the ground to sit. “A death-warrior. Ohhh... my poor head!”

“In truth, it was the one you Bretons call Ankou,” Ardör continued, apparently showing no mercy to the young woman. “We were distant acquaintances, and since I still lived beneath that thick wall of frost, thanks to the magical powers I inherited from my mother—”

“Who was a goddess.”

“... he could not carry me into his realm of shadows. And since my body was gravely damaged, he offered me the chance to become a Naohïm. I accepted. Since then, I have been an immortal being who may be human for a time, then immaterial afterward. I can also take on any animal form—one day a wolf, the next a raven. My powers were likewise multiplied.”

At these words, Isabelle lowered her hands from her head and turned a face shining with hope toward Ardör.

“But then! You can take us home? Through this stone circle?” she insisted, pointing at the small cromlech.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I am nothing more than a magical shell I’ve managed to sustain with a powerful spell since leaving the island of Croz. To wield other powers, I would have to reintegrate my body of flesh and blood—and I cannot.”

“But why?”

“Mëidy, you only heard what you wanted. I repeat: the Ankou freed me after the time in which we now stand, and at this moment, my other self is still imprisoned in ice. If I were to take human form again, I would instantly merge with him in that frozen breath and vanish from this place. I would no longer be able to accompany you on your journey as I intend.”

“I don’t understand your gibberish...” Isabelle muttered, shaking her head in disbelief. “And besides, apart from drowning us in your outlandish tales, you’re of no use to us right now! You speak of a time when deities still walked the earth, when black dragons spewed frost, when you were friends with the Ank—uh—the Warrior of Death,” she corrected herself quickly, for it was forbidden to utter Ankou aloud. “Only to end by telling us you have a double still trapped in ice at this very moment and that you can do nothing to help us! I’m fed up—and I’m starting to truly hate the Children of the Gods. Life was so much better without you!”

“You’d be bored without us,” Ardör teased lightly, while Dorian ground his teeth.

He had listened to the tale without flinching, only reacting when Isabelle seemed to be losing her mind.

“I know all of this story, apart from the part about the Naohïm. It was a legend we used to tell by the fireside at night,” Jaouen said wearily, seated not far from Isabelle. “But in the end, no one here has the power to bring us back to Croz—Dorian is a novice, ignorant of the formula or spell for our return. My own powers are limited to my knowledge of the sacred words, which are far from effective.”

“If someone so ‘novice’ managed to carry us this far, that same person can send us back. Isn’t that right, Monsieur Salam?” the young woman shot back, her eyes blazing at the culprit, unwilling to let the druid bear the weight of their misfortune alone.

“You want the whole story?” Dorian asked smoothly, folding his arms across his chest and making the seams of the three-quarter jacket Kalaan had given him creak in protest.

Apparently, Dorian is more athletic than my brother, Isabelle noted unexpectedly.

He shrugged off the garment and flung it aside on the cavern floor. Then he rolled up the long white sleeves of his shirt, baring his muscular, tattooed arms, and came at her again. He was clearly taking a fighting stance to settle things with Isabelle, and she braced herself in turn, rising to face him. It was as if they were suddenly standing on a boxing ring—and the young woman wanted nothing more!

“I’m waiting!” she challenged, her voice edged with defiance.

“Know this—we are here because of you, not because of me! Or rather, because of the Egyptian necklace you obtained by badgering your brother. For mademoiselle must always get her way, no matter the cost.”
“What are you insinuating?” she hissed, mirroring his offensive stance.
“It was like a spoiled child that you acquired that necklace—Kalaan gave in to your endless whims. And I repeat, it is because of you, and that ancient jewel, that we are trapped in this cave, in Egypt!”

Isabelle did not understand where he was going with this. Her hand flew to her throat, where the necklace had once been fastened, now inexplicably gone. She was wounded—not only by Dorian’s vindictive tone, but because it was him, the man she had fantasized about for so many nights, who struck her with such harsh words.

So... to him, she was nothing but a little pest. Why bother trying to change his mind? If he thought that, he wasn’t worth the effort. Rather than let her pain show, she masked it with coldness and lashed back:
“What happened to the charming, unflappable Salam? Ah yes—he vanished when the dreadful Dorian Saint Clare appeared to take his place, and when his damned powers went straight to his head!”
The young man faltered at the blow.

“The only person here who has committed the irreparable is you, mademoiselle goody-two-shoes! The necklace you wanted, the one you obtained, carried an ancient spell! The instant you put it on, the soul of a dead woman named Amenty—the daughter of the Origins—took possession of you and flung us all here!”

Isabelle’s eyes went wide, and she gasped violently. Could his accusations be true? Was it because of her—and that cursed adornment—that they had all awoken in this dusty cavern?

Suddenly drained, with no fight left in her, she turned to Clovis, the only person she trusted absolutely. He gave a miserable nod, confirming Dorian’s words.

“I... I remember nothing... I was fastening the necklace... and the next moment, I found myself here.”

Jaouen stepped between the two young people, casting a severe look at the Saint Clare, before turning to narrate the whole story to Isabelle. How they had found her in the broken circle, only to realize she was no longer truly herself, her body possessed. How this Amenty, child of the Origins, with the aid of Dorian’s magic, had raised the missing part of the cromlech from the depths of the ocean, then opened a portal that had propelled them all to this place. And the tale, too, of that enchanted necklace, once worn by Amenty in life, which had led her to a premature death—her soul forever imprisoned within the jewel, awaiting deliverance that had at last come through Isabelle.

“But... what does this Amenty want?” the young woman heard herself ask, as though in a daze. “Am I still possessed? Is she a part of me, as Catherine is of my brother?”

“She wished for us to save her,” Dorian murmured, his manner once again detached and almost as cold as when he had been Salam. “And no—it seems her soul left your body the moment we arrived here.”

He could have struck himself for all the hurt he inflicted on Isabelle, pain he read plainly on her delicate, expressive features. He did not understand why he had been so harsh with her. Or perhaps he did... for he had to admit a dull anger, bordering on rage, gnawed at him ever since he realized he had been brought back to his starting point: Egypt.

In Brittany, he had lived in euphoric anticipation of finally reuniting with his family—the Saint Clares. He remembered leaving the druid Jaouen’s house, walking with elation toward the port-clos where the frigate Ar Sorserez awaited to take him to Scotland. But that was before crossing paths with Isabelle in the broken circle, and being hurled into the magic well by the spirit that possessed her.

And on top of that... he had to admit he felt a sting of jealousy at seeing the young woman speak with Ardör. Yes, he would have come back for her at Croz, for he felt a powerful attraction to this fiery beauty.

But now... he was back at the beginning, and his anger threatened to destroy any affection he held. He had no right to hold Isabelle responsible for their plight. It was fate itself placing him on trial once again. And Dorian meant to meet this ultimate challenge.

“No one is to blame,” Ardör interjected, echoing his thoughts. “The deities have always strewn obstacles across the paths of men. For some project or prophecy, for reasons known only to themselves—or for their mere amusement, who can say? Immortality must grow tedious, which I can well understand, so they turn toward us, their half-blood children—or mere mortals.”

Isabelle shook her head in derision. The time for assigning blame was long past. Now it was about finding a way home—to Croz for herself and Clovis, to Scotland for Dorian and Jaouen. As for Ardör, well... he could do whatever he pleased. Why not haunt some old castle in the Highlands and terrify a few Englishmen while he was at it?

“Since we cannot return by magic, through the cromlech, we must leave this cave and act on our own,” she proposed. “We only need to seek help among the people, find someone to take us to Alexandria, and once at the city’s harbor, we’ll take a ship to return home!”

“And how will we finance such a journey?” Clovis asked, ever pragmatic, though his eyes suddenly showed a glimmer of hope.

Jaouen grabbed his linen satchel, which had traveled with him, and shook it over the white sand. Several trinkets and fabrics of little value tumbled out, followed by a small copper cauldron and its lid.

“Would this suffice?” he asked hopefully, looking to Dorian.

“Yes, copper is a good medium of trade—it is highly prized. It’s—”

“Useless,” Ardör cut in, his deep voice followed by a long, weary sigh that fell over the group like a cold shower.

“Stop drowning us in your flood of pessimism!” Isabelle snapped. “We will manag—”

“You have once again listened without hearing, and you ignore details of great importance,” the Naohïm interrupted. “Still, I bear you no blame. You are all unsettled by recent events, no longer able to think with clarity. So I will repeat myself: even if this object has value for trade, you will never return home. For the simple reason that your ‘home’ no longer exists.”

Dorian’s eyes widened. In his mind, the pieces of a dreadful puzzle locked together with brutal force.

“We did not only travel from Brittany to Egypt in an instant,” he declared, his tone grave.

“No,” Ardör agreed.

“We also traveled through time.”

“That is correct,” the warrior confirmed.

Jaouen sank heavily to the ground with a long groan, for he too now understood what was happening. Clovis hurried to his brother’s side, alarmed at seeing the elder man on the verge of fainting. As for Isabelle, she hung on every word from the Children of the Gods. She refused to believe the exchange between the two men. They would return—they had to return!

“Do not jest with us,” she managed to whisper.

“He is not jesting,” Dorian asserted, his midnight-blue gaze darker than ever. “We are in Egypt—but in what time?” he demanded, turning back to Ardör.

“I would say... in 1457 before the zero year. Before the coming of the one Christians call Jesus Christ. Though I still do not know from which clan of the Children of the Gods that man came, the one who multiplied bread and walked upon water.”

“Then we have leapt 3,187 years into the past,” Clovis murmured, letting his handkerchief fall from his head before collapsing heavily beside Jaouen.

Isabelle struggled to her feet. But the world seemed to whirl at breakneck speed around her, and her legs threatened to give way beneath her. She fought with all her strength against the madness closing in.

“There must be a way, there has to be one,” she repeated like a litany, before staggering to stand directly before Ardör’s immaterial form.

“Please, if you and Dorian combine your knowledge, surely you could reuse this... this gate”—she pointed to the cromlech—“to send us back to Croz, to our own time? Tell me there is a way...”

“No,” Ardör reiterated pleasantly. “I do not have the capacity to do so, not even by using the Words of Power—the sacred words. Dorian is not ready. And besides, I can feel the spell that sustains this form nearing its end. I must soon find shelter, before I return to a body of flesh and blood, and—”

“And merge with the other Ardör still trapped in the ice,” Isabelle finished for him. “Oh my God! We are lost! Kalaan, if you can hear me, come to our aid...” she moaned, turning all her thoughts toward her brother as she clasped her hands in a silent prayer.

As if he could help them—he, the adventurer freed of his curse, powerless, a thousand leagues away, in an age that, only a short while ago, they had still called the ‘present.’
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