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​The Cauldron of Camulos
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DAWN ROSE OVER CAMULODUNUM as the battle came to its close. 

The field in front of the town gate had been reduced to a bloody morass full of dead and dying. A lone man was left facing five men. Long braids, thick with blood, swung in time with the strokes of a large double-headed axe as he kept his attackers at a far enough distance that they could not use their swords. He knew that it was only a matter of time before they brought in a spear, and when that happened, his advantage would be gone, and the tiredness he felt in every bone and muscle would surely then tell.

But for now, he fought, and they died. Two more fell. 

Hentra split the skull of another attacker, but it took the last of his strength to do so. Suddenly the tiredness washed over him like a wave. His axe became too heavy to hold and fell unnoticed in the mud.  Henrta dropped to his knees in a patch of ground strewn with the dead of his enemy, and waited for the blow that would send him to join his brothers in the shining fields of Neorxnawang.

The blow never came. More tribesmen of the Trinovantes arrived on the field, newly emboldened now that Hentra had finally fallen. They surrounded him, subduing him with the weight and press of their bodies. He did not have the strength to resist as they trussed him like a pig and carried him bodily through the streets of the city. They threw him into a damp hole in the ground and he lay there unable to move as they took turns pishing on him.

It was not supposed to end like this. My Wyrd has failed me.

The raid had begun well enough. Aelfer, their leader, had taken no chances. Before taking the fleet out of safe haven he had called for Hentra and the sight from the Wyrd. 

And Hentra had seen a victory. He had seen Saxons at peace, farming and raising children all over the lands vacated by the Romans. With the sight in his mind, he had no hesitation in joining the Aelfer on the boats. Even a stormy voyage over rough seas had done little to dull their enthusiasm, and by the time they marched over the fens and onto the road to the city, their spirits were high and thoughts of plunder foremost in their minds.

They had not expected the Trinovantes to be there already. The Wyrd had not shown Hentra that. Neither had it shown him the battle that lasted nearly two days and ended with his ignominious defeat in this dank hole in the ground. 

He was the last Saxon remaining, bereft of both companionship of his brothers and the surety of his sight. 

He lay in the hole and wept for what he had wrought on his people. 
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THEY GAVE HIM PLENTY of time to dwell on his pity. He lay in the hole for three days. On the second day it rained, but that was not as bad as it could have been as it kept them away from taunting him, and allowed the smell of piss to be washed away.

He was finally taken to a large stone hall that had once been a Roman temple. Broken statuary lay all around and the trappings of ritual had been replaced by steaming cauldrons and long trestles filled with meat and fruit. A feast was underway, and by the look of the throng gathered there, it had been going for quite some time. Most of the people were drunk, or most of the way there. Couples rutted like dogs on the floor and the place stank of stale ale and cooking meat, overlaid with the tang of piss and shit. 

He readied himself for the indignities that would surely come, and was surprised to be led to a trestle. They untied one of his hands and motioned towards a pile of food and a flagon of ale. Hentra needed no second telling. He set to it with gusto. 

The ham was undercooked and too bloody, but he ripped into it anyway, sending it down with plenty of bread and ale until his belly was tight as a drum. Finally he sat back and belched. 

A small red-haired boy sat nearby staring at him with wide-eyed curiosity.

“What is the matter lad?” Hentra asked. “Have you never seen a real man eat?

The boy turned on his heels and ran as if chased by a bear.

An old woman sat down at Hentra’s side and helped her-self to some of his ale.

“He did not understand you,” she said. “To him, you do indeed sound like a bear.”

Hentra was momentarily nonplussed to hear his thoughts echo back at him, and in his own tongue, but one look at the woman told him he should not be surprised. This one also had more than a touch of the Wyrd about her.

She had been a beauty in her day – he could see that in the sparkle in her eyes and the bow of her lips. But that day had been some years ago, and the Wyrd had taken its toll. Her eyes were haunted, He know the look well –it came from having seen too much of what fate decreed would come to pass. She, like him, had seen, and been unable to do anything about it. That knowledge takes a heavy toll from a person.

She nodded when she saw him looking at her.

“Yes,” she said. “We know one another. And that is why you are still alive. I do not have the strength myself. I need another of the Wyrd.”

He sank a long gulp of ale and kept quiet. 

Now is perhaps not the time to mention that the Wyrd seems to have deserted me.

His mind was full of questions, but he wasn’t given time to ask. A herald at the main table called for silence and a gray-haired man that Hentra guessed must be the leader of the tribe started to speak. He did not understand a word of it, and contended himself with getting more ale inside him.

After the man’s speech an old bent man took over and started to intone. Hentra recognized the form – it was a saga, one of the tales of old. But again he understood none of it – until the woman put a hand on his arm.

Words filled his mind 
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ONE MORNING CAMULOS went into the forest with his dogs, intent on a hunt. The dogs led him to a small copse but as soon as he set the dogs to flush out what may lie there they withdrew swiftly, trembling and fearful, and came back towards Camulos with their tails between their legs.

But Camulos felt no such fear. He drew towards the copse. Suddenly a shining white boar arose out of the ground. The dogs rushed towards it, all fear forgotten. The boar stood its ground against the dogs without retreating until, when Camulos drew near, it withdrew once again, and ran.

For three days Camulos and his dogs followed the boar, through forest and over moor and fen, none of them taking any rest, until at last the white beast led them to a high caer. The boar was making for it swiftly. The dogs ran ahead, outpacing Camulos in their lust for the hunt, and followed the boar into the caer. 

There was something about the caer that gave Camulos pause, for the hunt had taken him to unfamiliar lands, yet he had never heard tell of anyone living here.

“I will not give up my dogs,” he said, and followed his beasts.

When he got to the caer, he could see neither the boar, nor the dogs, nor any dwelling inside the caer. There was only an empty courtyard, and in the middle of the courtyard a cauldron with marble stonework around it. Four heavy chains anchored the cauldron to the marble slab - with the chains also reaching up into the air, and he could not see the end of them.

The hunt had brought on him a great thirst and he came up to where the cauldron was, and laid hold of it. As soon as he had laid hold, his left hand stuck to it, and his two feet rooted to the slab on which he was standing. The power of speech was taken from him so he could not utter a single word. 

He hacked at the marble slab that was even now starting to ooze and flow around his ankles. The sword sank into the stone that hardened around the blade so that when he tried to draw the weapon back he found it held fast.

He withdrew his hand from the sword and placed it on the cauldron, intent on dragging the pot from its place. The ground shook and trembled such that people all across the land left their houses and stared in fear at the skies, fearing the end of days. But Camulos, for all his strength, was stuck firm even as the marble flowed around his nethers and loins, even as it gripped at his chest, even as it filled his mouth.  

And thus he stood, unable to move from the spot, unable to call for aid.

Soon all that could be seen was the cauldron, and the hilt of the great sword standing proud from the rugged stone.

And thereupon, as soon as it was night, there came was a peal of thunder, and a fall of mist and with that the caer disappeared, taking the cauldron, and Camulos with it.

They were never again seen by men, but the spot has forever after been named in his honor, Caer Camulos. 

Our home.
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THE OLD WOMAN LET GO of Hentra’s arm as the crowd cheered and set to drinking and fucking with renewed gusto.

“This place is sacred to us,” the old woman said. “It has been since long before the Romans came and stole our name. It was a place of strength and power – the place of a god, of Camulos. Our mothers and their mothers before them knew it.

“And now I have seen that power arisen anew. But I am too old for what is required.”

Hentra felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. He hoped it was only the ale.

“Nothing happens without a reason,” the old woman said. “You have been sent to us at our time of need. We cannot naysay the will of Fate. Come. Let me show you why you have been brought here.”

She waved her hand and his bonds fell away.

She has far more of the Wyrd in her than I. I must be careful here.

Two tribesmen at the nearest table stood, daggers drawn, alarmed at the prospect of the Saxon’s freedom. The old woman waved them down.

“The big man will be no trouble,” she said. “Not tonight at least.”

Hentra realized she was right. His interest had been taken by the tale, and now he was anxious to see whatever she wanted to show him. 

For has it not often been said, the Wyrd knows no tribes, no kinsman, no master. The Wyrd is as it always was and always will be.

He had that thought at the forefront of his mind as she led him deep into the temple.
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EVERYTHING THAT HAD been Roman was tumbled and broken. Huge marble statues lay smashed and defiled on the floors, and an intricate mosaic floor had been partially dug up and the rest smeared with blood and shit. Drunken tribesmen lay slumped in alcoves previously reserved for votive offerings, and there were more couples rutting in dark corners.

But soon the sounds of the feast were left behind as the old woman led him to the central chamber of the temple. A huge statue lay broken on the floor, some fifteen feet in length. It had once depicted a warrior, clad Roman style and brandishing a sword. Someone had attacked the facial features with a hammer, and all trace of what it might have represented had been obliterated. 

“This is not what I brought you to see,” the old woman said. “Come.” 

At the far side of the chamber a large rock had been pulled aside to reveal a set of steps led down into the ground. The air was drier here, a thick, musty odor. And the steps were old – far older than the Roman occupation of this land. 

His Wyrd chose that moment to return. Suddenly he had no more desire to see what was at the bottom of this passageway. He had left a flagon of ale back at the feast, and was more than eager to get back to it. He stopped, and would indeed have started to retreat if the old woman had not put her hand on his arm once more.

“The only way you will leave this city alive is if you come with me,” she said. “Without my protection they will fall on you in their scores. You will be dead. And you will never know the glory that might have been.”

She headed down the stairs, and his shame at a woman going where he would not led him to follow.
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THE LIGHT GREW DIMMER, and he was afeared that they might soon be in darkness when he saw a reddish glow beneath them. She led him into a rough-hewn chamber lit by torches in sconces high on the walls. 

The chamber seemed empty – but his Wyrd told him otherwise. There was power here. He could almost feel it sing in his head. He raised his hand and felt his fingertips tingle.

“You feel it?” she whispered. “It is him, I am sure of it.”

“Camulos?”

She did not reply. She took the Saxon’s left hand in hers and started to chant in a high singsong language that Hentra had never before heard. The spell that lay in front of them started to become visible, a spider’s web of black strands woven tightly around a core to make a seemingly impenetrable ball some ten feet across.

The old woman stopped chanting and urged Hentra forward.

“Quickly. Reach inside. We have little time.”

He reached into the lattice with his right hand and immediately met resistance. His hand tingled, as if he’d been sleeping on it all night. 

“Can you feel it?” she said. “Can you feel the sword?”

It was only then that he realized why he’d been brought here. She wanted him to draw a weapon from the spell – a weapon that would then be used to strengthen the tribe – his enemy. He started to withdraw his hand.

At the same second his fingers brushed against something. But this was no sword hilt. This was rough hair, almost bristly, like a long-unwashed beard. He felt hot breath on his palm.

“Fetch it out then lad,” the old woman shouted. “Fetch it out now.”

Hentra smiled, took a tight grip of a handful of bristly hair, and pulled.

The fabric of the holding spell ripped with the sound of tearing cloth. Hentra was knocked roughly aside as something huge and fast came through from the other side. He smelled acrid sweat and felt the heat of a warm beast. All he saw as he was thrust roughly against the chamber wall was a flash of grayish-white. 

His head hit the rock hard and he stumbled, almost falling and momentarily blinded. The old woman screamed – but not for long. The noise cut off into a gurgling choking sound he recognized all too well.

When Hentra regained his footing he looked up. The chamber was empty, the spell having receded back to wherever it had previously been hidden. There was no sign of any beast – just the writhing body of an old woman on the floor. Her belly was a mess of guts and gore, torn asunder in the time it had taken Hentra to stand. 

The gurgling sound was the crone drowning in her own blood.

The gurgling was joined by screams echoing down into the chamber from high above.

I can make my escape. 

He headed for the entrance that led back up to the temple but was stopped as a hand slippery with blood grabbed at his ankle.

“What have you done?” she whispered through bubbles of blood.

In truth, he did not know whether he had done anything. He smiled grimly down at the dying woman.

“You brought me here. If anything has been done, it is of your own doing.”

The grip on his ankle tightened.

“The beast will know its master,” she said. “Only the chosen may drink.”

Before he could glean her meaning, the life went out of her eyes and the bloody hand fell away, limp and dead.

More screams from above told him that many were being sent to join her.

He headed for the steps, cautiously at first, then more assured. He met no resistance.
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THE MAIN TEMPLE LOOKED as if a madman had run riot with red paint. A copulating couple, still locked together, lay against a wall in a pool of gore that steamed in the chill air. More blood ran from a man sitting at the base of a column, staring at the ruin of his leg as he sprayed the floor for six feet all around. The man looked up at Hentra, but he was too near death for the Saxon to offer any aid.

Besides, aid was the furthest thing from the big man’s thoughts at that moment.

Woden send me a weapon, and a clear run at a door. That is all I ask. 

As he approached the hall where the feast had been taking place the screams grew ever louder. He thought he was prepared for anything, but the sight that met his eyes made him step back behind a pillar, unsure as to his next move.

A white beast rampaged to and fro through the hall. At first he took it for one of the great snow-bears that sometimes ventured south from the northern lands. Then it raised its head and he saw the two long tusks on either side of the snout, and the fiery red eyes that seemed to burn in the head.

A boar!

But a boar unlike any he had ever previously seen. It stood four feet high at the shoulders, was nearly twelve feet from snout to tail, and was built like a stout barrel on legs. Its coat was off-white and made of thick tough bristles, smeared red along the length of both flanks. The tusks were two feet long and dripped with blood and gore. 

Bodies lay broken and strewn the length and breadth of the hall which smelled even worse than it had previously. Many of the bodies showed the tell-tales signs of goring, and others had clearly simply been thrown aside to smash their bones against walls and trestles. The snuffling of the boar could be heard over groans of the injured as it rooted in spilled guts for the choicest parts. 

A group of men stood by the main door that led outside, blocking the boar’s escape. Each of them held a long spear, but none of them looked like they wanted to be there. The boar had not taken any notice of them yet, being content to snuffle among the dead, but sometime soon more carnage would ensue.

Hentra did not intend to wait that long.

He found a two-headed axe among the strewn debris. Just the weight of it in his hand made him feel more secure. Keeping his back to the wall, he started to sidle around the hall, making for the doorway. 

He nearly made it, but, while he was still twenty feet from his goal, his foot slipped in a gory nest of guts and blood and he had to put a hand out to steady himself. The axe head clanged against stone.

The boar’s head came up. Beady red eyes stared at him. It snorted, steam rising from its gore-covered snout. With no other warning it lowered its head and attacked.

Hentra had only a second to decide whether to stand or run. A mental picture of a tusk taking him up the backside settled the matter. He hefted the ace two-handed and made sure he had steady footing. 

The boar came at him hard and fast, and he had time for only one blow. He brought the axe down hard, cutting deep into the beast’s shoulder and bringing a bellow of pain. The huge head swung at him. A tusk scored a shallow gash across his belly then the sheer weight of the head threw him aside in a tangle of arms and legs. He landed on his back on a trestle, the wood breaking beneath him and sending him to the ground in a tumble of splintered beams and spilled ale. 

The boar was on him before he could right himself. Its head ducked and dove, seeking an opening where it could thrust a tusk in his belly. He grabbed a tusk in each hand and held the beast at bay, but it took all his strength, and he knew he would not be able to hold it off for long.

“To me,” he shouted. “Help me.”

He did not know if any of the tribe even knew his language, and indeed had little hope that they would come to his aid if they did. 

The boar’s head lowed inexorably towards his chest despite all his efforts. The stench of its hot breath stung in his nostrils and at the back of his throat. Soon he was eye to eye with the beast, pinned by its weight. It tugged its head back, breaking his hold, and then lunged forward.

Hentra watched his fate come for him.

A yell came from his left and a spear took the beast full in the snout, sending a wash of hot blood over the Saxon. The boar fell back with a yelp and Hentra looked up to see a red-haired boy standing over him, bloodied spear in his hand and a determined look on his face. It was the same boy who had watched him so intently earlier.

Hentra got slowly to his feet and retrieved the axe. He stood beside the boy as they both watched the boar. But it had lost interest in them. It was already barreling towards the entrance.

The men guarding the spot fell before it. Bodies flew. Bones broke and blood spilled. The beast stopped in its rush just long enough to stomp one man into a bloody mush then it was gone. 

The only sound in the room was the groans of the dying.
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“THANK YOU,” HENTRA said to the boy at his side, but the lad only looked at him quizzically, then shook his head.

He does not understand me. Yet he came to my aid. I owe this boy my life.

They made their way to the doorway. Screams rose from somewhere in the city. The beast was still rampaging.

Hentra started to walk in the direction opposite to the commotion. 

The boy tugged at his sleeve to get his attention then made stabbing motions with the spear towards the screams.

He means to hunt the beast down. 

Hentra took a look along the path he had been on and sighed.

I owe the lad my life. The least I can do is prevent him from getting himself killed.

He motioned with the axe towards the screams.

“Lead on,” he said. 

The boy’s face broke into a wide smile. 

He will charm many women when he is grown... if he gets that far.

The boy led and Hentra followed. They would not need any hunting skill to find the beast – the sound of screams was evidence of its whereabouts. 

Several townspeople balked at Hentra’s presence among them, but the boy, calm at all times, spoke on the Saxon’s behalf, and no one stopped them.

Not only a charmer, but also a born leader.

The screams were louder now, women and children’s voices raised alongside those of the men. The boy led Hentra through a courtyard to a more open area where the tribe had pitched a small village of wooden huts. Most of the huts were now trampled ruins and the boar ran amok among them, throwing wattle and thatch aside like kindling, goring anybody too slow to get out of its path and snorting happily every time it found fresh meat.

The boy did not hesitate. He stepped forward into the beast’s path.

I cannot allow this. I owe this lad my life.

Hentra jumped ahead of the boy, raising the axe above his head. He knew he would only have time for one stroke.

I have to make it a killing blow.

He timed the blow and brought the axe down, intending to cleave the beast’s head, but it made a lunging move at the last. The left-side tusk went clean through Hentra’s thigh and the axe only succeeded in cutting a deep gouge above the boar’s ear.

The wound only served to enrage the beast further. With a flick of the head it once again sent Hentra sprawling. He landed, face first, in the wreckage of a hut, feeling twigs and broken wood lash against his face. His leg felt warm where blood poured from the thigh wound, but it was not a spout.

I will live. For now.

He got to his feet and turned, just in time to see the boy step between him and the boar, spear raised high.

“No!” he shouted, and broke into a stumbling run. He knew he was going to be too late. The beast had already girded itself for an attack. It was about to bear down on the lad when it stopped, seemingly confused. 

It sniffed at the air, three times, head rocking from side to side. 

The boy raised the spear higher.

The boar walked towards him, slowly, never taking its eyes from his. When it was six feet from the boy it stopped and sniffed again. Then, to Hentra’s astonishment, it lowered its head and sank to the ground on its knees.

It kneels to him. It pays obedience to the lad.

Hentra limped forward, axe raised for a killing blow, but the boy stopped him, putting a hand on his arm.

He could see the same confusion in the lad’s eyes as he himself felt, but there was something else there.

It is as if the boy almost expected this to happen.

A crowd was starting to gather. At first they merely gaped in astonishment at the spectacle in front of them, before starting to remember the carnage that had occurred from this very beast.

“Kill it,” one cried, and made a move to step forward.

The red-haired boy looked pleadingly at Hentra. 

The Saxon stood between the crowd and the spot where the boar knelt at the boy’s feet. They might not understand his tongue, but when he hefted the double-headed axe, no one was in any doubt about his intentions. 

The mob stared sullenly at him. He stared back, smiling.

“There is nothing I would like better than for some of you to attack.”

No one showed any desire to take him up on the offer.

He became aware of movement behind him. The boar got slowly to its feet. Hentra turned, axe raised, but the beast merely nuzzled at the boy’s hand then walked away, looking back. When the boy did not move it repeated the movement.

It wants the lad to follow it.

The boy understood and, taking hold of the bristly hair at the beast’s shoulder, he walked alongside it. Hentra followed just behind, making sure to keep himself between the mob and the beast. 

His leg flared in white-hot pain with every step. Blood still seeped from the wound, his breeches on that leg soaked through.  Each pace brought a damp squelch from where the blood had pooled in his boot. 

But I do not have far to walk.

He knew already where the boar would take the lad. Even if the Wyrd had not shown it to him, he would have known.

Five minutes later they descended the steps from the Roman temple and entered the rough-hewn chamber.

The crone lay dead on the floor. The boar moved the body to one side with its head then raised its snout and roared. 

The black spider-web spell slowly appeared in the center of the room. A large rent in the fabric showed where the boar had come through. The hole widened as the beast approached. Once again Hentra’s fingers tingled, but when the boar led the boy into the spell he followed, amused to note that the mob behind them stayed well back, ready to flee the chamber at the slightest provocation.
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THE WYRD WAS STRONG here. 

They stood in an open courtyard surrounded on all four sides by thick stone walls that towered high above. There was no obvious sign of egress, merely a shadowy patch on one of the walls where Hentra saw the ghostly faces of the tribesmen peering in awe into the spell. 

In the center of the courtyard, beams of sunlight played on a great cauldron, a black iron pot nearly four feet in diameter. Rock molded itself all along the left-hand side, a length of stone that might almost seem man-shaped. Just below this stone the marble plinth on which the cauldron sat had buckled and bent. The hilt of a sword showed proud from a ragged piece of rock. As the boy approached, the sun caught a gem at the very heel of the sword, sending dazzling light dancing all across the yard.

The boy stepped up and dipped a hand in the cauldron, raising clear glistening water to his lips.

Only the chosen may drink.

The boar nuzzled at the sword then looked the boy in the eye.

The lad needed no second telling.

He put a hand on the hilt and with one smooth pull raised the whole length of the sword from the stone, raising it high overhead where it shone silver like the brightest star.

And at the same moment the Wyrd gripped at Hentra as it had never done before, laying the future out before him as clear and bright as one of the Roman mosaics 

The boy, grown to a man but still with the same wide grin sits at the head of a table as he is crowned. The hall is full of hard-eyed warriors, all swearing allegiance.

The boy turned the sword in the air. Each time it caught the sun, another vision seared into Hentra’s mind.

With the sword raised high the new king drives the Saxon before him, all the way to the sea where they are forced into ignominious retreat.

Another turn of the sword brought a new picture.

The man sits at a round table where the best and the wisest are gathered. Outside the land is tilled and fertile and the people give praise to their king and their prosperity while the Saxon skulk in their boats, afraid to make any attack on this mighty warrior.

The boy gave the sword a final flourish. 

The man, graying at the temples and stooped with age, drinks from the great cauldron and stands up, straight and young again, the fire once more in his eyes as he lifts the sword and declares that the land and the king are one again.

Hentra stumbled, almost fell, the power of the Wyrd overwhelming him. He staggered back, leaning against the marble. 

The boy stepped off the plinth. The spell fell apart around them. It left behind a black flurry of dust as the only sign it had been there. The boar was gone.

But the great cauldron remained behind, sitting in the center of the rough-hewn chamber on its bed of marble.
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THE BOY SHOWED THE sword to his people.

Not all were happy to see it. Hentra did not understand the arguments that were thrown around, but he understood the gist.

They will not follow a boy. Never mind that all of Wyrd itself has shown them the truth of it.

He tried to stand, to go to the boy’s side but found himself too weak. His wounded leg would no longer hold his weight. He stumbled and fell back against the marble. He put out a hand to steady himself. It sunk into the rock, the stone itself sucking at him. 

He was held tight in the rock’s embrace and could only watch, as the mob grew uglier.

The boy’s face was set in grim concentration. Two men tried to take the sword from him. He ducked away, but was in danger of being cornered. Rather than give up the sword to the men he dodged between a sea of arms and ran for the cauldron. Without a pause he slammed the sword back into the stone. It sat there, vibrating, sending off a deep hum as it settled. 

The mob was in uproar. A tall heavily built man strode forward, almost knocking the boy to the ground. He tugged at the sword, but once more it was held tight. He put both hands to the task, muscles bunching under his tunic. The sword held to its place, even as the man went red in the face. He stayed there, tugging and pulling, until he was spent.

Man after man, almost every one present took his turn. None were able to shift the sword by as much as an inch.

Finally, when all others had taken their turn, the boy strode forward again. He played the crowd, pausing for effect before, one handed, sliding the sword from the stone with no effort. He showed the crowd the sword and stood in front of them, that wide, impish grin painted across his face.

The boy turned back to Hentra, dismayed to see where the Saxon’s hand was embedded in the rock. Try as they might, neither of them could shift it. The boy even tried to pour water from the cauldron around the stone, in the vain hope that it might soften.

And that is when Hentra knew what must be done.

This boy will be king. He has the sword, and my people will not be able to stand against him.

But he does not yet have the cauldron.

Hentra put his free hand against the cold black iron and called on the Wyrd.

Almost immediately the tribes-people in the room became shadowy figures, as if seen through a thick fog. Hentra wove a hiding spell, using all the strength he had in him and molding reality to his will. 

The marble flowed and shifted, taking first his legs then his torso. But Hentra kept his hand on the cauldron, moving it, and him, to the furthest corner of the Wyrd, to a place where no one could find it. He bound it with cryptic puzzles and glamour, and hid it among stories from other places, other times.

At the end, just as the stone finally took him, the Wyrd showed him one last vision.  It was of an aged king, bent and worn by many cares, searching in vain for a cauldron to renew him, even as the Saxon armies once more arrived on his shores – this time to stay.

The boy might have won the sword. 

But Hentra had won the war.
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"THERE AIN’T NO MAGIC any more, boy,” the old man said. “It went away to the west with the trains and the wagons and what was left of our dignity.”

Tom kicked at the dirt at his feet in frustration.

“But the stories said...”

“Them’s just stories, lad. That’s all them is.”

The old man looked so sad that Tom couldn’t bring himself to say any more.  He’d come in search of the old man for two reasons, the first of which was to find out where to find the magic he’d read so much about in his books. Now that hope had been quashed, he kept the second reason to himself. 

It would be his secret, just between him and his newest friends.

He’d found them by accident, in the creek that bounded the north edge of the farm. When they first spoke to him, he thought he might be going daft.

“Soft in the head,” his Pa said, and that didn’t sound like a good idea at all to Tom, having your skull all squishy and the like. So that first time, he’d just stuck his fingers in his ears and ran, fast as spit, back to the kitchen.

But the voices were insistent. He woke in the night to hear them, singing and dancing out there at the big pond. He got up, crept to the window, and watched the lights, blue and silver and emerald green, spinning and dancing and having a high old time.

He didn’t go out. Not that time. His Pa told him it was just a dream, a bad dream, and although it hadn’t seemed bad at all, Tom knew better than to argue with his Pa during harvest season. 

It was three days before he went out to the pond.

They were there, waiting.
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“TELL US A STORY, TOM,” the blue one said. “An old story.”

“We love old stories,” the green one replied.

The silver one merely danced a bit faster.

Tom sat with them for the longest time, telling them of bears that talk, grandmothers with big eyes and wizened little men that spun gold. 

They liked that one a lot.

At the end of the day they thanked him profusely.

“We have given you a gift,” they said in unison, their voices mingling in a most pleasant chorus. “Something to remember this day by.” They vanished with a pop that made Tom’s ears hurt. 

He looked everywhere for his gift, but there was nothing to be found, even after a thorough search of all his pockets. He went home feeling slightly sad that his new friends had deceived him. 

Ma was in the scullery, frying ham on the big skillet. She turned when he came though the door and her hand hit the skillet handle. The heavy pan tipped over. Tom saw it all happen in his mind; the hot fat was going to spray everywhere and scorch his Ma’s arm. 

He did it without thinking. He reached out and although he was on the opposite side of the room, he felt the weight of the skillet, felt it shift under his hand as he pushed it away to one side so that the fat skittered on the stove and not on Ma’s skin.

“Did you see that?” he whispered.

Ma was too busy cleaning up spilled grease.

“Dashed near did myself an injury,” she said. “Don’t you be going scaring me again like that, you hear me?”

“But Ma... I saved you.”

“Near had me in the infirmary you mean? Now away with you and wash yourself. You can’t come to table with muck all over you.”

And that was that. 

In the washroom he tried to make Pa’s shaving brush move just by looking at it, but nothing happened except that he developed a headache that lasted until bedtime. 

The next morning he went into town, looking for the oldest man he knew of, one that might know where the magic had all gone.

Now he was trudging home, having failed in his quest.

Them’s just stories, lad. That’s all them is.

He had to cross the creek to get back to the farm. They were there, under the footbridge.

“Who’s that walking on my bridge?” a gruff voice said, quickly followed by three singsong voices laughing in unison. “Tell us a story, Tom. Tell us
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