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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Britain, 539 AD

      

      Life can change in a moment.  We can be at our lowest ebb, lost and searching for answers, when suddenly, out of the darkness, comes a light: a hero who fights for the good, vanquishing the bad.  For us, that hero was Arthur Pendragon, the High King of Britain.  His destiny was foretold to me in the stars, just as his father’s had been: two dragons in the night sky.

      Under Arthur’s reign, Britain was restored to the great nation it had once been under his father, the great Uther Pendragon, before the Sea-wolves had invaded, taking advantage of Uther’s untimely death.

      Now, death has come to this land once more and the country is mourning the passing of King Arthur who has left us to reside in Avalon.  We are once again facing dark times; times when it may be easier to change allegiances or to run... run to save ourselves.

      But there is hope, for nothing is ever truly lost if we believe there is a solution.  Another will come to save us, to lead us, to make us great again, to put down any challenges and right the wrongs that have been done to us.

      He will be as strong as his father, as compassionate as his mother and have a heart as brave and true as any of the knights of Britain.  His name will be...
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      The man looked up at the sound of harsh voices, brutal in the stillness of the night.  Quickly pulling his robes about him, he sat back in the shadows of the stones, at once merging with the darkness around him.  He waited, hardly daring to breathe as the warriors passed by, towering over him as they sat astride their steeds, their fearsome black chainmail momentarily caught in the moonlight.

      When certain they had gone, the man relaxed.  He sighed; even this sacred place was no longer respected.  He needed to hurry back before it was too late…

      Kneeling down, he finished writing before frantically digging at the earth with his hands, hardly noticing as hidden stones cut his fingers.  Finally, he laid the book in its resting place, satisfied no one would find it.  Closing his eyes, he held out his hands and murmured words of protection before covering the book with soil.  Casting one final ward, he stood and glanced around at his surroundings before clapping his hands and vanishing as if he had never been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Cai Freeman hated himself; hated himself for being forced to hide out in the toilets like a scared little boy when he should have been in Maths, listening to Mr Carter’s boring monotone as he droned on about algebraic equations.  He knew he was going to get a detention for this, but there was nothing on Earth that would compel him to leave the safety of the toilet cubicle until he knew for sure the danger outside had passed.

      But, as embarrassed as he was, to again find himself hiding in the toilets, he had to admit that ever since he had started at this stupid school, this had been his only safe haven.  For some unknown reason, Ethan Nixon didn’t feel the need to chase him all the way in, instead contenting himself to prowl the corridor until Cai dared to show his face.  And Cai knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that Ethan and his buddies were lurking outside now, waiting…

      Ever since his first day in Year Seven, Ethan, along with his friends Charlie Slater and Aaron Wilson, had had it in for him.  At first, it had started with shoving in the corridor but soon they had upped the ante and it wasn’t long before they had found other ways to torture him.  Not a day went by when he hadn’t found his lunch tray ‘accidently’ slapped out of his hands or his PE kit hidden, forcing him to wear one of the reserve kits that Mr Grayson kept in his office, earning him the sniggers of the rest of the boys in his year.

      The fact that he couldn’t play sports only added to their reasons to persecute him.  Whereas they were all members of the football and basketball teams, Cai couldn’t even explain the rules, let alone play them.

      He jumped as his phone vibrated in his pocket.  Panicking as he tried to calm his racing heart, he reached into his blazer and pulled it out, sighing when he saw the caller ID: he really didn’t need this right now.  Reluctantly, he accepted the call and pressed the phone to his ear.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Cai, you in school?”

      Cai rolled his eyes; where else would he be at eleven o’clock on a Wednesday?  “Yes, Greg, I’m in school,” he replied with forced patience.

      “I’ll make it quick then; I was just phoning to let you know that me and Jules will be out tonight, so get yourself dinner.  OK?”

      Cai rubbed his forehead.  “Yeah, whatever.”

      “Great; see you tomorrow then.”

      Cai ended the call and returned the phone to his pocket.  His foster parents were cool but they were enough to drive him crazy at times; every week they disappeared for a few days to attend some rally or protest, leaving Cai alone to fend for himself.  Not that he minded; he preferred that to facing their endless questions about school or listening to their lectures about the latest cause they were fighting.

      Knowing he couldn’t stay in the toilets forever, he picked up his bag, braced himself and hesitantly unlocked the cubicle door.  He shot a wary look around the room, checking he was still alone and that Ethan hadn’t snuck in while he had been on the phone.

      Satisfied, he stepped out, hitching his bag on his shoulder and caught sight of himself in the mirror.  He tried to chase away the fear he saw in his eyes; it wouldn’t do to let his tormentors know they had scared him.  Walking over to the sink, he splashed cold water on his face, the shock making him catch his breath.  After drying his hands and face, he gritted his teeth and took a deep breath.

      “It’s now or never,” he muttered, running his fingers through his messy, blonde hair.

      He placed a hand on the outer door, psyching himself up.  Resisting the urge to retreat back to the stall, he pulled the door open and walked boldly into the corridor, fully prepared to run if he had half a chance.  But, to his surprise, the corridor was empty.  Looking around, he realised that his eyes weren’t deceiving him; he was alone.  Breathing a sigh of relief, he turned, eager to get to class, which, unfortunately, was on the other side of the school and would take a good five minutes to reach.

      “Where you going, Loser?”

      Cai froze; that voice, the voice that sent cold shivers running down his spine, could only belong to one person: Ethan Nixon.

      Looking up, he saw Ethan step out from behind a bank of lockers, Charlie Slater by his side.  He turned to retreat but Aaron Wilson now blocked his only way of escape; where he had sprung from, Cai couldn’t say but he wasn’t surprised.  It was just his bad luck to find himself surrounded once more.

      “There’s nowhere to run, nowhere to hide,” Ethan taunted menacingly as he slowly approached his cornered prey.

      Cai took a step backwards, bumping into Aaron, who steadied him in a vice-like grip.  Cai swallowed nervously as the other two boys advanced.

      “Maybe it’s about time we showed you what happens to people who run from us.  What do you say, boys?”  Although talking to his comrades, Ethan’s eyes were firmly fixed on Cai, clearly sizing him up.

      Aaron sniggered menacingly in Cai’s ear, while Charlie slowly nodded in agreement.

      Cai may not have been able to play sports but, after many years of this kind of torment, he could sure as hell run.

      Summoning all of his strength, all of his courage, Cai stamped hard on Aaron’s foot, eliciting a sharp cry of pain from his captor.  As soon as he released his grip, Cai took off and, acting solely on instinct and adrenaline, pushed past the other boys, running full pelt towards the stairwell.

      “Oh, you are so gonna pay for that!” Ethan snarled as he recovered from Cai’s surprise attack.

      But Cai wasn’t listening; all he knew for sure was that he needed to put as much distance between himself and the others as possible because if Ethan caught him…  Well, it didn’t bear thinking about.

      As he reached the door to the stairwell, Cai risked a backwards glance and was greeted by the sight of the three boys charging after him, Ethan leading the chase.  Despite his head start, they were gaining fast and by the time Cai was through the door, Ethan was close enough to grab his blazer.  As Cai twisted out of his grasp, he felt his foot slip off the top step; his arms flailed as he tried to find something to hold onto but it was no good…

      … Before he realised what was happening, he was falling through space.
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      Cai barely had time to register the shocked expressions on the other boys’ faces, when the breath was knocked out of him as he landed flat on his back, his head hitting the tiled floor.  He closed his eyes, wincing at the pain that shot through his body but didn’t dare show any other sign that he was hurt; showing any weakness right now would definitely not help his situation.

      Ethan recovered a lot quicker than Cai and hurtled down the stairs, Charlie and Aaron close on his tail.  Grabbing the lapels of Cai’s blazer, he pulled the injured boy up towards him, ignoring his gasp of pain.

      “You’re so pathetic,” Ethan sneered maliciously.  “You can’t even walk down the stairs without falling, can you?”

      Behind their leader, Charlie and Aaron smirked.

      Reaching up, Cai grabbed hold of Ethan’s wrists, desperately trying to prise him off, but the other boy’s grip was like iron and wouldn’t yield.

      “What’s the matter?” Ethan taunted, his eyes boring into Cai’s.  “This not comfortable enough for you?  Let’s see if I can help with that,” he offered, relinquishing his hold.  Cai dropped back to the floor with a yelp of pain.  He immediately rolled over, trying in vain to scramble to his feet but was pushed back down again by Ethan, who now crouched over him.  “You didn’t really think it was going to be that easy, did you?”  He grinned as he grabbed a handful of Cai’s shirt, holding him firmly in place as he slowly pulled his right arm back…

      Cai stiffened, closed his eyes and braced himself for the blow that never came.

      “Shouldn’t you be in class?”

      All four heads turned in the direction of the voice.  Mr Grayson, the boys’ P.E. teacher, stood expectantly, his arms folded across his chest; if he was concerned that Ethan was about to punch Cai while the other two boys looked on, he certainly showed no sign of it.

      Ethan immediately straightened up, pulling Cai with him, setting him on his feet.  He draped an arm around Cai’s shoulders and grinned confidently at the teacher.  “Oh, hey, Mr Grayson,” he said, oozing his usual confidence.  “We were just passing by when we saw Cai fall down the stairs.”

      Cai glanced at the boy, amazed that he could come up with a story so quickly.

      Mr Grayson, his gaze fixed on Ethan, nodded slowly, clearly not buying any of it.  “And let me guess: you stopped to help.”

      Ethan nodded.  “Sure, yeah, we stopped to help,” he agreed.

      “Regular Samaritans, aren’t you?”  Mr Grayson noted drily, his eyes studying each of the trio in turn.  Glancing at Cai, he inclined his head towards the other boys.  “This true?”

      Cai hesitated for a moment; he knew this was his chance to end the terror, his chance to finally get the boys off his back for good.  He glanced once again at Ethan, who shot him a warning glare.  Turning back to the teacher, he nodded meekly.  “Yes, Sir; it’s true.”

      Mr Grayson held Cai’s gaze for a moment before returning his attention to Ethan and his cronies.  “Well, then boys; I’m sure Cai is very grateful for all your help, but maybe you should get to your classes now.”

      Ethan nodded.  “Yes, Sir.”  He clapped Cai on the back, making him flinch.  “See you ‘round, Cai; we’ll catch up at lunch, see how you are.”  Despite the friendly tone of Ethan’s words, Cai heard the threat hidden in them: yes, they’d find him at lunch but it wouldn’t be to check how he was: it would be to finish what they had started.

      Cai watched as the others left, unable to hold back a sigh of relief; if Mr Grayson hadn’t arrived when he had, he dreaded to think what might have happened to him.  Now, at least, the interruption had served to buy him time; maybe he could sneak out of school for lunch…

      Picking up his bag, he murmured his thanks to the teacher and turned to leave.

      “Not so fast, Cai.”

      Cai turned,  “Yes, Sir?” he asked warily.

      Mr Grayson nodded towards the stairs.  “Why don’t you sit down?”

      Cai shook his head.  “No, I’m fine, thanks.”

      “It wasn’t a request, Cai,” he replied.  “Sit.”

      Cai did as he was told, dropping his bag at his feet; Mr Grayson sat down next to him, resting his elbows on his knees as he turned to face Cai.

      Cai stared back, waiting for him to speak, unsure whether he was in trouble or not.

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Nothing’s going on, Sir,” Cai protested, innocently.

      Mr Grayson sighed.  “I’m not blind, Cai; I saw what Ethan was doing.  So tell me what’s going on between you; I can’t help you if you aren’t straight with me.”

      Cai barely managed to stop himself from rolling his eyes; why was it that teachers always thought they could solve a problem when everyone knew they couldn’t?  The fact was that kids like Ethan were too good at what they did; they were too good at putting the fear of God into their victims so when someone did offer any help, it was already too late.

      “How are you feeling?”

      The question took Cai by surprise.  “Um...”

      “May I...?”  Without waiting for a reply, Mr Grayson stood up and leant over Cai, checking the back of his head.  He then placed his hands on either side of Cai’s neck, gently moving his head from side to side, before sitting down again.  “I think you’ll be fine; no major damage, thankfully.  You’ll be a bit sore for a few days, but you’ll survive,” he added with a smile.

      “Oh, good; I’m glad,” Cai muttered sarcastically.

      “Look,” Mr Grayson continued.  “I know what you’re going through; it wasn’t that long ago I was a teenager myself.”  He glanced at Cai.  “I know you didn’t just fall; I know Ethan and his friends were involved and, if you trust me enough to tell me what’s going on, I will take action.”

      Cai stared resolutely at the floor.  “There’s nothing going on, Sir.  Honestly,” he added for good measure.

      Mr Grayson was silent for a few moments.  “Sixteen is a challenging time for anyone,” he murmured.  “It’s always easier if you have someone to confide in; someone you can trust.”  Cai glanced at him and the teacher held up his hands in surrender.  “But I know when to shut up; just promise me something.”

      “What?”

      “That you’ll think about what I said; even if you just tell someone at home.”

      Cai scoffed.  He couldn’t imagine sitting down with either Greg or Jules to talk about his problems; they’d probably suggest he meditate and give him some weird concoction of wheatgrass and jasmine to drink to ‘calm him’.

      But instead of arguing, he nodded.  “Fine, Mr Grayson; I’ll think about it.”

      Mr Grayson smiled.  “Good.”

      “Can I go now?”

      Mr Grayson frowned.  “I hope you’re not planning on going to class.”

      Cai frowned.  “Why not?  You sent the others,” he protested.

      “Well, correct me if I’m wrong, but the others haven’t just taken a fall down a flight of stairs, have they?”

      Cai couldn’t argue with that.  “So what do you want me to do?”

      Mr Grayson considered his answer.  “I would prefer you go to the hospital but I highly doubt you would agree to that; so, as a compromise, I’ll take you to the Medical Room.”  He glanced at Cai.  “The nurse can examine you.”

      Cai was about to protest when Mr Grayson held up a hand to silence him.

      “This isn’t up for discussion, Cai.”

      Cai’s shoulders slumped and he sighed, frustrated.  “OK, fine.  Whatever you say.”

      Mr Grayson led the way, Cai following in silence.  When they reached the Medical Room they found it empty.

      Mr Grayson glanced at Cai.  “I’m sure the nurse will be back any minute.  Take a seat,” he added, gesturing to an empty chair.

      Cai obediently sat down as he tried to ignore the dull throbbing behind his eyes.

      “OK, so…” Mr Grayson started awkwardly.

      Cai looked up at him and got the distinct impression the teacher wanted to tell him something; something related to Ethan Nixon, no doubt.  As he waited for Mr Grayson to continue, Cai braced himself for the worst.

      Thankfully, thinking better of it, Mr Grayson muttered something about going to find the nurse and turned to leave.

      “Sir?”

      The teacher turned his head. “Yes, Cai?” he asked expectantly.

      “Um... thanks for... you know,” he finished lamely.

      Mr Grayson nodded.  “Don’t worry; it’s my job to care.  And, remember, if you do ever need to talk about anything, you know where to find me.”

      As Mr Grayson left, Cai felt a pang of guilt; he was grateful the teacher wanted to help but he found it hard to open up to him or to anyone else for that matter.

      Alone once more, Cai’s mind started working overtime; if he stayed, he would surely have to explain how he had fallen down the stairs which would inevitably lead to more questions, questions that would lead straight to Ethan’s door.  He couldn’t handle that.

      Before he had a chance to think better of it, Cai picked up his bag and made his way to the nearest exit.  Relieved no one was around to stop him, he hurried out of school, happy that he didn’t have to worry about Ethan anymore; well, not for today, at least.
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      Cai let himself into the silent house, dropping his bag in the hallway.  One of the upsides of living with foster parents more concerned with saving the world than cooking him dinner was that he didn’t really have to worry about keeping the house that tidy.  According to Greg and Jules, there was no point worrying about the state of the house when there were thousands of innocent animals dying every day and the planet was in danger from global warming and all sorts.

      That wasn’t to say they lived in a pigsty, far from it; it was clean, just messy.  Books and magazines littered every surface in the living room and it was often touch and go as to whether you could ever find the TV remote.  Cups regularly littered the coffee table and today was no exception.  Cai wandered into the kitchen casting an eye over the washing up that Greg and Jules hadn’t had time to do before they had run off to wherever it was they were going that morning.

      He opened the fridge and took out a can of Coke and the pizza box with last night’s leftovers in it; cold pizza was never his first choice but it was better than nothing and he wasn’t in the mood to cook.

      He returned to the living room and switched on the TV to watch some mindless comedy that didn’t require him to think too much.  Kicking off his shoes, he put his feet on the sofa, munching on the tasteless, rubbery pizza and began sipping his Coke.

      Although he had planned to go straight home, Cai had decided to go for a walk in order to clear his head; his headache had cleared up pretty quickly and he had decided to take advantage of his unexpected freedom.  When he had finally headed home, he realised that several hours had passed and he was tired and hungry; the entire afternoon had passed him by and he couldn’t remember a single thing he had done.

      He threw the pizza aside; the thought of going back to school in the morning did not fill him with joy.  Ethan would definitely be waiting for him, maybe even at the school gates, and would surely leap on him as soon as the opportunity arose; he may even be more vindictive than usual, seeing as he hadn’t been around at lunchtime today.  Cai briefly found himself wondering whether Ethan was at home now, plotting his revenge with Charlie and Aaron.

      Pushing that thought aside, Cai turned off the TV and made his way into the hall to collect his bag.  From the corner of his eye, he noticed the light on the answering machine flashing and he pressed ‘Play’.

      “Hello, Mr and Mrs Moore; this is Mr Grayson, one of Cai’s teachers.  I’m calling to let you know that Cai suffered an injury at school today but left before anyone could check he was OK.  If you could please ring us back…”

      Cai pressed ‘Delete’; the last thing he needed right now was Greg and Jules knowing about his ‘accident’, let alone that he had skipped school.  He just wanted to forget about today.

      The machine clicked over to the next message and, this time, Jules’ voice filled the room.

      “Hey, C.  Just to let you know, we won’t be back tonight...  There’s some food in the fridge, I think... Greg says ‘hi’ by the way; hope everything was OK today.  See you tomorrow.  Byeee!...”

      The answering machine fell silent as Cai made his way upstairs, his bag now forgotten; he needed to lie down and forget that he was alone once more.  His foster parents hadn’t always been as carefree as they were now; when he was younger, they had always been around, going to parents’ evenings and sports days.  All in all, they had been pretty responsible parents.  But as Cai grew older, they had decided that giving him more freedom and responsibility would do him good, while also allowing them time to pursue their own interests.   Since then, they had often taken off to save the world and Cai, being left alone, had found himself wondering about his birth parents.

      He didn’t bother turning on the light as he entered his room but just flopped onto the bed, allowing the stress of the day to leave his body; his back was beginning to ache again from the impact of his fall earlier and his headache had returned.  After lying in darkness for a while, he turned over and switched on the bedside lamp.  Catching sight of the silver torque bracelet on his bedside table, he picked it up and stared at the familiar dragon design etched into it.

      Sixteen years ago, when his parents had left him at the hospital, he had had nothing with him, except this bracelet and a scrap of paper with the name ‘CAI’ written on it; the name Freeman, having been given to him by the authorities.

      Greg and Jules had given him the bracelet on his eleventh birthday, the only real link he had to his parents.  Therefore, whenever life became too much, he would find himself staring at it, wondering what his parents had been like and why they had given him away.

      When he was younger, he had believed his real dad was Superman, flying off saving the world from bad people and that, one day, he would fly back and take him home to his mum so they could live happily ever after.  But, as he grew up, he realised that was just a stupid kid’s dream and it wasn’t long before he had had to face the truth: his parents were never coming back for him and he would never know why.

      But even now, knowing the reality of his life, he sometimes found himself looking at the bracelet after a bad day, hoping to feel just a little bit closer to them.  He never made a habit of confiding in people but, in his head, he had already told them about Ethan and he couldn’t stop the little boy in him from hoping his dad would come along and make the bullying stop.

      Sighing, he returned the bracelet to its place on his bedside table and turned off the lamp.  Lying on his bed, he watched as shadows played across the ceiling, an empty, hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Cai returned to school on Thursday to find the gates devoid of any threat.  All day, he was vigilant, ever mindful that Ethan could jump him when he was least expecting it but, surprisingly, no attack came.  When he did see him, Ethan made no attempt to approach or talk to him but he made sure he shot him glares that left Cai in no doubt he was biding his time and would, at some point, finish what he had started.

      Cai’s relief soon vanished though when Mr Grayson hauled him into his office to point out how idiotic he had been to leave school having just suffered a head injury.  But this, and the detention he was served with, was a small price to pay considering the alternative.

      Saturday found Cai sitting on the sofa, watching early morning cartoons as he devoured a bowl of cereal.  Greg and Jules were up and about but had yet to come downstairs, so preoccupied were they with their early morning cleansing routine.

      “Hey buddy,” Greg greeted him as he entered the living room.  “Have you seen my keys?”  Despite having been up for hours, his hair was sticking up at odd angles, as though he had just got out of bed, and the shirt he was wearing was crumpled, as though he had thrown on the first thing that came to hand.

      Cai sighed; this was always his first question.  Greg would always start each day with a frenzied search of the living room before finding his keys in the usual place: on the table, in the hall.

      Getting up, Cai went out into the hall and retrieved the keys.  Returning to the living room, he tossed them to Greg, who caught them deftly and grinned.

      “Cheers, mate, you’re a life-saver.  Hey, we’re going down to Salisbury today; wanna come?”

      Cai groaned inwardly; was it really that time of year again?  Four times a year, Greg and Jules made their regular trip to Stonehenge to celebrate the Winter and Summer Solstice and the Spring and Autumnal Equinox and, every time, they tried to get Cai to tag along.

      “Um, I just figured I’d stick around here today; catch up with some homework and stuff,” Cai murmured, glancing at the floor.

      “Oh, come on,” Greg insisted, ruffling Cai’s hair good-naturedly.  “Blow off the homework for one weekend; it won’t be the end of the world.”

      “I can’t,” Cai insisted.  “I need to finish my History essay.”

      Greg scoffed.  “You don’t need to do it now though; it’ll still be here when we get back.”

      Cai hesitated, his mind searching desperately for his next excuse.  How could he tell him that the last thing he wanted to do was traipse down to Salisbury, a good three hours’ drive away, and watch as men and women, dressed as Druids, took part in ceremonies?  Frankly, it was just ridiculous.

      At that moment Jules appeared, wearing a red and yellow tie-dye T-shirt and jeans, her hair pulled back into a messy ponytail.  She looked expectantly at Greg.  “Well?” she asked.  “Did you ask him?”

      Greg nodded.  “Yeah, but he says he needs to do homework and stuff.”

      Jules scoffed.  “Homework?  You don’t need to do homework.”

      “That’s what I said,” Greg agreed.

      “You do when you’re in Year Eleven and have a tonne of coursework and exams…” Cai retorted.

      Greg and Jules shared a look before Jules rolled her eyes and sat down next to Cai on the sofa.  “Sure, you could stay here, but think about all the interesting people you could meet; you need to get out and meet people, C,” she declared decisively.  Reaching out, she cupped Cai’s face in her hands, looking at him intently.  “You’re sixteen, Cai; you need to live a little and experience life.”

      Cai frowned but said nothing; somehow he didn’t think dancing around some old stones qualified as ‘living a little’.

      “And you’ve never been to an Equinox, have you?” she reasoned.  “You can’t learn everything about life in school, you know; sometimes you’ve got to get yourself out there and experience life itself.”

      Cai held her gaze for a moment; perhaps a couple of days away from his coursework and thoughts of Ethan would do him good.  And maybe she had a point.  After all, no matter how much he liked to scoff at some of the things Greg and Jules said and did, there was a small part of him that was curious about it; maybe, if he learnt more about their beliefs, it would bring them closer and he wouldn’t feel so alone anymore.

      “OK, fine; I’ll come,” he conceded reluctantly.

      “Great!” Greg beamed.  “It’ll be like the old days: family road trip!” he cried, punching the air in excitement before giving Jules a celebratory high-five.

      Cai grinned, touched by the excitement of his foster parents at the prospect of them spending time together as a family.  As he went upstairs to pack some clothes, he realised he was quite looking forward to the trip, if only in the hope that it would take his mind off the events of the last few days.
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      “Ah, man, Logan will be so glad to see someone his own age!” Greg beamed.

      “Who’s Logan?” Cai asked.

      “Blu and Sapphire’s kid,” Jules explained as she dumped her rucksack next to Cai’s.

      Cai suppressed a laugh; Blu and Sapphire?  What kind of names were they?

      “Yeah, it’s always tough on Logan having to hang out with us oldies,” Greg continued.  “It’ll be good for you both; he’s a nice kid.”

      “So where will we be staying?”

      “In the tent, of course; where else?” Greg replied, throwing the tent in the boot before slamming it shut.

      “In a tent?” Cai echoed, horrified at the idea; this weekend was rapidly going downhill and they hadn’t even got in the car yet.

      “There’s a field opposite the stones,” Jules explained, opening her door.

      “We’re staying in a field?” Cai asked incredulously.

      “What did you expect?” Greg asked, raising his eyebrows.  “The Savoy?”

      “’Course not,” Cai replied.  “I just thought we might be staying in a B&B or something.”

      Greg and Jules began to laugh, much to Cai’s annoyance.

      “Oh, that’s a good one!” Jules giggled.  When her laughter had died down, she continued, “You don’t go to Stonehenge and stay in a B&B!  You go to experience everything!”

      “And that includes staying in a field, does it?” Cai mumbled as he got in the car.  “I mean, how are three of us supposed to sleep in that thing?”

      Greg waved his hand, dismissing Cai’s concerns.  “Oh, no probs; it’ll be a bit of a squeeze, but we’ll all fit in, don’t worry.”

      Cai sighed, dropping his head back against the headrest; this was not how he had envisioned spending his weekend.  Being squashed into a two-man tent with his foster parents, only to have to get up at four in the morning to run around some stones in a field, worshipping nature was not his idea of fun.

      But, then again, it was better than getting beaten up by Ethan Nixon any day of the week.
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      The sight that greeted Cai as he climbed out of the car the following morning was spectacular; he had never seen anything like it.  The field they had camped in was chock-a-block full with tents, cars and colourfully decorated vans; people wandered about, eagerly reacquainting themselves with friends, their faces lit by the glow of campfires, as they grabbed a quick breakfast.  There was a distinct buzz of excitement in the air; it wouldn’t be long before they started the eagerly anticipated trek to Stonehenge.

      “Hey, man.”

      At the sound of Logan’s, now familiar, voice, Cai turned to see his new friend, still wearing the ripped jeans and oversized hoodie he had worn the previous day, climbing out of his tent; it seemed Blu and Sapphire had been far better prepared than Greg and Jules and had brought a second tent along for Logan.

      Logan fought back a yawn as he ran his fingers through his unruly black hair and, pulling his hood up to ward off the early morning chill, he made his way over to Cai.

      To look at, the two boys couldn’t have been more different: whereas Cai was awkward, Logan was tall and athletic but, thankfully, had none of the arrogance that Ethan and his cronies had; where Cai was quiet and reserved, Logan’s easy-going nature was apparent from the start and their conversation the previous night had been easy.   Unlike Cai, he always accompanied Blu and Sapphire to these gatherings.

      Cai grinned at his new friend.  “Is it always like this?” he asked nodding in the direction of the crowds.

      Logan nodded, his eyes taking in the sight before him.  “Pretty much; always the same, every year.”  Logan clapped Cai on the back, his grin widening.  “Except you, that is; glad to finally meet someone my own age at one of these things.  I mean, don’t get me wrong, this is all cool but...”

      Cai glanced at him; he knew exactly what he meant.  This may have been his first time but it was obvious they were the youngest ones here.

      “Well, I’m off to freshen up,” Logan declared, setting off towards the Portaloos that had been set up the day before.

      Cai watched him go.  Despite his initial doubts, Logan and his parents weren’t that bad, as long as you didn’t count their inexplicable liking for homemade dandelion and burdock drinks which, they claimed, cleansed the body.  It turned out that Blu was quite a handy chef; someone you definitely needed if you were planning to spend the night in a field.  He and Greg had spent the previous evening comparing various vegetarian recipes while Sapphire and Jules had spent the night giggling away like teenagers.  All in all, it had been a fun evening.

      The only thing that had really ruined it for Cai was trying to squeeze into a very small tent with Greg and Jules, finally resulting in him spending the night on the backseat of the car, his legs curled up in front of him.  It wasn’t the most comfortable of positions but at least he felt like he had retained some of his dignity.

      On hearing rustling in the tent behind him, Cai turned to see Greg crawling out of it, an excited grin on his face.

      “Morning, C,” he said as he stood up, brushing the damp grass from his knees.  He stretched.  “God, smell that air!” he cried, taking a deep breath.  “It’s so fresh; so much better than at home.”  He came to stand alongside Cai, grinning enthusiastically.  “Now, tell me you don’t feel closer to nature, just by being here.”

      Cai said nothing, choosing instead to stare at the crowds; he would never openly admit it but things did feel different here and he found himself starting to understand what Greg and Jules had been talking about all these years.  Somehow, it felt like he should be here, like he needed to be here, like he was meant to be here.  It was beyond weird; he had never felt like this before.  He shook himself, wondering what on Earth was going on with him.  Were the stones, and what they stood for, really that powerful or was he just getting caught up in the excitement of it all?
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      Cai drove his hands deeper into his pockets, trying desperately to suppress another shiver as an icy blast cut across his cheeks; not only was it dark and cold, the air was also damp and, to top it all, his back was starting to ache, probably as a result of last night’s sleeping arrangements.  He looked around as best he could, unable to believe just how close he was to the stones themselves; the barriers had been removed, allowing the worshippers to descend upon the usually cordoned off monument.

      Over the years, Cai had seen pictures of Greg and Jules’ annual pilgrimages to this place but he had never thought it would affect him quite like this; it was overwhelming, to say the least.  He stared up at the monolithic giants towering over the crowd, feeling insignificant in their presence.  He shifted uncomfortably; he had the strangest feeling they were watching him but that was ridiculous, they were just stones.

      “Bored yet?”

      Logan’s voice in his ear made Cai jump.

      “Hey, whoa, sorry!” Logan apologised hastily.  “Didn’t realise you were away with the fairies!”

      Cai shook his head.  “I wasn’t; I was just thinking.”

      Logan nodded, following Cai’s gaze to the stones.  “Yeah, that’s how it gets you,” he murmured thoughtfully.  After a moment, he shook himself and glanced at Cai.  “Come on; the ceremony’s about to start.”

      Cai instantly perked up.  “Really?” he asked eagerly; he was fed up with standing around in the cold, waiting for something to happen.

      Logan chuckled.  “It’s OK, your first time’s always the most boring; at least next time you’ll know what to expect.”  He glanced at Cai hopefully.  “You will come again, won’t you?”  His face fell as he saw Cai’s hesitation.  “I’ll understand if you don’t,” he continued, shrugging his shoulders nonchalantly.  “If you don’t get it, you don’t get it and nothing I can say will convince you otherwise.”

      “It’s not that I don’t get it,” Cai protested, eager to reassure Logan.  “It’s just... I think I’d rather celebrate the Equinox by staying in a warm bed.”

      Logan held his gaze for a moment before collapsing in a fit of laughter.  “Oh, man, I totally get that!” he cried.  “That was a good one!”

      Cai grinned, sorry that he would have to be saying goodbye to Logan and his family in a few hours; he had never known anyone quite like him.

      Before any more could be said, however, the quiet of the morning was broken by the steady beat of a drum; a man seemed to separate himself from the crowd and was suddenly standing alone in the centre of a circle, his hands raised above his head.

      Logan shook Cai’s arm and nodded towards the man.  “That’s Merlin.”

      Cai stared at Logan in disbelief.  “Merlin?  As in King Arthur’s Merlin?”

      Logan snorted.  “Don’t be stupid!  That Merlin would be thousands of years old!  And you do realise he was just a character in a story, right?  I mean he never actually existed.”  Cai felt himself blush at his own stupidity but said nothing.  Logan watched him suspiciously.  “You really aren’t cut out for early mornings, are you?”

      Cai returned his gaze to the man who was still standing in the same position, waiting for the excited chatter of the crowd to die down.

      “It’s not his real name, of course,” Logan continued quietly.  “But he is a Druid and, when he became our leader, he adopted the name.  Makes sense really, considering what he looks like.”

      Cai couldn’t have agreed more.  The man had a grey beard and was wearing a collection of dark coloured robes; in his left hand he held a staff that he now tapped on the ground.  As he did so, the crowd finally fell silent.

      “Welcome.”  Merlin’s voice rang out in the silence of the clearing.  He looked round at the gathering and smiled.  “It is good to see so many familiar faces amongst us, as well as some new.”  As he said these words, he seemed to look straight at Cai who swallowed nervously.  “Before we begin, are there any announcements to make?”  He looked around expectantly at the silent crowd.  “Very well,” he said, starting to pace slowly.  “Join hands everyone; join hands with anyone you can, whilst we perform the Druid’s Vow.”  He paused, allowing time for everyone to link hands.

      Logan dragged Cai forward, propelling him into the crowd.  Before he had a chance to recover, Cai’s hands were grabbed by two strangers and held in a vice-like grip.  Looking around, Cai saw Logan sandwiched between two people that looked like they had just walked off a medieval film set.

      Cai watched as Merlin closed his eyes and raised his face towards the rising sun, holding his arms outstretched, his palms facing upwards.

      “We shall repeat the Vow three times,” he instructed.  He paused briefly before beginning his chant.  As Merlin spoke the words, a ray of sunlight appeared on the horizon, causing a surge of excitement to run through the crowd.  Cai grinned; this really couldn’t have been better timed.

      As promised, the Vow was repeated three times and, during the second and third times, Merlin was joined in his chant by everyone gathered around, including Logan.  Afterwards, a woman emerged from the crowd, beating a drum while everyone joined her in song.  The crowd surged towards Merlin, who still stood looking up at the sky, a rapturous expression on his face.

      Seizing his opportunity, Cai slipped silently away, not wanting to be caught in the middle of such an over-excited crowd.  He wanted to be alone for a few minutes, away from everyone, to digest what he had just witnessed.

      Normally, he would have thought that watching grown men and women in fancy dress, holding hands and chanting in a field would have been the most bizarre sight he would ever see but, actually being there and witnessing the spectacle first hand, it seemed like the most natural thing in the world.  Everyone there truly believed in what they were saying and doing; who was he to rubbish their beliefs?

      Away from the crowd, Cai breathed a sigh of relief, happy to finally be alone.  Sitting down, he rested his head against one of the fallen stones and, closing his eyes, enjoyed the relative silence of this place.  He was vaguely aware of the distant drumbeat and murmurings of the crowd but he was determined to tune them out and enjoy the peace and quiet while he could.

      But something was making that very difficult.  He sighed angrily and launched himself to his knees, determined to find out what was digging into his back; he frowned when he caught sight of it and leant forward to get a better look…
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      With only his fingers, Cai frantically dug into the earth, ignoring the dirt that caught under his nails, desperate to free his discovery from its prison.  Curling his fingers around its edge, he began to rock it back and forth until he felt it loosen under his grip.  Bracing himself, he gave a final tug and grinned triumphantly as it was freed from the ground, the sudden release causing him to fall backwards.

      Finding himself staring at the sky, he quickly scrambled to his knees, looking around to see if anyone had seen him.  Realising he was still alone, he breathed a sigh of relief.  Turning his attention back to his find, he frowned.

      Who would bury a book at Stonehenge?  For a start, how could they get close enough, considering there were usually barriers surrounding it?  And why would they do it?  What possible reason could there be for burying a book in the shadow of the ancient standing stones?

      With the palm of his right hand, he rubbed the dirt from the front cover, looking to see if there was a title; there wasn’t.  The book was bound in dark brown leather, at least, he assumed it was brown; after all, it could just be staining from the mud.  It was roughly A5 in size and was quite thick; it looked old, too.  He heard the spine crack as he opened it; the pages had turned yellow-brown with age and damp.  Flicking through, Cai noticed it was handwritten and that the author had used very tiny script; it was almost as though he or she had wanted to squeeze as much as possible onto its pages.

      He squinted at the words, trying to make sense of them, but they kept swimming together making it impossible to read.  He rubbed his eyes, but it was no good; he was too tired to focus.

      Sighing, he closed the book and slumped back against the rock.  What was he going to do with it?  He knew what he should do: he should take the book to the manager of the site and tell him where he had found it.  He should tell someone about it, even if it was just Greg or Jules…

      But...

      But there was a tiny little voice in his head that kept telling him he should keep this discovery to himself.  He could hide it in his jacket until he got home where he could read it at his leisure, just to see what it was about.  It would be an understatement to say he wasn’t a little curious about its contents; after all, who wouldn’t be?  And that was assuming it was of any interest to anyone; it might be really boring... it could be someone’s diary, detailing their daily routine or some other mundane activity.  Who would be interested in that?

      On the other hand, it could be quite a find and people the world over would be very interested in seeing it, in talking to him.  It was only right that he hand it over to the appropriate authorities who could find out what the book was about and had people who would study it.  Scholars dedicated their whole lives to finding artefacts like this; it wasn’t fair that he’d just stumbled across it accidently.

      Before he knew what he was doing, he had glanced around and, realising he was still alone, had unzipped his jacket and slipped the book inside, all the while, his heart beating like it wanted to burst free from his chest.  He couldn’t help himself; it was as though he was on autopilot.  His curiosity had won out; he needed to read this book himself.

      Having zipped his jacket up to his neck, he slipped his hands deep into his pockets and held firmly onto the book to prevent it from dropping out; he was mindful not to make any sudden moves for fear it would jut out at an awkward angle and raise unwanted questions.  He looked down making sure that his fears hadn’t already been realised.

      “There you are!”

      For the second time that day, Cai jumped at the sound of Logan’s voice.

      “You need to stop creeping up on me!” he exclaimed, trying to calm his racing heart while, all the time, gripping the book ever tighter.

      Logan chuckled.  “You need to stop being so highly strung, mate,” he retorted.  “And you could’ve said you were
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