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“To exist is a wonder.

To grow is a necessity.

To learn is a challenge.

To understand is a blessing.

To teach is a privilege.

To love is a miracle.

To die is an adventure.”

-Merlin 
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CHAPTER 1 
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Eons ago...

Heavy lays the burden on the one who wears the crown...

Except of course, in this case, there was no king—only a pantheon of deities passing judgment on criminals. Or so they would have you believe.  

Eyes of onyx surveyed a circular room, actively searching for a way out. All that could be observed were high ceilings, ornate walls, marble floors in multiple colors such as were never seen on Earth. Large, thick columns supported a dome, giving the room a grandiose air. In the middle of it all was a throne step, with three golden seats in its midst. 

The reason for the gathering was to pass verdict for a felony that had been committed. The judges were three gods that made up the trinity, head of the pantheon of deities. Sadly enough, the drama that had unfolded had passed right over the heads of the mere mortals worshipping them, but it was nonetheless real. 

The three wardens sat, immobile, on their perched seats of glory. In front of them, chained and on their knees, were three other deities: one woman and two men. 

Their crimes? Greed. Ambition. 

The three each had their wrists shackled. The metallic binds couldn’t actually put a stop to their powers—they were supreme beings, after all. It was all a show, to humiliate them before their punishment.

The woman, Deasa, had blonde hair, curly, a tattered robe on her. Her face, ravaged by tears, still remained beautiful—all soft lines, a rosebud mouth, and large blue eyes. Long lashes covered them as she sobbed silently, her shoulders turned inwards, her dignity hanging by a thread. 

Next to the woman stood a man, Faitus, only slightly taller than her. He was wearing a gray, dust-covered toga. He would be considered striking in the mortal world with his blonde hair and blue eyes, tight jaw and muscled body. 

He would have been deemed handsome even amongst the gods, were it not for the company he kept. Indeed, the last of the three accused, kneeling slightly ahead of them, was the head of their little triangle. Atrox was his name, and he surpassed them all in looks and charisma. 

Proud though he kneeled, his head was raised, chin defiantly pointed to the ceiling. He met the gazes of his three judges unflinchingly. His midnight black stare was one few dared to challenge. His dark head of curls was, like everything about him, sensuous, down to his full lips, which curled in disdain. Though he was restrained and on the floor, he held his back straight, looking blankly ahead—as though past their mere presence.

The trinity facing the accusers could have been models, in today’s modern world. They were all dressed in navy togas, held by shiny brooches. Each piece of jewelry was designed to a specific animal, which represented their beastly form—the one they took when crossing realms, to protect their less resistant, human-like bodies.

The man to the far right, Vulper, had a head of red hair, eyes of molten gold, and a firm and unwavering gaze in a face set of stone. His brooch was in the shape of a fox. He was the seer amongst the trinity, the one meant to warn them of incoming changes. He hadn’t failed in his role, and his reward would soon be plucked from the trio of sinners. 

In his hand, Vulper toyed with the Orb of Sight. About the size of a baseball, it was a perfect circle. When one peered within, they could see the universe itself—until the mist defogged into a vision of the future. 

The object of power used to be Atrox’s. A long time ago, it had been gifted to him by their parents, and stolen by Vulper. It had been the only way they had caught on to his plans, and managed to subdue him. After causing the rebellion, Atrox had lost the Orb to the winners—the gods currently facing him. 

The Orb itself, even now, pulled his gaze away from nothingness. If only he’d had it within his grasp, he would’ve been able to harness its vision powers and figure a way out. The sphere was the only thing potent enough to cut through magic, and see everything as it was—even if someone was trying to hide it.

As if he can wield it properly. Atrox snorted at Vulper, then looked towards the other two judges. 

The second man, on the far left, had dark hair that came to his shoulders, and eyes the color of pure emeralds. His name was Aequus, and he was scowling at the head of the sinners, his large fists clenched in anger. His brooch was in the shape of a panther, glinting oddly on his shoulder, as though moving. His role was of the warrior, to protect their pantheon. 

Lastly, the woman, Ardea, was their head. She had the tallest chair in their midst, and the most somber robe. Her brooch was in the shape of a hawk, though her hair—long, straight, raven-black, stunning in most instances—half-hid it. Her most striking feature were her eyes—one green as the emeralds, the other black like coal. 

She leveled that uneven stare onto the trio, her mouth setting in a thin line, the only show of her anger. 

The judges’ faces were meant to be impassive. They knew the penalties spoken that night, under a full moon, could never be reversed. They had to be just, but incontestable, in order to avoid another rebellion in their midst. 

Yet Ardea couldn’t help herself from letting her wrath out of control—just a bit. Her thin hands grasped the handles of her throne, and she had to bite down the screams she wanted to hurl at the man facing her. 

Why would you betray us!? She wanted to unleash, but pushed it all down for the sake of their future...and his.

Ardea knew the three supposedly deserved the punishment. Vulper had shown them proof of Atrox’s disobedience, his rallying of the smaller deities, how the three had planned to overtake the current trinity.

And for what? Ardea’s scowl deepened. All for more power. 

According to Aequus, they would have taken the lesser gods’ powers and absorbed them for their own. They would have invariably kicked the current authorities out. They were not the first, nor the last to attempt to do so, but they certainly were the first who had gotten so close.  

The middle one, Atrox, had still not learned his lesson. Ardea could tell from his conceited stance—one she knew well enough by now to decode. 

Despite it all, the Cardinal Rule—laid before they had ever existed, by their forefathers and those before—forbade the three judges to kill other deities. It had taken a long time, but Ardea believed they had found a suitable consequence. One good enough to teach them humility, and a lesson they wouldn’t soon forget. 

“Is this your idea of a court of justice?” Atrox’s thunderous voice echoed across the empty surface. His words were followed by a sneer. “Even humans can do better.”

“Silence!” The rumbling warning from Aequus only earned him a laugh. “You are not here to speak, lower—”

“Cut through the shite, brother,” Atrox taunted, enjoying the sudden silence, as though no one dared to breathe. “Let’s face it, you and my dear sister want me out. You have ever since you let Vulper into our little trio.” Atrox turned a flaming gaze to the red-haired man, before meeting Ardea’s bi-colored eyes. “You know what I mean.”

His tone was accusing, but she refused to rise to the bait. Lifting her chin in a gesture that truly showed their familiar ties, Ardea stated, “You were never pushed out.”

Eons earlier, the three siblings had been thick as thieves. Though they’d had their internal squabbles, they had always been united. Vulper had joined their pantheon from afar, and it was after his arrival that Atrox had changed.

Ruthless, the god didn’t like competition—which he had plenty with Vulper. Cunning like him, the newcomer had gotten into Ardea and Aequus’ good graces, and slowly but surely made them see him differently.

“You let him poison you against me,” Atrox rumbled low, even as the sparkle in his opaque eyes burned more intensely. Despite his assailing anger, he remained calm—deceptively so. “You thought I was too ambitious.”

“And you were!” Aequus burst, standing as though he meant to step towards him. “This is all your fault, and you know it!” 

Atrox rose to his feet, though not as quickly. He lifted one knee, then the other, and stretched himself into a standing position. Every movement was feline, full of power and grace, unhurried. Even captive, he outranked them all. 

Ardea’s hand on Aequus’ quieted the god down and he sank back on his own throne, pouting petulantly. He glared, as Atrox remained unmoving.

“Back on your knees,” he ordered, pointing a finger at his brother. “Where you shall stay when faced with your superiors.”

Atrox stared back, enjoying Aequus’ ever more frustrated expression. Then, he smiled. “Yes, we are all quite aware you outrank us,” he continued in the same insolently bored tone. “Can we get it over with or is our punishment to stay here being ogled at forever?”

Ardea met his arrogant gaze, the midnight black eye firing shots of poison, the emerald one almost steely with wrath. “Did you really believe there would be no consequences for your actions?”

“We all know this has nothing to do with dispensing justice”—Atrox scoffed, unperturbed by the fury he could feel emanating in waves—“but rather with establishing power. And control over me.”

“Enough!” Vulper waved a hand dismissively towards the group. “Atrox has a point: this has taken too long already. Let us bypass the internal squabbles, and put an end to it.”

Atrox turned to the god, his features twisting momentarily in contempt. “You would want this over with, and me gone, wouldn’t you?” he growled. 

When Vulper leaned forward eagerly, as though itching for a fight, Atrox looked away. I will not give him the satisfaction of losing control.  

Ardea bit back a sigh of annoyance—after all, they had to show unity—then said, “Very well. Atrox, Deasa and Faitus, you have been charged with the sins of greed, ambition and malice. You conspired behind our backs and had your plans succeeded, it would be you sitting in our places. Those of us who hadn’t met your criteria for ‘proper’ divinities would have been banished—or worse.”

“Pity,” Atrox muttered under his breath, knowing full well his voice carried across. 

He felt a tug on his hand and looked to Deasa, his blonde partner. He did feel bad—slightly—that she had to endure this, after all the joy she had brought him. If it had been a decision he could influence, she never would have paid the price. 

I have been trying to end eons of corruption and indifference in the pantheon and this is my reward? His lips curled in disgust.

Meanwhile, Ardea kept talking. “For these crimes, you are all three banished to the underworld.”

Cue the collective gasps. Atrox rolled his eyes. 

There were none, since the six of them were the only ones present. Atrox guessed the rest of the pantheon was probably aware of the failed coup d’état. Cowards as they were, each was biding their time to see who would come out the winners—and the losers—before they showed whose side they were on. 

He was pulled from his thoughts by Faitus’ undignified whimpers. “Please,” the god begged the three judges, “not the underworld.”

Atrox, for his part, stood up straighter. They wouldn’t hear a single pleading from him. True, for beings such as them, to be around demons and half-spirits might not be exactly a walk in the park. 

For one, they would be limited, chained to the darkness below to do its bidding. For another, their powers would be less, making them prey for the numerous beasts that lived underneath. 

In the end, it would beat being incarcerated like the Titans had been, before their time. Plus, the underworld did have one advantage...a particular plant whose properties would be of much use to him, once he could get his hands on it.

Well, that and these blasted chains. They may not impact our powers, but they can sure as hell cut through a deity’s body.

A movement to the side had Atrox shift to better keep an eye on Vulper. The fox-god met his icy gaze then, with a confident smirk, turned to Deasa. 

“Darling, you do not have to join them.” His voice was as sweet as honey. “Just say the words, and I can save you.”

Atrox couldn’t stop the primal snarl erupting from his throat. Vulper had long since coveted his beautiful but naïve partner, and he wouldn’t let Deasa be taken advantage of. 

Vulper glanced to him briefly, recognizing Atrox’ agitation, then smiled broader. He stood and approached the trio with slow, purposeful strides. Atrox’s stare was glued to his every step—a predator ready to strike and defend what was his.

When Vulper was near Deasa, he put a hand under her chin and lifted it up. “Do not be foolish. You are yet so young for a goddess...”

Atrox snapped before he even knew what was happening. He moved his shackled hands, throwing them around Vulper’s neck, at the same time dragging him away from Deasa. He had the god in the grip of the icy steel, reveling in the knowledge it could kill him.

“You actually thought these chains could restrain me?” Atrox hissed, no longer caring for the consequences. 

Ardea and Aequus rose to their feet, mouths agape at the sheer violence displayed by their brother. 

“You will leave Deasa alone,” Atrox snarled in the man’s ear, “otherwise your life will be the price.”

“You...cannot...kill...” Vulper was trying to re-state their Cardinal Rule, but Atrox pulled on the chains, cutting off his air supply.

“Try me. Give me an excuse,” he taunted. 

And for a brief moment, Atrox considered it. Snuffing out Vulper’s life would end his problems and his siblings’—though they were unaware of the danger courting them. Vulper was a viper in their midst, one waiting to strike when the time was right.

The Cardinal Rule clearly stated that he couldn’t take a deity’s life without giving one in return. And yet, the temptation was alluring, if only to have the slimy fox gone.  

Atrox tightened his grip some more and had the satisfaction of seeing Vulper’s eyes widen in fear. Then a soft cry to his left made him turn his head; he met Deasa’s pleading eyes.

“Let him go,” she whispered softly. 

Atrox hesitated, hands white-knuckled from the force he was applying. He warred with himself for a few moments, but Deasa’s unflinching blue eyes were his undoing. 

With a disgusted sigh, Atrox released Vulper. Stepping back, he watched smugly as Vulper fell to his knees, then crawled back to his throne.

Only then did the dark-haired god stride back to his original place, this time holding Deasa’s hand in his. Faitus had remained unmoving from his prostrate position the entire time—once more, Atrox wondered why he had ever thought the man had strength.

Ignoring his siblings’ raging cries, he turned to Deasa and met her gaze. “I will keep you safe.”

Her blue eyes met his, pure love shining within. Deasa had always been his opposite, gentle where he was hard, loving when he was ruthless. The only one he had ever given his heart to—and ever would for his entire existence.

It was why Atrox never forgave himself what happened next.

One moment, Deasa leaned her lips towards his, kissing his anger away. Just as he prepared to deepen the kiss, her body jerked unnaturally. Atrox pulled away to see her eyes glazing over, death in their depths.

He looked down, not understanding what had taken place, even with the evidence presented: a silver blade protruding from her robe. 

Unwilling to live in the underworld, Deasa had stabbed herself with the one weapon that could kill her—a dagger Atrox had gifted her, for self-defense. A blade created out of the very crater their pantheon’s entrance existed at. Made from the same material his chains were.

Atrox grasped Deasa in his arms and removed the offending blade from her body. Red blood, the color of dark rubies, flowed out of her body. With one hand, Atrox tried to staunch it, using his powers. But where they should have healed, they did nothing. 

He narrowed his eyes, then turned to Ardea and Aequus. “Help her! She’s an innocent in all this!”

His siblings were speechless at first, in shock at what had taken place. Then Ardea spurred into action, attempting to move towards Atrox. 

“No.”

The word had come from Vulper, whose Orb of Sight was already glowing. It took Atrox only moments to understand that the god was absorbing their powers. 

Being condemned felons, the trio’s status as pure gods was reduced. As such, their abilities were up for grabs, and Vulper knew it. The Orb of Sight had already started collecting them for his own use, which was why Atrox was left unable to heal his partner. 

He held Deasa’s body tighter to him, before turning his head to the side, towards Ardea. 

“I have never asked you for anything,” Atrox murmured hoarsely, “since my childhood years, but now I do. Not for me, but for another. I no longer have the strength to aid her, but you do. Help Deasa!”

Ardea moved closer, but Aequus’ hand restrained her. She looked to her brother in shock, but met only stone in his expression. “No. Their punishment was already doled out. It must be the fates’ command that Deasa dies in this way.”

The raven-haired woman hesitated, then yanked her arm out of his grasp. She walked over and kneeled next to Atrox. She reached over the wound, then Deasa’s face.

Atrox was about to thank her when, under his astonished gaze, Ardea closed Deasa’s eyes and stood back up.

“What are you doing?” he whispered, almost not believing it until their glares clashed.

“Aequus and Vulper are right. The punishment is set.”

Atrox clenched his jaw, then bent his head over Deasa to kiss her soft lips one last time. He only vaguely noticed their coldness, as numbness overtook him. Because of her act, Deasa wouldn’t be granted entrance to the paradise of the gods. She had simply ceased to exist... Despite the fact she been driven to the brink of desperation, the laws that governed the realm of the deities were crystal clear. 

The wolf god’s heart stuttered in pain, and a whimper of anguish threatened to escape him. It took all his willpower, but Atrox pushed it down. He inhaled Deasa’s soft fragrance one more time, then let her body lie down gently on the marble floor. It rippled as water would and swallowed Deasa’s body within, where it would become one with the earth once more. 

Atrox then stood and faced the three, with Faitus still kneeling next to him. His face was a mask of stone. Whatever emotion had once ruled him, whatever mercy he had once been capable of, was extinguished from him the moment Deasa took her last breath. Instead, all Atrox had left within him was a black pit of anger—and a need for vengeance that demanded to be satisfied. 

“I have but one question,” he stated unflinchingly, staring at a spot above the three judges’ heads. In his mind, he was removed from their presence already.

“Speak,” Ardea commanded.

“Will you let us have the powers that go with the underworld?”

It wasn’t a fool’s request he voiced, for his new home, though a lesser realm, was filled with darkness. At his command, it would be a tool to be reckoned with. And there was more... For within the most secluded mountains, beyond the most somber crevices, existed a flower filled with darkness, whose nectar could kill any god.

And that, Atrox had decided, would be his reward for all he had endured. If he was to be given the abilities that belonged to the realm of the dead, then with them came immunity to the flower’s nectar. He would be able to use it—and never once pay the price. 

The god kept his expression blank, refusing to let them see his trepidation. The plan was his, and his alone. Let them have my visions, my powers, and the control of the elements. The last laugh shall be mine....

There was a pause as the three wardens consulted, then Ardea said, “Yes. You will have full demon lord status.”

A brief flash of victory passed his gaze furtively, before dying in its depths. Fools! You have no idea the power you turn your nose at. Dimly, he became aware of Vulper stepping slightly closer.

Vulper chose that moment to intervene, a slight smirk on his lips. “Your tasks should suit you: plenty of conspiracy and malice in the human world. You are to feed the darkness, to a certain extent; always ensure the balance does not get tipped.”

“Though you are shunned from this pantheon,” Aequus continued, meeting his brother’s gaze, “the Secondary Rule remains: do not engage with humans outside your duties. Do not speak directly to them or otherwise form relations, upon pain of losing what little you still have. Are we understood?”

Only Atrox’s stony stare answered them—and Faitus’ moans of fear. 

“One more thing,” Vulper added mockingly. He couldn’t stand the humiliation he had suffered at Atrox’s hands, and how close he had come to dying.

The fox-god waited to see if Atrox would acknowledge him, but only his silence and indifference answered him—despite the fact his muscles were so tense they seemed ready to snap. “Since you have so well demonstrated the beastly qualities we all hide within... You will only be able to enter the earthly realm in your animal form, never your human one.”

Ardea glanced at him in surprise, but the words had been spoken and the spell cast. Whatever she had meant to say was lost, and Aequus’ indifference confirmed it was a concluded battle. 

Save me your pity, sister. When it counted, you did nothing! Atrox raged internally, but didn’t show it on the outside. 

With a shared glance, the trinity joined hands to open the portal that would take the two sinners to the underworld. A void opened between the two parties, and grew larger still with every moment. It rippled with darkness and echoes of silent laments in its depths. 

Atrox threw a look within, sensing the fire—and power—awaiting. Once the portal was fully formed, he turned to Vulper and his Orb, where his powers of old now glinted—as did Faitus’ and Deasa’s. 

Atrox spoke only once in a low tone, cold in its fury—a promise veiled. “You will pay for this. Mark my words.”

Not deigning a single wasted breath to his siblings, he then stepped willingly into the portal, whereas Faitus had to be thrown in. 

A thunderous roar erupted as they disappeared within, and the portal closed with a bang. In its place was the marble floor once more, as though it had never been disturbed.  

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2
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Many years and centuries later—a town, in the Welsh countryside

A tiny house, broken down and barely standing, was his home. Born to non-magical parents, he had been a source of discord between them as of his birth. He belonged nowhere—not at school, not at church, not in the community, small as it was. 

His name was Emrys, and he was a prodigy with no support.

* * *
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THE SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD young man entered his usual meadow, eyes checking around to ensure he was alone—and not followed. These were basic security measures he had learned to take, as his kind wasn’t kindly accepted by locals.

A bitter frown tugged at the corners of his mouth. Year after year, Emrys grew, as did his powers. And inside him, something became harder to control. It was a barely restrained fury, as he wanted to shout to the world who he was, and what he could do, not hide away like some shunned secret.

Somewhere, sometime, I will belong...

Sighing, Emrys took a spot on the grass by one of the trees. 

His hair was long and shaggy, of a muddy brown. His frame was tall and lanky, but muscles could be seen under the beige tunic and trousers he wore. Holes and a worn color were clear indication these were old garments, probably since he was a child.

In truth, his parents hadn’t deemed it wise to attract attention to their boy any more than he already did. They mainly pretended he didn’t exist—except for the rare times his father did notice him, and those were best kept to a minimum.

As though his thoughts brought back the sudden pain, Emrys absent-mindedly touched the bruise on his shoulder, where his father, Niell, had last shown his affection. 

The young man’s wry smile turned into a scowl. One of these days, he will not beat nor abuse me any longer...

With that in mind, he lifted a palm in greeting to the earth beneath him and to the entire meadow that served as his only source of solace. With his other free hand, Emrys reached behind and touched the tree’s trunk, the roughness of the bark, to ground himself.

He could have sworn, within moments of him doing so, that the branches tilted just so, blocking the sun’s rays and bathing Emrys in a welcomed shade. The summer was pulling to its end, but the heat was just as horrible to withstand.

With a grimace, the young man removed his palm and instead focused on his breathing. He emptied his mind of everything that would otherwise cause disturbances—parents, schoolmates, stares, unfounded hatred—and breathed in the fresh air, the grassy scent. 

Exhaling, Emrys let go of all distractions and existing pains, inhaling rather the scents that empowered him. 

Moments later, he was ready. He opened his cerulean blue eyes, shining of an unnatural glint, and lifted his hand. The magic within him, which he always felt as a fire, flared to life, and a small circle of light emerged from the earth.

Emrys grinned.

* * *
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ATROX STIRRED IN THE depths of the underworld. He slowly extricated himself from the silky bed—all in black, of course—and headed out of his room. 

The underworld was nothing like he had pictured. It was better—much, much better. The last centuries alone, with his demon lord status, he had built a mansion. The realm itself wasn’t literally underneath the earth, as the current church tried to teach all human sinners—Atrox had to snort at the mortals’ naiveté.

Rather, it was a universe on its own, a realm accessible to deities and demons only. A portal opened every time Atrox wanted to return to Earth, and the same process was repeated as he returned home.

Lost in thoughts, Atrox walked barefoot through the palace, his skin not even registering the coldness of the marble floor. His mind was focused on the young man he had dreamt of, and the magic he wielded.

The negative forces of the underworld that led everything that happened were already hard at work, tugging at him in the shadows. They were only whispers, shadows of what could or would be, but they were powerful.

He needs to be turned...

Accursed one...

He sees too much... 

Manipulate him, make him see this is where he belongs...

“Enough!” Atrox growled, stopping in his tracks.

The shadows froze, then retreated under his glare. He may have been only a demon lord when compared to the chaos reigning on this land, but his word was still law.

“I will take care of this Emrys,” Atrox stated for the benefit of the darkness lying in wait, always awaiting weakness and treachery.

Atrox might be lord, but he still had to answer to the wraiths—miserable essences of dark sorcerers and demons combined, united in a single, malicious goal. They were always at work, always spurring him on. Without them, he didn’t have full use of the abilities he could otherwise. Indeed, teamwork was the name of the game. 

Gritting his teeth, Atrox headed on a new mission.

* * *
[image: ]


THE SUN WAS SETTING, hours later, and Emrys was still in the meadow. He now had not one, but over fifty of the small light balls floating around, like fireflies. His mind was at peace, as was his body, unaware of the approaching storm.

He was so busy playing with the magic, he didn’t hear the voice until it was close by.

“Emrys!”

Startled, the young man lost hold of the energy and it dropped to the ground. The patches of grass the orbs fell upon immediately caught fire. With a muttered curse, Emrys took off his tunic and put the flames out before they spread.

When he turned around, his mother had her hand to her mouth, frozen in shock. Her eyes were wide, staring at the burned patches of grass. 

Emrys sighed, then pulled his tunic back on, watching out of the corner of his eye as she slowly breathed in—as though to steady herself. 

Feora had been beautiful, once. Her long, wavy brown hair was now dull, white locks sparsely emerging through it. She was thin, and the brown eyes that used to smile with laughter were somber and unseeing. 

His father had transformed her so, blaming Feora for putting on earth a “devil’s spawn,” as he affectionately called his son. Both son and mother had been victims for far too long. 

Straightening himself as best he could, Emrys faced his mother again, sadly noticing that she was keeping a wary distance between them.

“Niell is looking for you.” Feora murmured, barely audible. 

For some reason, she never called her husband ‘your father’ in Emrys’ presence. Still, the young man was used to her soft-spoken tones, especially lately, and his attuned ears caught the urgency in her voice. 

“You have to come!” 

Emrys thought back to his last talk with his father and winced, massaging his bruised shoulder again. Feora’s eyes followed the movement, and the look in them told Emrys she was recalling the same incident.

She turned her head to the side, unwilling to acknowledge the truth, and whispered, “Please come back home, before Niell gets upset again.”

Emrys stepped closer to her, slowly, as though she was a frightened doe—and in some ways, she was. “Mother, why do you stay with him?” he asked gently, noticing even now how he towered over her.

Feora glanced up at him briefly, before pursing her lips in an attempt to appear mad. “Stop saying such things. It will do neither of us any good to think we have a way to escape, you hear me?” She turned to leave, muttering under breath, “As if we had anywhere else to go!”

Emrys hesitated for a brief moment, taken aback by her outburst. It wasn’t the first—nor would it be the last—time she had gotten upset at him for suggesting a way out. Feora was a non-confrontational person, and his father had beat into submission any remnant of strength she had. It saddened the young man to no end, and was the main reason why he stayed. If he wasn’t there to protect his mother, who would?

Sighing, his eyes took in the meadow one more time, then followed in Feora’s footsteps. Outside the quietness of the forest, it was night now, but their decrepit house was near enough that he arrived shortly after his mother.  

As Emrys stepped through the door, he only had a second of warning before a fist struck him in the face. The force behind the blow, as well as the angle, threw him off his feet, onto the ground. 

“You been out doing the devil’s work again, boy?”

Emrys looked up from the ground, his blue eyes burning in hate. Niell stood over him, a burly bulk of a man—three times his size. He could smell the alcohol coming off the man in waves, if the red nose and glazed eyes hadn’t yet alerted him to his drunken state.

“No,” Emrys retorted in answer to the question, before spitting out blood. “I finished all the chores and the field work, and went for a walk.”

“As if I’d believe such lies!” Niell growled, then kicked his son in the gut. 

Emrys curled up in a ball, coughing to catch his breath, before pushing back to his knees. He inhaled deeply, trying to gather that same peace that had filled him only hours before. 

The young wizard knew it was best to stay quiet and avoid Niell’s glare, but the desire to rebel was stronger than him. Emrys glanced behind the man to see Feora in a corner, cowering in fear. No help would come from her.

A movement above him got Emrys to focus on Niell in time to register the wooden stick in his hand. Thicker than a staff, almost as wide as a board, it seemed heavy enough to inflict damage. 

“If I can’t get you to listen to me, maybe this will teach you to leave magic alone.”

The words alone confirmed what Emrys already feared. He bowed his head to protect his face and tensed his back, even as Niell brought it down with all his strength. The wood hit to the left of his spine, and Emrys lost his breath once more, flattening back to the ground. 

He gritted his teeth, refusing to give Niell the satisfaction of showing pain. Instead, he gathered what force was in his young body and pushed himself back up, this time settling an infuriated gaze to his father. 

The man had stepped back to take another gulp of beer. He noticed Emrys staring at him and his face turned a nasty shade of crimson. “How dare you look at me!?” 

Niell slapped the mug down on the table and lifted the wooden board again. It came down hard on Emrys’ back and he held back another groan of pain, but didn’t bow his head.

Another blow followed. And another. 

It seemed his unsettling blue eyes only angered Niell even more, as the blows became stronger every time. 

Emrys refused to break the stare. In doing so, he caught sight of Feora’s downturned eyes, even as she busied herself with cleaning a dish, well-versed in the art of denial. 

It was that instance, more than the beating he was taking, or the soring of his back muscles, that hit the boy the hardest. The realization that Feora’s weakness would never change, and Niell would always hate him. And this would be the rest of his life, unless Emrys did something to stop it.

Now. 

When Niell raised his hand to strike again, Emrys moved. 

He pulled back from under the burly man and out of his reach. On wobbly feet, adrenaline pumping through him and holding the pain at bay, Emrys stood to face his abusive bully of a father. 

Niell gaped in shock, unable to understand how his son had suddenly gathered the force to oppose him. Feora stilled, eyes wide open, silently begging Emrys not to make any trouble. 

“Sorry, mum,” the young man whispered.

He lifted a hand and drew a circle in the air. The round shape grew until it enveloped Emrys in a slight silver glow of protection.

Niell stepped away in fear, sputtering, “Evil!”

Emrys turned disdainful eyes to the man he’d used to call his father. 

“You are done striking me. I will not apologize for this gift I have.”

“Get out of my house, boy! You’re the devil’s son! You are not mine!”

Emrys’ eyes flashed of lightning, and Niell was thrown into a wall as a burst of air hit him full force. His unconscious body fell to the ground. “You are quite right, I cannot be yours.”

He turned to Feora, watching her closely. His eyes, once gentle, now demanded explanations. “I have asked you before, and I know you lied to me. This is the last chance you will have to tell me the truth. Whose son am I?”

Feora gulped, meeting his determined gaze, before whispering, “One night, on a full moon, your father was working late. I thought it was him... A man came, he had his appearance, but he was different.”

“How different?”

“He was softer, well spoken. Looked at me as though...” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “As though I was worthy, and loved, and beautiful.”

Emrys raised a hand to caress her cheek. “And you are.”

Feora shook her head, “No, I am not. You wanted the truth, so let me tell it. He shared my bed that night, and was gone by morning. When your father returned in the morning, drunk, I realized the trickery...but it was too late.”

“Did you ever see him again? The man who fathered me.”

“Once.” She took a deep breath, her eyes shining with regret and shame. “I wanted to kill myself, after realizing I carried his baby. I went by the cliffs, but he appeared.”

“What was he like?” Emrys asked, unable to keep the pleading out of his voice.

Feora smiled in a way he had never seen. For that one moment, Emrys could almost envision the beauty that had once been. Then he shook the pity out of his thoughts, and focused on her words.

“He was beautiful. Long, silver hair, the face of an angel, and eyes... Eyes the color of the bluest sky.” She looked at him. “Like you... He begged me not to take my life, or yours. He admitted that he had been lusting after me, but hadn’t considered the consequences, thinking only of his immediate pleasure.”

Feora shook her head derisively, unhappy with herself. “He also admitted being Fae, and warned me that you would be a strong-willed child, with magical potential. He begged and pleaded with me for hours, going so far as to name you. In the end, I... I couldn’t finish what I started, and so decided to keep you.”

Emrys was silent for a moment, absorbing everything, before asking, “What happened with my father?”

“I do not know, my son. It was the last I saw of him.”

Emrys turned to the man who had raised him, sparing him one last look. Then he moved to his mother, extending his hand. “This is my last offer: you can leave with me, or have your life with him.”

The fear in her eyes was unmistakable, as was the desire to agree and shed their horrible past, putting it all behind them. In the end, Feora turned her head to the side in silent refusal.

Emrys gave a tight nod, having half-expected her answer already. He stepped to the corner by the fire, where he had slept for the last few years—on the floor like a dog. In the wall, he had carved a little hole that hid his meager possessions: some herbs, plants he had gathered, stones, and stale food. He packed it all quickly in a small string bag, then stood. 

“I have one last question,” he said to Feora. “What was my real father called?”

“Merlyddus.”

Emrys nodded, as though expecting an exotic name. “And the name he wished for me?”

Feora bit her lip, and for a moment he thought she wouldn’t divulge it. In the end, she whispered, “Merlin.”

The young man inhaled deeply, before declaring, “Then I shall forgo the cursed name of Emrys, thus going forward. I will be known by what my father wanted... Merlin. If ever you have need of me, seek me by that name.”

He took one last look around him, then stepped out the door and left his old life behind—forever. 

* * *
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ATROX, IN HIS ANIMAL form, watched the young man as he walked off into the forest, where hours before he had been playing with his magic. Yes, the demon lord had watched in consternation, as the mage possessed more power than he had seen in a century.

It was only during the fight with his father that the answer had been revealed. Emrys was part Fae, a fact confirmed with his mother’s words.

Interesting, indeed... Atrox knew it wouldn’t be as easy to influence a Fae. They were too pure, and manipulative as well, to allow themselves to be strayed from their own path. 

Faes had come into being at the same time as demons and gods. They were Elementals who could wield the powers of air, water, fire and earth to their liking. Formidable beings with great abilities, some had become warriors and even fought deities they saw as obsolete—or too greedy.

In the end, as humans took over the land, Faes went into hiding. Some created their own realms to live in, parallel to the earthly realm. They were governed by no laws, but their very being implied their actions had to be at all times one with nature. It was the price to pay for the power they could wield.

Thus, Faes couldn’t eradicate the mortals that used the land, for fear of upsetting the balance. It had been the same rule that had stayed their fatal hand when they had fought the Great Wars with the gods.

One thing about these blasted Faes is they can live for centuries. This means I have all the time in the world to corrupt the Halfling. 

Atrox followed the wizard, newly baptized Merlin, as he walked through the forest. The demon’s animal form, a wolf dark as night, blended well in the shadows. Day upon day, he trailed the Halfling, until Merlin reached a little village. 

It was there that Atrox left him in a cottage, where he seemingly intended to live, unseen. 

* * *
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YEARS LATER, MERLIN had traveled through most villages in Wales, and some in other places. He had self-taught himself the art of magic, offensive as well as defensive spells. He’d run into shamans, magicians, and mages. Most of them were fakes, but some, every once in a while, surprised him.

From those few, Merlin absorbed all the knowledge he could, before moving along. He never stayed in the same place longer than a few months, for fear his skills would attract unwanted attention. Furthermore, he was always seeking what he would never find: someone who knew about Faes. 

In between villages, in his twenty-second year of life, Merlin found a cavern, dug deep into a mountain. It immediately appealed to him for its privacy and location, and after ensuring it wasn’t inhabited by some type of animal, he put a protective charm around it and made it his own.

Maybe here, I could stick around for longer than a year.

He would have stayed there, were it not for the king that happened to cross his path one cloudy morning...

* * *
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MERLIN AWOKE TO THE sound of hooves—and men. Wary after his last few encounters, which almost always ended in a brawl, he stepped to the entrance of the cave and observed the outside. The spell he had set upon the entrance would keep anyone from noticing him, but still allowed a perfect view of the landscape.

A consortium of knights and soldiers seemed to follow one man. He was old, in his fifties, with a long beard. The golden crown on his head, visible even in the dark fog of the morning, was enough to inform anyone of his royal lineage. 

A king, on my own doorstep? Merlin chuckled. Now this, I have to see.

Muttering a spell to hide his form, the wizard then pulled on a cape to protect against the chill in the air, and walked outside. As he neared the men, he gathered bits and pieces of conversations, enough to realize what they were seeking—a place to build a fortress, one the king could have be his greatest legacy. 

Merlin walked unseen through the soldiers until he was near the king’s horse. He noticed the man was looking at the rather large hill sitting between them and the next village, and could almost see the wheels turning in his head. 

There was only one problem.

“It will not work,” Merlin announced, dropping the enchantment that cloaked him, and appearing out of thin air next to the king.

He rolled his eyes at the yells, threats, and swords immediately shoved in his face—even as he immensely enjoyed the king’s shocked expression.

“The fort you plan to construct cannot be built there,” Merlin stated firmly.

The king looked to the hill, then back to the odd-looking young man. Though his features were hidden by a cape, two of the bluest eyes he had ever seen glinted from within. There was something almost feral about the newcomer, causing the man to gulp in slight fear.

“Why not?” he finally asked. 

Merlin smirked, registering the fact the soldiers were edgy enough to impale him. With a flick of his wrist, he could have had them on their backs, but he much preferred to control the situation with words—for now.

“Get your soldiers to remove their swords, and I may choose to answer.”

The king waved his hand and the soldiers dropped their weapons, though the horses neighed uneasily. 

“Now, will you tell me?” the elderly man asked after a few moments of silence.

“This hill is ancient beyond belief, sire. No fortress can be erected on it, because of the turmoil living underneath it. At its deepest heart, two dragons hide: one white, one red.”

Gasps were heard all around, and Merlin nodded patiently. “Yes, one is a symbol of the Romano-Celtics, another of the Saxon powers. They have been cursed and caught underneath since before this country existed.”

“How can we fix this?” the king asked.

“There is but one way—they have to battle each other.”

The soldiers burst into laughter, but the king didn’t seem to find it amusing. Eyes narrowed in thought, he assessed Merlin once more. 

“And your name?”

“Merlin.” The wizard bowed, barely an incline of the head. At the same time, with an easiness that amazed even him, he plucked the man’s name from his own mind. “King Vortigen,” he warned, “feel free to dig, and prove me wrong. But beware of what you may find.”

With that, Merlin recast his spell and disappeared under their stunned gazes. He walked over to his cave to enjoy an early breakfast, whilst the king bellowed orders to start the excavation.

* * *
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THE ROARS WOKE MERLIN up.

He exited his cave in a hurry, worriedly taking in the blood-red night sky. It didn’t take a genius to realize something had shifted in the world, and needed to be set right. 

“Those fools!” the mage growled, already sensing the soldiers’ and horses’ uneasiness. 

Grabbing a cape, Merlin made his way over to the encampment where advisors were briefing Vortigen. Their restlessness was well apparent, and he struggled against the urge to roll his eyes.

“Perhaps I can help.”

When Vortigen turned to him, Merlin noticed the slightly wary look in his eyes—but also his relief.

“You were correct,” the leader admitted. “Two dragons have been found... And it seems we have awakened them from a deep slumber.”

“I could have told you as much.” Merlin scoffed. “I can put them back to sleep... Or I can let them out, so they might fight it out and you might build your fortress.”

The king seemed to consider both options, then slowly nodded. “Let them out,” Vortigen ordered.

He followed Merlin as he stepped close to the hill and lifted both palms to face it. The mage could feel within it the large barrier that had been put there, and wondered if it might be something past his skills to undo.

Determined, he closed his eyes and latched onto the shield mentally. It took close to an hour, but finally, a great thunder was heard as it fell away.

Moments later, two blurs shot out of the hill: one white, one red.

The humans gathered nearby watched in fear as the two dragons fought in the sky. Only Merlin realized the danger they were in, and extended a protective barrier over the entire encampment.

Then, he focused on the battling beasts. Their large wings spread as they faced off, glinting in the moonlight. Bursts of fire escaped their inhuman jaws, shining like beacons in the night sky.

For a moment, they stood frozen in time. Then with roars loud enough to wake the dead and shake the earth itself, they launched at each other. They became blurs, grappling at inhuman speed, until the humans could only gape in amazement.

Only Merlin, with his Fae vision, could still see them. He watched in reverence as their jaws drew blood, as the fire scorched their wings. He kept watching as, slowly, the red one defeated the white. When the white surrendered with a roar, he started to fall from the sky. 

The red watched him, supreme ruler of the sky, then plunged in flight after him. He caught the white dragon in his claws and both disappeared into the night, as though they had never existed.  

Merlin blinked, pulled out of his daze, and turned to the king. “You can build your fortress now.”

“What of you?” Vortigen asked as Merlin turned to walk away. “You should be compensated.”

“I have already received my payment,” Merlin muttered, disappearing once more. 

None of them could understand how rare a sight they had seen—or how lucky they were to have witnessed it and not die. 

Merlin, having protected them all, was ready to sleep.

* * *
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ATROX SCOWLED, WATCHING the mage sleep from his spot in the underworld. A few years, I let him stew, and he becomes more of a pain in my ass...

The energy of the underworld was unhappy, and that made him unhappy. It was time Atrox went back to the earthly realm, before Merlin touched further things that needed to be left to rest.

Groaning, the former deity stood and stretched. Yes, it was time to call darkness to him, and do what he should have done years ago—turn the wizard to his use.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 3 
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It was a dark night, all fog, clouds and eerie vibes—a storm was underway. Thunder rumbled across the heavens as though the gods themselves were fighting. 

Merlin reached the new village just as the skies opened and rivers of rain poured down. He hastened his step, heading to the nearest pub he could find all whilst cursing the impulse to help that king.

After Vortigen, many had come seeking his counsel and a certain rumor had started to spread of his wisdom. The blue-eyed mage, they called him. The influx of people had become too much, enough so that Merlin had reluctantly left his cave and gotten back on the road.

It had been three years since. He was now getting close to being three decades on Earth—though in reality, only twenty-five—and still hadn’t found any further information on his real father. 

Reaching the pub, the wizard pushed the door open and welcomed the stifling heat, smells of freshly baked goods, ale, and sweat. He ignored the stares he got. The cape easily hid his features, but probably didn’t inspire much confidence. Unbothered, Merlin headed to the bar. 

“What can I get ye?” a voluptuous woman asked him.

Merlin raised his gaze towards her, watching as she blinked in shock—they all did, when they got closer. Through the years, his face had gotten stronger and being outside had given him a sun-kissed appearance.

His unnatural blue eyes shone that much brighter, and more than one woman had fallen for what they called his rugged good looks. None knew it was the Fae in him that attracted them, as the males of the species had done for eons before.

“A mug of ale and one of your pies,” he responded shortly and placed a few coins to cover the cost.

As the barwoman headed to get his order, Merlin stared unseeingly at the plates and mirrors across from him. He found his reflection easily—it was the one everyone was turned towards, though he barely recognized his own features. 

Underneath the hood, his youthful appearance was gone, now replaced by steely brawn. His frame was still tall and lanky, but muscle had built underneath from the work he had done in fields on his journeys, as well as the constant walking. His face had lost all softness, now only angles and hard jaw. The blue eyes shone like sapphires—easily his best feature. 

Merlin had noticed that with each use of his powers, the clarity of his eyes intensified to levels never seen before in a human. Further, his hair had changed from the muddy brown color to black with purple reflections. He kept it shortly cropped to his head, if only to avoid more ogling from strangers.

Merlin sighed, stopping his observation and instead surreptitiously glanced around. For days now, he’d felt he was being followed. It was but a nagging sensation, and he didn’t notice a single presence out of bounds.

The lady came back with the food and a shy smile. “Here ye go.”

Merlin muttered a thank you, pushed the coins towards her, and proceeded to wolf down the food and ale. 

* * *
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THE SUN’S RAYS HIT him in the face, eliciting a groan. Merlin blinked—almost angrily—before sitting up with a sigh. 

He glanced at the naked form of the barwoman with whom he had spent the night. Her offer had come as a surprise, but the wizard wasn’t one to deny himself a warm body, in an even cozier bed, for the night.

Though no emotions were involved, Merlin felt strangely at odds with himself, as though he was lacking something. He got off the bed, put on his tunic and trousers, and stepped out the door without further dallying.

He was barely out of the pub when he noticed three youngsters heading his way in determined strides. One of them, the leader, had the same blond hair as the barwoman.

“That’s my sister you just left,” he spit out, confirming Merlin’s suspicions. “You think you can just up and leave after a night?”

Merlin smirked. “Correct me if I’m mistaken, but she was very willing.”

The boy clenched his fists and was about to attack when one of the friends grabbed his arm. “Wait, Michael. Look at his eyes!”

The one called Michael peered closer and saw lightning dancing in the deep blue depths. It seemed to only infuriate him further. “You put a spell on her!”

Merlin laughed humorlessly as the boy moved to attack, and his entourage followed suit. 

* * *
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ATROX WATCHED FROM a distance as Merlin evaded their punches and repelled their poor attempts with only defensive strikes. He is barely trying, and still winning!

The demon lord could admire skill such as the mage’s. It seemed it wasn’t only his magic he had fine-tuned over the years, but also his body.

Time to push his limits...

In his wolf form, the demon lord inhaled deeply, then exhaled a black cloud of smoke. He watched as the mist, filled with bad intentions, neared Merlin and was absorbed by him.

It was only moments later that Merlin’s punches became harder, aiming to injure. Atrox continued observing until blood was drawn. Only then did he feel satisfied enough and turned to leave.

A sudden silence, as though nature itself paused to watch, brought Atrox to a stop. Growling low, he circled for a second look.  

Merlin had the brother of the woman by the throat, hanging in the air. His free hand was clenched in a fist, ready to strike. And yet, the blasted wizard was hesitating.

Atrox tried to breach his mental defenses, but found only a solid wall. He growled low, annoyed at the sudden turn of events—but it was too late.

Merlin let go of the boy as though he had been scorched. He scoured his surroundings, but not even his all-seeing eyes saw anything. Despite it, the feeling of being watched persisted. 

Shaking his head, the mage picked up his bag and took off on a run, before the attackers were any wiser.

Next time, then, Atrox vowed, his midnight eyes glued to Merlin’s disappearing form.

* * *
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MERLIN SPENT A FEW months away from the public eye, sleeping under the starry skies and eating whatever he could hunt or find in the forests. After his last encounter and the sudden fury that had filled him, he was afraid of hurting people.

One night, as he lay half-asleep, he sensed something in the woods. Merlin stood from his spot on the ground, ears perked for any sounds. “Who goes there?” 

Nothing answered except the howling of the wind. Unable to shake off the sensation, the mage cast a circle to protect his body and mind. He didn’t register the two red eyes, glowing in the darkness, as they assessed him quietly.

Months passed by and soon it was winter. It made it harder for him to find food or spend time outside, despite the magic that kept him more than comfortable. Having not felt the uncontrollable wrath for ages, and with the memory fading away, Merlin felt it was safe to go into the next village.

Unbeknownst to him, Atrox skulked in the shadows, lying in wait for that exact moment. 

* * *
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MERLIN TOWERED OVER the old man who was now on his knees.

The burly man had insulted him and gone so far as to attack his patronage, calling him evil, a spawn of the devil. It was all so reminiscent of Niell, that Merlin lost his poise.

He had left the pub before doing anything rash, but waited almost eagerly. When the large man exited, Merlin followed him into a dark alley and his fist struck before he knew what was coming.

The man was now wiping blood off his chin, looking up in fear. 

The mage raised his palm, a glow forming in it. Teaching him a lesson, just this once, wouldn’t be a bad idea. 

Hidden in the forest, only a few feet away from them, Atrox’s large wolf form snarled low. Yes... Kill him!

In some deep corner of his deity soul, Atrox wanted to see the mage succeed. Something about his force, the character underneath the tough exterior, commanded respect. And yet, his new nature as a demon lord was binding. He was as much a slave to the dark forces of the underworld as they to him.  

Kill the human.

The magic in Merlin’s hand grew brighter, then he froze and looked around. Blue eyes met dark over the distance and widened in disbelief. Stricken, Merlin dropped his hand and the magic within it dissipated.

“Stay here,” he growled to the man, who whimpered in fear, cowering in a corner.

Then, he stepped closer to the forest’s edge, angry for a different reason. “So, it is you who has been following me around.”

The wolf pranced out of the forest, his large body more apparent in the dim moonlight. Merlin stared at him, refusing to take a step back, despite the fact that with his head reaching his shoulder, it was by far the largest wolf he had ever seen.

The animal refused to speak, but Merlin could tell by the fire in his eyes that it was angry.

“Well. Will you tell me why?” Merlin pressed.

Atrox squinted at the human, then the full force of his mental power hit the mage. Kill him.

Merlin gritted his teeth, fists clenching at the authority in the voice even as he fought against it. It was like a wave, trying to push him past the forbidden limit, and he felt the sway.

Why did I not see this coming? Merlin wondered dimly. He had been assailed by odd visions, but none had warned of this being’s surveillance.

It was then, in the dimness of the moon, that it hit him. “You’re a demon!” Merlin forced out, even as his fists tightened in an effort to oppose the onslaught of the mind attack. “That is why you follow me. That is why I couldn’t see you coming.” 

Very well, Halfling. You see past the illusions of my kind, not that it will be of much help to you. Now, kill the human.

“No!” Merlin growled. “I will not take a life.”

Atrox paused in his efforts, opaque eyes widening in disbelief. He had expected some resistance, but a flat-out rejection was unheard of. Arching his back as though to pounce, he commanded, Kill him!

Merlin’s mental defenses, which had held strongly until then, crumbled, and his body was no longer his own. He watched as if he were an outsider, not in control of his muscles or movements. His body turned around, walking back to the man kneeling in the dirt.

A dark fury passed over his face, and the wizard was unable to disassociate the man’s features from Niell’s. The two faces overlapped until they became one.

Remember how he beat you... Humiliated you... Hurt you... Now is your chance to strike back!

In a corner of his mind, Merlin knew the man wasn’t Niell. But it was useless to fight the overwhelming mental prowess of the demon. His hand grasped the old man by the collar of his shirt, and his fist struck. Once. Twice.

The body went limp, and Merlin let him fall to the ground. The man was still breathing, but barely. 

The mage’s palm lifted, a glow forming within once more. 

“Please don’t do this,” Merlin pleaded in a whisper to the demon.

The wolf, relentless, kept at it, until the magic increased in brilliance, the spell ready to hit the man and put him out of his misery.

KILL HIM!

Atrox’s last roar would have done the trick, were it not for Merlin’s other powers.

Unbidden, he was assailed by a vision. His eyes grew blank and his body was as though paralyzed. Atrox, deeply linked with Merlin’s mind to control it, was dragged into the vision, as well.  


They were walking, side by side, to a scintillating blue lake. Within its depths, a hand rose, holding a glinting sword. It absorbed the sun’s rays, before shooting them in reflection. 

A melodic voice spoke: “A young boy born by the mage’s hand shall lead. Two guardians to protect and raise him. Do not fail the child, defend him. The world is at his mercy, at his need.”


They were snapped back to reality brutally as the image faded away. Merlin was on the ground, panting. Atrox, farther away, shook his head in confusion. 

He stared at the mage until Merlin looked over his shoulder at him. The blue eyes, filled with lightning, met the midnight ones of the demon lord, filled with fire.

Until next time, Atrox warned.

Then, he released his hold and retreated, leaving the panting Merlin on the ground. The beat-up man, registering he wouldn’t be killed, rose on shaky feet and ran away.

Merlin remained unmoving until the first snowflakes fell all around him. As they melted on his face, the wizard pulled up the cape to cover his features and got to his feet. He took one step, then another, until he was running, putting as much distance between him and the village as possible.

As he did so
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