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      Flames engulfed him, searing into his flesh, blistering his skin.  He stared at their grinning faces, their laughter echoing in his ears, fading as he lost all sense of time and space...
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      ...A dark shadow passed over him, lifting him up, away from the pain, the unbearable pain...  Warmth suddenly spread through him, comforting him, easing his suffering...
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      ...Anxious voices, full of doubt and confusion, pierced his consciousness.  One voice rose above the rest; deep, commanding, nearer to him now.  Once more, the comforting warmth enveloped him as the voices began to fade, becoming indistinguishable from one another, blurring into the background, until he knew no more...
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      Crouching behind the crumbling wall, tears stinging his eyes, Logan was only too aware of the gravity of his newfound situation.  Only days before he had had the chance to avenge his father but it had been snatched from him at the last moment and now, here he sat, cowering behind a wall, being stalked by a monster.

      Literally…

      Cautiously raising his head above the parapet, he glanced around, praying he was alone but this hope was shattered as an almighty roar split the silence, shaking the ground beneath his feet.  Dropping back behind the wall, he desperately fought to control his racing heart.  He swallowed but his mouth was as dry as sand and his throat burned; he cursed himself for leaving his water skin back in his saddlebag.  But then he hadn’t expected this; Mordred had told him it was a simple quest and, like a fool, he had believed him.

      A surge of resentment rose within him; wasn’t this something Morgan or Mordred should be doing?  After all, they wanted the bloody thing.  But, no; as usual, they had sent him to do their dirty work and, like a fool, he had obeyed their orders… but what other choice was there?

      He was quickly learning that being ‘in league’ with them wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      He clenched his hand into a fist as a sharp pain seared through his palm.  He was used to it now; this pain always flared alongside any resentment he felt towards them and he cursed this constant reminder of where his allegiance had lain for so long.  His old self may have followed them to the ends of the earth but, now, he only needed them for one thing and, once he got it, their allegiance was over.

      He looked up as a shadow passed overhead, the pain in his hand forgotten.  He stared, awestruck, as the beast, the kind he had only ever seen in films, soared over the hillside, its wings beating the air rhythmically.  Despite the visceral terror he felt at the sight of the dragon, he couldn’t deny its majestic beauty and grace.

      Casting these thoughts from his mind, he scrambled desperately to his feet hoping to take advantage of the dragon’s ignorance of his presence.  In one fluid movement, he turned, leapt over the wall and risked a brief glance behind him.  He knew it was a mistake as soon as he had done it; he wasn’t wrong, for what he saw filled him with terror.

      The dragon had changed direction and was now heading straight towards him, a silhouetted giant against the sun.  Logan could only stare, frozen to the spot, as the creature dove through the air, its leathery wings pressed tight against its flanks, closing in on him second by second, its jaws a gaping maw, ready to devour him.

      Throwing himself to the ground, he narrowly escaped the dragon’s jaws as it snapped at the space he had just occupied.  Scrambling to his feet, he watched as the creature pulled out of its dive, rising above the hillside as it wheeled round to face him; stretching its wings out to its sides, it hovered, eyes ablaze, as they locked onto him once more.

      In that moment, Logan couldn’t shake the terrible realisation that the dragon was toying with him, as a cat would a mouse.  Gripping the hilt of his sword, he clenched his teeth and assessed his situation.

      The castle, or rather, what was left of it, was situated on top of the hill, just to his right; normally, he wouldn’t have thought twice about covering the distance but, while he remained at the mercy of the dragon, it would be touch and go as to whether he would even reach it.  After all, the dragon was much faster and could easily burn him to a crisp, if given half a chance.  And if, by some miracle, he did make it inside, he’d be trapped inside for God knows how long.

      Throwing its head back, the dragon roared at the sky, affording Logan the chance he was waiting for.  Sprinting towards the castle, he pressed on, his focus solely on the arch ahead.  Blood pounded in his ears and his heart threatened to burst free from his chest but he ignored it all, willing himself on.

      A shadow passed overhead and Logan knew his chance of success was fast slipping away; the light faded, leeching the warmth of the day.  He shivered in the unexpected chill.  Behind him, he heard the dragon snap its jaws, growling ferociously as it drew near, anticipating its next meal.

      Knowing this was his only chance, he drew on any hidden reserves of strength he had left and forged on, pumping his legs for all he was worth, and, as he neared the entrance to the castle, launched himself through the air.  Seeing this, the dragon unleashed a jet of fire, scorching the earth at Logan’s back.

      Logan cried out as searing pain engulfed him; landing on the ground, he curled up into a ball, screaming in agony as flames tore into his flesh.  Tears streamed down his face as, clenching his jaw, he rolled over onto his back.  With the flames extinguished, and now hidden from view, he became aware of his teeth chattering as an icy wave washed through his body.  With clenched fists, he forced himself to sit up and stared in horror at his left arm.

      Singed remains of his shirt were embedded in red-raw, bloody skin that was already blistering in places; he cried out weakly as he gently attempted to pick bits of dirt and grit from his raw flesh, quickly abandoning the task as pain threatened to overwhelm him.  A wave of nausea and dizziness washed over him as the shock started to take hold; dragging himself over to a nearby wall, he slumped against it and, although exhausted, attempted to control his shallow breathing.  Dropping his head against the wall, he closed his eyes, savouring the momentary respite but a roar overhead only served to remind him of the danger he still faced.

      Rising unsteadily to the feet, he staggered through the archway into what would have once been a bustling courtyard but was now just as deserted as the rest of the castle.

      Or so he thought.

      He froze on spotting an old man crouched in a far corner.  But how could this be?  How could this man be living here, alone and seemingly unharmed?  He shook his head; no, right now, that wasn’t important.  He didn’t need an answer, he didn’t care, he was just so glad to see another human being, he almost sobbed with relief.

      Glancing up to check the sky was empty, he left the safety of the archway.  Keeping close to the wall, his left arm hanging uselessly by his side, Logan made his way over to where the man sat.

      As he neared him, Logan became aware he was staring sightlessly into space.  His shirt hung off his thin frame and his skin lay in loose folds on his arms; his white hair was so thin, Logan could see his scalp beneath.  In his right hand he held a roughly hewn wooden staff.

      “Hello?  Can you help me?” Logan asked, his voice weak as he leant against the wall, watching the man expectantly.

      The old man continued to stare ahead, oblivious to Logan’s presence.

      “Hey,” Logan said raising his voice, his impatience and frustration growing by the second.  The man showed no sign of having heard him.  Crouching beside him, Logan waved his hand in front of the man’s face.  “Hello?  Can you hear me?” he demanded, his temper finally getting the better of him.

      Something in Logan’s voice must have resonated within the man for he slowly turned his head and focused his vacant eyes upon him.  The two stared at each other for a moment as the man gradually became aware he was no longer alone.

      The old man smiled, revealing rotten, black teeth, a grotesque sight that turned Logan’s already weak stomach.  “You, boy,” he murmured, his voice dry and raspy, his breath rancid.   “You search for the cup?”

      Logan gagged as his foul breath assaulted his senses but managed a nod in response, glad to finally be getting somewhere.  “I do; where is it?” he demanded.  He looked up as a shadow passed over them and caught sight of the dragon, once again, circling overhead.  Realising time was running out, he turned his attention back to the man.  “Please, I need to know where it is,” he begged, his voice now desperate.

      The man’s eyes dropped to Logan’s arm.  “You are hurt…” he rasped.

      Logan shifted position, his arm now hidden from the man’s gaze.  “That doesn’t matter,” he muttered.  He winced, trying to ignore the constant pain as he felt the skin tightening.

      The dragon roared above them and Logan looked up, horrified, as the beast began its descent.

      Reaching out, he took hold of the man’s arm.  “Please,” he begged.  “You have to help me, before it’s too late…” He glanced up fearfully, relieved to see the dragon rising again.  “For both of us,” he added, hoping to spur the man into action.

      The man gazed at him, oblivious to their plight.  “To know the location of the cup, you have to be worthy.”  He narrowed his gaze, studying Logan carefully.  “Are you worthy, boy?”

      Logan groaned with impatience; they had a dragon thirsting for their blood, this was no time for questions!  “Just tell me where it is!” he shouted and, tightening his grip on the old man’s arm, shook him roughly, ignoring the look of pain and fear that was now etched across his face.  At that moment, he didn’t care if he had scared him half to death…

      Logan froze and stared at the man in shock; was he really threatening a frail, old man?  Releasing his grip, he backed away, horrified by what he was turning into.  “I’m sorry…” he muttered hastily.

      A deafening roar filled the air once more and Logan looked up to see the dragon now corkscrewing towards them at breakneck speed.  Acting purely on instinct, he reached out and, grabbing the man’s shirt, threw him forcefully to the ground, out of harm’s way, just as the dragon released a jet of flame.

      Logan threw himself onto the man, screaming out in agony as he landed on his injured arm; instinctively, he scrambled to his feet and, ignoring the pain as his skin tore, he ran, drawing the dragon’s attention away from the old man.  Realising he was trapped, he could only watch in terror as the dragon landed awkwardly in the confines of the courtyard, its golden eyes fixed menacingly upon him.

      Logan stared as terror awakened a rush of adrenaline within him but he forced himself to wait; the dragon now towered over him, its black scales shining in the sun, its thick leathery wings stretching out behind it.  A sense of doom now threatened to get the better of him; he was alone, staring down a dragon.

      A dragon…

      Right now, he could very easily give up and surrender but he wasn’t a coward; he would fight to the end, no matter what.

      Drawing his sword, he hastily assessed his situation and became aware of the one advantage he had over the beast: his agility.  Now the dragon was on the ground, its movements hampered by the confines of the courtyard, he convinced himself the playing field was much more even.

      With no particular plan in mind and buzzing with adrenaline, Logan launched himself into action, oblivious to his pain.  Sprinting round to the dragon’s left, he twisted out of the way as it took a vicious swipe at him with its deadly claw.  Hitting the wall, his breath was driven out of him as skin tore from his right shoulder but that didn’t slow him down.

      Gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands, he leapt up, his sword cutting a deadly arc through the air.  Had it been any other opponent, the blow would have killed his foe but this was not an ordinary opponent: this was a dragon and Logan was forced to watch helplessly as the blade ricocheted uselessly off its scaly armour.

      Roaring in defiance, the dragon began to turn its bulky frame to face him once more; this cumbersome manoeuvre was all the chance Logan needed.

      Ducking under its enormous tail, he raised his sword above his head, sinking the blade into the soft flesh; overcome by a combination of adrenaline, bloodlust and a desperate need to inflict as much pain as possible on his foe, he tore at the flesh, ignoring the blood now raining down on him.

      Violently lashing its tail back and forth, Logan was forced to relinquish his weapon as the dragon reared up, roaring in pain.  A flash of metal caught his eye as he watched his sword fly across the courtyard as it was cast from its bloody sheath.  Logan dropped to the ground as the dragon launched itself into the air, the up draught threatening to lift him off his feet.  Risking a glance skyward, he saw the dragon now way off in the distance.

      Scrambling over to his discarded sword, he picked it up, never more grateful to see it.  He stood in the courtyard for what seemed like hours, scouring the sky for any sign of the dragon’s return but there was none.  Instinctively, he wiped the blade on his thigh, removing the gore, before returning it to its scabbard and, turning his attention back to his arm; it was just as he feared.  His skin had torn in several places and clear liquid, oozing from several blisters, mixed with the, now, congealed, blood and grit.  He fought back the bile that rose in his throat and, forcing his attention away from his arm, caught sight of the crumpled body of the old man across the courtyard.

      Hurrying over, he knelt beside him and noticed the gash on his forehead and the blood that now covered the left side of his face; an injury he had caused.  Shaking him gently, he murmured weakly, “Hey, it’s OK; the dragon’s gone now.”  He waited… but the old man didn’t move.  “Hey, did you hear me?” he asked, shaking him harder.  He watched helplessly as the man’s head lolled limply to one side; dread took hold of Logan as a terrible realisation hit him.  Suddenly frantic, Logan shook his head.  “No, no… you can’t be dead!” he cried, the irony of the situation obvious to him now: in trying to save him, he had killed the old man.

      Sitting back on his haunches, he cursed himself; how could he have shoved him so hard?  He had known how frail he was and now… now he was dead.  He had taken an innocent man’s life…

      …. And, for what?
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      Cai awoke in a stark, white room; for a moment, he lay motionless, staring at the ceiling, as his senses gradually returned to him.  The only sound he heard was the hollow beating of his heart in his ears, matched only by the pounding in his head.  He had no idea where he was, the room was totally alien to him but he didn’t care; the only thing that mattered was that the intense burning and pain had stopped.

      Slowly sitting up on the bed, he leaned his back against the whitewashed, stone wall and looked around.  Sunlight poured into the room through a sheer piece of netting gently fluttering in the open doorway opposite his bed; he sighed with relief as the cool air washed over him.

      Fire... burning... pain... so much pain...

      He flinched as random memories attacked his consciousness; clenching his fists, he rested his forehead against his knees and squeezed his eyes shut.  He wanted nothing more than to cast those memories aside; memories that had haunted his dreams for so long.  Memories he had no real recollection of… that were just snippets of a bigger picture; snippets that, when they were all put together, would begin to make sense but, until then...

      He looked up and swung his legs off the bed, flinching at the unexpected coldness at his feet; for the first time, he realised that his feet were bare and his boots were nowhere to be seen.  He glanced down at himself and frowned; he wasn’t wearing his usual clothes.  Instead of his familiar tunic, trousers and chain mail shirt, he wore a loose white cotton shirt and white linen trousers; for once, he felt clean and smelt fresh.

      Looking around the room, he slowly realised he wasn’t in Camelot; he didn’t know where he was.  But that wasn’t the strangest thing: by far the strangest thing was the realisation that… he didn’t care.  He didn’t care because he finally felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time: peace.

      Here, wherever he was, everything felt right; he finally felt calm… Like whatever he had been fighting against was now nothing more than a distant memory, a shadow at the edge of his mind.

      Pushing himself up from the bed, he made his way to the door; pulling aside the curtain, he gasped at the view before him.  Stepping out onto the balcony, he looked around, taking in his new surroundings; it was a scene that was nothing short of magnificent.

      About half a mile away, a cliff-face rose up in front of him, with a sheer drop of at least a hundred feet, down which cascaded the most beautiful waterfall he had ever seen.  Where the stream of water hit the rocks below, the spray created a mist; few plants grew at the top of the cliff but at the bottom, in stark contrast, lush vegetation surrounded a glistening pool of sparkling water.

      Below, men and women in white robes meandered beside a river to his right, along paths that cut through beautiful, lush green grass that looked too good to be true.  Cai couldn’t help but stare at them; like him, everyone was wore white linen shirts and trousers, although some women wore long, billowing dresses; everyone was barefoot and they all had silvery grey hair: the women’s pulled back into a simple ponytail, the men’s a thin plait down the middle of their backs.  None of them spoke, even as they passed within an arm’s length of each other, although they offered each other slight nods of their heads by way of acknowledgment.

      Cai sighed and looked around; birdsong filled the air, creating an air of tranquillity and serenity that he’d only ever read about, or seen, in films.

      This, he was sure, must be what paradise looked like.

      He had never seen a place like it and was sure that, no matter how long he lived, he would never see such a place again.  He knew he could quite happily pass a whole day standing on this balcony, just watching the world go by…

      This was so different from Camelot, a place built of stone and iron, a place alive with the people that served it.  Staring at the people below him, Cai couldn’t ignore the longing he felt to be back there once more, back amongst friends and family.

      The longing to see his mother again.

      He couldn’t recall how long they had been separated but it didn’t matter; he couldn’t wait to be in her company once more, to celebrate with her, just to talk with her about simple things...

      But, for some inexplicable reason, he couldn’t seem to turn away.

      His gaze drifted to the waterfall, suddenly drawn to it.  He stared at the curtain of water, marvelling at how the sun played upon it, colours sparkling in the sunlight.

      But there was something else; something that kept his attention fixed on the view before him.

      And, as he stared, he saw it…

      It was just a small thing, probably barely noticeable if he hadn’t already been looking, but it was there all the same: a shadow.

      A shadow beyond the water.

      A shadow of what, Cai couldn’t say; it had no discernable shape and, like the water it hid behind, it was free flowing, fluid.  Gone before he could really acknowledge it.

      He frowned, realising how insane it was; he had just woken up in a strange place, he had a pounding headache… He was clearly imagining things.

      Wait until Logan hears about this, he thought wryly to himself as he forced himself to turn from the view and step back into the room.  He really needed to get back to Camelot and fast; he needed to return to the life he knew.

      Making his way across the room towards the other door, he reached for the handle but was forced backwards as it opened and he found himself staring up at an extremely tall, grey haired man smiling down at him.   He had a kindly face and eyes that twinkled with silent laughter.  The end of his plaited beard was decorated with white beads and his grey hair appeared to be plaited just like the other men he had seen outside.

      “I see you are awake,” the man commented, still smiling at him.  He stepped into the room, closing the door behind him.

      “Where am I?” Cai asked.

      The man chuckled as he glanced at Cai.  “I was warned about you, Cai Pendragon.”

      Cai looked up at the man.  “You know my name?” he asked in wonder.

      The man nodded.  “Indeed; how could I not, when you look so much like your father?”

      Cai accepted the man’s observations without question or comment; he was, now, so used to everyone pointing out the similarities between himself and his father that they no longer surprised him.  “You... knew my father?”

      The man nodded.  “He was brought to us after his final battle; unfortunately, his wounds were great and we could do nothing for him,” he explained.  “Never has Britain known a greater King; until now, I think,” he added glancing at Cai, knowingly.

      Cai remained silent.

      “Your father watches over you, you know,” the man said, shifting his gaze to the view beyond the window.  “From behind the veil, he watches.”

      Cai followed the man’s gaze to see the waterfall through the curtain; could he mean…?  No, surely not.  He cringed at how ridiculous this sounded; he could almost see Logan laughing at him now, hear his relentless teasing as Cai tried to explain what he had felt.

      Seeing this, the man added, “He is proud to call you his son.”

      Cai turned back to the man, a lump forming in his throat; he tried to swallow but found it too painful.

      The man gestured towards the bed.  “Come… sit, Cai.”

      Cai shook his head, blinking away his tears.  “I’m fine; I just want to...”

      “Sit down,” the man repeated, his voice soft but firm, brooking no argument.

      Cai stared at him; he didn’t want to sit but soon found himself relenting as he sat on the bed.

      “You are currently on the Isle of Avalon,” the man explained once Cai was sitting.  “You were brought here after your... ordeal...”

      Ordeal...?

      What did that mean?

      People only used that word when something terrible had happened; when someone was ill or…  Cai stared at the man in front of him; he was still looking down on him as if nothing were amiss.

      Never mind the fact that Cai’s head was still pounding as he tried to make sense of the man’s words; never mind that a small slither of terror was wheedling its way into the pit of the stomach…

      Cai frowned, vague memories dancing around the edge of his consciousness.  Darkness… flames…  “What happened to me?” he asked, unable to hide the fear in his voice.

      “I am not at liberty to say,” the man said.  “You are merely here to recover.  But, rest assured, you shall return to Camelot shortly.”

      Cai shook his head in protest.  “But I don’t understand...”

      The man sighed.  “This is not a place for the living, Cai; it is a place for the wounded and the dead.”  The man smiled, his eyes twinkling.  “You are well again, Cai Pendragon; the time has come for you to return home.”

      “What did you mean when you said I was brought here after my…” He swallowed, before forcing himself to continue,  “…my ordeal?” He met the man’s gaze head-on.  “What’s wrong with me?”

      The man held Cai’s gaze for a moment before speaking.  “As I’ve already said…”

      “You’re not at liberty to say,” Cai finished, aware of the bitterness in his voice.  He closed his eyes, feeling the peace he had felt upon waking, slipping away from him; all he felt now was fear and apprehension.  Looking up at the man, he saw the sympathy in his eyes and, bracing himself, started to plead his case.  “Please,” he begged.  “It’s not fair: you can’t say that and expect me to just accept it.  What’s happened?  Why am I here?  Why am I not at Camelot?”

      Instead of answering, the man made his way to a table and, bringing back an ornate hand mirror, offered it to Cai.

      Cai stared dumbly at the mirror before looking up at the man standing over him, his eyes softening the longer Cai hesitated.

      “Take it, my Lord,” the man instructed gently, for the first time using Cai’s title.  “It shall be the first step to finding the answers you seek.”

      Cai nodded, slowly digesting the man’s words.  Reaching out, he took the mirror, bracing himself against the dread forming in the pit of his stomach.  Pushing it aside, he glanced up at the man, a man who reminded him so much of Merlin, and clenched his jaw determinedly.  He had to do this; it didn’t matter what he was about to see… he had to know the truth; he had to know what had happened to him.

      So, closing his eyes, he held the mirror up to his face and, taking a deep breath, forced himself to look…

      He could only stare in horror at what he saw.

      The left side of his face was shiny and puckered in places with patches of pink skin covering most of his forehead and cheek; the hair on the left side of his head had been singed, making it appear that he now had a receding hairline.  Sickened, he threw the mirror on the bed, tears stinging his eyes, his stomach churning over.  He glared at the grey haired man, his temper burning.  What had happened to him to make him look like this?  What had happened to make him so hideous?

      “What’s happened to me?” he growled, revulsion washing over him.

      The man waved a hand dismissively, as though Cai’s question was of no importance.  “A result of your injury,” he replied as if Cai was asking about nothing more than the weather.  “I assure you, we have done all we can but the scarring on your face and chest will never fade, I’m afraid,” he added quietly.

      Cai stared at him, not fully understanding what he meant; he knew he had scarring on his face, he’d seen that but… on his chest too?  Glancing down, he pulled his shirt away from his chest fighting back another wave of nausea: a pink, puckered scar ran from the middle of his chest down to his stomach.

      “You have suffered severe burning,” the man explained.  “I cannot say exactly how these injuries were inflicted but it was clear, when you were brought to us, that you had been burnt by some magical force; by the darkest magic, in fact.”

      Cai picked up the mirror again, forcing himself to accept what he saw and finally letting the tears escape.  For a moment, he allowed himself to cry silently, mourning the loss of what he had once been.  Wiping his eyes, suddenly aware he was crying in front of a stranger, he shook his head.  “But I don’t remember anything,” he murmured as if that fact, alone, would make all this less real.

      The man nodded sympathetically.  “I am sorry I cannot help you further,” he said.  “But once you return to Camelot, there will be people there who can.”  He paused, watching Cai for a moment.  “You have been very lucky,” the man stated.  “But, now, you must return to Camelot; you can remain here no longer.”

      On hearing these words, Cai shook his head as an inexplicable fear gripped him once more.  “No; I’m not going back.  Not like this,” he added stubbornly.

      The silence between them stretched on and Cai felt the man’s gaze boring into him.  “Self-pity does not suit you, my Lord.”

      Cai’s head snapped up, his rebuke on the tip of his tongue, but stopped as he saw the unyielding eyes looking back at him; in that instant, he knew the man saw into his soul, he saw the truth, and Cai found himself unable to deny it anymore.

      But, despite the shame he suddenly felt, he still couldn’t bring himself to face those in Camelot; what would they think of him now?  Would his mother still look at him like she used to?  Or would he see her disgust for the monster that had once been her son?  And then there was Aelwen… How would she look at him now?  With revulsion or, worse, pity?

      “My Lord, your people need you,” the man reminded him.  “You are their King.”

      “But…” Cai started to protest weakly.

      “If you are worried about your injury…” the man continued, as if reading his mind, “…don’t be; for it is a mark of how much you will do for them; it is a mark that will forever remind them their King is prepared to face even the darkest of moments without turning away.”

      Cai listened eagerly to these words, wondering what, exactly, he had done to end up here.  But, before he could press for more details, the man continued.

      “Your people face dark times, my Lord; they have all experienced much loss,” he added gravely.  “Do you not think they have suffered enough already?”

      At these words, Cai’s mind flew to Aelwen, who had already lost her mother; to Kay and his mother, each of whom carried unspeakable losses.  He was suddenly struck by how selfish he was being; of course he needed to go back – for them, at the very least…

      “You’re right,” he muttered quietly.  “I need to return to Camelot.”

      The man smiled thinly, bowing his head respectfully.  “Indeed, my Lord; many people await you and, no doubt, will be relieved to see you alive and well.”

      Cai nodded slowly, knowing he was right.  He picked up the mirror again and looked at himself one final time, still unable to believe what had happened to him.

      But, before he could return the mirror, it slipped from his grasp as the room blurred before his eyes...
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      Cai jerked awake, panicking as he realised he couldn’t move his arms or legs.  What was wrong with him?  Why couldn’t he move?

      Summoning what strength he had, Cai fought against whatever was holding him down…

      “My Lord, be calm.”

      A familiar, gentle voice broke through his panic but Cai refused to yield, desperate to be free.

      “Cai, stop; you must calm yourself.”

      Ignoring the voice, Cai felt the weight on him begin to lift as he scrambled to his knees, twisting and turning until, finally, he pulled his arms free.  Looking frantically around the dark, unfamiliar room, trying to calm his racing heart, he breathed a sigh of relief when he saw a familiar figure standing nearby, half hidden in the shadows.

      Merlin bowed his head, his watchful gaze never leaving Cai’s face.  “You’ve returned to us at last, my Lord.”

      Cai said nothing as he squeezed his eyes shut, his mind working feverishly to understand what was happening; something wasn’t right.  Something was terribly wrong; he could feel it…  On opening them, he found Merlin still studying him intently, waiting for him to speak.

      Realising the confused state Cai was in, Merlin stepped forward.  “Sit down, Cai,” he instructed.  “I need to check your injuries.”

      Cai stared at him warily, a vague recollection of someone, a man, talking to him about scars and wounds…

      Cai said nothing as Merlin turned his head, assessing his face. “You are healing well,” he murmured, apparently satisfied by what he saw.

      “That’s what the other guy said,” Cai murmured, looking directly at him as his words began to pull apart the tangled threads of his memory.  “Who was he?” he asked warily, unsure if he even wanted an answer.

      “He is a Healer,” Merlin replied.  “Names are not necessary.”

      Cai nodded, accepting this; his head was pounding, exhaustion creeping up on him.  Instead, he took a moment to look around the room he now found himself in.

      It was dark, lit only by the fireplace and a few candles on the nearby desk, clearly positioned to give Merlin the best light to work by; from his position on the bed, Cai could see that a variety of bottles and bowls littered the surface and a heavy, pungent smell hung in the air.  The bed, like his mother’s, was surrounded by heavy red drapes that had been pulled back to reveal dark wood panelling and a high vaulted ceiling; tapestries featuring the Pendragon crest hung on the walls to keep the warmth in.

      “Where am I?” Cai asked quietly.

      Merlin took a moment before replying.  “Your father’s bedchamber.”

      Cai stared at him, glancing around the room again before looking back to Merlin.  “I’m back?” he asked, realising how ridiculous that question was.  “I mean…” he added quickly.  “I’m back in Camelot?”

      Merlin inclined his head.  “That is correct, my Lord.”  Cai frowned, desperately fighting the grogginess now pushing at his consciousness.  “So… where was I…  you know, before?”

      Merlin looked at Cai, his eyes sympathetic.  “You were in Avalon, Cai,” he explained.  “Your injuries were too great for me to heal alone so I called upon the Healers of Avalon to help.”

      “It’s bad, isn’t it?” Cai asked.  “What’s happened to me is bad.”  It wasn’t a question, just a fact.

      Merlin sighed, his eyes revealing the sadness he felt.  “Cai…”

      Cai reached up and touched his face, feeling the uneven scarring now covering the left side.  His chest tightened and, as he ran his hand over his tunic, he felt the rough, puckered skin beneath, and realised he was crying; tears of self-pity and loathing fell from his eyes as he tried to come to terms with what he already knew to be true: what the Healer had shown him in Avalon was true.

      He was scarred…

      Forever marked by something he couldn’t even remember.

      “How did this happen?” he asked, his voice almost a growl.

      Beside him, Merlin stood up, moving away from him, his attention now on the many bottles standing on the desk.  “My Lord, now is not the time,” he stated, keeping his back to Cai.

      “What?”  Cai demanded, his anger surging to the surface.  “How can you stand there and say that?”  Launching himself to his feet, he crossed the room, ignoring the dizziness and nausea as he approached Merlin.  “Something’s happened to me, Merlin, something big, and no one’s telling me what it is!  Do you have any idea what that feels like?”  He paused, forcing himself to take a breath as the world around him spun.  “Please…  I need to know…”

      “My Lord,” Merlin began as he turned to face him; it was obvious he was desperately trying to remain patient.  “You have experienced a terrible ordeal and you are only just beginning to regain your senses; you are tired and exhausted, you need to rest…”

      Cai shook his head adamantly, leaning against the desk for support as he did so.  “No, I don’t; I need…” He stopped as a sudden need to throw up hit him.  “I need…” He tried to speak again but his legs gave way under him and he knew no more…
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      Flames surrounded him, towering over Cai, predators about to strike; they toyed with him, leaping towards him before pulling back at the last moment, mocking him as they held him prisoner, trapped and at their mercy.

      He knew he couldn’t stay here, he couldn’t let them win, but escape was impossible; with every step he took, the flames drew closer, so close he could feel his lungs burning, his skin prickling in the heat.

      “Please, don’t do this!” he cried, hating himself for the desperate tears filling his eyes, the weakness he could hear in his voice.  “Please, let me out!”

      Laughter rose above the roaring cacophony as faces slowly came into view…

      Morgan le Fay, Mordred…

      Logan.

      Cai stared at the face he knew so well, struggling to understand the anger in Logan’s eyes, the hatred directed only at him as he stood side by side with their enemies.

      “Logan?” was all Cai could say, that one word layered with all the questions he couldn’t bring himself to ask.

      A slow, sly smile crept onto Logan’s face as he stepped closer to the flames, apparently unaffected by the intense heat.  He made no move to help Cai, no move to put out the flames… he simply watched, before turning away…

      Movement caught his eye and Cai could only stare as Morgan raised her arms, her eyes focused on the flames between them as they drew closer to him, rising higher every moment.

      “No…” he whimpered, desperation and fear paralysing him; he tried to keep a clear head, to look for a way out, but it was no good.

      He was going to die here, alone, with no way out.

      He was going to die.

      “Logan, please help me!” he screamed, finally finding his voice.  “You have to do something!”

      Logan scoffed, shaking his head.  “But don’t you see, Cai?” he asked, his voice strangely devoid of emotion.  “I already have done something; I was the one who brought you here.  I brought you to them,” he added, inclining his head towards Mordred and Morgan, their eyes transfixed on the flames.

      With that, he turned his back on Cai and walked away as the flames finally engulfed him…
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      Cai shot bolt upright in bed, his heart pounding; sweat covered his face and body.  He ran his hand through his hair as he struggled to calm his racing heart.  Glancing around the room, he noticed he was alone; Merlin was nowhere to be seen, for which he was grateful.  It had been bad enough that Merlin had already seen him freak out once, he didn’t need to embarrass himself all over again.

      Moving to the edge of the bed, he lowered his feet to the cold, stone floor, allowing himself a moment to realise that whatever he had just seen was nothing but a dream; there was no fire, Morgan and Mordred weren’t at Camelot and Logan certainly wouldn’t stand side by side with them and let him burn.

      Shaking his head, he allowed himself a wry smile at the very thought, wishing he could understand that part of the dream in particular; it made absolutely no sense to him.

      Just one more thing we can laugh about later… Cai found himself thinking as he pushed himself off the bed; making his way to the window, he looked down over Camelot.  The sky above was heavy with clouds but, despite this, Camelot was still abuzz with activity.

      On the surface, it looked like nothing was amiss: men and women still crossed the courtyard, making their way back and forth between the kitchens and the Great Hall; soldiers still patrolled the walls and the sounds of Gadeon’s forge could still be heard in the distance.

      Turning his thoughts to Gadeon, he found himself searching for a glimpse of the blacksmith or his son, Osric, but could see neither.  Not that he was surprised; it stood to reason they would be at their forge, working.

      The longer Cai watched this scene, however, he began to realise that all was not right: there were guards posted on Camelot’s walls and more still, moving urgently across the courtyard; everywhere he looked, weapons were close at hand.  He smiled as he saw Bedivere and Gawain issuing orders to a group of men before they quickly dispersed, focused now on whatever tasks they had been given, the knights disappearing after them.

      Cai turned as the
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