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Chapter 1

 

 

 

 

“Meow! You have to be the most rebellious, stupid, idiotic kitten that I have ever had to raise or know!”

 

“Hiss-hiss! That just says that you’ve made a poor selection of the cats that you decide to know. Either that or you always pick complacent stupid cats,” retorted the young cat with flashing green eyes. Her fur was fluffed out, making her look three times the size that she actually was. At this moment, her face was twisted into a threatening snarl, and her fangs were showing.

 

The older cat, a majestic full-bodied feline with black and gold markings was equally angry. His anger was expressed more in his flattened ears and crouched body. The casual observer would’ve thought that they were just seconds away from a full battle. That observer would not have been far from correct.

 

“All the other cats in our family line have been familiars! You come from a long line of magical cats, strong in their ability to channel, intelligent and brave. Why can you not see that this is the way we are supposed to be? What is it that is not clear to you?” the male flung in a yelling voice.

 

“Just because you live your life structured with ‘shoulds’ doesn’t mean that everybody has to. You say familiar, but to me, it looks more like a slave!”

 

“How dare you? No cat of our family has ever been a slave!”

 

“All I can do is observe how you behave. Nobody ever explains anything. You force every one of us to learn in our own way and so nothing gets carried down. If we really were a family line, then more would be taught, rather than forced on us.”

 

Crooking her tail overhead with a sharp bend, the small female cat leaped off the small ledge that she had been standing on and stalked out of the small, constructed shed. Carefully, she avoided the ramps and climbing posts that were scattered all over the chamber. With the ease of long familiarity, she avoided looking at any of the dangling feathers and tufts of fur that were there for play.

 

The last thing she wanted to do was to lose her position, lose her moral advantage, and get distracted by a stuffed mouse.

 

<< If he tells me one more time what a wonderful line we come from or how magical everyone is, I think I’m going to spit up a hairball! I am so tired of this! Why on earth should I be a slave to some stupid human? >>

 

Continuing the march of her aggravated snit through the overgrown brush surrounding the hut, the cat moved forward in lonely splendor. Even the kittens that pounced in and out of the underbrush left her alone.

 

Everything in her body language said how angry she was. Her tail was still fluffed to look twice its size, and there was none of the dignity that normally clung to every one of her movements. Instead, she radiated fury and anger. No one wanted to be anywhere close to her when she looked like that.

 

The young female was so angry that she didn’t really even see anyone else. She made her way through their clowder and continued on the pathways. Lost in thought, she continued walking, responding to the brush and other ground-level entanglements automatically.

 

<< No one ever wants to show you anything. I am so frustrated, so tired of listening to them talk about how wonderful everyone was that came before us and about their witch or mage. More than three-quarters of the clowder is absent, at the beck and call of some human.>>

 

Ruminations brought back a sense of sadness. Her mother, sister, and most of her cousins were all gone. Some of them were absent in body, tied to their human bond mate. Others had been killed while still connected in the familiar bond. If she were really truthful to herself, she would be acknowledging the fact that she was scared. Frightened of giving up control to someone else. Frightened of dying far from home and alone.

 

The coolness of the forest gave way to dappled sunlight. The young cat had reached the edge of the deep forest, and the underbrush had started to thin from under the trees. She could feel somewhere in the back of her mind the attraction of the waving meadow grass and the butterflies flitting from flower to flower.

 

As a kitten, she had played in this very meadow. She had been watched by her cousins and her mother as she learned how to pounce and how to chase. That memory brought a myriad of smells and feelings back to her. She could almost hear her brother’s meow, as she had leaped out of concealment and bitten his ear.

 

The small black cat smiled. She would always miss her brother, but she did have the memories. And after all, cats were not long on regrets.

 

<<<> >>

 

 

Pain!! Slamming into her from above, a weight multiple times her own smashed her to the ground. Talons with the sharpness of knife blades pierced her shoulder and the flesh on her left hip. A garbled shriek of pain and fury ripped its way from her throat. Twisting madly, the cat tried to turn her body to claw the attacker, but she was too slow.

 

The beat of mighty wings created a whirlwind of dust and particles. Once, twice, and a third time the wings pushed concussions of air against the ground. On the third beat, the mighty bird lifted off from the ground carrying the cat with it. The eagle was airborne, and the firmly-clutched cat rose in the air with it.

 

Yowling and screeching, the feline paid no attention to the injuries. Fighting and twisting madly, she longed to sink her claws into the bird’s leg, grab its wing, anything. If she was going to die, she was going to do as much damage as possible on the way. Not for her a quiet acceptance of death.

 

<<Help me! No stinking eagle is going to get away with killing me without damage! Let go of me you flea ridden, flu-bearing collection of molting feathers! Let me go! >>

 

Unfortunately, no matter how hard she twisted she couldn’t reach the bird's legs. The pain was intense as her struggles had simply ripped her body more open. She could feel blood running down the side of her hip and dripping off her legs. The eagle had apparently missed its strike target since she could still move her legs. The talons of the eagle were set slightly off center too. She had seen the bodies of other eagle’s prey. The more experienced birds struck hard, snapping the neck or the spine of their prey. << This must be a young bird. He is sloppy, and that would not let him survive for long. >>

 

The thought didn’t do much to reassure her. The small cat knew that her time was limited. Predatory birds with live prey would frequently wait till they landed before finishing the kill. She knew that when the eagle landed on a branch or the ground, that her life expectancy would be measured in seconds. She could feel herself growing weaker, the blood stealing her energy as it flowed out of her. Spots were developing in her vision, and the cooler air that the eagle was flying through was numbing her other senses.

 

<< I am sorry that I didn’t listen. Not a lot, but some. I guess that being a familiar would have not been the end of the world. >>

 

<< Nope. >>

 

The little black cat had no time to wonder if she was hallucinating or if someone had actually answered her. The blow that had slammed into her was nothing like that which now impacted her captor. A perfectly executed aerial strike from above smashed into the young eagle, abruptly transitioning him multiple feet away from his planned flying path. The huge body of a mature steppe eagle buffeted them with wings that easily spanned nine feet. The apex aerial predator of the steppes had arrived.

 

The younger bird was totally surprised. As ambushed as the cat had been a short time before. It tried mightily to regain its equilibrium and control over its flight. However, the huge attacker pivoted on its wing tip and came streaking back at the younger bird. Frightened and desperate, the younger bird dove, trying to escape a predator even larger than it. The young tawny eagle lacked several feet in wingspan and was less than half the weight of its massive attacker. It had no chance to outrace the bigger bird, and a beak-to-beak fight could only end in its death.

 

Driven by survival instincts, the tawny eagle opened its talons and dropped the cat. The loss of its burden allowed it to put on a push of increased speed, widening the distance between it and the bigger, darker, steppe eagle. As it flapped madly for distance and speed, it never looked back. There was always more prey to be had, as long as it lived to see another day.

 

The cat was not having a good day. Even in its weakened state, going into freefall from several thousand feet up above the steppe was noticeable. Sheer terror did not freeze her. Her cat instincts took over, and she clawed the air in a vain attempt to slow her descent. Yowling and screeching, both aloud and mentally, she looked for something, anything, to grab.

 

Her body flipped over. The rushing air against her dropping body, coupled with her twisting and turning sent her into a tumble. Her vision was spotty, the result of the blood loss and her other injuries. She could see strange glowing lines that ran through the air as she fell past them. Trying to grab them with her claws was fruitless, although every time her claws sliced through one, she could feel a spark that ran into her sensitive paws and to the center of her body. << Why can’t I grab them? I can see them, but I can’t feel them. >>

 

The ground was fast approaching, and the young cat was out of options. Drawing a deep breath, she prepared to die.

 

Wham! More puncture wounds, more pain. Her mind was whiplashed as she went from imminent death to a slightly longer period of pain before death. Struggling and twisting, she tried to flip around and get to the much larger legs that were carrying her. Gasping from the pain, from blood loss and weakness, she was once again fighting. Trying to stay alive for just a little bit longer.

 

<< I would rather go splat than make it easy for you to have a meal! >>

 

<< Very amusing small furred one. However, I think that would be a sad waste of one magical black cat. >>

 

The female froze in amazement. It was if the world had stopped for her. She could feel the rush of the wind against her fur in the coldness of the altitude. She could hear the swish of the wings of the eagle and a small clicking sound that happened over and over again. She could smell the moisture in the clouds they were flying through and the way that her tail was being whipped around in the wind. But she had no words at that point. She had only what she could feel because her mind was frozen.

 

<< What? No words for me? At the risk of sounding a little bit snarky, has a cat gotten hold of your tongue? >>

 

<< You talk? I didn’t think birds talked. >>

 

<< Obviously, we are talking. I realize that you are a fur brain, but even you should figure out that we are conversing and therefore I can talk. Or did they skip logic in your education? Are you even fully fledged? >>

 

The cat was quiet for a minute, considering. << Are you going to kill me? Are you going to eat me? >>

 

<< I didn’t interrupt one of the few times I’ve had to enjoy a nice high thermal for one scrawny little cat snack. I came to rescue you, if for no other reason to stop all of the mental screaming that was disturbing everyone for miles. >>

 

Her vision was growing darker, and she could feel her body trembling in the clutch of the eagle’s talons. She was totally confused. She did not know anything that was going on at this point. It had just been a short while ago that she was stalking through the forest. Now she was thousands of feet in the air, in the clutch of a large bird, who had stolen her from a slightly smaller predator bird. 

 

She was bleeding, cold, in pain, and confused. Of all of those, the confusion was the worst. She hated to be confused, and she prided herself in her logical mind. But that mind was failing her right now. All that she had left was a fraying rope of consciousness and overriding curiosity.

 

<< If I were better mannered, I would say I’m sorry. But I’m not, so I won’t. >>

 

<< Well, thank goodness for that! You have renewed my faith in the arrogance of felines. If I lost that, my world would end. So, thank you, little black furry creature, with no name. >>

 

The rope that held her in a conscious state was down to only a few threads. The little cat knew that shortly she would descend into blackness. Whether she emerged out of the shadows ever again, she didn’t know. Summoning one last burst of energy, she replied, << We certainly couldn’t have that. I wouldn’t want your worldview to remain intact, so I’m going to say sorry. You can stick that in your beak and stuff it. And by the way, my name is Dascha. >>

 

The rope parted, and Dascha fell into the blackness of the abyss.

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

 

Dascha woke slowly. Her consciousness crept back to her on silent little feet, easing the gentle surrounding sounds into her brain. Nothing around her alerted her to danger. There was no scent, no sound that screamed enemy at her, although there was a strange minty smell that permeated everything. The luxury of slowly waking up was exactly what she needed. She wallowed in that sensation, feeling of breath moving in and out of her chest and the beginning twitches of her tail. She was alive. Unexpected, yet welcome.

 

“Nice to see that you rejoined us, little one.”

 

It was a male voice, not a deep one but obviously male. It sounded amused. No cat really, truly, likes having others laugh at it. Even if it was not outright laughter, she could hear the amusement underlying every word that came out of his mouth. Her dignity was at stake.

 

With a heroic effort, Dascha opened her eyes. It took a few seconds for her vision to focus. Blast it! She knew that the human would be smiling. If she could have turned her back, she would’ve, but her body was strangely unresponsive. She could do nothing else but to stare at him. To look into his smiling face.

 

It could’ve been worse. He didn’t seem to be lording it over her. And he didn’t seem to be about to hurt her. Instead, the large bearded man sat about five feet away from her. He had been working with something in his lap, something that required his hands. His hands were still on his lap inside of some sort of fiber or fur, and he was just looking at her. And smiling! It was irritating but survivable. She kept reminding herself, it was survivable.

 

“Meorw.”

 

The man laughed. Broadening his smile, he said, “That won’t work with me, little one. Glenfrey told me all about you. He was actually quite impressed with you, although he would never admit it.”

 

“Meorw.”

 

“Nope. Not gonna work. I know that you can talk mentally. I know that you are of a magical line. You absolutely reek with it. So, you might as well give up the dumb kitty act and start being real.”

 

Giving up gracefully, as only a cat can do, Dascha responded, << Yes, I can talk. I take it that Glenfrey is the eagle? >>

 

“Yes, Glenfrey is the eagle and my beloved familiar.”

 

Dascha’s mind stuttered to a halt. That didn’t sound like a master talking about his slave. There were humor and affection in the human’s voice. The young cat felt her worldview tilt.

 

She was saved from response by a whoosh of air, and a thud as the huge eagle swooped down from the high ceiling onto a specially reinforced perch behind what Dascha now knew was a witch. Staring at her with first one eye and tilting his head to stare at her with the other one, Glenfrey said, << About time you woke up. I’m glad to see that my disrupted soaring time was not in vain. >>

 

Stretching up and opening his wings to their massive spread the eagle fanned out his feathers, shook his body, and settled back on the perch. Leaning forward he used his huge, deadly beak to carefully preen the hair of his witch, adding, <<Henley fixed you up when I brought you home. You’ve been asleep for quite a while, recovering. That tawny eagle about did you in. >>

 

<< I know. I was stupid and didn’t look up. I was so angry I lost track of where I was, >> Dascha admitted.

 

<< I admit to being curious. What had you so bothered that you forgot basic cat behavior? >>

 

<< It seems sort of ironic, but I had a fight over whether familiars were slaves. >>

 

There was a whisper in the air that sounded like voices that were barely heard. Henley let out a roaring burst will of laughter. He was laughing so hard, that tears were pouring down his face, soaking his beard and dripping off the ends of the hair onto the floor. Dascha was offended. No cat likes to be left out and certainly not after sharing something that was very important. She turned her head and was silent. No way was she going to look at them until they got themselves under control.

 

“I am sorry, Dascha. I was not laughing at you, but instead laughing at how often we hear a misconception on what a familiar bond entails. Glenfrey and I have a normal witch and familiar relationship. We are bound by the need for each other and by how our strengths and weaknesses reinforce each other. You are not unusual in your lack of understanding of what that means.”

 

Dascha’s curiosity won over her sense of offense. Looking back at the witch, she saw that Glenfrey had stretched out and placed his head with its vicious beak carefully over the shoulder of the human. His raptor eyes, almost glowing gold in the subtle light of the room pinned her with his attention. His gaze intertwined with the stare of his human partner. She could’ve sworn that the human had blue eyes. But now his also had a golden glow. The young cat was totally weirded out. This was not what she had deduced from listening to the rest of her clowder. This was very different. It was not slavery, it was something else.

 

<<<>>>

 

 

The bonded pair had asked her many questions. They were intensely curious about her upbringing, her family, and the events that had led up to Glenfrey’s rescue of her. For the most part, they listen quietly, interspersed with an occasional question.

 

The only time there was a major sense of excitement from them was when Dascha mentioned that she had tried to catch the strings in the air, the ones that had sparked her paws.

 

<< What did you see? >> demanded Glenfrey.

 

<< I saw glowing lines that stretch from cloud to cloud and from clouds down to the ground. They were in all sorts of different colors, and I kept trying to hook them with my claws. I could touch them, but they wouldn’t hold me. And every time that I ran my claws through one of them, it sparked into my feet and zipped up my body. >>

 

Dascha could hear that same quiet rumble in the background that she had come to know meant that Glenfrey and Henley were talking to each other. Even though she knew that they were talking to each other, she could not hear exactly what they were saying. She was forced to wait for them to tell her what they wanted her to know, but that itch of curiosity was driving her crazy.

 

“Tell me again what colors you saw in the threads in the air. You may have to be patient with me because humans and cats do not see colors in the same way,” began Henley. Continuing, he said, “I’m most interested in the major colors and what sorts of things they connected.”

 

<< The lines that ran from cloud to cloud were mostly shades of white. Some of them were darker than others, and I did see some that looked almost black. The lines that connected the ground in the clouds were primarily blue and green. They ranged from a light blue to almost a purple. There were a couple of them that were very thick and very purple, but those were attached to the clouds that were darker in color. >>

 

“Were there any other lines or colors that you saw?”

 

<< There were some red lines that connected Glenfrey to some of the clouds, I think. But I’m not sure they were exactly connected to the clouds. It seems like some of them actually went sort of into the middle of the air and they formed a little spot where they ended up. >>

 

Once again, the two males seemed excited, and Dascha could hear the mental whispering that indicated that they were talking to each other. They were not telling the confused cat what they were so excited about, but she knew that something significant had been said. Taking a very cat-like attitude toward the whole thing, she refused to ask them. If they were going to be sticky about that sort of thing, she wasn’t going to oblige them by saying how curious she was.

Finally, it seemed like their consultation was over. Dascha gave herself a luxurious stretch, paws down, tail and butt up in the air, making sure that all of her muscles had that wonderful feeling of being used. She definitely felt better than she thought she would. With that thought, she stopped in shock. She remembered being wounded, having a sharp memory of how it felt to have her body pierced, blood flowing down her leg. Twisting around, she looked back at her left hip. There was no wound! There wasn’t even a problem with her fur. There was no mark, nor mar in her beautiful coat. The dense plush coat that was her heritage as a Russian blue was as perfect as it was before being attacked by the tawny eagle.

 

Giving a small meow in surprise, Dascha tried to spin around and see if the other wound on her back was also healed. Unfortunately, it was impossible for her to see that no matter how limber she was.

 

A small sound of amusement caused her head to whip up and her gaze to latch onto the witch. He had a small smile on his face, and his eyes gleamed a brilliant blue.

 

“Yes, little one. You are all healed up. Glenfrey got you back here fast enough that I was able to heal you with no scars or nasty markings to detract from your beauty.”

 

There was no mockery in the witch’s eyes, no derision. That lack of any form of ridicule and the compliments about her beauty were enough that what came out of Dascha’s mental mouth was far different than what she had planned.

 

<< Thank you. It hurt so much that I tried to block it out of my mind. I had never been that injured before. >>

 

“Part of that was me, and the rest was Glenfrey. It takes both of us to heal, without him I’m not a very good healer.”

 

Dascha’s mouth dropped open in shock. It was as if her brain was skittering around the inside of her skull like a frantic mouse trying to escape. She couldn’t wrap her head around the idea that the witch was admitting that Glenfrey participated.

 

<< So Glenfrey’s a healer? That does not make any sense to me. >>

 

“Not exactly. We both have some skills in the area of caring for others. And we found early that our bond helps to put those skills together. When we do, it combines us to make one fairly competent healer. I can’t channel the energy necessary for healing. But Glenfrey can channel that energy and I can apply it. Luckily, you had both of us.”

 

Without another word, Dascha made her way across the floor into a spot of sunlight that warmed the floor by one of the windows. Curling up in the warmth, she turned thoughts over in her mind. This is not what she had heard her whole life. It was not what she had expected. This was a partnership, not a master and slave relationship.

 

She had much to think of.

 

<<<>>>

 

 

The sun had moved further up in the sky, pulling the warm spot away from the contemplating cat. The cooling of the floor was the only thing that alerted Dascha to the passage of time. She had spent the whole morning examining her thoughts on witches and familiars from a different perspective.

 

Her mental balance felt shaky this morning. Something that she thought of as fact appeared to not be real. Maybe it was a fact for some people and not others. Things like this just made her fur fluff out. She was irritated, like when there was an itch that she couldn’t scratch.

 

<< Humph, I guess I’ll have to think about it later. >>

 

<< Then come on out, little cat. It’s a nice day and perfect for exploring what you can and can’t do. >>

 

<< I suppose that would be a good thing to do, Glenfrey. I will be right out. >>

 

<< <> >>

 

 

The giant eagle was perched on a carved thick pole that was central to a clearing in the front of the house. Dascha was surprised to see that the house was all by itself. Every other human she had ever seen lived by more humans.

Her perusal and confusion must have been apparent because Glenfrey gave a low raspy sound that she knew now was the equivalent of his laughter.

 

<< The kind of witch that Henley is, finds it difficult to live well close to others. Their emotions and feelings cause him headaches and wear him out. He and I both like open spaces and fewer people. >>

 

<< Isn’t it dangerous for him to live by himself? >>

 

<< Possibly, but no one has ever attacked here yet. Most the people in the area are very unsure about male witches. Henley has always been different from the others and so having him live someplace away from them, but still accessible makes the people in the area happier than if he lived in the village with them. Plus which, for some reason, they get a little nervous when I fly overhead. >>

 

Dascha looked at the imposing bird. She remembered the 9-foot wing spread and his powerful dives. Shivering at the memory of the tawny eagle’s attack, she said, << Obviously, they are concerned about nothing. Right? >>

 

<< Very good little one! We will teach you how to be appropriately snarky one of these days. >>

 

Dascha sprang up on top of a small pile of rocks directly in front of where the eagle was perched. Tilting her head to one side, she asked Glenfrey, << What do you expect me to do now? >>

 

<< <> >>

 

 

 

Glenfrey and Dascha spent several hours exploring the cat’s ability to see the aether lines. They stopped only when Dascha was trembling with exhaustion. At the beginning of the session, it felt as if her eyes had been ripped open as she concentrated. Scintillating pain ran from her head to every edge of her body. It was if her vision had somehow altered when she wasn’t awake. She couldn’t identify exactly what was different, but everything she saw had a clarity and sharpness that had never been part of her experience before.

 

She could see the different colored lines now even though most of them were far up in the sky. Dascha could see some of them as they connected clouds. The connections look like very thin ropes, almost threads, from a distance. Remembering how thick they were when she was up among them, Dascha knew that those lines were a long way away. She couldn’t reach out and touch them now, but she remembered how touching them felt. The shock going through her paw, through her claws, and down to the center of her head and chest.

 

She knew the Glenfrey was pleased with her progress. He kept giving a contented little chirp that did not match well with his immense size. He almost sounded like a baby bird when he did that, although she was careful to keep that thought out of her mind. Cats have a very acute understanding of appropriateness. Especially when it concerns their continued existence.

 

<< That’s enough for now, Dascha. You are tired, and it does not provide any good practice for someone to work past exhaustion. You only start to make mistakes then, and you get unpredictable results. >>

 

<< As you wish, although I could probably keep practicing a little while longer. >>

 

<< Unintended coincidences and effects result when you push magical learning. Give your body a chance to recover, and we will try this again tomorrow. In the meantime, Henley and I have some things that we need to do. >>

 

The small cat dropped down to the ground. It was a graceless landing, all fumbling feet, and clumsy tail. Dascha was pleased that Glenfrey did not say anything. Especially not “I told you so” or something of that ilk. Stretching her spine upward and then out, the Russian blue cat looked over at the patient eagle and asked, << May I watch what the two of you do or should I give you some privacy? >>

 

Once again, she felt that mental susurration that meant that Henley and Glenfrey were talking. The witch emerged through the open door and addressed her directly with a smile, “We are just going to do some weather maintenance. It’s picky work, but you won’t hurt anything by watching us.”

 

Finding a comfortable place in the grass, Dascha settled in to be entertained. What she got was both entertainment and education rolled into one.

 

Henley raised his arms out in front of himself palms up and moved his hands slowly apart until they were at right angles roughly in line with the shoulders. A pool of quiet came into being around them. It was like coming through dense underbrush and suddenly finding yourself beside a calm pool of water. There was a stillness in that center that eased the soul and focused the mind. Dascha could feel her tensions, her aches, and her disquiet dissipating in that pool. All the tension of the day floated away from her, leaving her alert but calm.

 

She could see the effects of that same influence on the other two. Tension lines that she hadn’t even noticed on Henley’s face relaxed and went away. Glenfrey’s stiffly held tail relaxed and draped more naturally over the back of his perch. There was an almost audible ping of “Ready” in the air, and Dascha saw the glowing ropes spring into being, tying familiar to the witch and witch to the familiar.

 

These ropes were different. The one that ran from Glenfrey to Hanley was wild blues and purples swirling down the length of the rope. It was especially strong in its appearance and reminded her of Glenfrey’s tone, the wild beat of his wings, and the rush of exhilaration that she knew that he felt in the air.

 

The ropes that went from the witch to familiar had more greens and browns. It smelled like the forest to her. The warmth of growing things, the freshness of new growth. It also was a very thick line, one that would be very difficult to break. Just seeing it made her feel energized, grounded. Once again, she could see the effect of that connection. Glenfrey seemed to grow bigger, his posture straightening. Henley also straightened his stance, looking years younger than he had just a few seconds ago.

 

The witch continued his motions, slowly bringing his hands back together in front of him. Henley cupped them together and made a tossing motion into the air.

 

Dascha couldn’t stop the little sound of a kitten-like meow that escaped out of her mouth. Glenfrey took off from his perch with one massive beat of his giant wings. Like an arrow shot from a bow, the giant eagle headed directly toward one of the clouds that Dascha could see in the distance. It was the cloud with the thickest line, one that was connected to a large number of other clouds. Glenfrey flew like a large bolt released, straight for that cloud.

 

No longer was the clearing in the front of the house full of quiet. It no longer reminded Dascha of the noiseless forest but instead hummed with power and the heat of energy. It was like a heater on a cold day, warming both witch and cat with its power.

 

That power poured out of the witch through the cable to his familiar. The power he fed to Glenfrey seemed not to tire the witch it all. Dascha could see a pool of light that was just on the edge of her vision and puddled around the witch’s feet. The puddle was slowly going into the witch. Dascha realized with a start that Henley was barefoot in the dirt. Legs planted in a level stance on the ground, the disappearing energy seem to be routed from the witch’s hands directly to Glenfrey. The rope was very strong now between the two of them, the line thick.

 

Glenfrey had reached the cloud. He stretched out a claw, grabbing a part of the cloud in his talons. Performing an almost impossible flip in the air, the giant eagle started flying away from Dascha and Henley. As he flew the clouds went with him.

 

Dascha heard Hanley start to gasp. Small little gasps, as if he was working particularly hard at something. Looking over at him in concern, she noticed that there were small trickles of moisture dripping down the side of his face.

 

The witch closed his eyes. He was concentrating very intensely on something, and Dascha could see his lips move in silent speech. There was no sound of his communication with Glenfrey, so Dascha assumed at this point that he was saying the words of a spell. She wanted no part of that, and so she didn’t try to make sense out of the motions of his mouth.

 

She watched him intently. Under that scrutiny, she knew the instant that Glenfrey was done with whatever he was doing. The relief and relaxation that came over Henley’s face were all that she needed to know.

 

Looking up in the air, she was unsurprised therefore to see that Glenfrey had headed back. The clouds that he had moved were obediently staying to the south of them. The giant bird was flying faster than she had ever seen him go before. As he got closer to his witch, another rope connection, another aether line sprang into being from the eagle down to his waiting bond mate.

 

Dascha could see what look like little bubbles traveling down the line from Glenfrey to Hanley. The exhausted magic user appeared to recover a little of his energy as the bubbles traveled to him.

 

The eagle was coming in for a landing and Dascha could feel his presence. It was like a form of ultimate stability. One of her aunt’s favorite sayings came to mind, “If rocks had wings then mountains would never fall.” The idea of a flying rock had never made sense to Dascha before. Looking at Glenfrey, that’s exactly what she felt in his presence. A rock solid, dependable part of Henley’s universe.

 

There just had to be a way of working the concept of a flying rock into their conversation.

 

<< Let them chew on that idea. >>

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

 

 

The exhaustion of the day before had given rise to an early night and a simple supper. Henley had headed to bed promptly and had risen with the dawn. He seemed uneasy and couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything specific. Glenfrey had gone out hunting in the early morning and returned looking sated and content. Now he watched his witch with concern. 

 

<< What is wrong, Glenfrey? >> Dascha asked.

 

<< I don’t know, and judging from the way he’s acting right now, neither does he. >>

 

<< Then perhaps you better look around and see what’s making him so uneasy. >>

 

Both the eagle and the witch turned and stared at the cat. Henley was the first to find his voice, “Out of the mouth of babes!”

 

Without any other comment, Glenfrey sprang into the air. A few seconds and a few wing beats later he was high above the cottage circling. Once again Dascha saw the strong connection between the two partners. This time, there was only one connection between the two of them. It looked a different color this time, a mixture of blue green and a little bit of red.

 

Dascha watched the swirl of colors as the rope stretched further and further into the air. Glenfrey widened his circle, expanding it each rotation to cover a wider area. He seemed to have spied something because the circle was now centering over an area to the west. Dascha crept close to the witch, hoping that he would drop some information on what Glenfrey was doing. 

 

She’d never been this close to either Glenfrey or Hanley in the middle of what looked like a spell. It was if there was a crackling of the bond between eagle and human that touched her skin as soon she got within three feet. She could almost feel the swirl of air on her skin, ruffling her fur and filling her nose with strange sense.

 

Dascha was confused. She could understand the air and the crackling, but where did the trend of heavy feet come from? Where did the feeling that the earth was trembling originate?

 

She could see that Henley had closed his eyes and placed the palms of his hand over his eye sockets. Listening intently past the thudding of her heart in her chest, the young cat strained to hear the words that Henley was saying.

 

“There! There on the left. That one guy that is wearing a short robe, can you see him? Stupid stupid stupid of course you can see him. So many soldiers, too many men. No trade goods. Look at the device, the picture thing on the shoulder of the men. Oh my God, it’s a blood mage! Where is he going? Is he after the village? We have to warn them!”

 

Dascha could see the aether lines spring from the clouds around Glenfrey feeding into the eagle and a wave of grays and whites pouring from familiar to the witch. Around Henley, once again Dascha could see a pool of green that lapped his feet and flowed up his legs. Touches of additional colors were pulled in this time, a small blue thread and a thicker red one. The bond line swirled as those colors flowed from which to familiar.

 

Following the colors up to Glenfrey, Dascha saw the exact moment that the eagle was infused with the elements of Henley’s magic. Something that her senses interpreted as smell let her know that the witch was feeding his familiar with Earth energy a little bit of Water energy and, in a surprise to her at least, Fire. Energized anew, the great eagle folded his wings and power dove toward the ground. His target was apparently an area further to the north than they were.

 

Dascha heard the words as Henley began to mutter once again. “There, there on the left. That’s the headman. Drop in front of him, he knows you. Who cares if they run and hide. That’s right, that’s right. Scratch it in the table. I don’t care if they’re mad. This shape, draw the shape that means blood mage. Okay. Twenty, mark down twenty. Yes. Now they know. Yes. Come back.”

 

Henley gave a deep sigh and dropped to sit on the ground. Taking his hands away from his face, he rubbed his eyes in a weary gesture. Looking up, he appeared startled to see Dascha staring at him. “Sorry. I needed to have Glenfrey warn the village. It appears to be a blood mage, and he has close to twenty soldiers with him. I have no idea why he would go after one small village. There were hundreds of villages scattered around this area, and he had to have traveled past some of them.”

 

<< I don’t think he is after the village, I think the target is you. As you said, the village is not unusual. Why would he go out of his way for prey that is easier caught closer to home? But you, Glenfrey told me you were unusual. I bet he’s coming for you. >>

 

Henley stared at Dascha for a moment, his mouth half open. Straightening his spine with a snap, he sprang to his feet. Dascha heard a roar of sound go out to the familiar. In the distance, she could hear an echoing sound of predator rage. Glenfrey was on his way home.

 

<< <> >>

 

 

A few minutes later, the eagle slammed onto his perch still in battle mode. Henley and Dascha had done what they could to prepare. Dascha ran around identifying things that would be in the way, and Henley had quickly stored them or placed them in safer locations. There is nothing much they could do to make the cottage more defensible. There was no place for Henley to hide, no place for him to go. The isolation from the village was now working against them.

 

The feel of Glenfrey’s rage radiated out from the eagle. He crouched in a mantled posture looking like death personified. Henley did what he could to calm his familiar, but the unperturbed, calm instructor had transformed into a winged warrior.

 

Dascha could see the effects of his transformation in his focused rage and increased alertness. However, she was having difficulty reconciling a peculiar type of doubled vision. Every time she looked at Glenfrey she saw two forms. One was the normal eagle overlaid with a much larger bird, one that she had never seen before. Wondering if her near-death experience had broken something, the small cat decided not to say anything. They had other things to worry about.

 

A few more preparations and they were as ready as they could be. Henley told Dascha to go hide in the small grove of trees a small distance from the house. Trying to be kind, he said, “There isn’t much an 11-pound cat can do. I appreciate your offer to help, but I worry that you would be killed for nothing.”

 

Dascha couldn’t very well argue with him. She didn’t think that a half-grown cat whose largest battle on her own had been with a small mouse could do anything that was important in a battle with large humans and mages. She found herself worrying desperately about her friends and then was amazed to realize that somehow they had become friends.

 

There was no special point that she had started to label them that, just a realization of the moment. Their kindness and generosity, and in some cases extreme patience, had been given freely and without expectation of repayment. That was nice, but she wanted to be an equal. She wanted to pay them back.

 

Her thoughts were interrupted by a new smell. It seemed to ooze between the trees and crawl across the ground. It was like rotting meat. Something that no predator would eat. Glenfrey sprang into the sky. There was almost an audible snap as the bond between the witch and familiar established itself across the distance several times. Some sort of reinforcement was going on there that Dascha did not understand. She only hoped she had enough time to learn about it. And she hoped that she would learn about it from Glenfrey and Henley.

 

There was no more warning. In an instant, Glenfrey’s perch post was on fire, and the rocks where Dascha usually sat exploded in a fiery ball of flame.

 

“Knock, knock! Anybody home?” announced a man in a short mage’s robe as he walked confidently into the opening. Totally ignoring the fires that burned on either side of him, the mage looked around lazily. Not seeing anyone moving in the area, the man took a few more steps forward and stopped. Planting his feet about shoulder width apart, he raised his voice slightly and projected towards the cottage.

 

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you or taught you that is bad manners to keep visitors waiting?”

 

Henley appeared in the doorway of the cottage. He stared for a moment at the man in his courtyard, framed by flames on either side. Dascha also looked, even though her perspective was slightly different. What they both saw was a man of middle height and build. Obviously Mongolian in heritage, his slightly golden skin, and hooded eyes proclaimed him a son of the steppes. Unusual for most from that area, he was not bow-legged.

 

Dascha was not picking up the smell of horses from anywhere, and realize that unlike most of his countrymen, this Mongolian was not a horseback rider. His beardless face and single long braid were more usual. But the expression on his face and the scent of old blood and rotting meat that clung to him gave him a presence that was very unlike most of the Mongolians that Dascha knew.

 

Henley finally responded, “Visitors do not announce themselves with destruction. Therefore, you’re not a visitor, just a common thug.”

 

The blood mage flicked his hand at the small shed that had been built to house visitors’ horses. It went up in a “Whoosh” of flames that reached 20 feet in the air. “Now you’ve hurt my feelings! I guess you just can have to pay for that, weatherman.”

 

“Quit the posturing. What is it that you want? Say your piece and then get out of here. You are not welcome.”

 

“Aahhh! I’m afraid that’s going to be impossible. Because what I want here is you. If you care for that village, you will come with me quietly. If not, I’m going to level it and use the children as bait. One way or another, you’re coming with me.”

 

“You’re mistaken. I am not going with you, and you’re going to leave this land and not come back. You will not touch the village, you will not encroach on us, and you will stay far away.”

 

“How amusing. You actually think you can dictate to me?” The blood mage turned his head to the right and started talking to empty air. “Marcus, isn’t it funny that this silly little witch thinks that he can dictate to us? What you think of that?”

 

There was a shimmering in the air, and a scar-faced soldier became visible. The grin that was on his face made Dascha’s fur stand out. Her claws dug deep into the soil, but she held motionlessly. Her caution was rewarded when all around the clearing other sparkles resolved into soldiers. The one closest to Dascha was a mere couple of feet away. She could smell him now in addition to seeing him and had to work hard at not spitting to get rid of the taste of his smell. It coated her mouth and throat like rancid grease.

 

Henley had known that the blood mage had brought others with him. He knew that they were dangerous and that the most likely place to deploy them would be around the courtyard. Dascha hoped that his defenses were going to be effective. And hope was her only weapon at this point.

 

The blood mage seemed to be disappointed that Henley was not frightened or surprised. Disappointed and denied a point of amusement that he had apparently planned on, the blood mage continued to poke at the witch.

“You can see that it’s going to do you no good to resist. I have too many men, and you stupidly have no one. Of course, you couldn’t protect the village either, and the village certainly can’t protect you. Face it old man, you’re defenseless. So come along now like the little sheep that you are.”

 

“No. You are not welcome, and your soldiers are not welcome either. Leave immediately.”

 

“Or what? The only thing you’re good for is a little bit of weather and an occasional heal. You have no way of getting rid of my men or me.”

 

Henley made a small hand gesture. The man standing by Dascha was suddenly not there. The ground had opened and pulled him down, so quickly that he had no time to cry out. There is no sign that he had ever been there. The forest floor, bracken and all, was pristine and showing no signs of disarray.

 

Glancing carefully around, Dascha could see no sign of any soldier in the clearing except for the man standing closest to the blood mage. The magic user was intensely focused on Henley. He had not seen yet that his soldiers were gone. However, the scar-faced man, Marcus, noticed immediately. With an inarticulate shout of rage, he reached for his sword. It never cleared the scabbard.

 

With a heavy thud, the silent, steep dive of a full-grown steppe eagle delivered a powerful blow to the back of his neck. The man’s head made an impossible bend backward from the momentum of the strike. There was an audible crack as his spine separated right below his head. It was a perfectly executed death strike, and Glenfrey barely slowed down as he plowed through the man and flew back up.

 

Roaring in disbelieving rage, the blood mage yelled at the top of his lungs as he reached for the rod tucked through his belt, “Attack!”

 

There was no movement close to the cottage. All of the attackers had been pulled into the ground and made as if they had never been there. Finally, the blood mage realized that something was very wrong. This is not going the way he had envisioned it. Yelling once more, the mage called more loudly, “Second squad! Attack!”

 

Charging into the clearing in front of the cottage, the mage’s reserves committed themselves. There were only four men, but they were armed and not surprised. One ran to the side of the blood mage while the other three charged toward Henley.

 

The mage had his rod out. Once again focused on the three attackers that were swarming Henley, a cocky grin had reappeared on his face. As the soldiers neared the witch, one of them tripped and fell to the ground. The trip was too orchestrated, too planned, to be anything but a defensive spell. With the slither of small stones, the man disappeared into the ground. Yelling in rage, the soldier next to the blood mage ran toward the area that had swallowed his man. He never made it as the diving shape of an eagle with a 9-foot wings span smashed into his back and clutched him in its talons dragging the screaming man up into the air.

 

Yanking the rod up to point at the departing eagle, the blood mage loosed a spell through his rod. An oily black beam of light came out of the end of it, cleaving its way through the air.

 

Dascha made a small involuntary sound of protest. Worried for her friend, she saw the beam barely missed him but clear saw the effects of the fearsome weapon as it touched the legs of the man that Glenfrey was towing. The lower half of the carried soldier disappeared in an explosion of blood and body parts. The touch of the beam was enough to utterly destroy the structure of his body and spread a blood rain over the area.

 

Glenfrey dropped the corpse and went into a sharp climb. Dascha hoped that he would get out of range from that horrible weapon. She heard a snarling sound from the mage and tore her attention away from her friend’s silhouette to look at the battlefield that had totally changed.

 

The battle had not gone well for the soldiers. The four that had started out as the reserve was now down to one. Henley had accounted for one with his quicksand trap. Glenfrey had captured another and discarded him when the blood mage had mistakenly killed him.

 

The other two soldiers had been in the process of attacking the unarmed witch. Dascha had only looked away for a second, but now there was only one man fighting with Henley. There was no sign of a corpse and no apparent wound on the witch. Just two men, one trying to kill the other.

 

The face of the blood mage was set in a silent snarl. His eyes were glowing with a dull red color, and his hands were trembling in rage. His rod was out, and he had started to move to the area in front of Dascha’s position. She thought perhaps he was trying to get a clear shot at Henley. Dascha knew that Glenfrey would be unable to attack the mage easily where he was now positioned. The blood mage had walked under cover of the edge of the forest, eliminating the eagle’s ability to make an effective strike.

 

A flash of what looked like reverse lightning drew Dascha’s gaze back to Henley. Lines that covered a rainbow of colors descending into deep purple erupted from the witch’s hands and into the ground. Gigantic stone hands erupted from the ground and grabbed the remaining soldier. He beat at them uselessly with his sword, crying out in horror. Dragging the sobbing struggling man downward the hands pulled him beneath the surface of the ground and silenced him forever.

 

The blood mage erupted with a guttural, vicious sound of anger. Steadying his rod, he took aim at Henley.

 

The witch was shaking with exhaustion, almost spent. Locking eyes with the blood mage, Henley set his shoulders in determination. The blood mage fired, and Henley dove to the side. The oily beam barely missed him, destroying a corner of the cottage. It exploded in a cloud of fractured stone and splintered wood. The blast carried the debris even into the woods were Dascha crouched. The blood mage in front of her was peppered with the particles, raising small flecks of blood on his exposed skin.

 

Dascha had crouched down and closed her eyes. The vegetation around her was shredded, but she was fine. She could see where Henley was painfully climbing to his feet. The blood mage was muttering over his rod. The peculiar colors and lights that she saw gave her a glimpse of the rod that surprised her. She could actually see the dull light growing in it as the blood mage talked. Taking two more steps toward Henley, the blood mage once again aimed his rod.

 

Those two steps had just been enough to come out of part of the cover of the forest trees. Glenfrey’s dive was not perfect. He couldn’t get his favorite strike zone because the mage had his back protected but he could slam into the rod and rip it from the hands of the wielder. The eagle moved so rapidly that the mage had no opportunity for response.

 

Dascha crouched close to the ground in a futile attempt to protect her ears. The scream of fury from the blood mage made all of his other sounds small whispers in comparison. It was the noise produced by someone going into a total and complete rage. There was no thinking behind that reddened slathering visage. The mage had become a berserker out to rend and destroy. Whatever his plans for Henley had been at the start, now only death was possible.

 

There was an explosion at a distance. It was the direction that Glenfrey had taken the rod. Dascha whipped her head up to see what had happened. There was a huge cloud of smoke in the air, and she watched with her heart in her throat until the eagle’s form emerged. It was obvious that the bird had taken damage. His flight was shaky, and he seemed to be favoring one wing. The foot that had held the rod was curled up next to his body as if damaged. He had fought his own battle and had emerged but not unscathed.

 

He was too far away to help Henley. The blood mage had pulled a dagger from his belt and was stalking toward the witch. Holding the dagger in his right hand, the mage gestured toward Henley with his left, releasing a ball of fire that slammed into the witch’s chest. The fireball dissipated quickly, leaving a few scorch marks and slightly singed hair behind. But the defense to that had visibly impacted Henley. The witch looked more tired after each one of the fireballs, as the blood mage hit him again and again with what apparently was a never-ending supply of them.

 

The situation could not continue, Dascha knew. Henley was on the verge of collapse, and the mage’s rage was driving him. If something were not done, her friend would be dead. The small cat felt such a mass of fear that it was like a gathering storm. The lack of options felt like a tornado that was stalking the yard, getting closer and closer to its center.

 

What could she do? She had no magic and was a small cat. Her frantic, scattered mind couldn’t think of anything that would work. The blood mage was getting ready to toss another fireball, and she had to do something.

 

Afterward, she would insist that there was no conscious decision in her reaction. There was no deliberate choice in what she did. Her subconscious just pushed her.

 

With an explosion of speed that only a cat could manage, Dascha dove toward the blood mage. Without a pause, she sprang up his back and jumped onto his head. Sticking her claws into the front of the man’s face, while her back claws anchored her body, she gave a mighty yank, ripping through his face. 

 

Her fury and her leverage gave her strength beyond her wildest expectations. The surprise attack from such a small being froze the mage just the instant necessary for her to cause major damage. Ripping through his cheeks, her claws caught in his eyelids and ripped them apart. One of his eyeballs was speared as well and pulled out of the socket to dangle uselessly.

 

Being this close to the blood mage was nauseating. The intense smell of the rotting meat and the loose feel of his skin under her claws was almost more than she could bear. She felt the man stumble underneath her as the shock of her attack gave way to an echoing shock of the damage and the smashing impact of the pain.

 

The blood mage lost control of his spell. It was always dangerous to interrupt a magic worker in mid spell because the energy gathered for the spell had to go somewhere. The mage himself was out of control, beside himself with pain and unable to focus or concentrate. He had been gathering a huge amount of energy in preparation for what should have been the last fireball. Instead, the spell was interrupted right before completion.

 

The pending tornado struck. Dascha was slammed with the accumulated energy of the interrupted spell. The mage disintegrated underneath her, eaten by the backlash. The cat’s body was ripped by smashing energies, feeling like frying, sizzling oil ran down all of her nerve endings and erupted out of her claws. It was as if pipes in her body were blasted open. It wasn’t a gentle or gradual opening of channels, but instead an explosive rape of her magic system.

 

Her vision was dabbled by fireworks of different energy colors. Blues, purples, oranges, greens, and yellows, none of them made any sense. The fireworks of the explosion inside of her head and inside of her body were the last thing she saw as the cat slipped into magic shock and once again descended into the abyss of unconsciousness.

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

 

Dascha woke several times. Each time she awoke, she couldn’t see. Her eyesight was covered with strange lights and swirling shapes.

 

Her friends were there each time. Even though she couldn’t see them, she knew they were there. The soft hands of the witch stroked her and murmured incomprehensible words of comfort. She could smell him and knew his touch. Glenfrey was there also. She was warm and safe, held under the feathery touch of a wing and next to the rapid heartbeat of a bird. Protected, warm, and safe, Dascha slipped back to sleep.

 

<< <> >>

 

 

 

This time when she woke it was different. For one thing, she could actually see this time. She also didn’t immediately slip back into sleep. Dascha was aware of her surroundings, the warmth of Glenfrey and the fresh air smell of his feathers.

 

<< Welcome back, small one. >>

 

<< Thank you. I wasn’t sure if I was going to be back. >>

 

Henley’s voice sounded close by, “You had a pretty good case of magic shock there. It takes a while to recover from that.” The witch continued, “Speaking of which, what on earth were you thinking? You could have been killed!”

 

Dascha chose not to answer. How could she explain something to them that she couldn’t explain to herself? And she certainly did not want to tell them that she just did it. It would ruin the whole cat mystique thing, and she wasn’t going to let the species down.

 

Wisely, her friends didn’t press her for an answer.

 

<< <> >>

 

 

It’d been a couple of weeks since Dascha had awakened and been able to move. Recovery had been somewhat slow, fraught with nightmares and the slow regrowth of her strength. Glenfrey and Henley had been patient with her. There was no hurry for her to be better except that her own desire to be whole again drove her. She moved each day to the limit of her ability, and then a little bit further. She was growing in strength and her agility every day, although the phantom pains and aches continued to plague her.

 

There were some changes going on around Henley’s cottage. The neighboring villages were appalled at what had almost happened. The quiet of the courtyard was changed now, as a revolving group of guards had been assigned to Henley. Builders and tradesmen from the area had banded together to rebuild the outbuildings and repair the damage to the cottage. A warning system had been set up among the three villages and Henley’s compound. They would not be caught out again by an invasion.

 

Glenfrey seemed to be taking it in stride, although Henley seemed to miss the previous quiet. The eagle even had started a game with the guards. If he spotted one of the sentries that were stationed on the general approaches to the valley, he would drop a sticky piece of fruit on them. The dye from the fruit skin would show that they had been seen and marked. The guards had a roving inspector, and the eagle had a game to play. Worked for both of them.

 

During the time that Dascha had been recovering, all of the rebuilding was completed, and the expanded group had settled into a comfortable routine. Henley and Glenfrey had continued with Dascha’s education. They told her stories, they showed her things that she might be able to do if and when she became a familiar. As useful as all of that was, she thought that seeing how the two of them worked together was the best education she could get.

 

The smooth working relationship carried with it mutual respect and a two-way sense of reliance. It still surprised Dascha occasionally at the major difference between what she had been taught and what she’d seen compared to how Glenfrey and Henley lived. She couldn’t even regret the pain and suffering of that first attack because it had led her to this.

 

It was now three weeks after the battle. It had been another fairly tiring day of learning new skills and watching the antics of the guards as they practiced. Dascha had a basket close to the fire these days. It was getting cooler, and she loved the warmth. She curled up in the basket and practiced one of her expert skills, sleeping.

 

Going to sleep for Dascha was like stepping through multiple layers of clouds, each denser and darker than the previous. The descent into the depths of sleep was gentle and measured. This night however her normal journey into sleep was different. Instead of relaxing and letting go of her conscious thoughts, her descent into the dark cloud of sleep was interrupted.

 

Stepping down into the depths of relaxation, Dascha was started to realize that she was in a different place. Instead of the soft cloudy state of almost sleep, she found herself in a bracken woods. The woods were dark with shadows and illuminated with dappled light. Her paws were firmly planted on a crossroads of sorts where multiple paths met. These were not really roads, more like a game path but she felt the power from the location as if many travels led to this point.

 

The only thing that she could think of that made any sense was that somehow she was spirit walking. She thought only mages and witches could spirit walk, and she certainly wasn’t one of those. Dascha had no clue on what she was supposed to do now. Glancing around, she saw nothing moving, no sign of life.

 

The hair in the back of her neck stood up. She knew that feeling, that unconscious recognition that one was being stalked. On a smaller level, she played that game with her brothers and sister. But the feeling was unmistakable. Once again, she felt like a small kitten. But instead of being stalked by another of her same size, her stalker was huge. The image in her eye was of a giant cat getting closer and closer. She crouched down the middle of the crossroads, making herself as small as possible, eyes darting from side to side.

 

Between one blink and another, she had company, and she flattened herself totally on the ground in recognition of the essence of her breed. It was the avatar, the symbol of every cat that ever lived. He was magnificent, huge and perfect. A warrior of the spirit as well as four-footed death on the move. He stared at her for a moment, and she felt her body and mind opened to his inspection.

 

Cats do not worship anyone well. The essence of cat expects no slavish following but demands attention. The sound of the avatar’s mental voice resounded in her head and carried the demand for attention to every fiber of her being.

 

<< A warrior for all the small size that you are. You’ve done well. Too few of our magical kind have any ability or potential these days. I, Kotonich, am pleased that you have broken through your walls into your power. >>

 

Dascha accepted that there was no use in trying to deceive this being. << I have no idea what I’m doing. This is all a surprise, and it’s all different than what I have been taught. >>

 

<< There are explanations that would provide you with some clarity but those you will have to find one by one. For now, I will give you some general information, and you can learn the rest as you grow. The magical partnership between a witch and familiar is to provide balance and to satisfy a need for rejoining and reawakening. Most of the magical pairs these days have lost that. The basic fault comes from the loss of the Volkny. Without that direction, the witches of Russia have become nothing more than mercenaries. They lack the emotional commitment that is necessary for familiar bonds. There is no more emotional balancing, no level of intimacy between the witch and familiar. >>

 

<< Is that why it sounds so much like a slave relationship to me? It’s not that way with Glenfrey and Henley. They are two partners, and I can see where each provides something the other one doesn’t have. >>

 

<< Essentially, yes. They are a good example of what the bond should be. But those bonds are not what is happening in Russia. The bonds are echoing the crippling that occurred when all of strongest witches were killed. At that moment, it was more than that just witches that were decimated. The strongest and most knowledgeable familiars also died then. >>

 

As Kotonich spoke, Dascha could see pictures in her mind. She saw the lines that connected Henley and Glenfrey. She remembered seeing other witch-familiar pairs but only now realized that none of them had those accompanying lines of connection.

 

As if he could see her thoughts, Kotonich meowed his agreement. With a flick of his ear, he motioned to Dascha to follow him. Setting off at a rapid pace down one of the pathways, Kotonich slowed as he reached the edge of the forest. Slinking carefully closer to the roadway, the giant cat laid down and became invisible. Dascha mimicked him as best she could. And waited.

 

In just a few minutes, a crippled old crone came walking down the road. It was obvious that the woman was a witch. She carried her sense of power and a cloud of roving magic around her.

 

Dascha watched with a fascinated eye as the woman walked past them. She’d never really looked at the witches that she had run into before. Not with heightened senses and not with this type of sight. She saw some sort of shield in her chest encapsulating the heart. It looked like a frozen heart or an unavailable one, and she knew that on this plane that symbolism was important.

 

The small Russian blue cat also noticed a fuzzy cloud wrapped around the head of the witch. She didn’t know what that meant, but she was pretty sure that the unavailable heart was the message that the giant cat wanted her to learn.

As soon as the woman disappeared from view, Kotonich stood up and stretched. Glancing down at Dascha, the giant whiskers twitched, and the tip of the tail curled up.

 

<< Oh, Oh. I’m in for something now, >> Dascha thought. She recognized the signs that something was going to happen that she wasn’t going to be really thrilled about even if it was supposed to be for her own good.

 

The avatar took off at a flat out run. There was no way for Dascha keep up. The representative of the God of all cats stared back at her over one shoulder and urged her forward. His figure turned a corner around the side of a small hill, and she lost sight of him. Charging headlong in his wake, she found herself suddenly in the middle of a circle of wolves. The shock held her motionless for only a split second before she jumped straight for the top of a pile of rocks.

 

The surprise was overwhelming and caused an unthinking reaction from her. She left the ground a small Russian blue cat, she landed on top of the stones as a huge black sabertooth tiger. The transition of shape was unthinking, a reaction to the danger.

 

<< How on earth could this have happened? I didn’t know I had another shape. >>

 

The pain of the transformation started running up and down her body in waves. It was as if her skin was exposed to everything. A hyper awareness that went beyond just air brushing against her fur. She could feel the mass of her muscles, the power in her claws. She knew this body, knew it from her dreams, knew it from her subconscious. This was her power form, her battle form.

 

In the brief moment of contemplation and acknowledgment, the wolves had disappeared. Only one being remained, Kotonich. His purr of approval rumbled through the rocks under her feet and echoed off the stone walls. Apparently, she had learned her lesson.

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

 

 

Dascha woke up refreshed. She expected to be as exhausted on her waking as she had been when she finally left the spirit paths. Kotonich had made her practice going in and out of her other shape multiple times so that she could take it at will. It was deeply satisfying but still left Dascha confused. She felt somehow out of balance, unsure of her footing.

 

Stretching mightily, the small cat left the warmth of the fire and wandered outside. Seeing Henley leaning against the newly carved perch, she walked over to join him. The witch had been talking to Glenfrey, and Dascha could still hear the echoes of their conversation reverberating in her head. It was frustrating to not know what they were saying, but she supposed it was enough that she could tell when they talked.

 

Henley did a double take when he saw her. Inspecting her closely, the witch said, “Somebody’s been doing some walking it looks like.”

 

<< Yes. A new experience and one that I will have to practice many times it appears. >>

 

“Good! That is definitely a big stage in your training, a mark of significant improvement. Most familiars never learn to spirit walk. You’re going to make your witch a formidable partner.”

 

<< How do you know that I’ll ever find my witch? I wouldn’t even know how to go about it. >>

 

“Glenfrey and I decided to help you find him or her. It’s a very small thanks for my life.”

 

<< I did not help you in the battle because I expect repayment. I did it because you’re my friend. >>

 

Henley smiled gently at Dascha, before running his hand down her spine. Her purr of pleasure broadened his smile and brought Glenfrey hopping to the ground.

 

<< Well, small one, Henley called in some favors. We asked the Seer to assist us in locating your witch, and she has agreed. >>

 

<< How long do I have to prepare? She going to decide if I’m worthy of a witch? >> Dascha was jittering in excitement and tense with fear.

 

“Less than five minutes and no.”

 

Fluffed in surprise, Dascha had no time to respond as a smoky slash appeared in the air right before Henley. A ghostly hand grabbed the edge of the slash and pulled it back. An older woman stepped through, followed by three others.

 

She was a woman of the Mongols, moving as if she was still on horseback. Although older, she moved lightly and quickly. The people following her made it clear in their posture and respectful obedience of how well she was regarded.

 

Henley moved to greet the woman, saying, “Hovhey, Dochin. Be welcome in my home. My hearth is open to you, eat and drink freely.”

 

The Seer nodded in acknowledgment and responded, “My thanks for the welcome, Henley. My weapons are yours for defense.” Ritual completed, the woman looked at the cat.

 

“Dascha, please be known to the Seer of the Steppes, Dochin.”

 

Dascha nodded her head in respect, speechless for once. 

 

Smiling broadly at the abashed cat, Dochin followed Henley into the cottage. 

 

A table surrounded by floor pillows had been set up in Henley’s workroom. The people accompanying Dochin quickly arranged the things that she needed for the scrying. Dascha was fascinated when the large lump carried by one of the other women proved to be a beautiful bowl. It was about two feet across and about half a foot deep. Made out of a form of glass, it was swirled with colors. The brilliance of the glaze paled beside the magical traces that coated it. It was almost too bright for Dascha to look at. The intense bright lights of powers rooted in the air mixed with the blues of water magic. This was old magic, continuous magic. Dascha got a sense of age from it that was awe-inspiring and humbling.

 

The bowl was set on the table, and Dochin seated herself easily in front of it. She settled her garments and her position with the unconscious skill of thousands of repetitions. Waving her hand, she indicated that Henley should sit next to her, on the right side. Glancing up and raising an eyebrow at one of the men of her party, he nodded his head once and left the room.

 

A few moments later, Dascha could feel the approach of Glenfrey. His low-level grumbling could be heard clearly in her mind. She understood his discomfort as soon as the door opened. As strong as he might be, the man that had accompanied the Seer struggled with the giant eagle’s weight. Glenfrey was carefully placed on the stone support behind Henley’s chair. A tall pillow had been placed in the chair on the left of the Seer.

 

“Dascha, I need you to sit or stand here. It is very important for you to see the visions that come into the bowl.”

 

<< Can’t Henley and Glenfrey look for me? >>

 

“No, you need to look for yourself. It will no good for my scrying to locate someone you cannot abide. I can only look for candidates, but you need to look for an emotional connection. Someone that can be to you what Henley is to Glenfrey.”

 

There was nothing really to say after that. Dascha was quiet and observant, watching as a few careful drops were trickled into the scrying bowl, and the bowl was swirled. It was startling to see how the volume of liquid multiplied instantaneously and with every movement of the bowl. By the time that Dochin was done, the bowl was full.

 

Dascha was fascinated by the overflowing wellspring of magic that came out of the bowl. The swirl of colors grew higher and higher spilling over the sides and going out to cover the floor. The small cat was pretty sure that others did not see things the way she did since no one mentioned it and no one did anything that would indicate that they saw it.

 

The ceremony continued. Dascha was unclear on what some of the words meant in the chants that the Seer and those around the table performed. All she knew was that the bowl was pulling at something in the core of her heart and that pull was tugging her toward the bowl. It was a strange feeling and one she didn’t trust. Determined not to be manipulated, Dascha dug her claws into the pillow under her feet and set herself to endure.

 

Flashes of visions skittered across the surface of the bowl’s liquid like leaves in the wind. These brief glimpses of many things and many people were confusing to Dascha. No rhyme or reason, just images. The display started to slow, and the tension in the room increased. A feeling of something just outside of view, something yearned for but unrealized, grew inside of Dascha.

 

The tension increased until Dascha thought she was going to explode from it. The visions were slower now, and the humans around the table bent forward intently. Slower and slower the changes happened until a single vision stayed. There was a deep, joint indrawn breath. The Seer exclaimed, “Bolormaa! Daughter of my heart!”

 

Dascha was bent forward staring intently into the bowl just like everyone else. There were two people in the vision. One was a woman very like the Seer at the table. Small in stature, sturdy in form, it was obvious that she was a daughter of the Mongols. The other human shown in the bowl was younger, much younger. It was not a woman, but a girl. Her dark hair and bright eyes traced some of the features of the older woman beside her.

 

Henley was muttering, “Too young for a daughter, besides which I think her daughter is dead. Must be the granddaughter.”

 

Dochin laughed, a strong, hearty laugh welling up from the center of her belly. “The circle comes all around again.”

 

Dascha knew it was not a full explanation, but her attention was focused on the girl. The cat was conscious of a bubble of joy that was percolating up from the bottom of her paws to the tip of her ears. Her yearning had latched onto something. This girl, this girl was hers.

 

Dochin looked over at Dascha. She smiled at what she saw and said, “I take it that I don’t have to ask you if this is the right one. Do I?”

 

Dascha did not even hear the Seer. Her attention, her full focus, was pointed at the girl. When the Seer’s hand gesture started the bowl to swirl again, the cat meowed in protest. She didn’t want the vision to change. Instead, she wanted to continue looking at the girl. But others had needs from this vision also. Henley and Glenfrey watched intently as the perspective of the vision retreated, showing the surrounding landmarks and the view from overhead. It was what Glenfrey would need to get Dascha to her witch.

 

The Seer was looking tired. These visions obviously draining and no one wanted to repay her kindness with a lack of consideration. Henley briefly consulted with Glenfrey and then informed the Seer that they had received all the information that they needed. And thanked her profusely.

 

Dochin started to dismiss the vision. As the view of Bolormaa and her granddaughter dissolved, Dascha was startled to see another series of visions appear. These were like photographs, things that were stable and shown for just a short time. From the lack of surprise shown by the people in the room, Dascha thought perhaps that this happened frequently.

 

The visions were of people and places that Dascha did not know. She had no way of connecting them to anything she did knew. However, the messages contained in those images was not directed at her. A soft cry from the Seer drew Dascha’s attention. The older woman’s face was wet with tears, but her face was wreathed in smiles. The cat was unsure why seeing someone walk out of a cave would cause such unbridled joy, but she was pleased that the Seer had some sort of good news.

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

 

 

It’d been three days since Dochin had changed the course of Dascha’s life. Those days have been spent in preparation. Intense lessons, plans for contact, last heartfelt discussions. It’d been a packed three days. Once again, the cat felt balanced on the edge of the blade. Excited and scared.

 

It was finally time for them to leave. Henley had surprised Dascha with a carefully crafted and magically reinforced harness so that her trip would be more comfortable. Dascha purred excessively in thanks and made a point of wearing the harness constantly. All of the guards and some of the villagers were present in front of the cottage as Glenfrey’s powerful wings lifted them up into the air. This would be Dascha’s first trip without the confusion and pain of an attack.

 

Soaring on the thermals that let eagles look so lazy to those that walk on the ground, Dascha was impressed with how small the world was. The tiny lines of rivers, the smaller than mouse-sized dwellings of the cities and villages gave her a different perspective on the place of humans, and cats, in the whole grand scheme of things.

 

The line that connected Glenfrey and Henley was still there, no matter how far they traveled away from the witch. Dascha could feel the comfort and care that radiated off that bond. She could only hope that hers would be as satisfying.

 

The feeling of the air against her fur and the freshness of the cool wind added a level of exhilaration to the travel. The rhythm of Glenfrey’s wing beats formed a percussion that supported the music of the wind. The clouds sparkled with sunlight and flashed effervescence into Dascha’s eyes. The trip was magical. One of those things that would never come again.

 

The landscape changed. The long rolling glory of the steppes had given way to denser forest interspersed with worked fields. Dascha knew that they were approaching her destination. She could feel it in her bones, scented it in the winds.

 

The giant eagle spiraled his way down into the thicker air closer to the ground. Just ahead of them Dascha could see an opening in the forest. It was close to the side of a small mountain or large hill. A rocky outcrop perched over the top of a large cave mouth.

 

Dascha could see unusual aether lines that came out of the cave in many directions. That was a mystery that would bear examination on a different day, she promised herself. For now, the biggest change in her life was getting closer.

The eagle landed easily beside the cave mouth. Dascha shook herself to remove the stiffness of the long trip and did a small amount of exploration. She avoided going into the cave. It would be too easy to get distracted, and she didn’t want to be distracted on this of all days.

 

Turning to Glenfrey, she asked, << Now what? >>

 

<< Wait. It won’t be long. >>

 

About to argue more with her overly calm friend, Dascha froze as the girl from the vision walked into the area. The young witch had a confused expression on her face, as if she had no understanding of why she felt the need to come to that particular spot, at that particular time.

 

The shock of actually seeing the girl in reality, sent a massive wave through Dascha’s body. The air seemed to shudder and then click into a new focus. The song of the girl, her energy, her essence spilled from her, bubbling up like a sweet spring and touching everything around her.

 

The rhythm of Dascha’s heart realigned. Something in the core of her reached forward and touched a hand, ephemeral but substantial that came from the heart and the mind of the girl. She could tell that the witch felt it too. She could see it in the small stumble that brought the human to a stop. The cat noticed how the defensive hunch of the girl's shoulders eased and relaxed. There was a bonding, a balance. The strength of both was increased.

 

Dascha took a deep breath nodding toward Glenfrey the unspoken thanks that were too large for words. Moving forward with one last brief look of farewell, the small cat went to meet her witch.

 

<< <> >>

 

 

 

It was the sound of a small meow that drew Zhanna. It was the end of a very strange day. All day long the girl had felt unsettled. Like something momentous was coming and she did not know what it was. Misfortunes and accidents had haunted her. Spilled drinks, broken glasses, forgotten items, those were the decorations for her day. She had not anticipated anything getting better until she could start a new morning, a new day.

 

For some reason, she felt a strong need to go for a walk. One direction was as good as any other today. So she decided to walk over by the old cave mouth. Most of the village children avoided it. But Zhanna loved it. She never would go very far into it, but she would frequently dart in, pick up an interesting rock, and dart out. Her Baba just laughed at her, telling her that she had an explorer’s soul. Her brother was tolerant. He never made fun of her and he always listened to her. When she heard stories of her friends’ brothers, she knew that she was lucky. Very lucky, if she were honest with herself. It was just her, her brother, and her grandmother. The three of them were all that was left of a bigger family.

 

Shaking off a frequently traveled and depressing line of thought, Zhanna looked around. What was that small meow? The girl was startled when a beautiful cat appeared directly in front of her. It had popped out of the scant brush at the side of the pathway. Dropping to her knees, Zhanna put her hand out and murmured coaxing to the animal. To her delight, the cat came immediately to her and rubbed its head against her.

 

“Oh, you poor thing. You can’t stay out here, there are too many things that will eat you.” The girl ran her hand down the back of the cat. The small animal turned up its face and the brilliant green gaze caught that of the girl. Zhanna fell into the eyes, surrounded by the green and welcoming light.

 

It was if she teetered for a moment on the edge, fright, and excitement tussling for control. Her mind and body were stable, but her emotions tipped over the edge and started falling, caught by the net of feeling and love. Comforted as an unacknowledged need was filled to the brim.

 

The cat butted her head against Zhanna’s chin. Reaching up to touch the animal, the girl was surprised to feel the tears on her cheeks. Looking once more into the green-eyed gaze, Zhanna felt a subtle pattern of clicking, and then a confusing fusion of secret longing and unrealized needs.

 

Dascha could see the growing bond. The connection was springing from both of them, slamming together and fusing, connecting their hearts and their heads. This bond didn’t look like Glenfrey and Henley’s. Just as she and Zhanna were different, so their bond was different.

 

Zhanna rubbed her eyes. She must be coming down with some sort of illness. She could’ve sworn she saw glowing ropes of light, but that didn’t make any sense. Shaking her head to clear it, she picked the cat up and rose to her feet.

 

Thank goodness, she had come for a walk. She felt so much better. Smiling down at the little bundle of soft fur that purred in her arms, Zhanna said, “Baba is going to love you. Once you meet her, you probably won’t want to even look at me. But at least you will be safe.”

 

Dascha purred harder, smiling to herself, thinking, << This was going to be fun! >>

 

<< <> >>

 

 

 

“Baba! Look what I brought you!” Zhanna ran up the stairs lightly and through the front door of her home. Entering into the kitchen, she held the cat up and said, “I found her, and she needs a home. We have to keep her, she’s too little to survive without us.”

 

Zhanna’s grandmother, her Baba, wiped her hands on her apron and came toward her granddaughter with a smile on her face. Happy to see the bright cheerful and interested look on Zhanna, the woman at first didn’t really register the cat. Glancing down to see what Zhanna was waving at her, the woman came to a full stop in surprise.

 

 

Whipping her eyes back up to her granddaughter’s face, the older woman demanded, “Where did you find her and what do you plan on doing with her?”

 

Zhanna lost of little bit of her happy glow at the strange response from her grandmother. She responded, “I thought she would be a good pet for you. If you don’t like her, I will find someone else who will take her, but…”

 

Her Baba interrupted her. “That cat could never be my pet. That, my lovely girl, is a familiar. Your familiar.”

 

“Baba, that’s silly. None of the witches around here have familiars anymore.”

 

“Perhaps they don’t deserve them. Nonetheless, you have one now and had better learn to work with her.”

 

“But, Baba…”

 

For the second time in just a few minutes, Zhanna was interrupted. Dascha had decided that this is the perfect opportunity to establish what would be going on in the future. Effortlessly hopping to the top of a small table beside the two women, the cat yowled.

 

Shocked into silence by the strange sound, the two women turned in unison to stare at the cat. Looking back at them with her vivid green eyes, Dascha said, << Yes, I’m a familiar, Zhanna’s familiar. Now that we have that settled, what’s for supper? >>
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The desolation was complete. It looked like God had reached out a hand and flattened the entire village. Building walls were toppled, roofs were broken, and the usual structure of their daily life had been totally destroyed. It would’ve been impossible to determine from the current scene that only a short number of hours before this it had been a village of over 4000 people. One teeming with the normal activity of a small village.

 

Zhanna stood with her hands balled into fists, staring around her. The sick feeling in her stomach was overwhelming. She didn’t know whether to fall to her knees, crying torrents of tears or to scream her rage to the heavens. Stuck between grief and anger, she was frozen.

 

How could have come to this?

 

The muted sound of soft sobbing filled her ears, and she turned to her left. Curled protectively around two small children, an older woman in the traditional head covering, or babushka, stared blankly at what remained of her home. It was Baba Marta. Zhanna knew that probably meant that the two crying children were Gregor and Anna, but she couldn’t see for sure. The sound of the children’s soft, frightened sobs told her both that they were alive and kicked off an unconscionable rage.

 

How could it have come to this?

 

Zhanna had seen other places where disasters had happened. There was always a bustle of people trying to rescue and repair. Men rushing around, caring stretchers, comforting their families. But all that she could hear and all that she could see was a frozen aftermath of a horrible disaster. There was no bustle, no rescue. No men.

 

There was the main problem. There were no men in the village right now. They were all out on contract. Without the men’s mercenary work, there would be no food, no shelter. The entire village was dependent on having the best, and the brightest spend huge amounts of time away from their families.

 

Her dark thoughts were rudely interrupted.

 

<<I suppose you just going to stand there and look like a thundercloud waiting to mess up a nice day,>> sniped through her thoughts.

 

She looked down into the brilliant eyes of her cat, her familiar. Dascha stared back at Zhanna with a wicked glint in her eye. The cat was gorgeous. The deepest gray coloring and the black undertone of the fur seem to glow in the sunlight. Almost too dark for a Russian Blue, Dascha looked more like a Russian Black. Looking at her cat, Zhanna felt the blast of astonishment that occurred whenever she thought of how she had ended up with such a beautiful, powerful, impressive familiar.

 

She must’ve stared too long at the cat because the next thing she knew her ankle was pricked by a set of very sharp claws. 

 

<<Stop staring at me! Aren’t you going to do something useful?>>

 

<<I was planning on it if you’d stop drawing my blood!>>

 

<<Well, think faster because standing here until you grow roots isn’t going to help the people that are hurting or bleeding. So, get your act together, girl, and let’s do something useful.>>

 

Zhanna drew a deep breath and straightened her spine. Forcing a calm look unto her face, the young woman walked toward the older one who was still clutching the crying children, calling out as she walked, “Just a moment, let’s see how you’re doing…”

 

									<<<>>>

 

 

It had been a totally devastating time. Four days of unrelenting labor to take bodies out of the rubble, patch up the wounded, and salvage what they could of belongings. Zhanna was exhausted, and the remainder of the people in the town weren’t any better. Some of them were grieving the loss of friends and family, while others were coping with the destruction of their homes. The grief and the tiredness cast a dark cloud over the huddled people, one that was almost visible.

 

No one knew what had kicked off the twisters that had come through the small village. Appearing like evil fingers of fate, five of the roiling black clouds had zeroed in from the far side of the fields, ripping through the crops and colliding in the center of the town.

 

One of the observers had mentioned that it looked like a choreographed dance of death. The green cast of the clouds and the way that the winds twisted people into pretzels of tortured bodies and reduced sturdy buildings into a collection of splinters made Zhanna even less inclined to live anywhere where twisters were a common phenomenon.

 

Everyone was working tired. There just wasn’t enough food in the village to take care of everyone, so many of the healthier people were skipping their meals or splitting them. The children and the old people were the ones that everyone needed to watch. They were the ones most fragile in the face of injury or shock. Zhanna knew that her elderly grandmother would be especially vulnerable and resolved to somehow get her to eat. It would be an argument that she wasn’t willing to lose. Baba would eat!

 

<<Zhanna? I think you need to come look at this. But quietly, please. I don’t think you want the rest of the people to know what you’re doing. Or what I have found.>>

 

The mental tone of Dascha, Zhanna’s familiar, worried the witch. Granted, the cat had only been her familiar for less than six months, and they were still learning about each other every day. However, Dascha’s normally snarky, semi-humorous tone was totally missing. The cat sounded serious, deadly serious.

 

Groaning audibly, Zhanna stood up and stretched her back. The other three people in her small work group looked up at her movement, most of them too tired to do more than look. However, obedient to the “suggestions” of Dascha, Zhanna simply said, “I think I’ll take a last turn around the area just in case something got overlooked.”

 

Weary nods were the only thing that she got in response, so she thought that perhaps she had made the transition unobtrusively.

 

She walked toward the directional line of the psychic bond feeling in her head. The one that said, “Dascha is fine, Dascha fine” as a background mantra in her brain. The black cat was waiting for her in the semi-twilight just around the corner. The plush coat of the Russian blue was so dark that the subtle mixture of dark gray and black provided wonderful camouflage in the fading light of the evening.

 

Zhanna asked quietly, “Dascha, what is wrong?”

 

Dascha replied, <<This damage was not natural. Someone sent this to us.>>

 

<<What!? Who would do something so evil?>>

 

<<Someone who knows blood magic. Just look at this>>

 

Dascha moved to one side, allowing Zhanna to see what her body had been blocking. It was a small embroidered bag, about 4 inches tall and tied with brightly colored yarn. Even being within a few feet of the charm bag made Zhanna uncomfortable. It was like a cloud holding the stench of rotten blood in place. It made her skin crawl and her breath tight in her throat. A feeling of overwhelming stress and strain seem to press down on her from every direction. Zhanna shuddered involuntarily.

 

<<You can obviously feel it.>>

 

<<Yes, I can feel it, but why would anybody send blood magic against us?>>

 

<<I don’t know, and that worries me worse than anything else about this whole nasty mess.>>

 

Get this on Amazon.com
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A series of deep tones and subtle vibrations begin to build within the room. As the sounds got more musical and louder, the swirling lights began to subside. Pawlik’s figure became more visible although Cal was having some difficulty seeing his mother. She appeared almost fuzzy to his eyes, which made him repeatedly rub his eyes in a vain attempt to see what was happening more clearly.

 

Finally, the sound transformed from a cacophony to a small repeated musical motif. The strength of the sound rattled against the hard surfaces of the room and rebounded to assault ears everywhere. There was a moment of an almost unbearable sound and intensity before all noise abruptly ceased, just as the swirling lights disappeared.

 

No one moved for a moment, as the entire room stared at the tableau. Pawlik was frozen in a kneeling posture with Ruth’s body held to his chest. His face was contorted in a grimace of pain, but his hold on Ruth was gentle. Flickers of light continued to crawl across his skin in small tendrils. His appearance was startling but paled in impact beside that of the body he was holding. Ruth’s face was calm and unlined, seemingly serene and untroubled. Her arms were crossed over her chest, and her legs were extended, toes pointed. Wrapping her lower body in multicolored leaf shapes were shiny, veined petals of a reflective material.

 

The shapes appeared to be slowly building a covering around Ruth that reached from her toes to her mid-thighs. Even as the onlookers stared, the shrouding encased another handwidth of her body. Cal started up with a cry and lunged for his mother’s form, only to have his motion arrested by Gray. The man had ceased his muttering and was looking resigned but in control. He gave Cal’s arm a small shake and said, “You can’t help her now boy. Let Pawlik take care of her. He’s the only one that can touch her.”

 

Cal stared uncomprehendingly at Gray and asked, “What do you mean? I have to do something to help her.”

 

“They have bonded, and Pawlik is now her Anchor. All Mages are said to need someone that connects them to a planetary residence. When she broke her mind, her harmony with the place of her birth was forever destroyed. She will never again be able to live inside or on a planet without an Anchor.”

 

Cal drew a shaking breath and straightened up. He looked over at Ruth and saw that Pawlik had stood up, still cradling Ruth’s body. In total silence, Pawlik carefully strode across the floor and through the doorway, taking his burden to the privacy of a different place.

 

Find this book and more here!
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Welcome to the Badger Hole Bar - where the bar is alive with the sound of races and dimensions unexplored. Sit for a bit, read the stories, and enjoy this collection of recipes from the Eat and Read collection. Whether you are vegan, vegetarian, or omnivore, this cheerful cookbook and story collection will provide you with a welcome to a new series!

 

We will be waiting for you!

 

 

Get this on Amazon. 
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“I insist that you do something about that child!” Camilla Blackmore was a mean spirited woman. She was on her fourth husband. Number three dropped dead at the grocery store surrounded by innocent people. If she was killing them, they were the perfect murders.

 

“What has Aggy done now?”

 

“What hasn’t she done! That child is menace! Have you noticed the squirrels lately? Whatever she did to them was on a genetic level. They are breeding like that. Changing nature is against the rules Marcella. You, yourself, should know that.”

 

“Camilla calm yourself. She transmuted the squirrels when she was barely four years old. She holds the record for the youngest witch to perform a transmutation.” Marcella Blackmore was the oldest and current matriarch of the Blackmore clan. She was also the High Priestess of the Clan.

 

“Why do we celebrate this? She didn’t zap just one squirrel. She zapped all of them for ten square miles! Purple! She made the squirrels purple. They have become a tourist attraction for the Goddess's sake. I have to chase mundanes off my lawn every morning. For some reason my yard attracts the little monsters.”

 

“The tourists or the squirrels?” Camilla made a nasty face at Marcella.

 

“The squirrels of course! The mundanes are just annoying. I would zap those lavender tree rats but they are immune to magic!”

 

“The money those tourists bring into our shops has been good for the family. You can’t discount that.”

 

“Fine. Whatever. Her mistake as a young child can be forgiven. It is all the other things that we cannot forgive.”

 

“Camilla seriously? We all make mistakes when we come into our power. Even you did crazy things. I can remember making Mother’s clothes three sizes smaller so they would fit me. I can still feel the sting of Father’s belt to this day. A brave man my father.”

 

“I remember making all the bushes on the property taller, not changing the genetic makeup of animals.” The two women were standing on the back porch of the Blackmore mansion. The backyard was a jungle of herbs and flowers. The perfect place for a young witch to get lost in. I could hear them, but I was essentially hidden from view.

 

“It was just some squirrels Camilla. She will do great things one day, you know she will. Our seer has foretold she will change the world.”

 

“That is if she doesn’t kill all of us first. Her magic is out of control. The simplest things go haywire and chaos happens. Her change could be permanent. I have no intention of living out my life as a pink chicken or some other creature. Her poor mother.”

 

Marcella’s face got very stern, and she glared at Camilla. “That, was not the child’s fault and you know it. Teegan’s mental collapse was more the fault of losing her husband than it was Aggy’s misadventure. That was just a coincidence. That party was too much for her that day.”

 

Camilla blew out a breath. “My ass! What was it? Her seventh birthday? I was there Marcella. My dear husband and I organized the damn thing. I was the one who invited the other children. You cannot change my memories of the incident.”

 

 

I bowed my head at the mention of Mommy. It wasn’t my fault. It really wasn’t. Poor Daddy had died the year before on my sixth birthday. He was bringing a cake back from the store when a drunk driver hit him and he died. I felt a tear roll down my face. Pulling out my handkerchief I wiped my face. Mommy cried for almost a year. She was finally almost back to normal when the incident happened.

 

“Then the blame for the incident is on your head Camilla. Yours and Harrison. Teegan was not ready for guests, much less a yard full of young children. And then there was the gifts. Really, gifting a young child a Unicorn? She was far too young for that.”

 

“Don’t blame Harrison, may he rest in peace. He thought she would like a Unicorn. What witch child hasn’t dreamed of riding one? I know that Teegan and I both wanted one as children. It’s a status symbol that’s all. Only witches ride in style.”

 

Marcella shook her head. “Agatha apparently. Camilla, I don’t know why you are blaming her. Only the Unicorn was affected. None of the other children had so much of a hair harmed on them. You should know that we ran diagnostic spells immediately after the event.”

 

“It was the shock of it. Poor Teegan. She fainted dead away. After that she was never quite right. I visit her, you know. Every week I check on her progress at St Bridget’s.”

 

“It was not Aggy’s fault and you know it. If Teegan had been more aware, she would have noticed the strength of her child’s magic. Teegan was never as strong a witch as you are Camilla. She wasn’t ready to accept that her daughter was so strong at such an early age. I myself would be very hard pressed to whip off a spell such as that without any preparation.”

 

“Once again, my whole point Marcella. She zapped that poor creature right in front of everyone! Then she tried to fix it and only made it worse. Has anyone been able to fix it?”

 

Marcella winced again. She breathed out a huge sigh. “No we have not. It’s not for lack of trying, mind you. I have had every traveling witch or wizard come and take a look. I even sent to Europe for one of their dispelling mechanics. Nothing. She did something… They all say the same thing. It was an impossible spell. Especially for a seven year old.”

 

“Have you considered what would happen if she does it again? It might be a person this time. She is a walking time bomb.”

 

“So in your opinion we should parade the child around like a broken toy and subject her to the ridicule of the mundanes? Is that what you are saying?”

 

“That is not what I am saying at all! You are putting words in my mouth now. She is seventeen years old. It’s not like we can just send her off to college with the rest of the children her age. Won’t any of the witch schools take her?”

 

“You know the answer to that one, since it is your fault they won’t even consider her.” The older woman had a cross look on her face.

 

The younger woman hung her head in shame. “For that I am sorry. At the time I was frightened for my own daughter. Winter could have been harmed, and I was very upset. She is the one bright light in my life. I just could not allow Teegan’s daughter to attend any school Winter attended.” Marcella rolled her eyes at the bright light comment.

 

“So nice of you to worry about your daughter and screw over your sister’s daughter, your niece, at the same time.” Marcella’s voice was so cold her breath could freeze water.

 

“How many times must I say that I am sorry for that? Grandmother, I was scared.”

 

Marcella shook her head. “That was not an excuse then, and it still isn’t one now. You are a full grown witch with mastery of your powers. Being afraid of a mere child does not make the coven or the clan look good in the eyes of the council. You are this close to being censured.” She held up her hand in a pinch.

 

“Me? They want to censure me? How dare they! Why haven’t they not done anything about her?” She pointed toward the garden.

 

“What makes you think they haven’t? Aggy has had the best homeschooling teachers that money could buy. She just needs some refining and a purpose to her life. Come inside and I will explain.” Marcella pushed Camilla toward the doors. She looked over her shoulder and caught my eye. There was no hiding from her. She shook her head at me.

 

~~~~

 

 

“Why do you care so much about what that old bat of a witch thinks? She just wants to ship you off to some boarding school or something.”

 

“Who, Grandmother or Camilla?” I glanced back at the house. They had gone back inside. I went back to picking flowers. Grandmother promised to show me how to weave them into a crown. Tonight was midsummer.

 

“Camilla of course. That bat has it out for you. She has ever since your birthday party.”

 

“Fergus, you aren’t still mad at me because of that are you? I can try to fix you again if you like.”

 

“No! Don’t. I really don’t want to get smaller or turn into one of those squirrels this time. I would look terrible in purple. No offense Agatha but your magic can be a little lopsided in its effects.”

 

“Lopsided. I have never thought of it like that. Remind me to tell Grandmother the term. The squirrels were a mistake. I was only four years old. I can do the basics without bad things happening.” I pointed at the flowers I just picked and muttered ‘danzleikr.’ The flowers sat up and began to dance. They held each other's leaves and danced around me. I spoke ‘stǫðva.’ They all collapsed on the ground and lay still. I scooped them up and placed them in the basket by my feet.

 

“Things like that I can do. It’s when I try big spells or off-the-cuff things that disaster happens. Like at the party. All the girls were screaming and the parents freaking out. I reached for Momma and she was on the ground. I just reacted and tried to reverse it.”

 

“Tell me about it.” Fergus was my sort of familiar. He was a unicorn.

 

“Let’s take these into the house. Maybe Aunt Camilla is gone.”

 

“Do you want me to stab her? I can get her good. Once you go horn, you never go back!”

 

I looked down at Fergus. He was shaking his head and dancing about like he was fighting someone. I could only shake my head and laugh. Unicorns! It’s all about the horn with them.

 

“Don’t make her mad. She is still a little scared of you. Don’t remind her that she is the one that paid for you in the first place.”

 

“Like she could take me back now. It’s been what ten years? Who would buy a used micro unicorn?”

 

I braced myself and stood up. Careful not to step on my friend I scooped up the basket and started to walk toward the house.

 

“Hey! Super short unicorn here! Did you forget about me?”

 

I reached down and scooped my little friend up. He was pocket sized. I have special pockets on all my shirts made just for him. They are lined with spell-infused Kevlar. He gets a bit pointy sometimes.

 

“Oooh, I get to ride on the boob again!” He began jumping about in my hand.

 

I held him up to eye level. “Cut that crap out Fergus! I’m sure Zeus would give you a ride back to the house. How about I give him a call?”

 

“I’ll be good! I promise. Just keep that monster away from me.” The tiny Unicorn shuddered at the thought of being Zeus’s plaything again.

 

“He’s not that bad, Fergus. You know he won’t eat you or anything. He just wants to play.”

 

“Yeah, fun.”

 

I smiled to myself. Threatening Fergus with Zeus was one of my standard threats that worked with the little terrorist. Zeus was my Grandmother’s familiar. He was a what is known as a Savannah cat. He was a hybrid of a Serval cat crossed with a Siamese cat. He was big, really big, and Fergus was his favorite toy.

 

I could still hear voices inside the house as I climbed the stairs to the wrap-around porch. The mansion was an early Victorian showpiece. Three stories with a wrap-around porch, it has been used as a model for several Hollywood movies. Every time she sees one Grandmother calls her lawyer and sues them. Magic Margarita’s indeed. I sat down in one of the really comfy wicker chairs that lined the back porch. I had lived here since my seventh birthday. This house had so much history in it.

 

Grandmother liked to tell the story of how the house was originally constructed to serve as a hotel for the town. Her father had other ideas and hexed the owners into selling it to him for less money than it cost to build. The town elders had, of course been outraged that he would dare to impose his will upon others in such a way. He got away with it by saying that a hotel would only attract strangers to town and expose all of us. Thus our clan gained a house and the town a new alderman. He never wanted to be mayor. He was content to stay in obscurity.

 

Supernaturals came out to the world twenty years later. Germany declared war on Europe in a mad power grab and made use of its Adepts and witch covens. We, as a people, were dragged into the light. The mundanes didn’t know what to believe. Magic was real. So were the mythological creatures that made things go bump in the night. The Hun were using vampires, backed up by witches, to kill Allied soldiers in the dark of night all across Europe. The Allied powers were desperate and patriotic paranormals volunteered for service by the dozens. Grandmother said that their reasoning was this. “Join now and be seen as heroes. Hide and don’t help and be persecuted for it later.”

 

For many, neither was a good choice. The Vampires suffered the most of all the paranormals. The British army was getting annihilated on the Western front and they were desperate. They made a deal with the witch and wizard councils. If they took care of the Vampire threat, the government would formally recognize the paranormals and incorporate them into the country. Someone knew the proper cheese to use when luring rats. They of course leapt at the offer. A great spell was created. British vampires in a rush to be patriotic and avoid future persecution even volunteered to help. The nests here in America told them it was a bad idea and pleaded with their brethren to avoid the battlefields.

 

The great spell was triggered on Valentine’s day. The covens claimed it was to harvest the energy of love to bring about change. Stupid mundanes fell for it. If they had been paying attention, they might have noticed that it was actually Lupercalia  they were celebrating not a holiday named after a Christian saint. It was a festival of sacrifice and that is what they did. They sacrificed the leader of the British Nests in a symbolic blood sacrifice. He was supposed to survive. He didn’t. Neither did any vampire within five thousand miles of Paris, France. As a race they were devastated. Only those on the West coast of North America and those in Asia survived what became known as the Great Purge. Needless to say the Huns were defeated. In the aftermath, laws were enacted to give all paranormals the same rights as norms. Or at least that is the theory.

 

I heard a door slam and tires screech away. It looked like Camilla had left. I stood up and stepped into the house.

 

“Grandmother? Are you still here?” She wasn’t in the kitchen or the still-room. Those were her favorite places to relax after a visit from one of the more strident family members.

 

The parlor was filled with really uncomfortable Victorian era furniture that she claimed her parents bought. It was only used for special occasions. I knew she wouldn’t be in there but I looked, anyway. “Grandmother?”

 

The front room was where many coven meetings were held if the weather didn’t cooperate. She wasn’t there either. I raised my voice. “Grandmother? Are you here?” I was starting to get worried.

 

“In here, child.” I blew out a breath in relief. Camilla could be a handful, but she only killed husbands, or at least that was the family rumor.

 

Grandmother was sitting behind the massive oak partners desk in her office. I loved that desk. It had to weigh a good five or six hundred pounds. The backside was covered in drawers. As a child I like to peek in them looking for sweets or things to play with. The top of the desk was covered in really cool green stained leather that she said was original to the desk.

 

“Are you OK Grandmother?” She smiled at me and closed the folder in front of her. I caught a glimpse of some sort of Government seal as the file closed.

 

“I’m fine, Aggy. Have a seat please.” She clasped her hands together in front of her. As I watched, she studied them for a moment and rubbed them together. “I guess you heard Camilla voice her concerns and comments?”

 

From my pocket the muffled voice of Fergus could be heard saying. “Yeah, we heard the old bat! You should tell to go kiss a warthog and leave us alone.” I giggled and pulled him out of my pocket. He stood on the desk and began walking back and forth as if pacing.

 

“I won’t apologize for her to you Aggy. She is family.”

 

There was one rule. Family is everything. We didn’t hurt family.

 

“I understand. Are you sending me away like she asked you too?”

 

The older woman shook her head. “Heard that did you? Well I need to do something with you, my dear. I have taught you almost everything that I know. Regardless of what my daughters will say, you are my best student and my successor one day.”

 

I started to protest, but she held up her hands to stop me. “Hear me out Agatha, please.”

 

“I will listen.”

 

“Thank you. Ignore Camilla and the rest of them. They know very little of the training you have had. You have all of my knowledge in herbs, lore, and practicality. They never chose to learn any of that. The members of our coven have been exposed to too much television and Hollywood theater. Power and magic is not the solution to everything. You must use your head and your heart to show you the way. None of them have shown any interest in learning. They believe that my successor is Matrilineal. The council of course knows better. Believe it or not, none of them have ever asked. Your mother… She may have been a victim of someone who broke the first rule. It is one of the reasons I have kept you here rather than allow you to go to one of the schools.”

 

“I thought that they wouldn’t take me because of Camilla?”

 

“Trust me. If I asked they would have taken Fergus as a student. Camilla is too easy to guilt.”

 

I started laughing. My Grandmother was very sharp.

 

She let me calm down then looked at me seriously. “Now we have much to discuss. You need to receive training, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be from the witch schools. Have you thought what you want to do with your life? Do not say run a shop in town, because I know you better than you think I do.”

 

I thought hard about it. I knew what I wanted to do deep in my heart, but it was something regarded with contempt by almost every paranormal race.

 

“Spit it out Agatha. I won’t be offended.”

 

I looked down at Fergus and he had a look in his eye directing me to tell her the truth. “I want to be join the police and help people.” I half expected her to yell at me. I looked up, and she was smiling.

 

“Very good. Did you think I would miss all the mysteries and crime books you read? Or the cops and robbers show you like on the idiot box? Child, I pay very close attention to what interests you. Now, down to business. What exactly do you want to do? Do you want to work with Cappy and be his new deputy or strive for something bigger?”

 

Cappy was the police chief here in our little slice of heaven called Blackbriar Heights. He cruised about town in an old police cruiser that has seen better days. His primary function was to keep the mundanes out of trouble.

 

“Bigger. No offense Grandmother, but we don’t have crime here.”

 

“We do, but you would not have heard about it. No, I will not explain. You can ask me later after you finish school.”

 

“What school am I going to?”

 

“How about the FBI Academy? Would you like to work for the US Government?”

 

“Really? How?”

 

“The Council has been trying to get someone to join for a few years. The Fed’s have to deal with paranormal crime on a daily basis. Some of the less powerful groups already have trained agents serving. They have been asking for a magic user for a while.”

 

“And they want me? Don’t they know about the mistakes and bad stuff that happens?”

 

“Dear one, even the Council knows that it is not your fault. The have offered to train you, under the auspices of the FBI of course. If you want to help people, this is your chance.”

 

I of course said yes. So begins my journey. Wish me luck because heaven help the FBI if I cut loose. I hope they have good insurance.

 

 

 

Read more of Born a Witch on Amazon.com
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“Agatha snap the hell out of it! It’s not your fault this time. How were you to know they were behind you?”

 

“Fergus, I should have checked. Magnus always said to cast a reveal spell before attempting any diagnostic of any kind. I didn’t do one first!”

 

“Magnus? Which one was he?”

 

“He was the first trainer, remember, the one with the funny white hair?”

 

“Are you sure he wasn’t the one with the hooked nose?”

 

“No, that was Erik. He was the German one. Magnus was the guy with the funny accent who always called me Missy.”

 

“I think you’re wrong. The Missy guy was the Texan. Mannerly or something like that. He didn’t stay very long.”

 

That is the problem right there. The FBI only had mercenaries on staff. The Witch Council had promised the FBI that they would send trainers to fix my magical problem as part of the deal that allowed me to join. 

 

I kept breaking them. 

 

They gave me conflicting instructions or approached my problem the wrong way. None of them were actually injured; well, except that one guy. Brady something. How was I to know the bridge by the highway had an actual troll living under it? I have to agree with Fergus though. He did look pretty funny being chased across the front lawn by a large hairy beast. 

 

My magic is broken. I can do little stuff, but anytime I try a large spell or something off-the-cuff, there is a fifty-fifty chance of something unusual happening. That is what happened today.

 

“Agatha, cast the spell exactly as I have written.”

 

“But, Sir. Shouldn’t I cast a reveal spell first? I really should check first.”

 

“Young lady! You will do as I have asked or I will tell the Witch Council you are refusing to cooperate. Now do as I say! Cast the spell.”

 

The instructor’s name was Montgomery. Not Monte and definitely not Gomer. He resembled that old guy from the first Dinosaur movie. The one about the theme park.

 

“OK, Montgomery. Here goes.” I cast my first diagnostic spell. It was supposed to examine the crime scene and identify any magical traces. The effect was that each foreign trace would light up and glow. It was pretty cool when he did it.  I glanced at my cheat sheet and began the spell. It must have been either my pronunciation or a hand motion but something was wrong.

 

“Stop! Stop! You must stop! Stupid girl!” Stupid him. I was committed and had to finish the spell, even he knew that.

 

As I said the last word, a bright flash of light lit the field up and I heard a sound behind me that was a cross between a grunt and a screech. “Uh, oh.”

 

I spun around just in time to see what looked like a large rabbit hop by. The animal was twice the size of a normal rabbit but now had antlers.

 

“What did you do? That is not the spell I gave you!” The new Council teacher was beyond mad. His face was inflamed and fire was spitting from his eyes.

 

“Sir, it is. See!” I held out the spell to him. He grabbed it from my hands and began checking it line by line.

 

“What is this notation right here?”  

 

I peered at the line halfway through. “It looks like the word verða.”

 

“It’s not. It’s the wrong tense. It needs to be umskipti. I didn’t write it that way. Why is it on here?” He thrust the paperwork back at me.

 

“Sir, I copied it exactly from your notes.”

 

“I do not make mistakes! You are trying to blame this disaster on me and I won’t have it!” He stormed away, ranting to the heavens. I stared at the paper in my hands. We used old Norse as a modern magical language for all our spells. The word ‘change’ actually has five different spellings in old Norse. I guess now I know what happens when I use the wrong one.

 

“You just broke another one, Agatha!”

 

“How? I don’t see what it is I did wrong! He just walked off.”

 

“Uh, did you see the creature a minute ago?”

 

“Yeah it looked like a rabbit or something.”

 

“You made another one, Agatha. That used to be a rabbit and a deer.”

 

That horrified me. Those poor creatures. Somehow my use of the wrong word for ‘change’ made my magic modify those beautiful creatures. “I guess he is going to report me...”
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