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Chapter 1 – Cramming for a Test
Blagogarsk, Tellus
Exhausted, TT collapsed onto the stony ground and panted, breath burning in her throat and swirling with the taste of sweat in her lungs. She couldn’t remember a time in her life that she had hurt more or been as tired. All the young cat wanted to do, was lie still and try to remember how to breathe. It was soon evident, that was not going to be an option.
<< Come on, TT. We need to move faster! Lives could depend on us, and we shouldn’t be this slow. >>
<< At least, let me catch my breath! >>
<< The Trials won’t give you the time to relax, and you know that real life doesn’t either. >>
<< I am still recovering! >>
<< Welcome to the real world, Princess. Now, get your furry white butt up, and let’s run through this course again. >>
Slave driver! TT thought to herself. Even though Dascha was her best friend, the Familiar didn’t understand that others might be just mortal. Well, that isn’t really fair, either. Dascha is just trying to whip me into shape for the Trials. After all, we don’t have much time to get ready. And I did promise to help her exercise her skills, too.
TT wasn’t exactly sure how she had gone from helping Dascha to prepare for the Familiar Trials to practicing for them herself. The white Persian had tried to argue that she was not a Familiar any longer, but that certainly hadn’t worked. Dascha’s response had been short and sweet.
<< You are still a Familiar! That didn’t change simply because you had a creep for a Witch, who repudiated and tried to kill you. It just means that you are unbonded, and that is no excuse for letting your skills deteriorate. >>
Frustrated, TT had complained in turn to her Uncle Jack, but he had been even less sympathetic. First, he had made a hissing sound of derision and then treated her to his distinctive stare that said how much he was disappointed in her attitude and behavior. When he thought that she had gotten that message, a verbal chastisement was added.
TT had never heard her Uncle Jack sound quite like he did that day, when he said, << Many Familiars go through periods where they are not bonded. I still consider myself a Familiar because I have the capability of supporting a Witch, but I am simply not connected to one right now. In the future, you may choose a new Witch, and it would be pretty stupid for you to have let your skills wither. >>
Stumbling over her words in a rush to explain, TT found herself whimpering and whining. Jack listened for a little while before interrupting her, << I know the whole situation was horrible. You almost died and encountered a very evil Magic-user. I also know that you’re scared to touch your skills for fear that exercising that part of your abilities might bring her back. That won’t happen. >>
<< The danger is too high! She found me before by my powers. What if she follows me again? >>
<< Then Zhanna and Dascha will protect you. I will help you. You have friends here and allies. Trust in us, even if you can’t trust yourself. >>
<< It would just be safer for everybody if I never touched my Magic again. >>
<< You can let that disgusting excuse for a Witch triumph and avoid your own strengths to stay hidden. But ask yourself this question. Why would you want to give her that power over you? Does she deserve to destroy a beautiful, strong part of you? Are you still letting her win? >>
The young and scarred white Persian had no response to that. Neither Jack nor Dascha pushed her anymore that day, but nightmares plagued TT’s sleep that night.
The overwhelming waves of pain that the Witch that supposedly loved her Familiar had inflicted crashed against the young cat’s subconscious like ocean waves pounding on the shore. A parade of images appeared and disappeared, like a roster of all those that helped her. TT’s sleep was fragmented, and she woke more tired than when she went to bed.
Dragging her aching body out of the warm bed by Baba’s fire in the new cottage, TT walked to the practice yards that Dascha was using for training and conditioning. Without any further discussion, the white Persian began mirroring Dascha and Jack’s exercises. Neither of the other two cats made any comment, respecting both her presence and her courage.
<< <> >>
<< Focus! You have to focus, >> Dascha snarled.
TT climbed back to her feet, panting in short little bursts of breath. The white Persian could not remember a time that she had been more exhausted. Dascha was a hard taskmistress, pushing herself to greater efforts and demanding that TT and Jack keep up with her.
The drill today had been mostly physical agility and endurance. The three feline Familiars had jumped, climbed, swam, and forced their way through barriers and over obstacles. All of them were dusty and dirty, with coats that needed a lot of attention.
TT knew that hers probably looked the worst. After all, she was the plain white one. Her longer coat and the unforgiving absence of pattern made every single bit of dust show up immediately. A year ago, the Persian cat would’ve cared. Her concentration would have been broken, followed immediately by her plaintive request for someone to help her repair her appearance.
So much had happened since then that TT felt like a different person. In such a short time, she had been rejected by her Witch, injured to just short of death, recovered, and escaped to the relative safety of Dascha’s home. Looking beautiful was no longer a core part of her personality. Many other things had become more important in her world, and she valued each one.
Even after finding sanctuary at Dascha and Zhanna’s home, TT’s adventures had not stopped. Driven from the village where Dascha had lived with her Witch, they had taken a strange pathway to come through to a world that looked much like the one they had left.
There were many similarities between the old world and this one, but small differences continually surprised TT. There were subtle variations in familiar things like the scent of the morning air and the feel of the blades of grass. Even the mice tasted slightly different.
Surrounded by a strange sense of otherness that TT hoped would ease over time, the scarred cat tried to adjust. Only when her surroundings no longer seemed weird, would she be able to regard this place as her home.
Whack! A round ball of an unknown elastic, dense material slammed into TT’s side and knocked her flat on the ground.
<< Ouch! >>she cried. Before the Familiar could identify where the ball had come from, it smashed again into her partially raised head.
Boink!
<< Ouch! >> she cried again. This time as the sphere made a big loop and started to come back to her, TT jumped quickly to the side. Seeing that the spherical assailant was lining up for another shot, TT took off through the obstacle course cursing at the top of her lungs as she ran.
<< Misbegotten spawn of a slimy rock toad! May hairballs infest your food dish! >>
Every time that she tried to slow down, or catch a bit of rest, the ball would appear again. Hiding from it did not work. Even when she lay out of sight, the blasted thing somehow found her and started to administer its punishing blows.
Driven by pain and the frustration of not being able to escape the consequences of trying to take just a moment of rest, TT burst through the end gate of the obstacle course, still cursing at the top of her lungs.
The ball dropped to the ground, unmoving, just short of the finish line.
Gasping so hard that she could almost not form the words in her head, TT yelled, << What in the names of the seven layers of cold damnation set this misbegotten instrument of torture after me? >>
A chorus of snorts and strange sounds caused TT to whip her head around and stare over where Dascha and Jack were leaning on each other. The two cats were laughing so hard that neither of them could stand alone. Dascha kept trying to say something, but the overwhelming amusement hijacked her words into strange yodeling noises.
Finally, the two convulsing Familiars got themselves under control. With Jack scrubbing his face with his paw, Dascha chose to answer TT.
<< You needed a better motivation than all the yelling I was doing provided. So, we found one. >>
<< You? You were the one who set that on me? Why would you do that? It hurts!>>
Suddenly serious, Dascha responded, << You are just not concentrating. Going through the motions won’t do anything to prepare you for the Trials or develop the skills that you need to survive. >>
TT answered with a sob in her voice, << I am trying, Dascha. Really trying. I just can’t keep the thoughts of all the others out of my head. >>
The black Familiar came over and rubbed her body against TT’s side and purred comfortingly. << Tell me about it, my friend. Perhaps, together we can come up with a solution. That would be better than torturing yourself. >>
For a moment, TT resisted, but then an internal dam broke, and the anguished words just spilled out. << I am worried about everybody that we left behind. I keep picturing them in pain or frightened, and I wake up ready to run to their side. My head feels like it is bombarded with worries. The Witch was already lining up a new Familiar, and it was from my clowder. Is it one of my nieces or nephews, someone without protection in desperate need with no one to help them? The lack of knowledge is torturing me! >>
Dascha made comforting sounds, and Jack came over to lend his warmth to TT’s back. Neither of the other two cats interrupted as TT continued, << What’s happening to the rest of my family? Will they ever forgive me for not being perfect? What about the people that helped me, are they safe? >>
TT grieved, her concerns and anguish pouring from inside her to create a caterwaul full of pain and anxiety. The two Familiars crowded even closer around her, comforting her as much as they could. For a while, the only sound was the hiccuping of a crying cat. Even the birds had stopped singing.
It was so quiet, and she was so lost in her grief that TT was surprised when the warm arms of Dascha’s Witch scooped all three of the cats up and deposited them in the reassuring enclosure formed by her crossed legs. Comforting strokes from a gentle human hand helped to drive the panic away a little more. Reaching even deeper inside of herself, TT pushed more words out.
<< I keep seeing the Cook and the Houndmaster, and all the dogs that nurtured me. Even the horses that protected me as much as they could and the Stablemaster. The two little children, and the Master Trader and his goofy dog. All of those people helped me, helped us, and I don’t know if they are safe. If the Blood Mages were strong enough to make your Witch come here, what will they do to the kind people that are stuck there? >>
Zhanna kept petting TT, trying to send caring and love through the repetitive, gentle tactile motion. None of the others had an easy answer for TT, but the distressed Familiar had not expected one. After a while, Zhanna climbed to her feet and carried TT back to the sanctuary of her Baba’s cottage.
The rest of the day passed quietly. TT was exhausted by the combination of training and the release of her emotions. The other two Familiars stayed with her, providing wordless support and the warmth of family.





Chapter 2 – Those Left Behind
Blagogarsk, Tellus
“I worry too,” said Zhanna despondently to her grandmother, “I know that you have tried to see how those we had to leave behind are doing. Have you had any success? Do you know anything that has happened?”
“Nothing yet. My scrying into that world is getting better, but it’s still very fragmented. I’m afraid that part of my difficulty is the terror that I have in my heart for our old world.”
“I wish there was something I could do, but Star Child Grace was very clear. I cannot go back.”
Zhanna’s Baba reached a comforting hand over to clasp her granddaughter’s wrist. Opening her mouth to say something, a sudden flash of light changed the color of the Seer’s eyes, and her expression altered.
The voice that emerged from the old woman’s mouth was different than the smooth and warm tones that Zhanna loved. Instead, a harder, harsher sound came out, “Beware the changes. They are coming for the good and the evil. Sadness rides their coattails while destruction becomes protection. Love and sacrifice fuel their energy, fearful in its power. You will see arrivals and departures in the days ahead. Take each as if it were your loved ones’ last moment, for they tread an unfamiliar pathway. One that you cannot travel with them.”
Zhanna gasped in shock, the words hitting her like blows. A split second later, the light disappeared from Baba’s eyes, and the old woman’s unconscious form pitched forward toward the table. Shedding her chair with a force that sent it clattering to the ground behind her, Zhanna caught her grandmother in her arms.
Responding to the noise, Dascha and several of the Hidden Folk came charging into the room, providing extra support and asking excited questions. Dascha pushed the hardest, demanding across their bond, << What happened? Who was talking? >>
<< Baba had a Vision, and a Power spoke through her. >>
<< Oh, that doesn’t sound good. >>
<< Later. We need to talk about it later. >>
After a very short time, Zhanna’s Baba roused enough for her granddaughter and the other helpers to get her into bed. The exhausted Seer was so tired that she fell asleep before Zhanna could even kiss her goodnight. Worried, Zhanna looked down at the woman she loved more than any other person in the world and noticed how frail she was.
“Don’t worry, we will stay with Baba,” said Noma.
“Thank you. Please let me know if you need anything or if something more happens!”
Feeling a fog of concerns and worries following her like a starving dog, Zhanna left her grandmother tucked in the bed, watched by Noma, and another one of the Hidden Folk. Guilt and a desire to help fought with the knowledge that she didn’t have to do everything herself.
In this case, knowledge won, but Zhanna was unable to shrug off the feeling of impending disaster. Joining her, Dascha remarked, << I am very worried about that prophecy and TT. It has all the stink of someone interfering in our lives. >>
<< Again. >>
<< Yes, again. >>
With extreme reluctance, the young Witch walked away from her grandmother and out to the path that would take her back to her house. Her black cat Familiar walked beside her silently, both of them lost in their thoughts.
Zhanna’s were filled with foreboding and worry about something that would come crashing down on them when they least expected it. She knew that she could not travel back to Earth. Her homeworld was lost to her, and there was nothing she could do about it. On the other hand, the young Witch was reluctant to see others put themselves in danger in her stead.
<< Zhanna, please do not be so hard on yourself. You know there is no way for us to go and help anyone with anything on Earth. All we can do is work with our challenges here. We have to keep positive about the whole thing, even though we are not happy about it! >>
<< I know, Dascha. But I wish there was something I could do. I feel so useless and pitiful. >>
<< Well… I thought of something, but I am not too sure how doable it is, or if it will make you happy. >>
<< What? If there is anything I can do to help the rescue parties that are supposed to grab more people on Earth and bring them here, you know I would help. >>
<< I know you are learning how to make items that have spells stored in them. Perhaps you could practice with things that even a cat could use on a dangerous trip. That would be something that would satisfy your need to help and let TT or Jack be better armed in a fight against the evil Blood Mages.>>
<< What a great idea! Let us figure out a few spells that you think would be useful, and when we go for our tutoring session tomorrow, we can check with whoever has teaching duty. Perhaps we can start to create something that would be useful for those going on rescue missions! You are right that if we can provide that to the travelers, I will be much happier!>>
Feeling much better, the Witch and her Familiar began to brainstorm on the different things that might be stored in a small object. Knowing that she was going to be able to be useful after all, Zhanna relaxed and put her creative energy to good use.
The two of them talked all the way through supper, trying to come up with a decent list and a good idea of what they thought would be helpful so that Zhanna’s inquiries could be effective. By dessert, they had a list of five items that they thought fit the requirements. The two of them happily agreed that the items would be useful both in the short term and for general exploration.
Zhanna wondered to herself if the items on her list would be something to keep stocked and ready for anyone who was going out exploring. That is another thing I need to remember to ask my instructor tomorrow. The young Witch felt her spirits rise in a small wave of satisfaction and focus. She had realized it would be tough to give up always being an actor in any confrontation or battle, but she had not realized how frustrated she would feel when others went off into danger, leaving her in a safe place. Even now, her stomach roiled in tension, and her heartbeat kept doing strange syncopation with nervousness and regret.
Her evening meal was complete, and the young Witch was facing the least favorite part of her day. This was the time that she and her Baba had always enjoyed each other’s company, but usually spent it in companionable silence or relaxed conversation. In the quiet of the evening, the young woman and her grandmother would sit by the fire, or out on the porch, working on the never-ending chores that seem to accompany life. Mending, knitting, or some other task occupied their hands, while they entertained each other with experiences of the day or stories that they had heard or made up.
The young woman knew that she had an unusually close and caring relationship with her beloved grandmother. For many years she had thought it was merely because her Baba had taken them in when her parents had died but had since learned otherwise to her pleasure.
It took several years, but Zhanna had come to believe the pleasure they took in each other’s company stemmed from commonality of viewpoint and a genuine liking for the people that they were. The comfort of the evenings they had sat next to each other, working and talking, had been something she looked forward to every day, and she missed it sorely now.
Unsure of what to do by herself in the evening, the young Witch decided to climb the stairs to her second-floor bedroom suite. She thought to herself, I feel like I am rattling around in this huge place. I still do not know why I have to live in this fancy house. It is not like there are lots of people living with me or that I have a lot of things going on in the evening.
Halfway up the stairs, Zhanna was taken unaware by a massive blow to her head. She could feel her knees buckle and knew that she was falling. Unable to stop herself and clueless as to where the attack was coming from, the young Witch mentally screamed, << Dascha! >>
Before her Familiar could make any response, Zhanna felt as if she were caught in the grasp of a massive current, twirled around until she was dizzy and disoriented, before being sucked down into the depths of a strange river. Inundated by images and feeling like she could not breathe, the young woman struggled to make sense of what was going on.
Attempting to move her arms as if she were swimming, Zhanna fought to the surface of the blinding blur of fragmented terrifying images and truncated sounds of fear and despair. Desperately trying to breathe, the young Witch attempted to yell for help, but no sound emerged from her throat. Her body spinning around repeatedly, the woman focused on survival rather than control.
Taking deep breaths where she could, the Witch heard the roar of a waterfall ahead of her and tried desperately to swim to the misty bank that she could barely see. She had taken no more than two frantic strokes when her world dropped out from underneath her, and she was falling. More flashing images, things that had occurred in her life raced past her leaving her even more confused as she smashed into a painfully solid object.
Agonizing pain radiated through every part of her body before she was mercifully sucked down toward unconsciousness. Darkness descended on her mind as her tenuous hold on awareness slipped.
Just as she was losing all contact with her life, she heard a voice screaming for her, calling out in fear and love, << Zhanna! Do not leave me! >> Clinging to the sound and its return sense of love and commitment, the Witch held on for just a moment longer, clinging to a shred of awareness with fingertips of desperation.
There was a strong pull that seemed anchored around her heart, and the young Witch felt her spirit being ripped away from a dangerous pit by claws of determination sunk deeply into her soul. Tumbling through a whirling mass of blood-soaked images, Zhanna felt her essence as it landed safely in the warm embrace of her Familiar.
Before losing her tenuous hold on consciousness, Zhanna’s last thought was, I am still here. I will always be here for you until the Flames take me back.





Chapter 3 – No Place at Home
Yarorbash Village, Earth
Numbly, the men wandered around the pitted streets, unable to take in the enormity of the disaster that had occurred. Blackened timbers and crushed walls defaced every building that was even partially standing. The smell of old smoke clogged their nostrils and made them choke on the contaminated air they were forced to breathe.
At one point, a plume of ash had risen in the air, and the entire group of men had charged over in the hope that someone or something was still alive. Smashing their way through the debris that had fallen over the doorway, they arrived wide-eyed and adrenaline-powered only to find that a weakened beam had finally collapsed, raising a small cloud of the fine ash that filled the room.
One of the men had tripped, catching himself against the carcass of what had been a cabinet. Looking down to see what he had stepped on, the man collapsed to his knees sobbing as he tried to gently gather the bones of the small skeleton that he had disturbed. Two of his teammates helped him to rise, their own faces riven with grief and helpless fury.
The three of them carried their tiny burden out into the shattered square with the contaminated and ruined fountain. The weeping mercenaries laid the remains of another one of their friends and family at the end of the heartbreaking line of corpses and skeletons.
Motioning the men to join him by one of the vehicles they had used to return home, Peotr Tesorov rubbed his face fiercely, as if he could scrub his own tear tracks from not only his skin but his soul. Looking around at the twenty shocked and grieving faces of his men, the Mercenary Witch Commander said, “There is no sign of conventional weapons being used in the destruction of Yarorbash. As far as we can tell, the carnage here was all done with Magic.”
“At least your father, Mayor Nikolai, fought back rather than being slaughtered. The half-melted grenade launcher was fused to his bones. Most of the others were helpless,” growled Boris, Peotr’s second-in-command.
“Rolan and I found this close by the group of skeletons in the desecrated church,” offered Casimir in an angry, deadened tone. His hand noticeably shaking, the ordinarily phlegmatic mercenary handed Peotr an object wrapped in shielding cloth. The Commander raised his eyebrows at the atypical treatment, but trusting his men, he laid the bundled item down and carefully unwrapped it, using the tip of his dagger.
As the last layer of concealment slid off the item, Peotr drew back suddenly with a horrified expression on his face and his gasping breath ripping a sharp line through his chest. Staring as if he could not believe what he was seeing, the man cried out in rage, “Blood Mages! No wonder the village had no protection, no way to fight back. My father may have deliberately fought so that they had to kill him. At least, they did not get to torture him to death.”
Boris crowded in and covered the malevolent-looking amulet once again. His eyes met Peotr’s, and their gaze clung for a moment as a conversation only possible between old friends occurred. Taking a deep breath, the Commander turned to his men and said, “It is possible that moving the amulet has notified the Blood Mages that we are here. We need to do what we can for the remains of our loved ones. Unfortunately, we also need to leave as soon as possible. There is no point in adding to the power that they derived from the pain and suffering the Blood Mages caused here.”
Without more discussion, the men moved in different directions with a purposeful posture and shuttered expressions. Peotr felt a little bit at a loss as he saw that most of the men had paired up. I can certainly understand why they feel safer with someone to watch their backs, he thought to himself. Father, I wish I could have seen you and Mother one more time. I am proud of you for fighting back, even if you did not win. We will do the same, although I do not know where to take everyone to keep them from becoming more sacrifices.
Boris came charging up to Peotr, startling the Commander out of his sad and morbid thoughts. The big man almost shouted, “Bolormaa! We forgot about Bolormaa! I ran over there to see if she was dead also. I also wondered if Zhanna had returned. You have to come and see their house! Hurry!”
Peotr had never seen his longtime friend be this excited. The big man was practically dragging him by the arm toward the end of the village in which Bolormaa had lived the whole time she had been part of the community.
The spectacle of a huge bushy-bearded man nearly seven feet tall dragging his relatively small six-foot two-inch Commander through the broken rubble drew attention from anyone that they passed. Pretty soon, they had almost a parade of people hurtling after Boris. Peotr had given up resisting his friend, so they moved quickly.
Coming to the last twist of the pathway before Bolormaa’s cottage, the mercenary Commander was sickened as he saw the destruction of the plants and trees that led up to the sharp turn. Withered branches and ashy spots on the plants told the experienced Witch that the Blood Mages had drained energy even out of the vegetation.
Dreading what he was likely to see at the old Seer’s home, Peotr was shocked into immobility when he got his first unobstructed look at Bolormaa’s old cottage and garden. Almost shaking in disbelief, Peotr could not move for nearly a minute.
Behind him, the mercenary Commander could hear the gasping breaths of his men. No one said anything or moved, frozen as if they had been stricken with a silence and immobility spell.
Boris had dropped his grip on Peotr’s arm and stood as silently as the rest of their force. Carefully, and oh so slowly, the military Commander took a deep breath to steel himself for possible pain and took the two steps that brought him up to the edge of Bolormaa’s land. When nothing attacked him, he felt his skin ruffle with relief, even though the hair on the back of his neck was warning him of the uncanny situation.
For an instant, Peotr just stared in astonishment at the different land under his feet, comparing it to that only a foot closer to the house. Casimir’s voice whispered loudly enough for him to hear, “Why is everything inside the circle free from the destruction and the taint of the Blood Mages?”
Shaking with a tense braided cord of anger and hope so severely that he did not want to even attempt to speak, Peotr dredged up his courage and took a step forward. From the muffled cries of warning, his men expected something horrible to happen to their Commander. Peotr was not sure what would occur. Although he was frightened, the man refused to let that deter him.
However, Peotr also knew that they needed information and some way of protecting themselves from the Blood Mages. If Bolormaa’s house had some form of protection, he needed it for his men. This was something he could do. It was his responsibility to care for his men, and so he took action, overwriting his fear and battling against the seductive sweetness of thinking perhaps someone that he cared about had survived.
Praying in a way that he had not done since he been a boy, Peotr placed his foot inside the green and thriving grass that grew around the garden fence. Tensed for an attack of some form, Peotr almost collapsed in relief as nothing happened. The man took another two steps forward, and he was at the closed gate that completed the fenced enclosure.
Almost absently, Peotr thought of the times he had come to visit Zhanna’s brother Igor, wondering if by chance he was going to run into the warmhearted Seer or the intriguing little sister. A pang of grief touched him as he remembered hearing that Igor had been killed while out on a contract.
I should have taken a few days and come back. Igor was my best friend growing up, and I could not even be bothered to return and help with the many things that need to be done when one of our mercenaries dies. That was a horrible thing to do to people that I care about.
Forcing his unruly mind back into focus, Peotr put his hand out and touched the gate. Expecting to be attacked by a protective spell, the mercenary Commander was shocked when the gate swung smoothly open at the first brush of his hand. Still shaking, he took another step forward.
When nothing attacked, Boris spoke up, startling Peotr so much that he jumped in the air and spun around to stare at his friend. The big man rumbled, “Do you think it would be okay for us to come in there also? This area where we are standing is making the back of my neck itch.”
“You and three others come in and stand on the grassy area that is outside the fence first to make sure that nothing happens. If that works, then the rest of you can move on to the grass. Then slowly move inside the gate a few at a time,” Peotr ordered.
Boris and three of the mercenaries at the front of the crowd immediately stepped onto the grass. The mercenary Commander could see the relief in their faces as they stood on something that felt untainted. In just a few moments, all of his men were clear of the drained and damaged forest area.
Slowly, Peotr began to advance toward the house. Something comforting in the atmosphere was seeping into Peotr’s body and mind. Each step he took closer to the cottage made him feel stronger and more in control of his emotions.
Finally, he was at the base of the steps that led to the porch. As he took his first step onto the stone and wood stairs, he felt the warm presence of Boris behind him. Knowing that someone had his back, the mercenary Commander straightened his spine and calmly climbed the stairs at a measured pace and walked over to the closed door.
Nothing attacked, and there was no taint of any evil Magic on either the structure or in the air. Peotr could not stop a small sigh of relief, and the tension in his shoulders settled out just a little more. Raising his hand and pausing for a split second, the mercenary Commander politely knocked on the door.
His knock was gentle and definitely not forceful, but the door swung open as if someone had been waiting for him. The muttering from the rest of his forces told the mercenary Commander that his men were spooked but relieved. Thinking to himself in amusement, Peotr realized, They do not understand a spell that would do anything like this, but they are just glad to be someplace that has not been sacrificed to the energy-sucking Blood Mages.
Feeling more confident, Peotr walked into the house, calling out, “Hello, is anyone home?” He did not expect a response since he was convinced the Bolormaa was long gone. The experienced mercenary thought that perhaps someone else was staying in the cottage or that for some reason, Bolormaa was still here. Either way, he desperately wanted to know how this one building had come through the depredations of the Blood Mages intact.
The very last thing that he expected to see was two small children with tears-stained faces huddled next to what appeared to be a little moving pile of fur. Even less did he expect to have a creature out of legend pop up directly in front of him, and demand, “Are you here to help? If not, leave! I thought I was going to have a nice quiet death, and now I have babies to tend. I know where to go, but I need help getting there.”
Peotr’s eyes felt like they were going to fall out of his head, and he knew his mouth was hanging open in astonishment, but all he could do was stare. Behind him, he could hear Boris’ shocked surprise and the inarticulate confused mumbling that poured out of the big man’s mouth.
The mercenary Commander had thought creatures like this one were only a fairytale, not something that was real. The stocky build of the hunched-over old man had a beard that came almost to his waist. Although he was dressed in typical villager clothing, it was a style that Peotr remembered his great-grandfather wearing.
Then the mercenary Commander looked at the face of what he thought was an old man and saw eyes that were filled with fire and noticed that the creature had no eyebrows. Shocked beyond his ability to control his mouth, Peotr almost felt like a child himself as he blurted out, “You have ears like a horse! Are you a Domovoi?!!”





Chapter 4 – Household Spirits
Yarorbash Village, Earth
The five-foot-tall creature looked at him with an expression that combined amusement and disbelief. In a surprisingly deep voice, the Domovoi answered, “I suppose I could be just as astonished that somebody has had a decent education! Just remember the rules, and we will get along fine.”
Peotr frantically dredged through his memory, trying to remember what his mother had told him about the seldom-seen spirits of the house that only very old dwellings would have. From behind the mercenary Commander, Boris whispered in a soft tone, “Call him Grandpa or Grandfather. Bolormaa should have invited him to go with her. They also do not like swearing or messy houses.”
“Interesting, two men that know the old tales. I was not expecting that!” The Domovoi walked confidently forward until he was only an arms-length from Peotr. Trying hard not to be intimidated, the Mercenary Witch could feel the heat of the flames that filled the creature’s eyes. A partially-smothered whimper sounded behind him, and he heard tiny fragments of voices as the rest of his force was told what they had found.
Maintaining the calmness of his voice as best he could, Peotr asked, “Grandfather, would you be so kind as to tell us where Bolormaa has gone and also who the children are?”
Swinging his hands up so abruptly, that Peotr jumped back, the Domovoi stalked back over behind the table and stood very close to the children. Laying a gnarled hand on each child’s outside shoulder, the creature tilted his ears forward, saying, “Bolormaa was a good girl and invited me to go with her with the correct ritual of the seat for the road before she left. Although she invited me, I thought I would stay here in the home that I have occupied for so many centuries. Then these little ones came rushing through the door, trying to hide from the Blood Mages that destroyed their parents.”
Twisting in her chair so quickly that Peotr heard Boris gasp behind him, the little girl threw her arms around the Domovoi and began to sob heartbrokenly, “Please, Grandfather. Do not let them get us! Do not leave us, please do not leave us!”
The other child, a slightly younger boy, sat at the table with tears running down his face. His eyes roamed between Peotr and Boris with a desperate look that the unmarried mercenary Commander Witch had no hope of interpreting. All he knew is that he was gazing into the face of dumbfounded grief.
Turning his attention back to the Domovoi, Peotr was surprised to see him patting the little girl and murmuring words of comfort. The Grandfather was saying, “I came out from underneath the stove for you, did I not, little one? I made sure the nasty ones could not get in here. Now, dry your tears and help us decide what to do.”
Gulping, the child managed to stop her weeping and turned toward the mercenaries, saying, “I am Alla Aleksovna Kalinin. Gleb’s parents and mine are friends, and we live next door to each other.” There was a sharp painful sob before she continued, “I guess I should have said lived next door to each other.”
Breaking through his paralysis, Peotr move forward and carefully took a seat at the table opposite of the children. Boris came to stand behind him to the right, and Maksim took a similar position to the left. The sound of soft footsteps told the experienced mercenary Commander that his men had positioned themselves on the porch and in the doorway. They were quiet, and he knew they also wanted to hear the girl's tale.
Alla spoke in a soft, almost broken tone while the Domovoi continued to hold her shoulder. The little girl murmured, “Four men in fancy clothes came to our house. Mama got almost white in the face when she saw them from the door. She turned and said to me to be like a rabbit and run to hide in the little cave where Gleb and I play sometimes. She made me promise not to come back to look for her and Papa. She said that if it got dark and light again, and she and Papa had not come for me, that I should go to Tetya Bolormaa’s house.”
Peotr was surprised, but Boris posed the question he wanted before he could open his own mouth. The big man asked, “Is Bolormaa really your aunt, your Tetya?” Turning to Peotr, Boris murmured, “I did not think that Bolormaa had any relatives in this area other than Zhanna!”
When Peotr nodded his agreement, both men turned back to put their attention on the little girl again. Showing more presence of mind than the two men expected, Alla answered the question, saying, “My Papa was from the same tribe on the Steppes as Tetya Bolormaa. We would come to visit her sometimes. She and Papa would talk in a different language really fast and laugh a lot. Mama used to smile and tell me that they were both homesick for a different place, but their hearts belonged here with us.”
Unable to keep control any longer, the little girl turned and flung her arms around the Domovoi, burying her face into his side. With a look of pity transforming his face, the creature bent his head down toward the little girl and stroked her hair as he almost sang a litany of comfort.
Looking up at the audience of mercenaries, the flames of the Domovoi’s eyes seemed to shoot out in front of him like weapons held in tight control. A frightening rage roiled underneath his words as he said, “I will not make her tell the story again. The four men were Blood Mages, and they tortured and killed her parents. Gleb was also shoved out the door and told to go hide in the cave. Orphaned in the same way, the children stayed with each other until three days ago when they made their way here.”
Peotr immediately asked, “Where are the Blood Mages?”
Closing his eyes briefly with an expression of pain, the Domovoi said, “When Bolormaa left, I stayed in my space under the stove and began to fade away. Dimly, I heard the cries and screams at a distance that I think means that the village is no more.”
Growls from behind Peotr provided a backdrop as the mercenary Commander said, “You are correct. Everyone in the village is dead, and the Blood Mages are responsible. We returned from the completion of a contract to find total devastation and no knowledge of anyone that could have escaped.”
The Domovoi tilted his head to the side, and the tip of his long, horse-like tail swung up and wrapped around his arm as he looked consideringly at the group of mercenaries. After glancing at all of the visible men, the creature asked, “What are you planning on doing?”
“My first thought was to track down the Blood Mages and make them pay for the death of our families. However, after seeing what they did and the number of sacrifices they obtained, it would appear that our best bet is to retreat and find safe harbor someplace else.”
Nodding his head approvingly, the Domovoi agreed, saying, “I am afraid that the evil ones have grown too powerful to resist. When the two human children came here, I woke and did what I could to protect this house. My ties to it are strong, and I managed to conceal it from those that came tracking the children. Unfortunately, outside of here, I am not that powerful, and I worried about the little ones.”
“Can you come with us? I hate to leave you here, alone,” asked Peotr, surprising himself.
“The only way that I could accompany you is if you go to where Bolormaa has gone. When she did the seat at the table ritual, she issued me a formal invitation, one that I ignored. Since I did not refuse it, I can choose to go there now if someone will take me.”
“Then you can come with us! Excellent! The children obviously already care for you, and they will be less frightened than if we tried to take them to safety without you.”
The Domovoi donned a broad grin, wagging one gnarled index finger in the mercenary Commander’s face. “I will do that, but you have to allow all of the young ones to come with us, not just the human ones. If you agree, then I will start the ritual for me transferring the energy I have built up in this home to protect us along the way.”
Boris interrupted by clearing his throat and saying, “I think the two of you are forgetting something. Does anyone know where Bolormaa went? If we have no destination, we really have no plan.”
The Domovoi laughed suddenly, showing the many sharp teeth in his mouth and making the assembled mercenaries shift uneasily. The creature said, “Bolormaa told me that she was going to travel from Yarorbash through Brasilov, then on to Paris. I would suggest that we take the same route.”
Peotr answered, “It sounds like the best thing to do, and I would suggest that we get started as soon as possible.”
“You forgot one thing, young man. I said you had to be willing to bring all of my young ones with us. I did not hear you agree.”
Peotr looked at the Domovoi in astonishment, asking, “You have more children hidden somewhere?”
The fire-eyed creature pointed wordlessly to what appeared to be a pile of fur next to Gleb. Making a chirping sound, the Domovoi laughed when every mercenary took a quick step back as little fanged heads popped up out of the entangled mass.
In a strangled tone, Boris asked, “What are they?”
The Domovoi said, “They are the young of some of the Hidden Folk. Since their parents have not returned, I believe they have also been lost. The young ones are about the equivalent age of Gleb. They do talk, but only some humans can hear them.” Grinning even more sharply, the fire-eyed being added, “Oh yes, I probably should mention that their bite is poisonous.”
Peotr stared at the old creature in front of them for a moment, before shrugging his shoulders and turning his palms upward as he said, “Hopefully, you can get them to not bite us. However, I will leave no young one at the mercy of the Blood Mages.”
“Excellent. Then we have a deal, and all of my young charges and I will go with you. I promise to help you as much as I can, but please limit your swearing and let us keep fighting in our group to a minimum. The children have been frightened enough, and I am not very tolerant.”





Chapter 5 – On to Paris
Yarorbash Village, Earth
Once the decision was made, the Domovoi efficiently packed up a few more things from Bolormaa’s abandoned home and organized the two human and six Hidden Folk children.
Moving quickly and with a minimum of discussion, the creature that looked like an old man with fiery eyes managed to get his group of younglings tended and out on the porch in less than a half-hour. As he was closing the door, the Domovoi paused to stare back into the kitchen, where he had spent so many years of his life.
The mercenary Commander was standing to the side of the porch and had a clear view of his profile. Peotr could almost feel the sadness and regret that radiated off the Domovoi. Moved to comfort where he could, the Witch said somberly, “Although I have not lived in this village for as many years as you have, my men and I are also struggling with the loss of home and kin. Hopefully, being with others that understand some of your pain will ease your heart too.”
The Domovoi, who had told them to call him Dasule, nodded his head in acknowledgment but did not say another word. Taking up Gleb’s small hand, the old man moved toward the shortest path that would take them to the road. Her arms full of the small, fanged Hidden Folk, Alla followed Dasule wordlessly.
As the last of Peotr’s men left the enclosing garden fence, the habit bred into the villagers from birth caused him to securely close the garden gate. Instantly, he jumped back with an oath of surprise as the fence immediately turned into a wicked-looking intertwined thicket of viciously formed vines.
Peotr was not surprised at all. He had seen Dasule’s face and expected something of the sort to prevent anyone from coming and rifling through or destroying the home that had been Bolormaa’s and Zhanna’s for so long. As he hurried to catch up to the Domovoi, Peotr thought to himself, perhaps he hopes to come back someday. Either that, or he is leaving it in the trust of the land for someone who will love it as much as he does.
It took just a few minutes before everything was stowed, and people were distributed among the four vehicles they had. Peotr chose to ride in the van that also carried the Domovoi and children. He knew most of his men were intimidated by Dasule and very leery of the small Hidden Folk. The mercenary Commander just hoped that things would settle down before there was any need to move the children quickly.
Alla asked, “Where are we going?”
Peotr answered quickly, “The first leg in our journey is to go to Brasilov. Then we will be going to a big city called Paris.”
Her voice shaking slightly, the little girl asked, “Will it take a long time to get there?”
“It will be several hours, so you may wish to take a nap.”
“What are you going to do?” Alla asked.
“Take a nap like I recommended for you. Even grown-ups get tired!” With a smile, Peotr leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes. He had been a mercenary for too long not to take every chance he had to sleep and eat. All too soon, there would be more challenges to face, and he wanted to be as rested as he could be.
<< <> >>
There was a strange multi-part harmony of vibrations that tickled Peotr’s mind awake. For a moment, caught in that halfway collision of emerging alertness and receding slumber, the man could remember being a boy sleeping in late on rainy mornings with his mother’s cats tucked around him. The memory made him smile until pangs of grief stabbed him. They are all dead, he thought bitterly. I was not there when they needed me, and they died. I know they went on fighting, but maybe if we had been home, we would have been powerful enough to fight the Blood Mages off.
Silky soft fur brushed his face, wiping away the tear that had escaped his eyes despite his control. Still not all the way awake, Peotr opened his eyes and froze. Resting a tiny snout on the edge of his nose were the biggest blue-green eyes that he had ever seen in an animal.
For a moment, his mind could not reconcile what his vision was feeding him. Then, as if his focus has suddenly been restored, Peotr realized that three of the Hidden Folk children were perched on his chest and peering into his eyes from a very close range.
Still unmoving, the mercenary Commander thought to himself, they look like tiny little cat heads that have been put on ferret bodies. That assumes that your cats are miniature sabertooth tigers with prominent fangs!
The three little furred children appeared to be trying to reassure the mercenary Commander with the delicate pressure of tiny paws patting his face and the occasional rubbing of their faces against his skin. Cautiously, Peotr stayed motionless and just watched them as they explored the details of his head with the curiosity of any small child.
His voice laden with controlled amusement, Dasule called out, “The Commander is awake children. Climb off of him so that he can sit up without fear of crushing you.”
Obediently but with evident reluctance, the three Hidden Folk youngsters cleared off enough so that Peotr felt comfortable in straightening up. When the human Witch looked over at Dasule and the mercenary sitting next to him, he saw awe on Maksim’s face and understanding amusement on the Domovoi’s.
Peotr could not help but smile back, saying good-naturedly, “I have to admit I have never been wakened that way before. It certainly was an experience.”
Dasule looked at Peotr searchingly before saying as if pronouncing judgment, “You will do just fine, youngster. You do not react in fear, and that is the most important thing. Keeping an open mind will one day save you and those for whom you care.”
Once again, the pain of his loss stabbed Peotr so deeply that he caught his breath with a gasp. Like a streak of chocolate brown lightning, one of the tiny Hidden Folk children swarmed up onto Peotr’s shoulder, crying out in a tinkling voice, “No tears, no tears!”
Dasule snapped out, “Morka, that is enough! He is a grown man and if he wants to be sad, then let him be sad!”
Whipping around, the tiny creature pointed one of her claws at the intimidating Domovoi and stated firmly, “No! Only sad when we need to be. Him, we comfort and show we care. You are just grumpy and don’t want to help grownup!” before turning to comfort Peotr once again.
The mercenary Commander was a little lost. He had no experience in dealing with young or tiny females. Not even he would have dared to argue with the Domovoi like she had just done. Peotr saw his amazement echoed onto Maksim’s face.
Both mercenaries were highly impressed when the Domovoi shook his head and shrugged his shoulders at Peotr’s tiny defender before turning his attention back to Peotr, saying, “Do you have a plan for when we get into Brasilov?”
Peotr explained that they were planning on going in with two innocuous-looking scouts, one of whom had limited ability to push his thoughts back to his partner. The mercenary Commander wanted his forward party to see how bad the town was and if it was safe to make an obvious approach, or if they had to go in covertly.
Once that was established, the main group would either make a covert approach or send one of the vehicles to make contact with the best person that Peotr knew. This man maintained a shop that was notable for its reputation as being fair and honorable. The proprietor of the shop was a man by the name of Maxim Trobich.
Dasule smiled when he heard that name, quickly explaining, “That is the man who was working with Zhanna so we may be lucky and find out where she has gone quickly. I also know that there is a group of mercenaries in town that Zhanna and Bolormaa knew and respected. It would not surprise me if some of that group went with Bolormaa, but there may be some remnants of them that would aid us.”
Peotr looked satisfied and felt the first relief he had experienced for what seemed like a long time. Thinking to himself, Perhaps we can make a rapid stop in and out of town, and be gone before the Blood Mages know we have even been there. I do not want to lose anybody else, especially to the vile perversion that the Russian Blood Mages have become.





Chapter 6 – Testing the Water
Brasilov City Border, Earth
Peotr’s command had stopped a comfortable short distance outside of town. It positioned his forces so that two of their cars were just off the road that they would use to drive away from Brasilov while the other two were on the west side of the city. Vitaly and Nestor, the two scouts, had taken off quickly, smoothly blending into the landscape and hopefully escaping notice.
After a wait of close to a half-hour, the mercenary Commander was getting a little concerned. There had been no signs of a battle occurring in the town, but he knew how stealthy the Blood Mages could be, and he was anxious about his men. At this point, he was tensely pacing from one side of the clearing to the other, mentally chewing over his strategies one by one while fending off fear with rational thought.
Suddenly, Yaakov, Vitaly’s partner, called out, “I just heard from them! They say that the entire town looks almost deserted with very few people moving through the streets. Nestor insists that there is some sort of bad smell, but Vitaly cannot seem to pick it up. They both are spooked and very nervous.”
Peotr asked in a relieved tone, “Where are they now?”
“They have stopped a little ways from the Trobich shop. Something is making their senses uneasy, and they decided to observe for a while, rather than rushing in.”
Reassured and once more acting in his typical calm manner, Peotr waited until Yaakov once again called out. “It appears it is a good thing that our scouts did stop because they just saw someone else try to walk into the pawnshop, and a concealed Blood Mage intercepted him.
“After a bullying interview, the Blood Mage allowed the man to enter the shop, viciously telling him that he had better really be pawning something. The man was so frightened that he looked like he was going to pass out. The unfortunate person was only in the shop for a few minutes before he hurried out, rushing past the area where the Blood Mage had hidden as if the Devil himself was in pursuit.”
“What are our scouts planning? Or do they not have a plan?” asked Peotr.
Yaakov responded quickly, “Our guys are trying to figure out how to get into the shop, but do not have a solution yet.”
The mercenary Commander mused, “They need to have a distraction, something that will pull the Blood Mages from the area and allow at least one of them to get into the store quickly and stay out of view. It should be Vitaly since he can talk to you from inside the store.”
Yaakov agreed, saying, “Nestor just mentioned that they passed a large and abandoned building complex on the way in. He suggested setting it on fire would be an excellent diversion since it appears that the original facility involved storage tanks. He thinks perhaps the containers would still have something in them that was flammable.”
Peotr smiled in pleasure, saying, “That sounds like a good idea,” before turning to the rest of the mercenaries and barking out orders.
In just a few minutes, the entire attack was planned out and communicated to all of the mercenaries. One of the cars would head off for the building complex. As soon as the fire was started, they would drive North out of town and circle around to the East side to allow them to come charging in as a relief force if necessary.
Peotr was going to cautiously approach the shop from a different vector. Hopefully, he would not be meeting any of the Blood Mages during his journey. The mercenary Commander was hoping that the Blood Mages had gotten so complacent about their control of the city that they would not expect any form of assault.
With Boris commanding the arson group, while Peotr led the forces heading for town, the Commander knew that they had to work in tandem. This is made more difficult by the distance, although he was confident that he and Boris could handle it. The two men had a quiet conversation before they split up to make sure they were of one mind about the approach. Boris asked nervously in a low voice, “You do not want us to actually engage the Blood Mages, do you?”
Sighing deeply, Peotr responded, “As much as I would love to take revenge for all of our people, we are not a strong enough force to overcome them. The most we can do is cause them a little discomfort, probably at the expense of painful suffering and possible death.”
“I understand. I just hope we can hurt the dark-hearted Blood Mages even half as badly as they have hurt us at some point.”
Clasping forearms in fond farewell, the two friends said goodbye and good luck with their eyes before abruptly turning away from each other and going about their own tasks.
Five minutes later, both vehicles were on the road driving in opposite directions.
Pausing briefly on the outside of town, Peotr was standing outside of the vehicle when he heard a ground-shaking explosion. Looking in the direction that Boris had taken his team, the mercenary Commander was astonished to see a thick column of smoke hundreds of yards across with flames reaching for the heavens.
The tremors rippling through the ground told Peotr that the explosion must have been more massive than anyone expected. Saying a small prayer silently for his friend and his men, the mercenary Commander quickly slipped back into the vehicle and sped off for the center of Brasilov.
Yaakov called out from the front passenger seat, “It looks like all of the Blood Mages were pulled off watch at Trobich’s store. Vitaly is going to head into the store while Nestor takes a sentry position.”
A few moments later, Yaakov reported, “Vitaly is inside. There was no attempt to interfere with his access, and Nestor has indicated to him that the coast is clear. He will stay in position as an observer to give a warning if anything or anyone strange shows up.”
A few moments later, Yaakov added, “Trobich has been hurt badly. They have been under siege in the store, and he has hidden his family there. Some of his bodyguards are still there, also. Vitaly says that the old man is refusing to leave, but his sons and daughters are working on him.”
Peotr smiled, the grim expression conveying his understanding rather than any mirth. The experienced Commander knew that trying to argue with somebody through a telepathic relay was not effective. He could wait the two or three minutes until he was at the shop to add his voice to the matter.
It was not longer than the two or three minutes that Peotr had estimated before they were at the side door to the shop. Quickly, Peotr exited the vehicle and trotted toward the door. Behind him, he could hear the footsteps that told him that Yaakov accompanied him.
Just as he approached the door, it was pushed open far enough for the two men to slip through. As soon as they were clear, the massive metal door clicked shut with a sharp spiteful tone.
Immediately, Peotr could hear the sounds of a heated and angry argument. Without any directions at all, he simply followed the noise and soon was in the main chamber of the store.
There were two men and two women arguing hotly with a somewhat frail-looking older man lying on a cot with one of his arms and one of his legs wrapped in bandages. Two uniformed bodyguards were in the room, one standing defensively at the head of the old man’s cot while another one had taken a position about fifteen feet away from its foot. Both men showed the alertness of excellent guardians, immediately checking out Peotr and Yaakov before turning their focused attention back to continual surveillance of the surroundings.
“… Tell me that I have to do anything! I am the father of this family, and you do not get to tell me what to do!” shouted the old man in a fury.
Seeing motion from the corner of his eye, the man who could only be Maxim Trobich, turned his furious gaze onto Peotr, almost thundering in echoes of rage, “You, the one that comes from the same village as Zhanna did, why are you here?”
“I am here to find out what you know about Bolormaa’s and Zhanna’s destination. Also, anything else you can provide that will help us locate and join them would be appreciated. I need to safely extract eight children and my men from a world that has gone insane, and I fear without your help, all my hope will be lost.”
Looking particularly satisfied, the old shopkeeper instantly shifted to a calm voice, saying, “I will help, but only if you take my people, including my children and grandchildren with you.”
“Poppa, you have to come with us too!”
“Marina, I am injured, and I will just slow everyone down. I am old and not very useful. Take your children and allow these people to help you. Let me have the satisfaction of knowing that my loved ones at least have a chance of being safe!”
Another voice inserted itself. Coming from the older looking of the two sons, it sounded just as adamant as the one coming from Maxim Trobich. “You tell us that we are not allowed to tell you what you must do because you are an adult and free to act on your own conscience. Well, that works both ways. If you do not go, then I will not go.”
Quickly the other children chimed in, “Nor I!” “I will not leave either!” “If you do not leave, none of us will go!”
Catching a hurtful breath in anguish, the old shopkeeper stubbornly protested, “You have to leave. Anyone who is going to stay here has a good chance of being tortured and sacrificed. You cannot condemn yourselves or your children to that! What would your mother think?”
In a suddenly gentle voice, the younger of the two women answered assertively, “She would expect us to stick together as a loving family. She would also have dragged your sorry ass out of that cot and thrown you into the first available vehicle to get you out of town.”
Abruptly breaking into harsh laughter, the old man sheepishly admitted, “That she would have! And I loved her for it!”
The older son laid a silent hand of comfort on his father’s shoulder before turning his attention to Peotr. “Do you have more than just the three of you? What sort of forces do you have?”
Peotr said, “We have four vehicles and a total of twenty-one mercenaries, including me. We also have some other dependents that we are bringing with us. I do not know how we are going to cram all of you people into the vehicles we have, however.”
Kolya, the older son, gave a great shout of laughter before explaining cheerfully, “We have plenty of vehicles. Most of them are heavily armored and have more than enough room to carry the people here.”
Suddenly smiling in relief, the mercenary Commander exclaimed happily, “That will work! Now how fast can you get them packed?”





Chapter 7 – Unexpected Passengers
Brasilov, Earth
Before he could get his answer, a shrill whistle from outside penetrated the store, ratcheting up the tension of everyone there. Immediately, Yaakov smoothly took a position where he could cover both the door they had entered through and the front entryway while keeping the bodyguards and his Commander out of his line of fire.
The larger of the two bodyguards looked at Peotr questioningly. Answering quickly as he maneuvered to establish his own clear line of fire, the Mercenary Witch said confidently, “We left an observer on the outside. That is the signal for incoming. It did not sound as if it was an enemy attack. Instead, it is just that someone is about to burst through the door.”
Peotr pulled a wand from his belt and held it ready. The women and the bodyguards carried the old man and his cot out of the room while Kolya pulled a peculiar-looking weapon out from underneath the counter and crouched behind cover.
With a crashing sound, the front door to the store was shoved open, and a man came charging into the shop, holding two children. Another man followed closely behind him, holding a drawn weapon in one hand and dragging an obviously pregnant woman with the other.
Neither of the two men paid any attention to the armed people in the store. Instead, they released the children and woman, working together to close the door quickly, tension visible in every movement.
Once the door was shut, both men slumped to the floor, desperately gasping for breath. The only sound in the room was their heavy breathing, and the fearful sobs of the woman.
Peotr looked over and saw that the two children, one that looked little older than Gleb and one much younger, were huddled together in the middle of the floor with terrified tears silently running down their faces. Before he or anyone else could go to the children, Dasule was suddenly there. Extending both hands out, the Domovoi gathered in the two children and sat down on the floor, holding them against his chest comfortingly.
Almost immediately, the two little ones looked calmer, clutching the Domovoi’s garments and pulling their bodies close to the Old One’s warmth in wordless, unthinking need. A comforting croon resonated in the room as Dasule sang them a soft song of welcome and protection.
“What in the bloody hell is that?!” almost shouted Kolya in fear. Peotr looked over and saw that the big man was white as a sheet and staring at the Domovoi as if he could not believe what he was seeing.
At the sound of the loud voice, Dasule looked up, and the people in the room saw the flames in his eyes as the Domovoi said in a hard and angry voice, “No swearing! These little ones have been traumatized enough! I will not allow you to upset or frighten them anymore!”
Everyone else in the room turned and stared at Peotr in bemusement. Their identical looks of astonishment left him fighting an urge to laugh that was totally inappropriate. Instead, the mercenary Commander said in a voice that was only slightly shaking with laughter, “Domovoi do not like swearing around them. He is one of the people that we are taking with us. I am sure Bolormaa and Zhanna miss him.”
When no one said anything, Peotr turned his attention to the two men and asked curiously, “You are wearing uniforms that tell me that you were part of Dov’s mercenary unit. Is that why you are here?”
Straightening up quickly, the man with the pregnant woman answered, “Yes, sir. When Dov took off with Bolormaa, he gave us the option to go with them, but our obligations here made us decide to stay.”
The other man interjected, “That situation has changed. We both have lost our parents, and yesterday the accursed Blood Mages took my wife. There is nothing for us here now, and I need to get my children to safety.”
The young woman had painfully made her way over to her husband and picked up his hand before looking at Peotr and pleading, “Please take us with you.”
Feeling the weight of someone’s gaze on him, Peotr turned toward the Domovoi and saw that Dasule was staring at him intently. With a crooked smile, the mercenary Commander turned back to Kolya and asked, “I assume that the vehicles have plenty of room for a few more, do not they?” When the big man nodded, Peotr said, “Then we had better get packed quickly and get out of here.”
It turned out that the sons and daughters of Maxim Trobich had been packing things up for the last several weeks. With everyone’s hand put to the task, the remainder of the shop was quickly added to the stowage. There were plenty of things that were not chosen, mostly bulky and unremarkable. However, the unique, valuable, or sentimental items were all quickly swept out of the store and into the fleet of vehicles that had been concealed in an adjoining building.
Dasule had taken a position over by the side of the room and was caring for the two traumatized children. Both of them had fallen asleep in his arms and showed no signs of waking for a while. Carried into the room by one of his bodyguards, the old shopkeeper took a chair next to the Domovoi and looked at him curiously.
The fiery-eyed old Hidden Folk glanced over at the old man and asked, “You are the one that the young Witch dealt with when she came to sell some items, correct?”
Peotr had been walking by when he overheard the Domovoi’s question and paused to hear the answer.
Maxim answered, “Yes, I am. She is a fine young woman, and I am pleased that I am allowed to call her friend.”
There was another quiet time before Dasule asked, “When she was here, there was a young police officer that made her a gift. Do you know anything about him?”
Peotr heard the old shopkeeper draw a sharp breath before he answered, “Igor Kirov was a fine young man who took his job seriously. He was one of the first killed by the Blood Mages. Rather than stand aside like most of the other men in the city, he tried to protect some of the people that were going to be sacrificed. To his credit, he took four of the Mages with him, but those of us that knew him still grieve for the loss of such an honorable man.”
Dasule made a sound of regret, saying, “I had hoped to bring him with us. He understood Witches and made a thoughtful and loving gift to the young Witch. Both her grandmother and I had hopes that he might be someone who would cherish her.”
The hardened Commander of mercenaries was taken totally by surprise at the wave of jealousy that swamped him. What the hell is wrong with me, Peotr thought to himself, I should be happy for her that she had somebody that appreciated her. Pushing himself to go back to finishing the loading, the man could not understand why he felt so unhappy.
Finally, everything that was going to be taken was in the vehicles, and all of the passengers were loaded. With the purr of well-tuned and powerful engines, the cavalcade headed out of town. Out of the window of his vehicle, Peotr still saw the flames shooting high above the northern side of the city. Smiling in slight satisfaction, the mercenary Commander leaned back against his seat.
Across from him sat Kolya and Maxim Trobich. They had decided to travel with the Commander so that they could carry on strategic talks while their convoy was in motion. Even though they had been warned about the youngsters that were in Peotr’s vehicle, the reality of their appearance was startling for both men.
Unsure and suspicious, the two men watched the little Hidden Folk as they swarmed over the Domovoi and Peotr in a happy flood of greeting. Seeing that nothing terrible had happened, the two men relaxed but stayed silent.
Requesting a brief stop just after they got outside of the city limits, the old shopkeeper stared in silent reflection at what would be the last vision of the town to which he had dedicated his life. Tears of grief ran down his face, and his sad expression conveyed his internal agony and regret.
Reaching out an impossibly long arm, Dasule patted the old shopkeeper’s shoulder in comfort and support. Responding as if to an unspoken comment, Maxim murmured brokenly, “I just did not want to leave her. I did not want her to be lonely without me being buried beside her. We promised each other to always be there for the other, and I have failed her.”
In an equally soft tone, Dasule said gently, “Wherever she is, she will always know she has your heart.”
After another few moments of grieving, Maxim turned to his son and said abruptly, almost angrily, “Kolya, do it!”
The big man pulled a thin disk from his pocket. Taking a deep breath, he muttered a word under his breath, before snapping the disc with a sudden sharp movement that expressed the big man’s rage. Happening so quickly that it sounded like an amplified echo of the shattering of the artifact, the air was rent by a massive, angry boom.
Peotr’s amazed eyes saw a boiling tower of flames and smoke emerging from the center of the town, like an expression of the fury that all of them kept bottled tightly inside their hearts. Without another glance at the fiery evidence of their scorched Earth strategy, both of the Trobich men settled themselves in their seats, their faces wearing identical expressions of pain and stubborn, stoic endurance.
After Peotr had reentered the car and it was once again a motion, the old shopkeeper looked at him with a hardness that had not appeared before. In a cold voice, Maxim said, “That sound was the entire block going up in an explosion that destroyed everything. I will not tolerate those parasites benefiting from me or mine again. Ever!”





Chapter 8 – Aura of Horror
Clawtip Clowder, Earth
The main room at the prestigious Clawtip Clowder was packed. The expansive room had been built to the clowder Council’s specifications designed for arrogance and power. They had wanted to relay the elevated position and wealth of their group while providing an impressive space for visiting Witches and others.
The sun filtered in through the many windows, and the perches constructed around the room were filled with most of the clowder adult and adolescent members. As part of the design, the natural illumination created a circle of light that from many perspectives showed a rainbow effect. It made whoever was sitting in the center of the room not only visible to everyone attending but bestowed on them an ethereal and Magical illusion.
Staged consciously for drama, the center of the room was a luxurious and eye-catching chair with a back that rose like a fan. Delicate carving and intricate gold inlays spoke to the prestige of the Clawtip Clowder. At the same time, the soft velvet of the upholstery sought to impress whoever sat there with the wealth and influence of their hosts.
Today, the pride of place was commanded by Rosemary d’ Reauvrey, the acknowledged premier Witch of Paris. She had come back to Clawtip for another Familiar. Most of the cats in the audience were highly flattered that she looked to them for her Familiars.
“I certainly did not expect to be back here this soon. Normally, when I find a Familiar, I have at least a decade or two with them. The last several have been quite disappointing on multiple dimensions,” drawled the aristocratic Witch arrogantly.
The Queen of the Clawtip Clowder, Valentina rushed into speech, saying nervously, “It truly is unfortunate. However, Tamora Titania was gorgeous and seemed to fit you so well. It was later events, rather than genetic suitability, that we believe made her interaction with you a disaster. Felicia was something else entirely. We have never had any sort of heart trouble in any of our lines before. This was obviously an anomaly!”
“We will have to see my dear Queen Valentina. At least we should not have that sort of problem anymore.”
Jehani shifted in his stance against the back wall. The young adolescent male was uneasy with the whole conversation but had only vague reasons to explain his feelings of dread. He had always admired Tamora Titania. She was a beautiful, flawless creature of silken fur and regal bearing.
When TT had returned to the clowder, the Queen and the rest of the leaders had effectively shunned her. Jehani had been one of those few sneaking a little bit of food to the exhausted and injured cat. He had been too young to take a stand, but his sorrow at her condition still clung to him like a mourning cloak that had never been removed.
The young cat had also admired Jack, who had been an outcast since long before Jehani was born. He had admired the way the big male had conducted himself and hoped that when he was grown, he would show the same dignity and consideration for others that had been the core of Jack’s existence.
When both Jack and TT had disappeared, Jehani had mourned but was afraid to talk to almost everyone else at the clowder. The official position had been that the group was better off without the two mavericks. Without Jack and TT there, Valentina felt that an unwarranted shame had been removed from their reputation, and the Queen had rejoiced.
The only one that Jehani had talked to about his sorrow was a young female that was not much older than he. Seralla had a small litter of kittens that were about two months old when Jack and TT had disappeared. She was also one of the others that had been sneaking food to TT on the sly. The young Queen had also relied on Jack’s sage advice, spending quiet hours talking with him about his travels and the decisions she needed to make.
At one point, Seralla had confined to Jehani that Jack felt like a caring father or grandfather to her. He was the only male that had bothered with her, mostly because she did not conform to the type of cat that the clowder wished to spotlight.
Most of the Clawtip Clowder was comprised of Persians that were primarily single-colored or single-colored with stripes. Those that showed a different color profile were deemed to be of lesser quality. Seralla was unabashedly calico and valued less because of that.
It did not matter to Jack. He was patient with her confusion, gentle with his correction, and always available to listen to her. Jehani knew that Seralla agonized over Jack’s absence, but was constrained by the presence of her young litter. The young Queen had adopted a calm and stoic manner, covering up her inner feelings from everyone, even Jehani. The young cat knew underneath that façade there was a lot of pain and sorrow, but he did not know how to break through that layer.
Jehani could see Seralla on a tall perch against the East wall. Her calm expression was unrevealing, but from his vantage point, he could see how the tip of her tail kept jerking sideways in discomfort. The young male cat thought to himself, I wonder if this Witch makes Seralla’s skin itch as much as the woman does mine?
Forcing his attention back to the conversation happening in the center of the room, Jehani was appalled as he saw and heard Queen Valentina chattering in a blatant attempt to placate the Witch.
Valentina was saying, “… There was nothing wrong with her lineage or her upbringing. As you saw when you chose her, she was an elegant and proper Familiar. We blame that barbaric set of games, the so-called Familiar Trials. It absolutely ruined her! Not only did it scar her unforgivably, her whole attitude changed! We certainly would not have tolerated such behavior when she was being raised here.”
Rosemary turned to stare straight at Valentina, abandoning her perusal of the gathered cats to asked sharply, “How would you know how TT had changed? I thought she came directly back to me after the Familiar Trials.”
The clowder Queen shrugged her shoulders carelessly, saying, “Oh, she came back here after you repudiated her. I suppose she thought that we would forgive her behavior and her failure. But she learned differently.”
The Witch leaned forward, almost threateningly, but Valentina did not notice as the woman demanded, “Where is she?”
“None of us know, and frankly, we do not care. Tamora Titania has proved that she is not our type of cat, let alone a Familiar that performs in the manner that we demand from members. She may be a Persian, but her sire was from a different clowder, obviously one of unworthy breeding.”
Jehani noticed that the aura cloud of light grey that surrounded Rosemary was suddenly shot through with the dirty orange that he associated with fear. For a moment, the young cat worried that his perceptions had suddenly been set awry. Glancing around quickly at the other spectators, he was relieved to validate that he still saw correctly by the familiar patterns that he perceived.
Why is such a powerful Witch worried all of a sudden? What could she possibly be fearing? Jehani thought to himself.
Looking back at Rosemary, the adolescent male cat noticed that there were now a lot of different colors swirling around in her aura. He saw them intensify just before the Witch said, “I am not actually planning on choosing a new Familiar at this time. I thought it was best if I came and spoke to you personally. I wanted to make sure that you were going to take increased care in your training programs and in the deportment lessons that your cats should be learning.”
Valentina looked first confused and then slightly panicked. Rushing into speech, the Queen reassured Rosemary, “Of course, we continually improve our training. We will even include some health screening to make sure that there is no problem with inherited health risks.”
“Well, I just wanted to talk to you, and possibly look over the cats that I might be choosing among the next time I come here.”
Jehani was conscious of his fur moving in nervous, swirling patterns. The young male cat was on the edge of emptying the contents of his stomach onto the ground and had no idea why. The nausea was rising, and he had difficulties swallowing the acid that rose in his throat.
Looking around, he saw that the rest of the clowder seemed to be hanging on every word that fell from the lips of the aristocratic Witch. Rosemary d’ Reauvrey, the premier Witch of Paris, drew everyone’s eyes as she sat in the pool of sunlight. The golden glow intensified her angelic appearance, turning her hair almost into a halo.
Clowder Queen Valentina and Borial were perched on a cushioned block next to the chair that the Witch had taken and were leaning forward in their attempt to convince Rosemary that Clawtip Clowder should be her choice. The silvery female Persian had an adoring look in her eye, and Jehani’s nausea increased as he saw how little intelligence was showing on the face of the supposed leader of their clowder.
Borial was not much better, and the young male cat was conscious of a deep feeling of betrayal as he saw that the impressive-looking head Tom of the clowder Council was bobbing his head in agreement with every statement that the blonde Witch made. I have looked up to him since the day my eyes opened. How could I not notice how subservient he was to any Witch that visits? He thought to himself.





Chapter 9 – Sick Realization
Clawtip Clowder, Earth
Jehani kept watching, trying to figure out the source of the noxious cloud of grey mist that surrounded the Parisian Witch. Ever since the woman had entered the clowder, the fog had gotten darker and started to extend further away from the woman’s body.
At first, he had thought that his eyes were playing tricks on him. Jehani had been warned many times about confusing the skills of a Familiar with those of a regular Witch. All of his instructors had told him that he imagined things, some of them going as far as to accuse him of prevaricating to make himself seem more important. After a while, the young cat had given up telling anyone what he saw.
Given that background, there was no one that he could speak to about the terrifying cloud that he saw, nor anyone that would willingly listen to him talk about how the Witch’s presence made his fur crawl and his stomach turn over with fear and dread. It was like a bad smell that no one else could detect. If only Jack were here, Jehani thought despondently to himself. I know he would believe me if I told him what was going on.
Jehani felt conflicted. He was worried and nauseous to the point of wanting to run outside. Seriously considering leaving the room, the young cat froze in place with fear as he saw what looked like a dark arm of the cloud reaching out from the Witch to touch one of the cats closest to her.
The calico Persian that was covered by the grey cloud was Xaleena, an energetic and bright young cat. She had been relatively subdued since Jack and TT had disappeared, but she was a valued member of the clowder, and ordinarily calm and happy.
Watching in growing horror, Jehani saw threads of what he thought was Magic slipping through the greyness of the mist and entering Xaleena’s body. Going in as thin ribbons of glowing light, when the bright streaks reappeared, they were thicker and more intense as they slithered back to the Witch and greedily reentered her body.
The young cat’s eyes whipped back to look at Xaleena, only to see that her strong aura had dimmed down to a muted hue. Taking in her suddenly drooping head and the dulled light in her eyes, Jehani realized in terror that the Witch had stolen energy from the clowder member, perhaps even a portion of the unknowing feline’s life.
No one will believe me if I tell them what I have seen! Jehani thought. The young male felt horror and increasing desperation, driven by an image of the jaws of a trap closing around him and the rest of the clowder. Unable to think of anything that he could do, the adolescent cat began to ease his way toward the doorway. He knew he had to get away.
Jehani was only a few feet away from the door when the conversation of Valentina and the Witch suddenly slammed into focus in his mind. Horrified, he heard Valentina suggesting that the Witch might like to see the latest crop of kittens! Even from the distance that he stood, the adolescent cat could see the surge in the Parisian’s aura.
Flashing with greedy tendrils of red and yellow edged with black, they formed a visual pattern of the lust and greed that threaded through the words of the Witch Rosemary, as she said, “I think that would be a lovely idea. Perhaps, by seeing them earlier in their lives, it would be easier to determine who might be both a capable and longer-lived Familiar for me.”
Valentina replied, “Of course, the quality that the Familiars from this clowder provide is unsurpassed!”
Unable to fight his nausea any longer, Jehani slipped through the doorway and stumbled off to the side, so he was out of sight. Bending over, the adolescent cat helplessly regurgitated the entire contents of his stomach, leaving him shaky and weak.
Thoughts spun in his mind, desperate ideas of denouncing the Witch or finding someone who could stop her. Panicked and friendless, the young cat was frozen until a sweet, young voice asked, “Jehani, are you okay? If your tummy is upset, I know where there are some of the plants that Mama gives me when my tummy hurts. I could go and get you some.”
Lifting his head with bleary eyes and aching throat, the adolescent cat looked up to see the bright, glowing aura that surrounded the young kitten, Miko.
Unable to take his gaze away from her gentle eyes and caring expression, Jehani felt something click into certainty within his body. Suddenly determined and resolute, the adolescent male cat straightened up and said, “She will not get you! I do not care what it takes, but you will not be sacrificed!”
Miko stared at the older cat with confusion. Finally, the very young kitten shook her head and decided to ignore what Jehani had said. Instead, she offered what comfort she could by saying, “If you are feeling sad, you can come with my friends and me. We are going to go look at the butterflies.”
Before Jehani could answer her, two other young kittens of approximately the same age as Miko came skittering up. The smallest of them, a mostly white Persian with attractive grey masking her eyes and the top of her head, burbled, “Miko! We know how to get there! One of the bigger boys told us, and it is not too far. We need to hurry because I have to be home before it starts to get dark!”
The other kitten, a slightly larger male by the name of Mendoric, added, “One of the scouts said that the butterflies are so thick that sometimes you can grab two of them at once! We should hurry!”
Miko responded, “We are going to bring Jehani. He is feeling very sad, and I do not think he should be by himself right now. Besides, this way, we have somebody bigger and stronger than we are to help protect us.”
Mendoric puffed his furry little chest up, saying, “I could keep you safe! My father is the biggest male in the clowder!”
Swept along by the erratic pouncing motion of three kittens, Jehani numbly accompanied them. He kept glancing at their bright, energetic auras and fighting the nausea that rose every time he thought about their energy being drained.
They had not traveled very far before they came to the sentry line that surrounded the clowder property. Slipping through the brush so silently that he startled Jehani, one of the scouts asked, “Youngster, may I speak with you for a moment?”
Respectfully, Jehani answered, “Of course. How might I help you, sir?”
Expressing his appreciation and approval with his ears and position of his tail, the dark dappled male warned the adolescent cat, “There have been signs of a group of foxes. It appears to be comprised of an extremely large reynard, one adult vixen, and three or four older kits. Be very alert if you are traveling outside of our perimeter. We have lost two experienced scouting cats already.”
Jehani nodded his acceptance and appreciation, adding, “I will definitely keep watch. These three young kittens should not be out by themselves, and everyone else is in the Main Hall.”
“It is very responsible of you to accompany them. Please head high in the trees if attacked and yell for help. I am not too sure what we can do against a full skulk, but we will try.”
As Jehani turned to leave, the scout called out, “I believe Seralla has taken Maeve to the butterfly area also, planning for all the little ones to be able to play together. She was not too reasonable about waiting, so we let her go.”
As the adolescent male cat hurried to catch up with the bouncing little ones, he smiled to himself, thinking, I think she is just about as tired of being controlled as I am. She must have ducked out about the same time I did. It will be nice to see her again, though. Perhaps, we can be support for each other. Jack would have expected that of us.
The trail to the area where the butterflies supposedly flew led through a portion of the forest that had very little undergrowth. Jehani was hyper-alert, worried about the foxes, and struggling under a crushing weight of mixed concern and fear. The decision of what he should do was almost more than the young cat could handle.
The emergence from the forest was sudden, and the young male's eyesight was momentarily overwhelmed by the sudden explosion of sunlight. The meadow was glorious, full of a riot of colors from the flowers and the butterflies that flitted among them.
Seralla was immediately visible, standing on the narrow path and watching her seven-month-old kitten dart from one side to the other of the meadow, hopping high in the air, and trying to catch the butterflies in her paws.
With squeaks of pleasure, the three smaller kittens that Jehani had accompanied ran as fast as their short little legs could move them. Within a few moments, they were joining Maeve in her aerobatic dance of feline delight.
Both the older cats laughed at the joy the kittens expressed and watched in fond memory of how they flung themselves into their jumps and pounces wholeheartedly. Something tight within Jehani loosened, and he could take the first deep breath he had since entering the clowder’s Main Hall earlier in the day.
Looking at the four bright auras that surrounded the small bouncing cats, his joy dimmed, and the magnitude of his challenge pressed onto his back like a heavy weight.
“Jehani, what troubles you so much?” asked Seralla.





Chapter 10 – Predators
Clawtip Clowder, Earth
The adolescent male was determined to duck the question until he looked into the caring and friendly eyes of one of the few felines in the clowder that he could call a friend. Making a spur of the moment decision, Jehani answered, “Seralla, I just do not know what to do. That Witch is evil. I watched as she drained energy from Xaleena right in front of everyone. No one else noticed, and you know everybody seems to think that there is something wrong with me because I believe that we have Power, whether we are Familiars or not.”
Seralla said slowly, “I used the excuse of my new litter and Maeve’s desire to hunt with her friends to duck out of the meeting. That Witch has always made my skin crawl. I saw you leave and decided that I would also. I know I felt a lot better once I got away from her, but my stomach still hurts.”
“Mine also does. These kittens are so vulnerable, and she wants to see all of them. What horrible thing will she do with them? They are so fragile, and I do not know how to protect them.”
Seralla began to answer, and Jehani, who had been keeping an unobtrusive eye on the surroundings, noticed a tightening noose of creatures in the concealing grasses by the presence of their auras. The patterns that he could read were frightening, full of focused hunger and bloodthirsty anticipation.
Taking a leap of intuition that labeled the approaching creatures as predators, the young male whispered urgently, “Seralla, you have to grab the kittens and get up the trees quickly! The sentry warned me that there was a skulk of foxes here, and I can see their auras now as they approach. Luckily they cannot climb, but you have to get the kittens up high enough to keep them safe.”
Without a single argument, Seralla headed toward the closest tree to the kittens, calling out, “Oh, look! These are amazing butterflies! Quickly, come see them!”
Jehani saw the impossibly fast little ones jump toward Seralla. As they moved, the young male cat noticed that the trajectory of the foxes had changed. Without conscious thought, he cut across their visual plane and charged a big cloud of butterflies, calling out, “I bet I can grab three!”
The young male was deliberately manipulating the tendency of a predator to watch moving bodies as he used his own motion as a decoy to distract them from the little kittens and the nursing mother. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Seralla pushing the babies up high into the tree. She carried the weakest one, Miko, by the scruff of her neck.
Satisfied that she had their safety well in hand, Jehani turned his efforts back toward his own survival, but he was almost not fast enough.
Bursting out of the underbrush and through the meadow grass, the largest red fox that Jehani had ever seen lunged for him. Twisting his body in a sharp avoidance pattern, the young cat felt fur ripped from his tail as he dove in a zigzag pattern through the grass toward the closest tree.
Suddenly, he was surrounded by a snapping, snarling group of kits and a vixen. Pain scored his shoulder as one of the youngsters almost managed to grab him with its teeth. Jehani could feel the blood trickling, but he had no time to give in to the agony.
Dodging quickly among feet and through the coverage of the meadow grass, Jehani managed to trip up two of the youngsters and to avoid the vixen, but as he dove for the tree, he saw that the big male was in his way.
The reynard stood watchfully, trying to see where Jehani would emerge from the grass. All the lessons that Jack had given him about defeating larger predators in a battle played through the young male cat's mind in an instant. Changing directions on the fly, Jehani made purposely clumsy moves that rattled the grass as if he were going toward a different tree.
The deception was successful because the large male fox started to move that way, but one of the adolescents cut across Jehani’s path and yipped in excitement. Instantly, both adults and his siblings began to converge.
There was no more time to maneuver, and Jehani knew that it was all down to fear-driven speed and agility. Keeping as low as he could while he ran, the adolescent Persian charged the tree and jumped for its trunk desperately.
He would have been safe if the male fox had been of standard size, but this was a giant among reynards, and the predator’s leap allowed him to grab the back of Jehani’s skin just above his hindquarters, yanking him down off the tree and leaving scoring tracks on the bark.
Jehani knew that he had to get clear before the other foxes could surround him, and the young, agile male turned around and clawed with all of his might across the face of his captor. A pained whine erupted from the fox’s mouth, and the reynard jerked his head unconsciously away from the claws that had scored across his eyelids and his tender nose.
When the fox's jaws open slightly, Jehani moved desperately. Feeling fur and skin ripping from his body with the sharp burn of agony, the cat leaped once more for the tree trunk and managed to climb far enough that he was entirely out of the reach of his attackers.
For an endless moment, Jehani clung to his tree branch and panted. He could feel the blood dripping down his body and sizzling on the ground. He heard the unhappy whines and snuffling of the foxes as they circled the base of the tree on which he had taken refuge.
After a while, the sound below him quieted, and he realized that the skulk had most probably moved on. With three hungry, growing kits, they could not afford to wait for one small animal to succumb to injuries. His body would not have provided a meal for either of the adults, and so they went after better opportunities. The thought left him sagging with relief.
When the usual sounds of the meadow and the forest resumed, Jehani was reasonably sure that it was safe. He was steeling himself to moving when he heard a very welcome voice from the ground below him saying, “Jehani, are you alive? The kittens are fine, but I know that you are not. You were so brave to draw them off of us! We would have lost several of the little ones if you had not done that!”
It was Seralla’s voice, and Jehani almost collapsed in relief. However, he knew that a fall from this height would break something, and he did not want any further injuries. His wound was still dripping, although the speed had slowed. Inch by agonizing inch, the young male cat made his way down to the ground.
Every movement was agony, but the wound on his side was not overly deep. It had bled a lot and hurt so much that Jehani was not sure he could focus on anything. As he set foot on the ground, he looked over and saw to his joy that all four of the kittens were safe and that Seralla had no visible signs of injury either.
However, the adult female cat had a wild look in her eye. Looking first at him and then at her kitten and the other three, younger felines, Seralla huddled over them and begin to talk to the kittens rapidly in a low tone. Jehani was just as happy to lie where he was and pant in exhaustion and pain. After a while, Seralla came over to speak to him, while two of the youngsters chewed up some of the plants that Miko had pulled from the meadow.
“Jehani, this will work out. Just listen to me, please. I want you to take all four of these kittens and try to find TT. I know that she had friends in Paris, and she would have gone to them for sanctuary. Take the babies there, please. Do not let the Witch get them!”
Panting a little, Jehani answered, saying, “How can I do that? I do not even know where Paris is!”
“Yes, you do! Jack taught both of us. I know that you will figure it out. This is a perfect opportunity for you to disappear with the kittens.”
The young male cat was about to protest when he looked up and saw that Maeve had cuddled up to her mother and that the two of them were clinging together in an intense and emotional goodbye. Moved by an impulse, Jehani said, “Seralla, come with us. Please, you need to come with us!”
Bowing her head in regret, the nursing mother said, “My babies will die if I do that, and I cannot abandon them. Maeve is old enough to go with you, and she is the most at risk. Look at her aura and tell me what you see before you answer.”
Obediently, Jehani looked with his undampened Sight at the kittens in front of him. Without the filter that he usually kept over his perception, the kittens all glowed with the potential for Magic and the strength of their life force. Maeve was the strongest of all, closely followed by the young male kitten, Mendoric. Fighting his reluctance, the adolescent cat understood now why Seralla was so desperate.
Defeated, Jehani agreed, saying, “Tell me everything you know about where to go in Paris and anything I need about the route.”
“I will, and I also explained to the babies what is going on. I think they all understand, but they will need comfort when they are cold or tired. They will also probably get homesick. I do not envy you this trip, but it is the only hope for them that we have.”
Sighing, the young adolescent cat asked, “What happens when the scouts come after us? I have no hope of resisting them, and they could reasonably kill me because I am kidnapping these kittens.”
Seralla straightened up, saying, “That will be my job. I will be the one who convinces them that you are dead. Think about this, there are obvious signs of battle, and there are so many pawprints here that there is no hope of them knowing if you died. They will be reluctant to explore into the brush with the foxes on the rampage. Also, the ripped off pieces of your fur, and all the blood will make them think that you are dead.”
Just then, Miko and her cronies came up and carefully started to pack the open wound in Jehani’s side with the chewed up herbs that they had found. Immediately, the pain of the injuries began to recede, and Jehani’s mind started to clear.
“Then we had better get moving, or we will not be able to find some safe place to sleep tonight.”
With tears burning his eyes, Jehani watched as Seralla went around to each of the kittens, murmuring to them and giving them one last loving cleaning. She saved her own daughter for last, not only cleaning the kitten's face but rubbing her whiskers over the entire body of her daughter. In a low voice, Seralla said, “Never forget how much I love you.”
Much too soon, it was time to go, and the unprepared and unprovisioned party of five took off through the woods. Jehani prayed with all of his might that Seralla would stay safe.
For her part, Seralla had equal prayers for the foolhardy, but hopeful group striving for survival.
<< <> >>
Seralla burst through the sentry line onto clowder property. Gasping for air, the bloody and muddied Persian looked far different than the elegant cat that had escorted her daughter to the meadow just a few hours ago. Immediately, two of the sentries approached her to hear her fragmented report.
“… playing with the butterflies but we were keeping watch. The foxes surprised us totally, but Jehani actually tried to fight them. I managed to get two of the babies up the tree, but they could not climb very far, and the one big male fox could jump higher than I have ever seen.”
The more senior of the two sentries asked her quickly, “Are any of them still in the trees?”
Shaking like a leaf, Seralla answered, “When the foxes hurt Jehani, they had already caught two of the babies. I thought the other two were safe, so I tried to go down and help Jehani.”
“What happened then?”
“I jumped on one of the younger foxes, but its mother slammed me off. Jehani yelled at me to climb the tree, and I was so dizzy that all I could do was obey him. It was not the same one as the babies, but they were up high enough to be safe. I climbed onto a branch and must have passed out.”
Another cat had joined the other two and was carefully looking at and licking each of the small wounds on Seralla’s body. Feeling the tremors shaking the nursing mother’s body, the sentry began to purr comfortingly and snarled at its fellows, “This is a nursing mother, and she has had a bad shock. Go check out the butterfly meadow and let me know what you find.”
When one of the sentries would have delayed, the one cradling Seralla’s body snarled, “I said go, and I mean now!”
As soon as the other two disappeared, the big male comforting Seralla asked quietly, “Did he get them away? Did he save my son?”
No longer faking the trembling, Seralla leaned into the big Tom and said brokenly, “Yes. My daughter and your bright and loving little son, Mendoric, at least have a chance of life.”





Chapter 11 – Taking a New Road
Altai Mountain Foothills, Earth
Dochin was uneasy. Ever since she had been slammed with a Vision that foretold deadly consequences for her well-loved adopted daughter, Bolormaa, the ancient Seer had felt like she was walking under the lip of an avalanche. Some days the tension and sense of pending doom were almost more than she could handle.
The old woman missed Henley and his Familiar, Glenfrey. She barely finished the Vision before she had ordered them to immediately head to Yarorbash to join Bolormaa in her travels. Without the Witch and his Familiar, Dochin knew that Bolormaa would not survive.
The Seer of the Steppes had been blessed with a comforting Vision that showed Bolormaa in a mostly empty kitchen trying to put things away. Knowing that at least one of her loved ones was safe, Dochin had found some sense of comfort from a glimpse of their new life.
That did not mean that she missed her old friends any less. As she had gotten older, the number of people that would come just simply to talk to her or play a game of chess had gotten to be very small.
It was not the same trying to play any sort of game with her apprentices. The burden of their respect and near reverence made it impossible for Dochin to relax and simply be herself. She felt like she was always wearing a mask. Although it had been hers for many decades, the ability to occasionally put that façade down was precious. Any occasion where she could let the curious child that she had been out to play was treasured.
It had been only four weeks since she had almost pushed Henley out of the door to go with Bolormaa. Increasingly over the last week and a half, Dochin had fragmented and involuntary Visions peppering her sleep. Every night, she was waking with partially glimpsed scenarios of pain and destruction. The intensity and the frequency were growing, and the Seer knew that her temper was fraying also.
It would really help if I could get a more complete Vision, Dochin thought to herself. For the first time since she had been an apprentice herself, the Seer was unable to control the advent of the imagery. The pictures popped in, bruising her mind, and challenging her control. Only by increasing her meditation time could the ancient Seer find some serenity.
Dochin knew that her two apprentices were worried about her. Both Ganbold and Chimeg hovered around her, so sensitized to her needs that they frequently brought her items before she even realized that she wanted something. Although the old woman was very appreciative, at times, she just wanted to push them away so she could move and breathe without another person being directly beside her.
This morning, Dochin had risen from her uneasy bed and unsettled sleep to see a faint cloud or mist covering everything. The dappled light fog spun and twisted in place, communicating to the experienced Seer that a Vision of significant importance was approaching.
Chimeg seemed to sense it also. The woman kept glancing over her shoulder, subconsciously acknowledging the feeling of someone watching her. The always attentive apprentice drove herself to provide more comfort for Dochin until the old woman wanted to snarl.
When Ganbold added his fussing, Dochin reached the limit of her patience. “That is enough from both of you. I may be old, but I am not terribly fragile. Also, there is a lesson here for you to learn. The abilities of a Seer are gifts from the gods. They are not always comfortable or pleasant and carry a cost. One price is that our scrying and Visions may demand our sight, health, or even our lives.”
Both of her assistants jerked back as if they had been shocked. Dochin could see the thoughts that ran through their heads reflected in their faces. Internally, the old Seer was smiling to herself, pleased that both man and woman were taking what she said to heart. There were no protestations of disbelief, no sense of them dismissing her warning.
Chimeg was the first to speak up, saying, “I apologize if I am crowding you, honored teacher. Perhaps the sense of pressure that seems to grow each day has rattled my nerves also.”
Ganbold immediately responded, “I also would like to apologize. Neither of us wanted to bother you for an explanation, but speaking for myself, I can feel something momentous creeping over the horizon, and it frightens me.”
The young man looked a bit embarrassed at his admission. His expression eased when his fellow apprentice immediately chimed in, admitting that she also felt fear at whatever was coming toward them.
Dochin reassured them, saying in a soft tone, “Even I feel this fear, a dark sense of dread. I do not know what the cost will be for this Vision, but I do believe that it is one that I need to pay, no matter how large.”
Chimeg looked like she was about ready to start crying, and Ganbold had his hand out toward the old woman in a gesture of protection and support. Dochin tilted her head back and stared them both in the eyes before saying with conviction, “I know that if it demands my life, you will carry on for me. You will have each other for support, and you have been long ready to strike out on your own. If by chance, my life continues after this scrying, the price that it exacts will be something with which we have to cope.”
Waiting patiently, the Seer allowed her two assistants time to calm themselves. Only after she could tell that they had centered and channeled their worry and fear did the old woman continue.
“I need the two of you to set up a larger than usual scrying area. We will not be dealing with my usual vessel for this effort. I remember my own teacher from many years ago explaining to me that the particular dread that I am feeling and its fragmentation signals a more complex and rare task for a Seer.”
When neither one of the other two offered a comment or question, Dochin continued, saying, “The table will need to be large enough to handle a bowl four times across larger than my normal vessel. It also needs to have enough room for you both to be able to write, sketch, and annotate things that I say or things that you see in the bowl.”
As the two apprentices moved quickly to execute their tasks, Dochin placed her hands in her lap and fell into a light meditative fugue. Releasing all of her fear and uncertainty, the old woman offered it up as part of her sacrifice. Releasing any attempt to ensure her own survival, the old Seer focused instead on her objective.
Recalling the long-ago lesson from her teacher, Dochin pulled the memory from the complex chain of association in her mind to play it out in front of her once more. She could almost hear her teacher, Altantsetseg, the Golden Flower Seer of Mongolia, saying in her beautiful musical voice, “Little one, the most dangerous Seeing for a Seer is that in which two things occur. The first of those is the Vision itself. Floating on the River of Time, the Tsagiin Gol, you will encounter the portent of the future, just as you will do for most Visions.
“However, that is only half of this immersion into the universe of possibilities and probabilities. The Vision will tell you what may happen, and it will also provide you the pieces that you need to craft into a message for those that are required to implement the desired action.”
Dochin’s younger voice played in her memory, asking, “But how will I know what to do?”
Setseg’s mellow voice had answered her slowly and painfully, “Your life and experiences will let you know what is needed. Every pain that you felt, every disappointment that you survive, will feed into that moment. The agony of that experience may overwhelm you, but this type of Vision is a demanding master. It will not let you escape it. Be resolute, little one, and know that I have Seen that your efforts will not be in vain.”
It has been decades since I remembered this. Perhaps, I had hoped it would never come. However, my teacher was such a powerful Seer that none of her Visions ever proved false. Where others would look for a benefit that could be provided to them or those they cared about, she always saw clearly. I have spent my whole existence trying to make her spirit proud and to honor her for what she gave to me. The life of an old woman is not such a high price to pay when measured against all of that.
While Dochin had been lost in a reverie, Chimeg and Ganbold had completed the setup for their Mistress’ scrying. Clearing his throat quietly, her male apprentice let her know that everything was ready, and the old Seer allowed her meditative state to evaporate. Feeling invigorated and at peace, Dochin turned toward the table, exclaiming in appreciative surprise, “Good job! This looks perfect!”
The rare praise from their mistress drew smiles and nods from both Chimeg and Ganbold. Dochin thought that they could not have set it up any more perfectly. The table was shadowed by towering spires of rock that protected them from the heat of the sun, while still allowing a slight breeze to cool fevered skin.
The table itself was easily 6 feet across, and round in shape. Dochin knew immediately that it was large enough to accommodate her big bowl as well as providing space for notebooks and pens so that Ganbold and Chimeg could record what the older Seer saw.
Taking a deep breath, Dochin stood up and stretched slightly. The old woman could feel bones as they crackled and creaked into better alignment, and she allowed them to hurt as they chose. Waiting until her body complaints had eased slightly, the Seer walked into her hut, emerging a short time later with a large, silk-wrapped object.
Eyes wide, Ganbold moved up to offer his strong arm to either carry the object or assist the ancient Seer. Twitching her mouth into a slight smile, Dochin ignored his offer and moved directly toward the table with a tension-supplied vigor.
Setting the object down on the table carefully, the old woman unwrapped the glowing bowl with hands that trembled in concern and fear. Only once before had she used this vessel for her Visions, and the price that she had paid for that knowledge still echoed in heartfelt agony and grief. Dochin thought brokenly, What choice did I really have? The survival of my entire tribe or the life of a barely started unborn child seemed to be straightforward. I always thought that there could be another child to replace that one, but the Universe decided differently. Perhaps it was punishment or just balance, but I still feel the grief, and my arms ache in the agony of emptiness.
The luxurious sheen and the soft, thick feel of the silk that wrapped the bowl fell away from its polished surface as if someone else’s hands were helping her. Dochin heard her two assistants gasp at the sight of the blown glass bowl that emerged. Much larger than her other scrying tool, the ancient bowl measured nearly three feet across and resonated with a Song of Power.
The glass itself seemed to be luminous, emitting a subtle light that flickered and flowed, dragging motions of love and hate, fear and excitement, with it. Dochin could see the reflection of that movement in the mist that whirled around in the air surrounding her.
The old woman could feel the rightness of this moment and took comfort in her calm and resolute belief that what she was doing was the best that she could provide for those about whom she cared. Settling herself down into the chair, Dochin waited until both Chimeg and Ganbold were seated and ready to proceed.
Picking up the small flask of pure spring water that had been laid in preparation for her on the tabletop, the powerful, elderly Seer of the Steppes announced in a formal voice, “Now, we shall begin.”





Chapter 12 – Visions of Possibilities
Altai Mountain Foothills, Earth
Dochin took a deep breath, trying to slow her fearful, galloping heart rate, and make her mind receptive to the Seer’s Power. Feeling that pause within herself that told her that she was both centered and anchored, the elderly Seer let her Power fly freely over the surface of the eerily shining liquid contained in the bowl in front of her.
She was aware of both of her apprentices, as they sat on either side of her. Their faces were alternating between watching her expression and anything that was revealed in the scrying liquid. She could feel the satisfaction that oozed from both of them and knew that she had made the right decision to take them both on, so many years ago.
At first, this seeking felt like any other of thousands that Dochin had done. It started with that immeasurable gut-clenching drop from the cliff of her world’s physicality into the plane where time and place had no relevance. Where her intuition and consciousness floated on the River of Time, looking for an anchor. In many of those cases, a slight tugging on her immaterial self had signaled something that she should be observing. Part of her training had been to learn to discern that gentle inclination.
She knew better than to expect that now. Keeping her hands carefully against the big glass bowl, Dochin prepared herself for whatever would strike her in the next few moments. Knowing that she would pay whatever price that the Universe asked, the old woman concentrated on breathing deeply and evenly while holding her mind in a receptive state.
There was a drop in the temperature that produced a blistering winter-like draft against her pebbling skin, and Dochin heard Ganbold’s muttered exclamation of surprise.
The old woman had no further attention to be spared because she was caught in what felt like a blizzard. Far away from any protection, and helpless to defend against the havoc that the vicious wind caused on her unprotected body, Dochin stubbornly kept her focus.
Determinedly, the old Seer focused on keeping her mind open. She knew that the message that was coming would be loud and complex, and she wanted to be able to catch every nuance. To her surprise, the old Seer could hear both Ganbold and Chimeg beginning to write something. What can they see that I cannot? the old woman thought to herself.
The force of her scrying dragged Dochin below the surface of the River of Time and into the depths of the roiling flow of images and feelings. The Vision reached up and swatted her in the head, demanding her attention. Helplessly caught in the powerful undertow, the Seer kept her sense of self even in the middle of the maelstrom and concentrated on taking everything in.
Horrific images followed by disgusting snapshots paraded through Dochin’s mind, chronicling the future that awaited. Blood Mages become ascendant. Their Power spread over the land, poisoning the air and preying on people and animals.
Tears poured down the old woman’s face as she saw Witches and Familiars mount futile resistance and become overwhelmed by the juggernaut of the Blood Mages. Tortured and drained of their Magic, the Magic users of the country had no choice but to flee.
Others were targeted when the more powerful Magic users were decimated. This included the animal lines that had spawned most of the Familiars in the country. Entire breeds were destroyed, leaving only remnants of lower intelligence and absent Magical capabilities.
Desperately, the old woman cast her mind as far and wide as she could. Searching for an alternate pathway, she could find nothing that appeared to be a road to a solution, no matter where she looked.
Despairing, Dochin felt her back crumble as the weight of her emotion dragged her down. Younger warm hands from either side came and settled on the old woman’s shoulders, and she could feel the support of her apprentices as they tried to comfort her and reinforce her strength. Inch by inch, the old woman straightened her back and began to draw deeper breaths. Perhaps this would be enough.
The second wave of foul odors and bloody images began to pummel Dochin, each one a blow to her heart and spirit. Over and over again, what she saw reinforced the message that there was no way to save everyone. There would be no rescue party for Bolormaa’s adopted country.
Dochin felt her consciousness begin to fray and fought against the dissolution of her core identity. Let me at least let people know what is coming! she thought to herself. If I warn them, maybe some of them will survive! Perhaps, even if this comes to pass, there might be a possibility that later on, the Blood Mages can be defeated.
Lightning strikes erupted so abruptly that Dochin’s eyes flashed with spots of light and shadow. From the startled exclamations of her apprentices, the old Seer knew that at least part of the display that stunned her ears and disoriented her Sight was occurring on the material plane. The display over the Tsagiin Gol was even more impressive as eldritch spears of jagged light glowing in neon colors splashed from one side to the other of the river. Carried in its luminous wake came loud claps of shattering noise that slashed her ears with blades of pain.
A swirl of winds above the surface of the River of Time pulled the heavy smell of ozone and the press of dank air away from Dochin’s avatar. Gasping to draw the fresher air into her immaterial lungs, the Seer watched in amazement as the waterspout created a dry space that went all the way to the bottom of the riverbed. Cutting through layers of time, the force created a cofferdam, isolating a protected area for the old Seer to stand.
The misty representation of Dochin inside her Vision stood on shaking legs, gasping and exhausted. There was no place to rest, and the woman did not feel comfortable sitting in the muck that covered the river bottom.
There must be some reason that this is occurring, Dochin thought to herself. What am I supposed to have learned or gleaned from this? Covertly scanning her surroundings, the old Seer began to circle the protected area, looking for clues or anything that would help her make sense of what was going on.
The variety of items that were stuck in the muck was amazing, and Dochin had to remind herself that this was not an archaeological dig. Instead, it was a rare opportunity to find something that would help alleviate what appeared to be an inevitable disaster.
About halfway around the circle, the old woman noticed a strange configuration drawn in the slimy mud that covered the entire surface. She recognized the six-point radial form of the structure of a Kolovrat, even though it was not depicted in the usual fashion. She leaned a little closer to inspect it curiously and realized that it was emitting a barely discernible glow.
Unsure if the illumination was innate or an accent to draw her attention, Dochin cautiously stepped even closer to the drawing. That step triggered a response as the image began to glow brighter. The fascinated Seer noticed that there were glyphs drawn at each point of the symbol.
Her intuition flashed, and she recited aloud in the singsong cadence that she had used to memorize many of the facts that her teacher demanded of her. “Mage, Witch, Wizard, Priest, Sorcerer, and Healer. The six forms of Magic users. All with different affinities and skills. Aligned together, it could be a solution to many problems.”
How can I interpret this? Am I deluding myself? Or is this some sign from the Universe or some unnamed gods on what can help? Dochin was confused and found her mind skittering around her skull like it was a rat trying to escape the trap.
As she stared blindly at the Kolovrat and the glyphs, blood welled up from the riverbed and covered the entire drawing. Dochin cried aloud, even knowing that her apprentices would hear her. The remembered agony of sacrifice wound its way through her voice as she called out to the heavens, “There will be sacrifices and great pain. Losses will rip families and friends apart, unable to be filled or forgotten. However, there will be an escape for some and the hope of tomorrow.”
Darkness descended like a heavy curtain, stealing Dochin’s sight and leaving her gasping for air. As her consciousness left, the elderly Seer thought, Have Ganbold and Chimeg heard enough to warn people, if I never wake again?
There was a swirl of smell and pain. The immaterial waters of the River of Time closed over Dochin’s head and filled her lungs. For a split second, the old woman resisted before relaxing and accepting her fate. She thought to herself, If I am meant to die now, hopefully, it will not be in vain.
Darkness blanketed everything.





Chapter 13 – Realizations
Altai Mountain Foothills, Earth
Filtered morning light danced across a whitewashed ceiling, drawing the old woman’s attention as she slowly became more aware. For long moments, Dochin observed the brightening and waning of the illumination as she slowly reconnected to her body.
It is like learning about a new horse, she thought to herself. I am exploring its gaits and preferences, rediscovering what I can do and not. Unfortunately, I suspect I am going to be learning mostly about things I can no longer do, rather than about new skills.
Deciding that she was able to sit up, Dochin discovered unpleasantly that she was greatly weakened, and her muscles felt unused. Falling back down onto her back, the old Seer could not prevent a sound of pain escaping her mouth.
Immediately, there were motions from one side of the room, and two people rushed to her bedside. Ganbold and Chimeg reached her at the same time, both of them arriving with a look of concern that quickly changed to tearful and thankful expressions of welcome.
Ganbold was overcome with grateful tears, so Chimeg was the first to tumble into words. The woman exclaimed, “Seer, welcome back. We have been so frightened that you were going to leave us! When we could not wake you, we sent some of your guards out to find a Healer, but it took days to locate one. Most of them are gone.”
Her voice sounding rusty, Dochin asked, “Gone, or dead?”
By that point, Ganbold had recovered his equilibrium, although Dochin could feel the unexpected clasp of his hand over hers. The tremors that shook the man’s thin frame and the witness of his expressions told Dochin in an undeniable way that the man was devoted to her.
Chimeg smiled through a veil of tears, creating a rainbow of emotions that sent a surge of grateful heat through the elderly Seer. I did not realize how much they both love me. I knew that they respected me and my teaching, but never let myself understand that we had become a family, she thought to herself.
The young woman continued talking, “We finally tracked the Healer Geriel down by following clues and rumors. It took us quite a while. She had hidden herself thoroughly, which is just as well since something is stealing or killing Healers all over the Steppes.”
The male Seer interrupted, blurting out, “Chimeg had a Vision. One moment she was talking to me, and the next, her eyes turned all silvery-blue, and she was talking in a voice that was not hers. She said that our only hope was to find the Hidden Healer. She started to sing in a strange chant that most of the Healers were dead or had fled and that if we looked for them, all of us would be sacrificed in great pain. What came out of her mouth was so scary that I could feel my body shivering.”
Blushing slightly, Chimeg murmured, “I woke up to Ganbold tending me, just like we have done for you. It was a strange feeling, but comforting that my adopted brother was there to watch out for me when I could not take care of myself.”
Shrugging uncomfortably, Ganbold said, “While she was recovering, the guards and I packed up everything that we thought would be needed. I let the clan know to watch the rest of our camp, and if we had not returned in six months that those belongings would be theirs. I hope that was all right!”
Amazed, Dochin struggled to find her voice, finally saying with approval, “That was more than all right, it was perfect!”
Chimeg took over the retelling, saying succinctly, “The guards have been wonderful. They managed most of the packing and made our search move quickly and unobtrusively. We knew that if the Healer was in hiding, that we could not be obvious in our intent. Instead, we acted like we were searching for a hot spring that is rumored to return vigor to those that have been injured in their soul. As we got closer, I felt drawn in a certain direction. For lack of better information, we followed that calling and ended up here.”
With reddened cheeks, Ganbold brought their recounting back to the forefront, saying, “The Healer is quite reclusive. At first, she refused to have anything to do with us, but when she heard that the patient was you, she allowed us to bring you here to her home, even though we had to be cautious about traveling here.”
Dochin asked, “Are you sure that you brought no unwanted attention to her hiding place? It is imperative that we protect the few Healers that are still around.”
An unfamiliar voice intruded. It was a melodious woman’s voice and seemed to surround the old Seer with a comforting blanket of sound. “Thank you for your concern. However, there has been no sign of any followers, and I have not been attacked, so I think your apprentices did very well. Even my guards have not been able to find any trace of spies, so I think for right now, we are safe.”
Immediately, Ganbold went to lend a hand to the slender woman that had just entered the room. Dochin locked eyes with the woman and saw the unmistakable tracks of exhaustion. With a leap of intuition and an unfiltered expression of speech, the old Seer demanded, “Was healing me that difficult that you have exhausted yourself? I would be distraught to think that I had cost you that much!”
“The healing was not that difficult, but calling you back from where your spirit had gone was extremely challenging. The pieces of you that were left were tattered and falling apart. Getting them to come back together took everything I had.”
“Perhaps, you should have just let me go,” muttered the old woman. Gasps of pain reminded Dochin of her audience, and she looked at the shocked faces of both of her apprentices. Ganbold grabbed the old Seer’s hands and held onto them tightly, unable to speak, while Chimeg shook her head in rejection of the thought behind the old Seer’s comment.
With a wry grin on her face, the Healer answered, “They value your life more than you do. I may have agreed to the healing because it was you, but I would not have known that you needed healing without their loyalty. It does you no honor to consider abandoning them as something incidental.”
Bowing her head and accepting the rebuke, Dochin answered, her tone apologetic, “You are correct. It is not yet my time, and it would be uncaring to leave these two people shouldering any guilt for my passing. However, there must be a reason that you were able to bring me back.”
The Healer nodded her head in agreement, adding, “Ganbold had a Vision shortly after you arrived. When he emerged from his trance, he immediately began to gather supplies and a variety of items. Chimeg agreed with him, and the two of them have assembled everything that they saw you would need for what you are doing next.”
“What type of items?” Turning to Ganbold and Chimeg, Dochin asked, “Can you share your Vision and what sort of things have you gathered?”
Ganbold’s eyes were a little sad as he answered, “I do not believe it is best if I share my Vision in its entirety. However, I know that you are going to perform a seldom done ceremony, which I think is a calling. Both Chimeg and I knew you were going to need items for it. I also saw that after the ceremony, Chimeg will be leaving.”
When the old Seer kept looking at him, the man added, “I could not see you after the ceremony. It was like a fog had come over my Vision. However, I knew that I had to gather the items if there would be any good outcome from the events. So I told Chimeg what I could, and we put together both travel supplies and the things I saw you use in my Vision.”
Dochin was conscious of a flare of pride in her apprentices. They have really come into their own, she thought to herself.
I did not even need to be here to direct them. The two of them did what was necessary. Ganbold had a Vision on his own and remembered how to communicate what he could, all while managing his own balance and well-being.
Giving herself a small shake, the old Seer smiled and said, “I am proud of you. The two of you worked well together, and you charted a path that was well thought out and balanced.”
Chimeg blurted out, “We just want to be worthy of you and your teaching. It felt like my heart was breaking when we could not wake you. You have enabled both of us to be the best we could be, and the thanks for that can never be big enough to express our gratitude.”
About to tell them what good apprentices they were and how pleased she was to have had them to train, Dochin froze in shock with a thought uppermost in her mind, They are no longer apprentices that need to be told each step and supervised. Even without formal testing, they have passed their threshold. The two are now Journeymen and deserve to choose their own path, learn their individual lessons, and face their own challenges.
Straightening up her body to sit upright in the bed, the old Seer changed what she had been about to say. Instead, the elderly woman said in a measured tone, “What you have just been through shows me that you are no longer apprentices and should be addressed with the earned title of Journeyman. You must now choose your own path as you travel as Journeymen. You need to experience the life of your own choosing and make your own decisions. My time is coming to an end, and I hope that I have taught you enough for yours to go on for many, many years.”
Both the younger people were frozen in place for a moment before breaking into passionate speech and wearing broad expressions of joy mingled with regret. For a while, the uplifting sounds of joyous celebration swirled around inside the Healer’s dwelling. All too soon, it quieted, and planning began.





Chapter 14 – Journeymen
Altai Mountain Foothills, Earth
Ganbold was the first to speak, and he had an extremely stubborn look on his face. “I know that it is traditional for Journeymen to travel, but I have decided that my journey is by your side, Dochin. I have Seen that your life will not be much longer, and I have a deep need to stay and learn whatever else you can teach me. So do not bother to tell me to leave because I am not going!”
Startled, the old Seer heard the conviction in his voice and gave in to his belief. With a small bit of guilt, Dochin acknowledged that she was relieved that someone would remain with her. I would like company for this winter of my life, and am comforted by the fact that this young man wants to stay with me, she admitted to herself.
Chimeg hesitantly said, “I think the correct path for me is to travel. When I have meditated on this, I have received the sense that my travel is going to be to faraway places, and part of my spirit longs for that. It is almost like a strange compulsion pushing me to go, even though it is a frightening thought. The two of you will always be my family, and I am sad to think that I will never see you again if I leave. But I must.”
Taking a deep breath, Dochin gathered the two new Journeymen’s hands in hers, saying formally, “I see you, Ganbold the Loyal. May your Visions speak clearly, and your life be long. I hope that warm sun and satisfaction move through your life with you. Do you accept the responsibilities and the demands of your calling? Will you use your Sight and your Power for the benefit of all, forever eschewing the Darkness?”
His voice rough with emotion, Ganbold answered, “I so promise.”
Turning to Chimeg, the old Seer gathered another deep breath and said, “I see you, Chimeg, the Far Traveler. May your Visions speak clearly, and your life be long. I hope that warm sun and satisfaction move through your life with you. Do you accept the responsibilities and the demands of your calling? Will you use your Sight and your Power for the benefit of all, forever eschewing the Darkness?”
Just as formally, the young woman answered, “I promise with all that I am to never give in to the Darkness, and to answer the demands of a Seer’s life and its responsibilities, no matter where I roam.”
The emotion was so thick in the room that Dochin found it difficult to draw breath. Unable to stay in the intersection of massive changes of her own and the bittersweet joy of her apprentices' graduation, the old Seer turned her eyes to Geriel.
“Healer, are you recovered enough to support me in the ceremony that I am driven to perform?”
Wordlessly, Geriel came over to the bedside and examined the old Seer. When she finished, the Healer answered the question by saying, “I am partially recovered. Certainly enough to support you in a Vision quest or any other ceremony as long as it does not consume too much of your life force. Your life will be cut short if you keep up this type of ceremony and actions.”
As Dochin struggled to sit up, both the Healer and Ganbold rushed to assist her. With a tart note in her voice, the Seer said, “I know that my time is soon, but I am not quite done yet, thank you very much.”
Startled into laughter, the three other people in the room joined Dochin in a brief but much-needed explosion of mirth. As soon as the chortling subsided, the Seer asked Chimeg, “When you brought me here, did you also bring all of our belongings?”
The young woman answered, “Yes, Dochin. We brought everything with us.”
“Good! There should have been a tightly knotted pack wrapped in a dark cloth in my yurt. Could you bring that to me please.”
Immediately, the woman left the room, returning shortly with an awkward bundle. Chimeg laid the mysterious item down in front of the Seer and stepped back.
Dochin smiled with satisfaction and passed her hand over the strange-looking knots. Muttering softly under her breath, the Seer smiled at the gasps from the other three when the knots slid undone, and the cords coiled into a tidy pile.
The old Seer did not wait for questions and did not offer any explanations. Instead, she reached inside of the outer wrapping and pulled out two silk-wrapped smaller objects. The old woman handed the crimson-wrapped object to Ganbold, while the flame orange bundle was handed to Chimeg. Both knew Journeymen stared numbly at their parcels.
“Well, are not you going to open them? It is traditional for a Master Seer to give new Journeymen gifts. I have had these for several long years, anticipating your elevation in status and abilities.”
With shaking hands, Gamble was the first to unwrap his gift. His deep inhalation was embroidered with triumph and joy as he saw the glistening surface of a scrying bowl made from what looked like volcanic glass. Measuring almost a foot and a half across at the widest part, the container was the epitome of the tools that a Seer might use.
Once again, tears filled his eyes as he looked at his mentor. “Thank you for everything. This is beyond anything I expected.”
Dochin smiled a response and turned her attention to Chimeg. The young woman was staring at the bundle in her hands, looking both excited and a bit frightened. The old Seer asked, “Is something wrong?”
Shooting a confused look at Dochin, Chimeg answered, saying, “I am excited about seeing what is inside, but I have a sense that something painful and life-changing is going to happen when I open it.”
Immediately alert, Dochin closed her eyes and extended her senses out, trying to pick up the dangers that the younger woman had perceived. Unable to detect anything, the old Seer said, “I am not feeling anything, so that perception is yours alone.”
Ganbold simultaneously contributed, “I am getting nothing either.”
Allowing the new Journeymen to make her own decisions, Dochin waited patiently. Finally, the younger woman took a deep breath and unwrapped the silken covering from around the bowl that Dochin had picked out for her. The old woman felt a flash of satisfaction as the beautiful rainbow illumination spilled from the carved bowl that the young woman held so carefully.
Dochin remembered when she had seen the bowl on the worktable of a master worker of stone the year after Chimeg had come to be her apprentice. The older woman had known instantly that it belonged with the serious young girl with the shadows behind her eyes. Now, more than fifteen years later, she could finally give the gift that she had kept all that time.
Suddenly, Dochin felt a swirling breeze rise around her, and she could see from Ganbold’s widening eyes that he sensed it also. Some sort of force was in play, and it was funneling straight for them with the speed of a charging stampede.
Even Geriel could feel it, flinging her hands around Dochin and pouring energy into the old woman. Struggling to tell the Healer that it was not directed at her personally, the old Seer felt like her chest had been struck when Chimeg was smashed to the ground by an unseen blow and the crystalline bowl shattered against the stone floor.
The young woman screamed in denial, breaking into hysterical sobs. Ganbold lunged toward his fellow Journeyman, trying to see where the next blow would hit. Positioning his body between the crying woman and the doorway, both he and Dochin felt the Power that had intruded on them recede into the distance.
With a snap like a door closing, the raw power of the force was gone, leaving no trace of its presence except the shattered bowl and the sobbing woman.
Chimeg was inconsolable. Still weeping, she scurried around the floor on hands and knees, attempting to retrieve all the pieces of the broken bowl. Time and time again, she cut herself on the sharp edges but refused to stop. Drops of blood speckled the floor, and the distress on the Healer’s face grew. Finally, Dochin could take no more.
“That is enough. It is sad that the bowl is broken, but what we need to do is look beyond the event and see what the meaning is. The scrying instrument was broken for a reason, and we should be trying to determine that. If we cannot, then you will have to be vigilant for motivations and consequences such an action would have. Only then can you put it in context and decide if it is for good or for ill.”
Reclaiming some coherency, Chimeg gasped out, “How can I be a Seer if I do not have a scrying bowl?”
Dochin answered, “You already know the answer to that. Not all Seers use a bowl. Perhaps something is trying to tell you to use a different method. What I said before is still true. There was a reason behind this event. Such a Power would not have intruded if it were not important. Therefore, watch for signs and for new Visions that will help you interpret the event.”
Still shaking from the aftereffects of her sobbing, Chimeg bowed her head and acknowledged, “You are correct, and I apologize for letting my emotions get the best of me.”
The old Seer asserted, “It does not change the fact that I cared for you enough to find something I thought worthy of you and held it all these years waiting for the right time to give it to you.”
“That is part of what makes this so hurtful. It was something lovely you gave me, and now it has been destroyed.”
Just then, Ganbold handed Chimeg a silk bag that clinked softly as it swung through the air. Quietly, he stated, “I put all of the pieces that you found in here. Perhaps at some time in the future, someone will be able to mend the bowl for you.”
Overcome, Chimeg flung her arms around the man’s neck, saying brokenly, “Thank you so much. You are the brother I never had, and I will always carry a place for you in my heart.”
Squeezing her back, Ganbold answered lovingly, “I do not need sisters, because I have you, my adopted sister. You fill that place in my heart, and we will always be family.”





Chapter 15 – Sending a Call
Altai Mountain Foothills, Earth
Cutting through the emotional fog, Dochin was driven by a sense of urgency to say tensely, “We must do the calling ceremony now. I am not sure why, but I know enough to listen to the guidance of the Universe when it has slapped me upside the head.”
Immediately, Geriel said gently, “Ganbold has laid out the items for the ceremony in the large working room at the back of my dwelling. Feel free to use anything and everything that you need from my home.”
“Thank you, Healer. You have been more than generous, and I apologize for any disruption of your life that our coming here has caused.”
“You are welcome. However, please forgive me if I do not stay here with you. I have two guards outside, and they can call me when, and if I am needed, but the energy that swirls around oramancy makes me extremely uncomfortable.”
Without another word, the Healer almost ran out of the room. The old Seer smiled in acceptance and quickly joined the younger Seers in moving into the larger chamber. With approval and joyful thanks, she noticed that Ganbold had laid out the supplies and tools that she would need in the pattern that she had taught him.
There was a large table that held her bowl wrapped in silk. This piece of furniture was situated in the exact center of the room, precisely where Dochin would have placed it. The three chairs that surrounded it were cushioned, and she saw that under one of them, a soft rug had been placed.
He even thought about what would happen if I passed out, she thought to herself. He is thorough and careful and will make an excellent Seer. I am glad that he is still with me.
Seeing that most of the set up was done, Dochin took her place in the chair closest to the bowl, carefully arranging her limbs and immediately unwrapping her scrying tool. While she was doing that, Chimeg lit a small brazier and brought it to the table, while Ganbold laid out the herbs she would need.
This was a different type of ceremony than those she usually conducted. Instead of searching for a Vision, she was constructing a calling that would be cast on the River of Time and spread around, looking for a receptive being or beings to take up that burden.
Looking up at the two younger Seers, Dochin addressed them from an assured stance of speaking to contemporaries. According them the status of a Seer instead of an apprentice, she said, “I am first going to cast my most powerful oil on the water in my bowl. I will be searching for the tokens that will speak to the beings that we seek. Once I find those symbols, we will imbue them with our message and cast them free.”
Chimeg asked, “How will we direct them?”
Shaking her head slightly, Dochin answered calmly and simply, “We do not. If there is someone that should and can accept the calling, the token will find them.”
Ganbold asked somewhat nervously in turn, “What if there is no one to pick that token up?”
Her eyes sad with the pain of watching thousands of Visions become real only to hurt or kill people that she cared about, Dochin answered quietly, “We trust in the innate balance of the Universe. What should be will be. Any other pathway leads to Darkness.”
Gathering their eyes with her own gaze, Dochin began the calling ceremony. Taking a small crystalline vial and unstopping it, she dropped three carefully placed beads of the glistening liquid into the bowl. Holding her hands under the strangely-warm curved glass, the old Seer swirled the oil at the bottom, starting with tiny motions.
Immediately, the level of the liquid began to rise, even though no additional fluid had been poured into the bowl. The old Seer’s motions got broader and faster, and the swirl of the liquid formed almost a maelstrom in the center of the container.
Staring down intently into the depths of the bowl that appeared to go to an infinite distance, Dochin began to see a shape taking form. Straining her eyes to determine what it was, the old Seer was startled when she realized that it was a Kolovrat built out of some unknown metal. Unsure of what this presaged, the woman almost paused her motions, before quickly continuing.
Recognizing Svarog’s sign, the old Seer watched in amazement as the bent and angled arms of the symbol appeared to snap off separating from the center wheel-like hub. Each of the outer pieces began to glow in different colors. Glyphs appeared on each one, radiating a powerful golden light.
Counting them quickly, Dochin realized that there were six of them. Although unusual for most Kolovrats, the Mongolian woman knew that the six-armed version stood for balance and cooperation.
I can see where this is appropriate, she thought to herself. After all, I am looking for six Magic users. Each of them has a different strength and a different approach to the use of Magic. That would mean that each will be marked with the type, and that is probably what forms the glyphs.
Witch, Mage, Wizard, Priest, Sorcerer, Healer. Every one of them will be needed.
Convinced that she had found her tokens, Dochin poured her energy into the next stage of the ceremony. Pungent smoke filled the air as Ganbold ignited a series of different grasses. Swirling winds of sage and other sweet herbs filled the Seer’s nostrils and energized her.
Chanting aloud, Dochin let her words fly from her mouth into the bowl, soaking into the surface of the tokens. Speaking of sacrifice and possibilities, the old woman entreated those that would take up the burden to gather Familiars and Hidden Folk, taking critical apprentices and Journeyman with them. She warned them that her Visions showed that only if they joined with Zhanna would they survive and thrive.
The old woman could feel her body start to fail, and she pushed harder, sending messages of where her Vision had shown the different beings joining together. Black spots floated through her eyes, and she felt her chest ache as breath came with increasing difficulty.
Knowing that she only had a few more seconds, Dochin flung her hopes and fears into the tokens, trying to give each of the fated bearers as much support as she could.
As her consciousness trembled, the old Seer saw flashing glimpses of Rovers, travelers that lived a nomadic lifestyle. She also saw swirls of horses, cats, and dogs, all congregating for a great exodus. Last of all, she saw the face of a roughhewn man, and a massive hound leaned against his shoulder. They were seated on a wagon, in transit to someplace. Intuitively, Dochin knew that he was a central actor in the stage of life on which they were cast.
Desperately trying to hold on, Dochin knew that she was exhausted and drained. Her attention wavering, she could feel the Power of the bowl starting to dissipate when Ganbold cried out, “I see Bolormaa and Zhanna in a garden!”
Releasing her hold on her Vision and the bowl with relief, Dochin sagged against the table and raised streaming eyes to Ganbold. She could tell that the young Seer was caught in his Sight. His eyes were glowing, and a strange light outlined his figure.
Dochin struggled to speak but stopped her efforts when Chimeg asked, “What else do you see?”
“The flowers and the plants in the garden are strange. I have never seen anything like them. The sky is a different shade of blue, and the plants have strange-colored foliage, purple, teal, and pink. Both the women look happy, and Bolormaa has three little ones in her lap. The small ones are all Hidden Folk, and the Seer is smiling as she strokes them gently.”
Dochin found her voice finally, saying, “At least one of my daughters is safe. Thank you for telling me.”
The next instant, the old Seer almost slipped from her chair, and both Ganbold and Chimeg leaped to hold her. Before they could call for help, Geriel came into the room with a wild look in her eye and trembling hands.
Immediately, Chimeg demanded, “Geriel, what is wrong? Why do you look like you are both scared out of your mind and excited?”
The trembling in her hands increased as the Healer held an object out in front of her. Glowing with intense blue light and decorated with a blinding gold glyph, both young Seers were astonished to see the token they had last seen a few moments before in Dochin’s bowl.
What Geriel was holding in a grip, both shaking fear, and firm with hope, was the token for the Healer.





Chapter 16 – Getting Ready
Dochin’s Camp, Earth
The next day the Healer and Chimeg were to head out for the destination that Dochin had Seen in her Visions. Geriel was still shaky with uncertainty and fear, unsure of the calling that had come to her, and why the normally reclusive woman had accepted it. Chimeg liked the shy woman, sensing in her a kinship that would sustain both of them on their travels.
Whatever her reservations, the Healer acted like a competent whirlwind packing her supplies and personal items with an impressive organization. Geriel went as far as organizing her excess tools and supplies into piles, labeling each stack for the Healer or village where she wished the items to go.
Several times during the harried day, as the two women rushed to prepare for their journey, Chimeg saw the Healer with arms wrapped around herself and tears running silently down her face. I know it is hard for her. She has been more of a hermit than I ever was, and the idea of packing up and leaving must be tearing her apart. Just the courage that it takes her to leave her safe home and travel on a public road is immense. I think she is the bravest woman I have ever met.
The previous twenty-four hours had been a scramble for the two women as well as Ganbold and Dochin. The male Seer had taken responsibility for gathering as many travel items as they could put together and had gone to two of the surrounding villages to barter for the animals they would need as transport.
Both Geriel and Chimeg were typical Mongolian women, sturdy and hardy. They saw no need for the luxury of wagons but instead planned on taking two mounts each and three pack animals for gear and travel supplies. Dochin and Ganbold had accepted their plans without quibble, but the young Seer noticed that Dochin had a strange smile on her face when she did not realize that her Journeyman was watching her.
I would expect she is planning some sort of surprise, the young woman thought to herself. She has always loved to spring things on us. I think part of the reason is that she just likes to stretch our minds out of worn channels. The other motivation is that she is just a loving and giving person.
Although there had been a flurry of activity during the previous day, by the evening meal Ganbold and the warrior guards that protected the Healer had returned. The male Seer was thrilled that they obtained everything that they had planned, and even had acquired a few other odds and ends. When Chimeg asked him what those unplanned items were, she was not reassured at all by his response of, “Do not worry, you will like them!”
Chimeg and Geriel had exchanged smiles at his pleasure, with the Healer mouthing, “Men! We had better compliment him, or his ego will be bruised for weeks.” Trying hard not to laugh, the young female Journeyman made sure that she was more than usually effusive in her thanks. She even tried to get some clue on what he had added beyond the lists that she and Geriel had assembled, but Ganbold remained mute.
Geriel had gone off to have a private conversation with her guards, so Chimeg had taken the opportunity to spend what could be her last private moments with Dochin. Stumbling under the weight of her emotions, the young woman tried to tell the older one how much she appreciated everything that the old Seer had done for her and taught her. Her voice was rough with tears, and a few of them escaped her control to trickle down her cheeks.
“My dear daughter of the heart,” began the old Seer, “it is I that should be thanking you. The challenge of not one but two apprentices at my age kept me from fading into the fog that eventually claims all of us that travel the River of Time. Without you, I would not have been able to scry clearly in this time of desperate struggle and crucial action.”
“Dochin, beloved Mistress, I will strive to live my life guided by what you have taught me. If I am so blessed with a child of either heart or body, I will pass your teachings on so that your memory will live.”
Reaching across the table, Dochin put her frail hands around the younger woman’s callused and suntanned ones. Chimeg could feel a warmth that carried both love and approval seeping into her skin. Bending her head so that her forehead rested on their clasped hands, the young Seer murmured a soft plea to the gods that Dochin would do well. “Please, God, burkhan uu, keep her safe and let her feel loved for the rest of her days.”
The old Seer let the silence stretch on for a few moments before clearing her throat and saying assertively, “We should talk a little bit about your journey. I am sending you directly to a powerful but unassuming Witch in Paris. His name is Jeremiah Pinteur, and he has been a force to be reckoned with for many decades. My scrying shows that he has dealt with not only the woman that you must join, but that he is the nexus for a successful mass escape from this planet.”
The young Seer asked, “What type of Witch is he? Will he be able to resist the Blood Mages?”
“I am not privy to all of his secrets, but he has been providing shelter and resistance against the encroaching Mages for longer than you have been alive. I sense that his tenure in Paris is coming to an end. Still, an alliance with him is literally the only chance we have of saving not only you and some of the other critical Magic users but entire lines of Familiars.”
The young woman looked overwhelmed, and Dochin felt an unexpected pang of sympathy. Determinedly squashing that soft emotion, the old Seer said bracingly, “You and the Healer can rely on each other. You will make the journey and gather others along the way. I have foreseen you meeting with Jeremiah, but further than that, I cannot see with great clarity.”
With an embarrassed flush on her face, Chimeg dropped her head and admitted, “I have tried to see if I will ever be able to touch you or talk to you again, and all I get is a clouded Vision. Perhaps I am not yet ready to be a Journeyman.”
Dochin’s voice was sharp as she reprimanded her former apprentice, “That is enough of this nonsense. Being afraid of something is legitimate, even understandable. Letting that fear stop you from doing what is right is something else. You are better than that! You are a capable Seer and an adult woman. Even more, you are a Mongolian woman of the Steppes! I expect you to act in a manner that honors your ancestors and your training. You may fail, but it should not be for a lack of trying your best! Do I make myself clear, young woman?”
Straightening up as if she had been swatted on her backside with a switch, Chimeg instantly responded, “Yes, Seer!”
Dochin waved her hand toward the door and told the young woman, “It is time for you to get some rest. I will see you in the morning and give you my blessing. Until then, daughter, sweet dreams.”
Chimeg stood up and bowed gracefully and reverently to the old Seer. Bending even closer, she laid a gentle, loving kiss on the old woman’s cheek before turning to leave the room. Dochin had seen the tears starting to fall down the young woman’s face once more, and knew that matching moisture was trickling down her own cheeks. In a soft voice, the old woman prayed, unknowingly repeating what the young woman had offered up earlier, “Please God, burkhan uu, keep her safe and let her feel loved for the rest of her days.”





Chapter 17 – Departure Day
Dochin’s Camp, Earth
The sun was barely over the horizon when the traveling party was ready to go. Chimeg had been both surprised and relieved when she had emerged from her small yurt to find two of the Healer’s guards waiting astride their own horses. Geriel’s voice came from behind, saying, “All my guards were willing to go, but the others have family and elderly parents here. We transferred their service to the two Seers. Those going with us are unmarried and have no other living close family.”
Chimeg turned in concern at the sound of the Healer’s voice, and she saw that the other woman’s eyes were reddened and slightly swollen as if she had been crying. Immediately reaching out her hand, the young Seer touched the Healer’s forearm in sympathy, murmuring, “It is tough, is it not? I laid awake most of the night and cried myself to the point of sickness with a mixture of fear and anticipation.”
Geriel gave a weak smile in response but still carried the last of her items over to stow them in the packs on the back of one of the animals. Chimeg did the same, but just then noticed something strange. There are more horses than I thought we were taking, she thought to herself.
Puzzled, the young Seer mentally cataloged the animals. The mountain remounts for the riders were visible, as were the three pack animals. However, there were also unfamiliar Mongolian horses present, and none of them wore any form of tackle. These horses milled around the outside edges nervously, without anyone obviously directing them.
Hearing Ganbold walking up beside her, Chimeg turned to him and asked, “Where did these other horses come from? Who do they belong to?”
Ganbold shrugged, and answered, “I got up this morning and found Dochin talking to a couple of them. There were a lot more of them this morning, although now there are only three or four. They are all strong-looking animals, but something about them makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up in alarm.”
Geriel stepped over and added her thoughts, “If I did not know better, I would say that they are Familiars. They have that sort of energy, and Healers are very conscious of the presence of Familiars since many of them have healing and other Magical talents.”
Both Journeymen turned to stare at her in amazement, asking almost simultaneously, “I thought their Magic-user had all of the Power and that they acted as a sort of battery. Do you mean to tell me that some of them are Mages in their own right?”
Intruding in all three of their thoughts, a deep, assured voice sounded, << I am impressed. All of us thought it would take you quite a while for you to figure out what we were. After all, none of you are Witches or traditional Mages. >>
Emerging out of the milling herd, a stallion slightly taller than the average Mongolian aduu stepped forward. His gleaming chestnut coat and luxuriant black tail and mane proclaimed his vigor, while his assurance proclaimed his status.
Raised with horses and from a horse breeding family, Chimeg found herself cataloging his features. A large head carried on a sturdy neck, strong thick bones, and a large barrel. Taller than many horses, a plush thick coat and a Roman nose.
The young Seer was amazed, realizing that her father would have given every coin he possessed for a stallion like this.
Even in her amazement, Chimeg was rapid in her response, << We would have been even quicker, but none of us really thought about Familiars as Mages in their own right. Are you here to see us off? >>
<< We have had some discussions with the Seer of the Steppes, and she has told us of the fate that awaits even those of us Familiars that live away from the crowded places that your kind calls cities. >>
Patiently waiting for the Familiar to continue, Chimeg and Geriel were further shocked when the Mongolian Familiar added, << The rest of the selected herd will be joining us a bit down the road. Word has been sent out to the rest of the Familiars in this area, and we expect to see breeding populations of the groups that answer the Call to also join us. >>
Stammering slightly, Geriel asked, << You are going with us? We have no way of knowing if this is going to be successful. How can you just uproot your people and go with us? >>
An overtone of amusement colored the stallion’s mental voice as he answered, << Little Healer, humans have a tendency to think too much. This is a matter of survival. We will send part of our herd with you, and the others will stay here. If one side dies, the other will continue. Up to now, we had no way of splitting up for better survival. So to answer your question, yes. You will have an accompanying herd of Mongolian horses and Steppe ponies. The other groups I cannot speak for. >>
Geriel’s face wore a panicked expression, and she turned to Chimeg, clutching the front of the other woman’s jacket in her agitation. In a low voice, the Healer hissed, “What are we going to do? How can we possibly travel all the distance to wherever Paris is with a bunch of horses?”
Patting the clutching hands, Chimeg said soothingly, “I am sure it will work out. Why do you not leave the logistics issues to your guards and me? Perhaps you can be the person who does health checks on our travelers so that we make sure we are not overstressing any of them.”
Slowly the panicked expression evaporated, and the Healer seemed to gather her wits about her. Calming down, Geriel answered competently, “I can do that! I just would not have the faintest clue how to do any of the rest of it.”
Smiling in wry amusement, Chimeg answered, “That is why we have a team.”
As Geriel moved more confidently toward her settled mount, the voice in Chimeg’s head commented encouragingly, << Well done, little Seer. You obviously have some of the skills necessary to lead this ragtag adventure. >>
The young woman answered, << I will do what I can, but I will have to rely on the rest of you who know more than I do on other matters. By the way, my name is Chimeg, and I am a Journeyman Seer. >>
<< I see you, Chimeg. I am placing my herd and that of my Steppe brothers under your direction. My name is Ground Eagle, for I am as fast as a predatory bird. I lead the Mongolian Familiars from the Mongolian aduu or horses. My brother of the Steppe ponies is off organizing his herd. When he returns, I will make formal introductions to him. >>
Feeling like she was completing a vital ritual, Chimeg said, << I see you, Ground Eagle. I acknowledge your position as the leader of your herd and hope that you will work with me so that our people can survive. >>
Taking a deep breath, Chimeg turned determinedly back toward her mount, finally ready for their trip to start. Before she could take more than two steps toward her horse, the pounding of horse hooves announced another entry into their drama.





Chapter 18 – Added Protection
Dochin’s Camp, Earth
There was a groan from one of the guards, and a curse from the other one. Grabbing her bow and one of the arrows that lay in a convenient quiver strapped to her saddle, Chimeg turned toward the sound of the threat.
The young woman had her arrow knocked and her bow ready to fire by the time her body had spun around, but she immediately lowered the bow as she saw two women pulling to a coordinated and controlled stop amid the milling horses. Glancing over at Geriel, Chimeg was not surprised to see the Healer openmouthed with astonishment.
The two unknown women that sat comfortably on their sturdy horses were very different but equally composed. One was obviously a warrior, dressed in the distinctive metal topped hat, chained protective shirt over a padded undercoat, and bloused trousers tucked into fur-edged boots. A sturdy pack animal stood patiently behind her, with no visible leading rein.
The other woman was much younger, not much older than a girl. Her hair was caught in braids, and her head topped with a circular fur hat. The young woman wore a horsehide jacket with a broad leather and metal belt. A prominent bag lay against her thigh.
However, the way the younger girl was dressed was not what drew the eye and made the watchers gape in surprise. It was the huge Black Eagle that sat in upright splendor on the young woman’s right forearm. It had its enormous talons closed around her padded and protected limb, the colossal predator turning bright and knowing eyes to examine each person in the area. Even Chimeg knew that she was looking at one of the rare Eagle Hunters.
One of the guards was the first to find his voice. Yanking his mount around to confront the woman warrior, he demanded, “What are you doing here, woman? I do not remember inviting you!”
She replied in a resonant contralto, keeping her voice even although the spark in her eyes warned Chimeg that this was a true warrior and one who would not tolerate disrespect. “I am here, Temujin because this party has two women as leaders. Men cannot guard women as well as we can. If you are going into danger, you need all the help you and Ganhsuk can get.”
The guard protested again, “You have no right to be here! Return to your family and the village where you belong!”
“That is enough!” The words ripped through the air, freezing everyone in place, including the young Journeyman Seer that had uttered the words without thinking. Carried by a rush of anger that felt like fire along her nerves, Chimeg stalked over to the suddenly pale-faced guard and demanded, “Who are you to give orders for this party? The Healer asked you to accompany us. She did not tell you to try to boss everyone around, did she?”
When the man opened and closed his mouth several times without uttering any words, Chimeg reached up and grabbed his belt, yanking him off his horse to clatter onto the ground. Leaning over him to demand an answer, she ground out, “Did she?”
“No, no.”
“No, what?” snapped Chimeg, letting the fury she felt show in her face. The other male guard had dismounted and walked over to Chimeg with a rolling gait of a born horseman. “What Temujin would say if you had not just scared him out of ten years growth is that we understand that you and the Healer are in charge of this journey. I am hopeful that he will not make this mistake again.”
Chimeg asked, “And what about you, Ganhsuk? Will you willingly obey a female leader?”
Offering her a formal salute of a warrior to the Khan, the ax-bearing fighter said with a contented smile, “I am Batsorig and very pleased to serve you.”
Turning her back on the two men to stalk over to where the two women waited warily, Chimeg looked at the female warrior and demanded, “Are you here just to provoke Temujin, or are you sincere in your desire to come with us? Do you realize what it is we are going to do, and the dangers that are associated with it, or are you so anxious to prove yourself in a battle that you will take any opportunity without considering the risk?”
The warrior clad woman broke into a broad smile, cheerfully saying, “I have considered the risks, and I had a long talk with Ganbold yesterday about what it entailed. Although he is more than a little frightened of what you have to do, I would like to be part of the effort to save at least a portion of our heritage. It matters not to me where we go or who we fight. Instead, I look for someone to take my allegiance, a person who is worthy of my honor. Someone who will lead and understands the responsibility of that leadership.”
Tilting her head to the side, Chimeg stared at her and asked, “What makes you think that I am such a person?”
Smiling so broadly that it looked like her face was going to split in two, Batsorig answered, saying, “You came back and stopped Temujin in his unthinking male attempt to take over. Then you were equally willing to kick my butt if necessary. There was no condescending behavior from you directed toward either one of us. Your questions were strong, and I can tell that you have fire in your soul, Yes, I believe you are that person.”
Very clearly from behind her, Chimeg heard Geriel mutter, “Crazy people! I am surrounded by crazy people!”
Grinning in sudden amusement, the Journeymen Seer turned her attention to the other woman sitting quietly on her horse, asking, “Why are you here?”
The Eagle Hunter answered in the pleasant, light voice of a very young woman, “My name is Gan Gerel, and I am honored to be bonded with the Black Eagle Familiar, Khan Oktai. Another of the air Familiars, he who is bonded to the Witch Henley, sent news to fly through the air and reach all of those that sail the wind. He sent warnings of the Blood Mages that will seek to enslave.”
The Seer asked urgently, “Do you know where Glenfrey is at this time?”
To Chimeg’s surprise, it was the Eagle Familiar that answered her with a calm assurance, << He is on a different world and sends his thoughts through the air that flows across dimensions. Knowing that he was communicating with one of his brothers, the Great one has sent a mental map for us to follow. >>
Responding with her own telepathic comment, Chimeg said, << We will not be coming back to this world. My Mistress and I both have Seen that this trip will be the last possible opportunity for us before the Blood Mages rise. Are you both willing to leave everything you have known for a new world? >>
<< Both my Mage and I are in agreement. We are with you. >>
Shrugging her shoulders in acceptance, Chimeg turned back toward the group waiting to say goodbye, only to intercept a proud smile from Dochin. Moving at not quite a run, the young woman threw her arms around the old woman who had been her mistress for many years, whispering in a broken voice audible only to her, “I will miss you, my second Mother.”
Dochin patted the young woman’s back and said lovingly, “We will always be in each other’s hearts. At least grant me the comfort of knowing that another one of my daughters is safe.”
Exchanging one last embrace with Ganbold, Chimeg and Geriel mounted their patient horses, and the strangely mixed cavalcade left Dochin’s camp for the very last time. Straining her ears for any last sound of home, Chimeg heard the song of the Palla’s leaf warbler, marking her departure from her home.
Burning the musical notes into her memory, Chimeg whispered to the air, “Goodbye, my beloved land. May the gods of this world keep you safe and free. I will forever hold the smell of the sweeping breezes, and hear the songs of the birds and the murmur of blowing grass in my memory.”





Chapter 19 – Not According to Plan
On the Route to Paris, Earth
Chimeg was lost in her thoughts for quite a while, moving automatically to the gait of her horse and trusting the others to watch around her. Methodically, she went through her farewells in her head, accepting the pain of each one and looking for a joyous memory or fond thought to retain.
The young Seer felt caught in the middle of twisting currents of air that kept reminding her that this was the last time she would see that particular river or the glade where she had picked flowers. She did not resist the thoughts and feelings but allowed the pain to wash over her yet refusing to let it stain her soul. Finally, the storm had passed, and she could take a deep breath, knowing that her focus would now be on their next step.
Giving herself a little bit of a shake, Chimeg turned to Geriel and asked, “I know that Ganbold gave you the map. He was supposed to mark possible stopping places along our trip. Can you tell me about how far it is to the first one?”
Before the Healer could respond, Temujin rushed into speech, “According to the copy I have, we are about three hours from the first recommended waystation. I think we should move as quickly as we can to get there so that everyone gets a good night's rest.”
Their eyes cold, both women turned to stare at the brash young warrior. Under the dual lances of their glares, he shrank in his saddle and stumbled out an apology, “I thought I could save you some time if I told you what we should do. I am sorry, but it is obvious that neither one of you has traveled much.”
Raising her hand up in a commanding fashion, Chimeg brought their small cavalcade to a halt. Controlling her horse with shifting balance and heel pressure, the Journeymen Seer moved directly next to Temujin, and snarled, “Apparently, you are not a single experience learner. How did you decide that Geriel and I had not traveled very much? Did you ask people? Did you ask us? Did you volunteer to provide information and wait until we answered you?”
Temujin paled, and answered quickly, “I did not need to ask anyone. I have been one of Geriel’s guards for over four months. The Healer very seldom goes out, and she has never traveled anywhere. As for you, the old Seer is slowed by age and stayed primarily in one camp. Dochin was not well enough to take you on trips, and you are always with her.”
Chimeg heard Ganhsuk groan and spared a quick sideways glance to see the older warrior holding his hand over his eyes and shaking his head. Both the Hunter and the female warrior had disgusted looks on their faces and were staring at Temujin just as fiercely as Geriel and the Seer.
“Temujin, I have already told you that you are not leading this journey. I am the expedition head with Geriel providing support in the areas that she does well. For your information, I come from a family of horse folk. We traveled all the time to acquire horses and to trade them at fairs. I have camped out more nights than you have been alive. Your attitude is insulting, and your failure to learn from the first reprimand is unacceptable. If either the Healer or I want your opinion, we will ask for it. Until that happens, you should be silent.”
“But, but… You are all just women! How can you know about warfare and raiding, making camp and all the rest of the things that have to be done on this journey?” the young man asked plaintively.
Chimeg would have been angrier, except that she heard the honest bewilderment in the young man’s voice. Softening her expression just a small amount, the woman asked him, “What was your mother like? Was she helpless?”
Confused at the change in subject, but quick to respond, Temujin said hotly, “My mother died while I was small. But she was a warrior, a great warrior. She fought during the last attempted invasion and was awarded honors by the great Khan himself!”
Zeroing in for the kill, Chimeg raised her voice slightly to make her point, “Then why would you assume that none of the women in this party are competent? You insult us and will cause a problem when we have to fight. Your assumptions that you know more when you are obviously not very experienced will put the whole party in danger.”
When the young warrior would have protested, Geriel overrode him, stating in a hard voice, “I know exactly how little experience you have. Unlike you, I spoke to people about you before I hired you. I know your reputation for reckless behavior, but also that you are well-meaning and require more training. Knowing what our tribes face, your father asked me if I would please take you with me. He hopes that escaping from the upcoming battlefield will allow you to mature and live a better life.”
Chimeg took over, saying, “However, we will not keep you on this journey if you cannot learn your place. Until both of us are confident that you have, you are walking on the edge of being sent home.”
Face ashen, Temujin shrank back into his saddle and closed his mouth. Looking around at the faces of the rest of the party, he saw that they were all in agreement. Chimeg could almost see the rosy picture he had planted in his mind of how he was going to be a great leader for this expedition and the acclaim that he would get for it. In some ways, she felt as if she had kicked a puppy.
<< Yes, it is similar to my taking a bite out of the haunches of one of our colts when they have decided that they are full-grown and capable. I always feel a little guilty, but it is far better to teach them before their mistakes can be fatal. >> The mental voice of the stallion was a strange mixture of sad and amused.
Under it all, though, Chimeg could hear Ground Eagle’s wholehearted approval of her actions. A part of her welcomed that feeling, but she had other things to focus on. The Seer responded to the stallion, << That is true, but I am worried that his bullheaded attitude is going to lead to massive problems. >>
Another voice joined the conversation, and after a startled split second, Chimeg realized it was the Black Eagle that was talking. << Then it is the responsibility of the entire team to shut it down as quickly as possible. However, each subsequent stupidity must be dealt with increasingly severe consequences. Agreed? >>
<< Agreed! >> contributed the stallion.
<< Totally agree! >> came from Chimeg.
At that point, the young Seer decided to leave Temujin to stew in the aftermath of his lesson. Turning to Ganhsuk and the two women, she stated, “I would like to set up a standard scouting pattern that will help protect us.”
Immediately, Gan Gerel offered, “Khan Oktai can fly aerial searches and let me know what he sees. That will allow us to get a view all around us instead of just in one direction.”
Ganhsuk said, “I would be more comfortable if we had both a vanguard and a rearguard. I realize that we do not have enough people to do this terribly effectively, but if we rotate the assignment, it will get us all familiar with how the other members of our party work.”
Chimeg immediately agreed, saying calmly, “Ganhsuk, you take care of the rotation and the scheduling, please? Just keep Geriel and me informed so that we can consider any other aspects that we see as necessary.”
Nodding his head wordlessly, the older warrior immediately pulled his mount over by the Eagle Hunter and the female warrior. When Temujin did not automatically join them, Ganhsuk looked up and made a sharp gesture that yanked the younger warrior nervously over next to the older man as if he were on a string.
After a brief conversation, Temujin moved to the rearguard position, while the older warrior took point. The Eagle Hunter and the female warrior took positions on either side of the central column that consisted of the pack horses, Chimeg, and Geriel. The horse herd stretched out, further guarding either side of the column. Ground Eagle acted like a rover, moving up and down the column and adding his own level of scrutiny to their progress.





Chapter 20 – Ordered Movement
On the Route to Paris, Earth
Smiling in pleased satisfaction, Chimeg motioned for the column to start forward again. Watching the giant Eagle quickly ascend to a vantage point that would see for miles in all directions, the young Seer knew that they were making the most of their resources. She thought to herself, I wish I knew why I have this sense of foreboding and nervousness. It makes me feel like there is something I overlooked, and so I worry.
The party traveled for several hours without stopping and without further conversation. Chimeg was conscious of the rotation of their guards and was pleased that Temujin remained silent when he was patrolling the sides of the column.
The Journeyman Seer was conscious of the environment around her. It was if she were imprinting this journey in every cell of her memories, treasuring the feelings and sensory input for the long years ahead. The blowing breeze and the freshness of the air brought a lightness to her spirit and joy to her heart.
Surrounded by birdsong and the movement of the wildlife through the grasses, Chimeg was surprised to realize how busy everything was. The young woman thought to herself, I never realized how many birds flew during the heat of the day. There are more songbirds around us than I expected. There are even signs of Ravens! I thought they were rare over the areas of long grass, but I have seen at least three since we have started. I guess there will be secrets that I had not had time to explore. But the essence of my homeland is something that I need to keep in my heart and memories.
The sun was getting low on the horizon when Gan Gerel called a quick warning, “Khan Oktai has seen something and wants to brief us. He says it is too confusing to explain without being here.”
The massive Eagle came swooping down at a high velocity. Stretching his wings out just before he hit the arm of the slender-looking Hunter, the big bird quickly moved to the unusual pommel that was constructed on the saddle.
The big stallion, Ground Eagle, came trotting up, and all the guards circled around. Chimeg demanded, << What is the problem? What did you see? >>
The big flying predator answered, << The waystation is very crowded. I recognize some of the animals there. >> Khan Oktai looked over at the big stallion and said, << It looks like the rest of your herd and that of the Steppe ponies are there. >>
<< That would not require you to come back to brief us. Are there additional problems? >> asked Chimeg curiously.
Clattering his beak in behavior that somehow told the Seer that the big Familiar was undecided, the Eagle continued, explaining the crowded state of the waystation. << I can see multiple humans, and they have many wagons. There are full adults and even some children. That might be a trade convoy, but in the waystation and in the brush around it, I can see another herd of horses. These are shorter than the other horses, and they are more rough-coated. At this point, the horses are circled in a defensive position with the ponies. >>
Conveying the information to those that had no mindspeak, Chimeg and Gan Gerel turned back to the Eagle as Ganhsuk asked urgently, “From what threat are they trying to protect? Is it Blood Mages?”
The big avian clacked his beak one more time, and said, << Blood Mages would be easier. I could see some of the Tibetan Temple dogs in the back of the wagons, guarding the children, while a whole group of Tibetan Mastiffs prowls around the perimeter. All of these I have seen at the Familiar Trials, so I am going to assume that they are also Familiar lines that have decided to emigrate. >>
Exchanging glances, Geriel and Chimeg both looked stunned. Almost whispering, the Healer asked her companion, “What are we going to do with them?”
The Seer shrugged her shoulders and said, “Dochin set out a Call to Familiars. I would expect that is who has responded. If they are Familiars, we can have a reasonable discussion and figure things out as a group.”
Geriel raised her voice, panic underlying it, and screeching, “How can you be so calm? It sounds like we are moving a whole horse herd and almost a zoo!”
First Chimeg and then Batsorig started to laugh. Pretty soon, all of the humans were laughing until tears ran down their faces. Struggling to stop, the Seer said, “I realize that is not what we planned, but that is what we have. I am sure that Dochin did not make a mistake when she Called.”
The great Black Eagle ruffled his feathers and remarked, << I hope that viewpoint will survive the fact that there is a whole group of Bankhar
dogs. At a guess, that is probably one threat that the horses are trying to guard against! >>
Almost afraid to ask the question, Chimeg queried their scout urgently, << What else did you see? >>
<< I saw movement in the woods and brush, but could not get a clear view of the animals that skulked there. All I know is that most of them are large. I caught a glimpse of cats, but the felines are much bigger than the typical cat Familiars. >> stated Kahn Oktai.
Murmuring aloud, Chimeg looked over at the warrior woman and stated, “I think this is very interesting. I cannot think of a large cat that has the capability of being a Familiar. Can you?”
A totally unknown voice pounced into the conversation, << Yes, we are all Familiar lines. The Blood Mages have been preying on our kittens, and the Call from the old Seer fell on receptive ears. Three lines decided to come with you. Will you honor Dochin’s promise? >>
Immediately, Chimeg responded, << Of course. As my mistress promised, you are welcome to come with us. >>
Appearing as if they had sprung out of the ground were three different breeds of large felines. One looked like an extremely large house cat with a dense fur. Chimeg recognized it as the so-called Steppe cat, a tough ring-tailed cat that she knew did equally well in the desert and the cold mountains.
The other cat was approximately the same size but was more delicately formed. Moving with a dangerous, sinuous grace, it approached Chimeg and sat with its tail curled around its feet directly in front of her. The young Seer nodded her head in greeting, but her attention was yanked to the Healer, who uttered a strangled sound of fear and terror.
Following her gaze, Chimeg saw something that she never could have predicted. Standing in a majestic pose, as if it wanted someone to paint its picture, was a huge snow leopard. The sun glinted off its light fur and accented the dark spots. Against the dramatic coat, the animal’s silvery-grey eyes appeared almost to glow. Moving closer to the humans, it stalked instead of walking.
The young Seer could hear the abortive movements of the warriors around her as they reached for their weapons in cautious preparation. Only the Eagle Hunter stood still in calm.
When the large cat was only a few feet away from Chimeg, it tilted its head to the side and scrutinized the young woman searchingly. There was a strong sense of evaluation in the Familiar’s gaze, and the Journeyman Seer was conscious of a wave of approval that warmed her deep to her core.
Switching his focus to the other members of the party, the big leopard examined each of them before turning its attention to Geriel. Tilting his head further to one side, the big cat opened its mouth, displaying its huge fangs and immense mouth. Suddenly, a shocking sound erupted from his throat, “Mew!”
There was a thump beside Chimeg as the Healer fainted in overwhelming terror, crashing onto the ground. Instantly, Ganhsuk swept the woman up protectively in his arms and moved her away from the cat to a more secure position.
Trying with difficulty to keep a straight face, Chimeg looked at the leopard and said, << That was really cruel! >>
Making a purring sound, the leopard responded, << But you have to admit it was pretty funny! >>





Chapter 21 – Teamwork
On the Route to Paris, Earth
Chimeg sat on her horse the next morning, feeling as if she had fallen into a storybook. The Journeyman Seer had tried to remain calm with the surprises that had met them on the road the day before, but her control over her emotions was severely tried when they had arrived at their planned campsite.
Geriel had been so shaken by the fright she had experienced in the encounter with the big snow leopard that she traveled the rest of the distance to the waystation sandwiched between Ganhsuk and Batsorig. She had mostly calmed down during the ride, feeling more secure with the two Mongolian warriors’ protection. However, the glances that the Journeyman had managed told her that the older woman was still very shaken and frightened.
It was early nightfall when their small party had approached the camp through deepening shadows. They could all smell the cooking meat and the aromatic smoke that came from the pine that was being burned in the cook fire. Chimeg’s stomach growled, and she knew that the others were just as hungry. Focused on traveling the last few hundred yards, the Seer felt the hot wash of a compelling Vision slam into her and abruptly halted her horse.
The world around her had swirled, and a golden glow scrubbed everything out of her Vision for just a moment. A partially transparent view of large dogs jumping out from either side of the road slowly emerged startling the Seer. Massively framed and furred like a combination of bear and lion, the dogs had huge teeth and a terrible growling howl. In her Vision, their party scattered, and she saw Geriel and one of the younger horses go down.
Her heart in her throat, the young Seer waited for the rending of flesh and was surprised when the animals abruptly pulled up. It had been some sort of test or even a bad joke, but the unconscious Healer and the colt's broken leg left her totally unamused and infuriated.
The Vision had lifted, and Chimeg was shaken by its abrupt arrival and departure. Without thinking, the young woman acted instinctively and decisively. Flinging her hand up to halt the rest of the party, she had advanced a few horse lengths in front of her companions and called out in an angry voice, “That is enough of that! Are you puppies or adult Familiars? We do not need dominance games played. All of us should be focusing our energy on survival and getting out of here, not trying to prove who is the nastiest thing around!”
She had waited for a few moments, but there was total silence. The group behind her waited, trusting her to know what she was talking about. There was a slither of sound as Batsorig and Ganhsuk slid their weapons out of their sheaths. Another whisper told her that Temujin had altered his position slightly, moving closer to the vulnerable horse herd.
Even the conversation around the campfire had ceased. Chimeg felt more than saw the pressure of many eyes as those in the woods moved to see what was going on. Gold, green, and silver glowing orbs peered at her through the underbrush, while a whisper of feathers drew her attention as three owls drifted to perches that were scattered among the branches of a large tree overlooking where she stood.
The young woman’s temper snapped, and she stabbed a finger toward the left side of the road and commanded, “You, the one with the black fur and gold markings, show yourself unless you are too much of a coward and can only attack people who are supposed to be your allies from the dark!”
Without waiting for a response, Chimeg had turned to look at the right side of the path, and snarled, “And you, the one with the red hair and the attitude that you are the scariest thing around, you get your furry butt out here also!” The incensed woman added, “That assumes that there is room on the pathway for both you and your ego!”
It was with a sense of wonder that the young Journeyman remembered both how angry she was and how a cold, calculating force had swirled up inside of her filling her with confidence and the knowledge that she was doing the right thing. Somehow she had known that the rest of the watchers from the woods needed to be confronted with the same choices and rules that she was about to lay down for the massive hounds.
Standing in the middle of the road, angry and her hands firmly placed on her hips, Chimeg waited. After a few moments, the brush on either side of the road rustled, and the two massive hounds that she had Seen in her Vision emerged. Almost apologetically, the pair came to stand in the middle of the road facing the young Seer. Idly, the young woman noticed that they were close enough to touch each other as if they needed reassurance. I did not think I was that intimidating, although I will admit I am pretty angry right now! Chimeg thought to herself
Pinning them in place with her glare like a bug with the pin, the young woman had raised her voice and called out, “The rest of you that are here to join our party need to understand the same things. I do not want to have to explain this more than once to you, so listen in!” Chimeg had taken a couple of deep breaths to try to center herself before saying more calmly, “Some of you have been Called and accepted the Call. Others of you have been invited, and have chosen to accept the invitation. Yours was the choice to come, mine is the choice on whether to accept you as a traveling companion.”
The two dogs immediately dropped flat onto the roadway, whining submissively. Sparing them only a single still-angry glance, Chimeg continued, “The only way that we will successfully make our escape from this place into one where our kind can live and prosper is by cooperation. While some of you are big and powerful, others also have contributions to make.
“Only by combining all of our strengths and shoring up our collective weaknesses will we succeed. Anyone who endangers that success will not be welcome in this group. Do I make myself clear?”
The young Seer’s mind had been inundated by flashes of mental contact, as the many Familiars surrounding her accepted her leadership and the rules she had laid down. When she had turned her gaze once more to the two prone dogs in front of her, the black one had answered, << We understand and agree, Darkhan zantai! Chieftess, we will follow! >>
Directed at only them, Chimeg had thought back << No more stupid puppy games! Or I will nail your furry hides to the wall! >> The young Seer had stood there commandingly as the two dogs had crept to their feet and scuttled into the underbrush, tail tucked between their legs.
The rest of the evening had been a confusing swirl of activity as groups were introduced, and people were sorted out. Geriel recovered her composure as soon as she was introduced to the two young Healers that had joined the group. Although the two had been driving the wagons for their group, they were obviously experienced Healers and extremely excited to speak to Chimeg’s friend.
Busy with exploring their abilities and their backgrounds, Geriel had lost her fear of the Familiars and had focused on the minor ailments and illnesses that people and animals had picked up in their headlong rush to make the meeting point. Several of the Yakutian horses had developed strained fetlocks, and the Healer was very attentive to their needs. As Gerial told Chimeg that night, “It was not like they could easily be placed in a wagon!”
The Healer spent a lot of time addressing injuries, both new and old, that troubled the two orphaned children the younger Healers had acquired in their headlong rush to the meeting point. In this effort, she was also assisted by several of the Hidden Folk that had decided to come along.
Chimeg had been shocked to realize just how many were now part of her group. She had wondered to herself, I really hope that Jeremiah has plenty of room for us. If my group is this big, I shudder to think about how large some of the others are going to be.
Finally, stumbling off to bed after an exhausting night of plans and discussions, Chimeg had slipped into slumber, feeling like something radical had changed in her world already. Just as she almost grasped what it was, sleep dragged her down into a warm and refreshing embrace.
Despite her exhaustion, the young Journeyman Seer’s rest was haunted with mysterious eyes watching her. For the most part, her dreams were not upsetting as her actions were somehow watched and judged as she moved through her duties. However, the appearance of several pair of bloodshot and staring eyeballs filled her with both nausea and a sense of impending danger.
Waking several times in cold fear, Chimeg eventually fell into a restful sleep and woke energized and ready to tackle the day. Contrary to her concerns, the entire group was packed up and on the road only a little after full light. Looking back at the mixed herd of horses and ponies, the wagons filled with the smaller cats and dogs, Hidden Folk, and supplies, the Journeyman Seer thought to herself, Sometimes, my life is just weird!
Gesturing, the Seer turned Caravan Master headed off toward Paris, the long line of her companions stretching out behind her. On either side of the road, the sinuous figures of the large felines flashed in brief appearances, while unexpected songbirds provided music to their march. Above them, circling in the bright morning sky and seeming to escort there column were raptors of various sizes, while scattered through the branches of the trees along their way were the dark-colored bodies and bright observant eyes of Ravens and crows.





Chapter 22 – Babies are Work
On the French Road, Earth
Jehani was exhausted. The adolescent cat had not really understood how difficult it would be trying to travel with little ones. Seralla’s daughter, Maeve, had been a big help, but even the seven-month-old kitten had gotten quickly tired.
At least for the first couple of hours, Maeve did most of the chasing and herding of Snowstripe, Miko, and Mendoric. All three of the ten-week-old kittens treated the beginning of what Jehani knew was going to be a long journey as if it was playtime in the meadow.
The injuries that the adolescent cat had taken in the battle with the foxes provided a constant backdrop of throbbing pain interrupted by an occasional stab of agony to every step he took. Unable to do anything about it, Jehani just fought through the debilitating aches.
Jehani felt overwhelmed, realizing with every mile traveled more of the challenge that he had instinctually accepted. Keeping a cheerful demeanor, the Persian male tried to encourage the kittens to keep moving, but as the light of the day started to fade, his energies flagged until he almost gave into despair.
<< Jehani! Miko cannot go any further. She just plopped down in place, and I am not strong enough to carry her. When I try to nudge her up, she just whimpers for her mother! What are we going to do? >>
Quickly, the adolescent Persian moved to where Maeve stood on the side of the road, looking helplessly down at the collapsed kitten. Even from five feet away, Jehani could hear the pain-filled whimpers that the tiny animal made. Looking slightly to the side of Maeve, he saw that the other two kittens had also collapsed in a single huddle of exhaustion.
Jehani’s mind spun, trying to find a solution and could not find an easy one. Finally, a dimly remembered memory of riding on Jack’s back when he was a tiny kitten surfaced, and he went over next to Miko and crouched down.
<< Maeve, lift Miko onto my back and tell her to hold on tight. I will then move over next to the other two, and we can get them loaded also. I will not be able to walk very far with that load, but I should be able to move us all to at least someplace to where we can find a protected location for tonight. >>
Jehani could see how tired Maeve was, but it was also evident that the young female was doing her best to keep up. He resolved that he would not shame her or lessen her effort by commenting on it.
It took them several tries to get Miko situated securely on Jehani’s back. Initially, the kitten had not understood that she had to dig her claws in to hold on, and kept sliding off. When they finally got her secured, Jehani regained his feet and moved carefully over to where the other two kittens were collapsed in a soundly sleeping pile.
Careful not to dislodge the once again sleeping Miko, Jehani carefully lowered himself onto his belly and waited for Maeve to move another kitten onto him. This proved to be very difficult since Maeve’s strength was almost gone, and the kittens were so exhausted that they could not get the idea of how to hold on.
Despairing, Jehani was trying to come up with a solution when a huge body suddenly was standing next to him. Instantly, Jehani spun around, fur rising to stand straight out from his body, and claws extended ready to fight. His abrupt turn flung Miko off to collide with Maeve, sending both of the kittens to the ground.
For an instant, Jehani only recognized the giant form of the hound standing next to him as a monster. When the big animal did nothing aggressive, the Persian’s mind kicked in, and he realized that the hound with drooping ears and sad face had a rapidly wagging tail and was almost shouting greetings into the adolescent cat's mind.
<< More kitties! Yay! Have you come to play with Boney? >>
<< No. We are just trying to get to a place to sleep tonight. >>
The big hound changed from enthusiastic playmate to a suddenly serious, and concerned Elder. << Little kitties are too tired. You cannot carry them. Boney is big and can take. Put them on my back, and we can go to Food Man. He will know what to do! >>
Unable to think of anything else to say to the dog, Jehani turned to Maeve and asked, << I cannot think of anything better to do. I cannot carry all three, and you look like you ought to be also helped! >>
Maeve almost sobbed, << I know, and I am so sorry. Everything is just too hard right now, and I cannot do much more. The kittens and I are all starving. They are also getting frightened and miss their mothers. >>
When Jehani signaled his agreement, the big hound plopped his body down, and Jehani carefully placed all three of the kittens on Boney’s broad back. Once the three were set, the adolescent cat insisted that Maeve climb up and also ride.
Telling her that he needed her to secure the kittens and watch them as the big dog moved was the only thing that the adolescent Persian could think of to respect her desire and determination. When she wordlessly stumbled her way up onto Boney’s back, Jehani was conscious of a flash of relief. To his chagrin, he recognized that it was only partially because she would have an easier time. The rest of his easement was the realization that he would not have to carry anything but his own aching, trembling body.
Once everyone was loaded, Boney rose to his feet quickly and started down the road. Jehani was suspicious that the dog could have gone much faster without him, but he appreciated the consideration and did his best to keep up with the reduced speed of the big hound.
Their small party moved more quickly than Jehani and Maeve had been able to manage with kittens. To the adolescent cat, it seemed like just a few moments, and they were turning off the main road and traveling down a wide, well-traveled path. Coming over a small rise, Jehani could hear the sounds of a small river and a confusing tapestry of noises that combined the conversation of humans and horses and oxen browsing.
Content to let Boney lead the way, Jehani stuck close to the big dog's side, partially concealed from view by the more massive animal. Circling to the left, the dog skirted the campsite until he came up to a group of three wagons that were arranged in a small arc. Several drivers were clustered around a cheerful-looking fire, talking to a bigger man and a middle-aged woman who stared blindly into the flames.
Hearing but not understanding the words the big man was saying to the other two, Jehani simply took in what his senses were feeding him. “… The whole countryside is in turmoil. It is all awful for business, but with the regular loop that I make through the villages and on to Paris and back, I am hoping to stay clear of whatever bizarreness is going down.”
One of the men answered him, saying, “Hugh, I know you are very calm about this, and we really appreciate you hiring us to drive the other two wagons, but this is probably going to be our last trip. Neither of us is comfortable leaving our families for too long. In fact, if there was anyone else to drive the wagons, we would leave now.”
The big man responded, “Well, Helene could drive one of them. She and I were raised in the same village, and I know for sure that she is good with a team. If we can find another driver, I would be happy to release you to go back to your families. I would keep no one away from those they love.” For a moment, his face was shadowed with the memory of past pain before his expression cleared, and he was back to the genial smiling man that he presented most the time.
The woman beside the fire turned her head toward the men and spoke for the first time, saying, “I am fine with driving. It is the least I can do for your rescue, Hugh.”
The two men’s attention sharpened, and curiosity burned in their eyes, but they did not question her after a sideways glance at Hugh. Before the conversation would go any further, Helene said in a markedly different tone, “Hugh, that big hound of yours that is always bringing back stray animals to adopt has found more of them. Instead of an injured rabbit or bedraggled cat, he has now got a whole group of little ones!”
Following her gaze, Hugh broke into a big smile at the sight of Boney and his burden. Immediately moving toward his companion, Hugh knelt on the ground, reaching his hands out and called to the big hound, “Good boy! Bring me the poor little ones that you have found and let us see what we can do for them.”
As Boney, Jehani glued to his side, moved toward his Master, Helene looked at the two drivers and jerked her head to the side, toward the friendly group that was clustered around the central fire, drinking and singing songs. Nodding their thanks, the two men made a quick escape.
After that, the speed in which things moved seemed to the exhausted Jehani to be a whirlwind of actions. Almost before he knew it, all four of the kittens were collected in Helene’s skirted lap and being gently urged to lap up a hearty broth and eat carefully chopped up pieces of cooked meat.
Watching long enough to make sure that his charges were being gently handled, Jehani almost wept in relief when he saw that Helene had a moistened cloth and was rhythmically wiping each of the kittens' faces and bodies, mimicking the licking motion of their missing mothers.
When a bowl of the same thick soup was placed under his own face, Jehani forced himself to eat. As the nourishing broth made its way through his exhausted body, the adolescent cat's control began to shatter. Trembling, he looked up at Boney and pleaded, << I do not know what to do. Could you please tell me what I am supposed to do? >>
For once not joking or acting like an untutored and illiterate creature, the older animal said soothingly, << You have done very well, young one. Let the rest of us take care of you for a while. Your charges will be safe with Soft Hands Lady. Food Man and I will take care of you. Rest, and everything else will wait for the morning. >>





Chapter 23 – Morning Surprise
On the French Road, Earth
<< Where am I? >> Jehani woke and almost screamed, flailing around in an unfamiliar space and hurting horribly. Almost immediately, warm, soft hands were stroking him, and a comforting female voice said soothingly, “Shush little one. You are safe right now, but you were hurt badly and worked yourself into exhaustion.”
With her words, the earthshaking events of the previous day all crashed back into Jehani’s memory, and he curled into a tighter ball, straining the wounds on his side. Poignantly, he yowled in pain and fear.
Immediately, there was a big warm body next to him, and the familiar sound of the big hound’s mental voice said, << You and the little ones are safe. They have been up for over an hour, eating and playing. Food Man and the other two that drive the wagons are still sitting by the fire, and have waited until you woke up. >>
Confused, Jehani asked, << Why would they wait on me? I am just a cat. >>
<< Food Man was worried about you and the kittens. He was talking about something called shock and told the other two that being lazy for the morning was a small price to pay. They laughed at him and said it was a nice vacation. Because there was more time today, Soft Hands Lady made lots of food, and I got to eat the leftovers! >>
Jehani shook with shivers, aches springing along his nerves and agony throbbing in the wounds on his side. Trying to keep his focus, the adolescent cat blinked to clear his eyes, looking around. Unable to tell if there was a lingering fog, or if his vision was going, the young Persian asked the big hound, << Is it misty, or is there more wrong with me than I think? >>
Boney answered thoughtfully, << The clouds came up close to the ground about an hour ago. It does not smell like the usual for this area, and I have been listening, but something is muffling everything. The heavy air makes it hard for me to scent anything too far away, and without a breeze, the mist is not breaking up. >>
<< Boney, I think it is something Magical. I can see funny little glints of gold color in the fog, and the only other thing that I have ever seen look like this was someone who was trying to hide their aura. >>
<< You can see the soul shadows? The colors of someone’s inner being? >> asked the big hound, excitedly.
A new voice intruded on their conversation, somehow carrying an accent of a different land, laden with the feeling of shifting sand and dry, scorching air. The speaker said, << That is very interesting. You must be those that I have been directed to join. >>
The mist on one side of the camp boiled away in a rapid splash of air. Out of the surrounding trees and brush emerged a man mounted on a tall, magnificent horse. Dressed in elaborate robes with twisted fabric wound into a hat around his head, he was not like anything Jehani had ever heard about before.
Even before the fog was totally lifted, Boney was baying a warning to the others in their party. Experienced travelers, all three of the men and the woman took up weapons and defensive stances. Quickly, Maeve herded the kittens under a thick bush and draped her body over them.
Moving his horse into the campsite clearing, the man extended his open hands in a sign of friendly intent, saying, “Greetings, strangers. I am Adil Burhan, accompanied by my body servant Zain. I seek a group heading toward Paris.”
Lowering his weapon, Hugh stepped forward and answered the man courteously, “Merry met, Master Burhan. We are a small party heading toward Paris. I am Wagon Master Hugh Mosca. Perhaps together, the two of us can work something out.”
The man slipped from the back of his horse and moved closer to the fire. Behind him, his mount followed without any sign or instruction that Jehani could see. It was a wonder, but nothing like those that emerged from the forest behind the stranger.
Separated by nearly twenty feet, two columns of horses slid through the forest as if they were ghosts. The travelers could see that there were two different breeds, both with tall, powerful, and fast-looking bodies, topped with small heads and pricked ears. While one group was comprised of animals of different colors, the second was very similar in coat. These animals almost glowed with a golden light, their coats shining and somehow metallic in reflection.
Hugh and the two drivers exclaimed in pleasure and appreciation, but when the next emergence happened, only Hugh continued to smile. The other two men backed up, making signs against the evil eye as three carts rolled from the forest between the two columns of horses. Although laden with piled goods, it was the sight of the conveyances moving without any apparent form of locomotion or driver that frightened the two burly men and drained their faces of color.
Hugh watched calmly as the three large carts rolled to a stop just inside the edge of the campsite. He did not even twitch when a swirl of tall, lanky hounds darted through the legs of the horses and took up protective positions around the motionless carts.
For a moment, everything was quiet. Jehani’s eyes were locked on the figure of the strange man. Blinking his eyes as quickly as he could, the adolescent cat tried to focus on the aura of the man, but the image of the man’s soul flickered on and off to his vision.
From the corner of his eye, Jehani noticed that Helene was staring fixedly at the man also. The woman had not put her weapon down. In fact, she had moved it to a ready position. The tenseness that her body telegraphed and the determined look on her face warned the Persian that there was something that he was missing.
So absorbed was he by his observance of the strange man that Jehani almost missed the fact that Boney had left his side. The absence of the big animal’s warmth caused shivers to run through his pain-wracked body, and he glanced around wildly to see where the big hound had gone. The adolescent Persian was astonished to see that the hound had moved over to touch noses with what appeared to be the leader of two different types of the lanky dogs sitting guard around the carts.
Wagging his tail, Boney then approached each of the carts in turn and reared up to touch noses with the animals that popped out from between the packs like gophers peeking out of holes. Different types of small dogs, some strange creatures that Jehani thought were Hidden Folk, and even two types of cats formally greeted the big animal.
Only after he had thoroughly inspected each of the three carts did Boney approach the second man who was standing motionless next to the third cart. This man was shorter and frailer in form than the man who identified himself as Adil. Dressed in a tunic and trousers stuffed into sand-colored boots, this man stood in a posture of waiting acceptance, his eyes focused on the other man.
Pulling his attention back to Hugh and Adil, Jehani saw the two men shaking hands and a small bag pass from the stranger to the Wagon Master. Immediately leading Adil over to Helene, Hugh said, “Helene, I would like to make Adil Burhan known to you. He is a traveler from the South that wishes to go to Paris. He apparently is to meet with another group at Jeremiah’s, which is my ultimate destination in Paris.”
Turning to Adil, the big man continued the introduction, saying, “Adil Burhan, I would like to make Helene Abramovich known to you. She is an old friend who wishes to travel to Paris for reasons of her own.”
Adil offered Helene a short bow saying in a conciliatory tone, “Peace, sister. I am not the Mages that you fear. My Magic is far different, for I am a Wizard.”
Jehani could see Helene’s rigid posture soften, and a fragile smile appeared on her face. She nodded her head graciously and greeted the man, “Welcome, Wizard Burhan. I hope that you have been briefed on the dangers of the area. We live and travel in perilous times.”
Smiling wryly, the Wizard answered her, saying, “I have. But the Call that I have accepted is urgent and time-sensitive. I know I will be joining others, but all of us must be there at the right time. Just like I was supposed to be here at this time to meet up with you.”
There was the sound of rapidly moving horse hooves, and Helene looked up to see their two other drivers making a fast retreat on their horses. The men were traveling quickly back the direction they had come, and she looked inquiringly at Hugh, asking, “What happened?”
The big man moved back to join the woman and the Wizard, saying, “They fear for their families and are frightened of the Wizard. I already said if I had other drivers that I would release them. So I paid their full wages for the trip and sent them home on our two weakest horses. It is better this way, I think.”
Helene demurred, “I can drive one of the wagons, but who will drive the other? It makes no sense to have a Wizard drive one.”
Adil laughed, surprising them with the sound of his joyful amusement. Wiping his eyes, he said, “Zain will drive the other. He is very accomplished that way, and by spreading some of the goods that are piled up in the carts into the mostly empty wagons, we will lower the strain on my Magic and also give my crowded passengers more room to spread out.”
Curiously, Helene asked, “Passengers? I saw briefly that you have cats and little dogs in your carts. Is that what you mean?”
Smiling, Adil instantly responded, saying, “I have a clowder of Savannah and Angora cats, as well as several breeds of smaller dogs. All of them are from Familiar lines and are attempting to join the same party for which I am headed. It seemed reasonable for me to offer them a ride.”
Helene sighed with relief, and when the Wizard looked concerned, she explained, “Boney, the big hound, rescued five young Persians in distress yesterday. Although four of them are kittens and seem to be bouncing back, the eldest cat was badly injured. He also worked himself to exhaustion, getting the kittens to us and is not healing well. Perhaps your passengers can help me with him.”
Immediately, the Wizard said, “Let me take a look at the injured one. I have some skill with healing, and we can get not only the cats but some of my other passengers involved as necessary.”
This time it was Hugh who asked, “Passengers? Who else is riding in your carts?”
With a big smile, the Wizard said, “My entire journey up until now, I have been acquiring Hidden Folk that are attempting to flee also. So we have plenty of small help for whatever we choose to do.”
Even more of the tension in Helene’s body dissipated, and she stood up, gesturing to the Wizard to follow her, saying pleasantly, “Our injured cat is over here.”
As they started to move, Hugh said, “We can stay here for another day. There should not be anyone else that is coming for a long while, and I think it would be good to give everyone a rest and time to get acquainted. I can tend the horses while you deal with the injured and overstressed animals if you tell me what needs to be done for them.”
Already headed toward Jehani, the Wizard tossed a comment over his shoulder at the big Wagon Master, “Arabian and Akhal-Teke horses require very little care. That is especially true when the entire line is comprised of Familiars. If they need something, believe me, they will let you know.”
Jehani heard Hugh laugh as the young feline began to slip into unconsciousness. Just before the blackness descended on him totally, the adolescent cat felt the warmth and scent that told him Boney was watching over him. Sliding down toward the cliff of encompassing slumber, he heard the Wizard’s voice in his head once more, << Let me see what has gone wrong. Feel free to sleep, youngster. When you wake, I guarantee you will feel much better. >>





Chapter 24 – Painful Progress
En route to Paris, Earth
Peotr knew that it was going to take multiple days to travel all the way from the remote village in Russia to Paris, France. When all that he had been worried about was four vehicles, the logistics had not been a significant concern. However, now their cavalcade was much larger, and any hope they had of traveling unnoticed had to be abandoned.
At first, the group concentrated on putting as much distance between them and the Blood Mages clustered at Brasilov, driving for a solid eight hours, delaying only to switch drivers. Creeping fatigue and the shocking events and changes of the day combined to force the group to look for a place to stop, far sooner than they had planned.
Signaling to the group to pull over in a cleared and empty field outside of a town just northeast of Kraków, Peotr climbed out of the car and stretched his back in weary relief. As the other vehicles pulled up and stopped, he heard doors open as a representative from each conveyance came to listen to what he had to say.
Every face that he saw was drawn with exhaustion, tremors and reddened eyes attested to the grief and anger that everyone had felt during the rapid exodus from their home, possibly for the last time. Even Dasule showed signs of sorrow, but the Domovoi managed to produce a small grin on his ordinarily sour face as he nodded in encouragement toward the weary mercenary Commander.
Peotr cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention and said, “We had not expected to have such a large party traveling with us, so I think we are going to have to take a different approach toward finding lodgings. I think perhaps that we need to send a scouting expedition into the next town and find out what facilities are available. It was going to be difficult enough to find rooms for 25, but now we are more than doubled.”
Kolya had slipped up next to Peotr while he was speaking. The big man informed him, “Our total headcount is 67, including women and children. That does not include a count of Hidden Folk since they will not be visible to many of the people that are involved in obtaining rooms.”
One of the men in the group volunteered, “Perhaps we should leave most of our vehicles and other items out with a group to guard them and get some of our more damaged and fragile people into more comfortable lodging.”
Peotr responded, “I will certainly keep that as a thought if we cannot find rooms that will allow us to all stay together. However, it is never a good idea when traveling through potentially hostile territory to split up the group. It fragments our ability to protect both goods and people, and splits all future effort and energy in a likewise inefficient manner.”
By the nodding of heads and the murmured words, Peotr knew that he had a general consensus. Taking a deep breath, the mercenary Commander tried to release all of his doubts and fears before saying, “Boris, I want you to pick two small teams and scout out the town. See what is available for a large group and carefully examine the security of their parking areas. We have too many valuables in these vehicles for me to be comfortable leaving them unwatched.”
Boris smiled, quickly selecting the scouts. Before he and his teams left, Boris came over to where Peotr was talking with Kolya and several other people, saying, “We will also check out any trace of Blood Mage activity in and around the town. If we find someplace that looks ideal, do you want us to take it, or do we need to come back here and get your approval?”
The tired Commander paused to gather his thoughts before saying quietly, “Make sure you take one half of our twin pair. That way, if there is a question, they can relay it as well as the decision. Failing that, you know what we are looking for, so if you find something worthwhile, grab it.”
With a cheerful wave of his hand, the big mercenary strode off to where his team was standing. A few moments later, the sound of two cars leaving told Peotr that they would soon know if they were going to have to fight again or if they had some time to relax first.
While the scouting party was out, Kolya and Peotr checked each vehicle as well as every being that was in their party. Overall, there were no new emergencies, although the mechanical members of the convoy appeared to be doing better than the organic ones.
The machines ranged from large vans and town cars to sturdy trucks filled with cargo. All of them were doing well with fuel, and there were no problems with the tires and other common issues.
However, Peotr only now noticed that all of the vehicles that came from Brasilov were heavily armored. Pleased with that, but annoyed with himself for not detecting it earlier, the mercenary Commander turned to Kolya with a questioning look on his face. Peotr was answered before he could ask his question when the eldest of Maxim’s sons said, “We have been defending from criminals and ill-intended Mages for decades. We learned long ago that our vehicles had to be hardened against spells and projectiles. My father made sure that all of those protections were well maintained, so when we needed to go, we could leave immediately.”
The mercenary Commander responded, “That makes sense. We have the same issue as mercenaries, in that we are so used to conflict and warfare that we automatically plan for it even in our personal lives.”
The two men walked a little bit further and checked out another group of mixed mercenaries and security personnel that had come with them from Brasilov. Seeing that four of them were injured, he and Kolya got briefed on the severity of the wounds and the functionality of the wounded. All of them were movable, but some of them needed more attention than their medics were able to give.
Walking away together, the two men were lost in their own thoughts for a few moments before Peotr asked, “That gives us three people that should not be fighting until they are healed. I still need to know, though, how is your father and how desperate are his injuries.”
Kolya looked abashed, but burst into speech, “My father is so stubborn! We did not know until we saw blood seeping into the back of his shirt just how badly he had been wounded to start. He had concealed it from us, and when I demanded why, he had the effrontery to tell me that he did not want to worry us children! For heaven sakes, I am 43!”
Peotr could not help himself, he had to laugh. After a moment, Kolya joined in. Slowly regaining their control, the two men almost leaned on each other in relief as the laughter triggered a release of some of the overwhelming sense of doom and tension the both of them had been bearing.
Traces of laughter still clung to his voice as Kolya continued, “My mother would have been hitting him on the head with a spoon! Right now, my sisters have stripped him bare to check out every single one of his injuries. I left because he is mortally embarrassed that he is undressed in front of his children, and the old man does not want anybody to see his weakness. I had to get out of there, or I was going to end up punching my own father!”
Peotr said reflectively, “I think we had better keep our eyes out for a Healer or a Western Doctor. We already have several wounded that would benefit from that type of care instead of our more rough mercenary medic assistance, and we have to expect that we are going to continue to experience casualties.”
Kolya wore a very sober expression as he nodded his agreement. The big man opened his mouth to continue the conversation, but both he and Peotr snapped their attention to one of their scout cars coming back at a rapid speed.
The car had barely slid to a stop before the front passenger door was flung open, and one of the scouts erupted from the vehicle and charged over toward Peotr. Gasping for air, the man forced out, “Commander, we found the perfect place, but we need everybody to get there quickly. It is an old school that we can rent by the day or week. It has plenty of rooms, as well as some gathering rooms, and it is built around a central, enclosed area into which we can drive the trucks.”
As everyone scattered for their vehicles quickly, Peotr and Kolya grabbed the man’s elbows and all but ran back toward their own car, demanding, “Why the hurry?”
Still gasping, the scout answered, “We got there and immediately made full payment for the facility and received the keys. Unfortunately, not even fifteen minutes after we had completed our paperwork and payment, the Snarling Bear Company rolled into town and wants to rent the same facility.”
Peotr cursed and picked up the pace toward the open door of their waiting vehicle. All but shoving the other two men through the door, Peotr slammed it closed, and yelled out a series of orders to his driver. “Vitali will give you instructions to where we are going. Drive as quickly as you can, but stay legal if possible. The last thing we need is a delay by the police!”
Peotr was pleased to see that Maxim and his daughter were already back in the vehicle, although the old man looked disgruntled. Ignoring his pique, the mercenary Commander began to check the status of his weapons.
Looking around, Kolya could see that the other mercenaries were doing the same. Alarmed and curious both, he asked Peotr, “It is obvious that you are expecting trouble. Could you give me some clue of what we are walking into so I can warn the rest of the men?”
The mercenary riding in the front passenger seat turned and said over the back of his chair, “All vehicles have been informed on what we expect to see. Everyone is checking their weapons and preparing for possible battle.”
Peotr added, “The Snarling Bear Company has a bad reputation. They use strong-arm tactics and bully people into doing what they wish. There have been multiple complaints of extortion and intimidation made about them to the Mercenary Guild. Our company personally has had three extremely unpleasant encounters with them. As a group, they hate us and will do everything they can to cause us problems.”
Maxim’s eyes lit up with curiosity, and the old man broke the silence to ask, “Why do they hate you so much?”
Peotr’s smile was a thin slash of savagery as he replied, “They hate us because we always beat them.”





Chapter 25 – Confrontation
Road Near Krakow, Earth
The leading elements of Peotr’s combined forces arrived at their rented facility less than twenty minutes after the scout returned. The tension in the lead car was palatable, almost thick enough to cut with a knife.
Looking ahead, the mercenary Commander could see that there were six vehicles pulled up in a containment arc around what looked like the main entrance to the former school. Visible troops were scattered around, but not deployed in any specific order. They were standing in relaxed postures watching the drama that was unfolding in front of them.
Peotr could see Boris standing confident and assuredly in front of a wildly gesticulating shorter man with an angry, red face. A low growl emanated from the mercenary Commander’s chest as he recognized the figure of the so-called High Commander Stanislav Fedirovich Yakimov of the Snarling Bear Company.
Executing their entry in perfect synchronous movement, two of the armored cars from Brasilov swung around the opposing mercenary force and skidded to a halt on either side of Boris. Deploying their combined group of mercenaries and security personnel in just a few seconds, two fire teams were positioned and ready on each flank. Popping up behind each vehicle, using the school walls as a backstop, a gunner with a braced, shielded automatic weapon was supported by two men armed with shotguns.
Before any of the Snarling Bear mercenaries could react, the remainder of Peotr’s armored trucks and vehicles formed two angled lines behind the inattentive assembly. The two lines ran from either side the road diagonally toward the nearest corner of the school, englobing Stanislov’s troops and leaving the road open as a convenient exit.
Peotr’s command car driver navigated his way around the stopped vehicles of the Snarling Bear group and came to a stop on Boris's left side. He and Kolya got out of the car and calmly strolled up to join the mercenary Commander’s second-in-command.
Peotr had known this plan was a risky strategy, but he had tried to mitigate it by telling the remainder of the people in the command car to stay in place. The driver had stringent instructions that if the situation became a battle that he was to immediately move the noncombatants from the center of the possible battlefield. All of their forces knew that their fallback position was the same place that they had waited for the scouting report.
Projecting a confident and slightly amused attitude, Peotr called out to Boris, “It was nice for you to arrange a welcoming committee. I hope they brought housewarming gifts!”
Turning his attention to the red-faced but now openmouthed head of the Snarling Bears, the mercenary Commander cheerfully said, “What a surprise! Stanislav, I thought you were up on a contract to the North. My understanding was the engagement was supposed to last for another two years. I hope nothing happened that ended it sooner than planned!”
Taking two steps forward to crowd Peotr, the much shorter Stanislav seemed to swell as he opened his mouth to continue yelling. Before he could make any sound, the larger mercenary Commander smoothly converted the man’s advance into a greeting between friends and threw his arms around the irate Snarling Bear mercenary in a crushing hug. While the stunned man was speechless, Peotr finished the gesture by quickly and loudly smacking kisses on either side of the man’s face before releasing him and stepping back.
“It is good to see you also, and I hope things are going well for you. We probably should take some time to catch up on old news, but unfortunately, I have an engagement that I am traveling to and simply do not have the time for drinks and gossip. We will have to try to schedule a few drinks at some future time.”
Deliberately turning his back on the mercenary officer whose expression and actions were imitating a dying fish, Peotr linked his arm through Boris’ and said loudly enough for everyone to hear, “You and I need to go over the latest information from our client. I think you will find it interesting, and considering who it is, we better get a thorough plan in place.”
Kolya continued to watch as two senior Snarling Bears officers corralled their incoherent Commander and climbed back into their vehicles. Using three-point turns, Stanislav’s forces maneuvered back onto the road, and drove off, as Peotr’s people stood in visible guard positions.
From inside the former school building, Peotr and Boris watched the impotent Snarling Bears leave. Turning to his Commander, Boris remarked, “You know this is just going to make them angrier at us.”
Peotr answered, “Yes, I know. But I will not permit them to work their intimidation schemes on us. For that matter, I will not tolerate them pulling that crap anywhere around us. If it means we have to fight, then we fight. I refuse to stand by and let my inaction contribute to the wounds that our country is suffering.”
The towering mercenary laughed, saying, “Of course, I agree, but I just wanted to make sure that it got stated. I think at this point, anything that we do in town had better be in a group. We do not dare leave any of our people vulnerable, no matter how long we stay here.
“Speaking of which, how long do you think we will be staying here? I paid for three days, but we can always extend it for longer.”
Reflecting for a moment, Peotr said thoughtfully, “While my urge is to push quickly forward, I think we need some time to let our people recover a bit. If we can find a Healer or a Western Doctor somewhere, I would really like them to look at our more severely injured personnel, especially Maxim. He is an old man and very stubborn. Kolya just found out that his father’s injuries are more serious than we thought, and I do not want to lose someone who has helped us and others so much.”
Boris gave a short nod of agreement before adding, “We may want to do a quick check on precisely what it is we are hauling. Some redistribution might be reasonable among the cargo loads, so we do not overstress any one vehicle. Also, let us make sure that everyone who can use a weapon has one.”
Peotr said decisively, “Let us send one party into town to obtain whatever supplies we need and to put out feelers on whether there are Healers in the area. Have Kolya check all of his people’s armament and put Casimir in charge of making sure that the few extra mercenaries we have acquired have weapons equal to ours.”
Boris asked, “Who do you want to oversee the inventory taking? I would prefer to go with the away team since that is the one most likely to run into trouble. I think I would like to take two of the armored vans and one armored car. That way, we can load up on some extra supplies easily. It also means that we have heavier weapons if we need them.”
“I thought you would probably want to command the forging group, so perhaps Ruslan and Marina can organize rough inventory and repack. They are the most knowledgeable about what we have already, and they know all of the Brasilov people and their capabilities. While they are doing that, I will reevaluate the original plan and see if our travel route needs to be amended. By the time you come back, I should have options laid out that we can discuss.”
The gravelly voice of the Domovoi startled both men, as Dasule said, “I have found a comfortable room that still has furniture and a pleasant fireplace. Between one young teenager and me, we should be able to keep the smaller children occupied and out from underfoot. It will also give them a chance to relax, which is going to be critical, I believe.”
With Peotr’s assent, the three of them split up to execute their plans. Everyone knew that the time was short, but working smart always saves effort and time in the long run.





Chapter 26 – Resupply and More
Tarnow, Poland, Earth
By the end of the day, Peotr was quite pleased with the success of each of their initiatives. He had spent hours working on options and strategies but had finally mapped out reasonable stopping places and alternatives for each segment of the road that led to Paris.
While he had been busy with that, the armament of each of the members and their cavalcade had been addressed. While Peotr and Boris have been concerned that they would have to arm the rest of the party, it turned out, to Peotr’s delight, that the group from Brasilov had more than enough weapons and personal protection to outfit those that were missing items.
Additionally, they even had a few unusual weapons that some of his mercenaries had gleefully accepted. Most of that equipment was enchanted, either partially or totally. Why or where Maxim had acquired them, Peotr did not bother to ask. Since they would not be returning to Earth, any specific supplier information was unnecessary.
The mercenary Commander was even more impressed with their inventory of items. Their cargo contained both pieces that were important for their value or artistic beauty, and those that were valued for their function and range.
It was a bit of a shock when he realized that they were transporting items that would bring over $1 billion on the open market. Peotr was profoundly grateful that the Snarling Bear Company had not known what his group carried when the confrontation had occurred.
The group that had gone into town had done just as well. Boris had made sure to extend their stay with the leasing agent, paying for another two days, although he and Peotr knew that they would be gone long before then. Both the Mercenary Commander and his second-in-command felt that paying for the extra time would provide them with an additional layer of concealment.
Boris and the rest of the town team had reported that the Snarling Bears were keeping track of them very carefully. Every place the men had gone, there were several watchers, checking out their every move.
Yaakov, one of the mercenaries that had accompanied Boris, said that he had gone into the general supply store and laid out his list. As the storekeeper was reviewing it, the man had leaned forward slightly and murmured, “It would be best if you got everything you needed today. Some of the merchants are already being pressured not to sell to you. They have not gotten to me yet, so I will be happy to sell you whatever you need. Unfortunately, when those criminals come in here, I will have to bow down to their pressures because no place in town has enough force to resist them.”
Before Yaakov could respond, the man added, “We all know your reputation. You are an honorable mercenary group, but you cannot stay and protect us here. We all have to survive, and that means picking our battles.”
The mercenary had murmured in response, “We understand. This is currently our whole list, but if you have things that you would like to sell us, or you think we will need, please add them on and we will pay for them.”
Smiling slightly, the man said, “You are extending me a high level of trust, my new friend.”
To which Yaakov answered, “All of us understand that the world is as it is. You are right that we cannot stay to protect you, but we will do what we can.”
Although the standard things that had been on their list were priced at a reasonable level for the market, the shopkeeper had included more than triple that number of items of things that would typically not have been on the list because of price. The low charges, coupled with the substantial amount of money contributed by Maxim’s group, eased Peotr’s mind and made the company accountant quite happy.
Boris and the two people that he had with him had gone looking for less easily defined items. The first and foremost objective was to see if they could locate a Healer or Doctor in the area. Boris had been quite surprised when discreet inquiries at a local coffee shop had let them know that there was a Healer at the edge of town and that she had a visitor who was rumored to be an English Doctor.
The three men were quite excited about it but had just started their luncheon when the waitress had slipped Boris a small piece of folded paper when she had laid his plate down in front of him. Covering the movement, the woman had inquired brightly, “Is there anything else that I can get you right now?” When Boris had told her no, she moved on to the next table.
Conscious of the predatory watching eyes on him, a few minutes later, Boris had excused himself to use the restroom. Moving into the bathroom stall and closing the door, the big man had unfolded the note to read, “Here is the address of the Healer. Tell her that Maria sent you. She and her friend are in danger and desperately need to get out of town.”
The big mercenary returned to his seat without apparent change in his attitude or demeanor. He and the pair working with him finished their meal and loudly discussed a long litany of items and tasks that they needed to accomplish before they could go back to the rented former school.
After paying the bill and leaving the restaurant, Boris turned back to see one of the Snarling Bear mercenaries already questioning their waitress and the cashier. He muttered to the two men with him, “If we were not leaving this place for good, I know that Peotr would be putting a plan together to resolve the disgusting mess that mercenary company represents.”
One of the men responded, “And we would all be helping him!”
One of the reasons that Boris had selected the specific pair of men that accompanying him was that both of them had obviously bandaged wounds. Although the injuries appeared to be disabling, neither were that severe. Peotr had thought that it would be an excuse for seeking out a Healer, and Boris was glad of his Commander's forethought.
Just then, the larger group acquiring needed supplies informed Boris that they had obtained everything on their list and more. They were prepared to head back to their base but wanted his instructions. Boris considered the level of overwatch that they were experiencing and told the men to travel back to the former school as a group.
The big mercenary also instructed them that as soon as the van carrying their supplies was safely inside of their base perimeter, the other vehicle and its team should return and join him. No one needed any further explanation, and his orders were immediately carried out.
While that was happening, Boris and his two “injured” teammates drove to the Healer’s address. The location turned out to be a gated and warded house with about an acre’s worth of grounds. The entire thing was enclosed in a tall brick wall with sharp outward curves spikes of cold iron lining the top.
Pulling up to the close gates, Boris noticed an intercom box next to the side of the drive and pressed the button. After a moment, a voice came out in a squawk of sound, saying, “The Healer is not accepting new patients. Thank you very much for inquiring.”
Initially taken aback, Boris pushed the button again, and before the voice could turn them down for the second time, the big mercenary said, “I was supposed to tell you that Maria had sent us.”
There was a long pause before the iron gate swung open. Boris’ vehicle pulled through the gates. They immediately slammed shut behind him, leaving no place to go but forward. Obediently following the driveway to the house, Boris was surprised to see that a woman in a Healer tunic waiting for them on the steps to her home.
As his vehicle pulled up, Boris also noticed that the front door to the house was open, and a tall, lanky man in casual clothes waited just inside of the door, out of sight for any long-range spy. He held a formidable-looking shotgun in both hands and had a determined look on his face.
“Careful, they looked really spooked,” Boris said to the two other men in the car. The big mercenary then carefully got out of the vehicle and approached the Healer, saying, “Maria sent us. She gave me a secret note after I inquired as to the availability of a Healer or a Western Doctor to work on some of our injured. Here is her note to show you that I am not lying to you.” With that, Boris held out the crumpled little note to the Healer, careful to keep his eyes on her and not the armed man standing in the house foyer.
The Healer looked at Boris and said, “This looks legitimate. I know and trust Maria. What is your situation?”
Boris answered, “We have several people that have been injured in various battles. We would ask that you, and possibly your Doctor friend, accompany us to our camp and see what you can do for them.”
Her eyes wide, the Healer said, “Do you have a way of getting us out of here? We are effectively under siege and cannot even leave the protection around my home to go and get supplies. In fact, I am amazed that they let you in.”
Shrewdly, Boris asked, “Are you referring to the Snarling Bears?”
The Healer’s eyes widened, and she gave a short nod. Boris said, “Why do they have you under siege? If there is something I should know about the situation, it would be better if we knew about it now, rather than to be surprised about whatever the issue is at a later point.”
The Healer said in a loud voice, “I believe I can help your men, but they will have to come inside my clinic. It should not take long to heal them, but I need some of the supplies and equipment that I have in there. Are you willing to come in?”
Boris said immediately, equally loudly, “Of course, I am.” Motioning to the two other men, the large mercenary had them follow the Healer, bringing up the rear. As they entered the house, he saw the glint of light off a spyglass and knew that even here, they were closely observed.





Chapter 27 – Feint and Rescue
Tarnow, Poland, Earth
As soon as they passed the doorway of the household and the door closed, the middle-aged Healer grabbed the front of his jacket and asked desperately, “Do you have a way of getting us out of here?” She appeared on the edge of tears, shaking and with eyes welling with moisture.
Somewhat at a loss, Boris looked over to her male companion and raised an eyebrow in question. The man was approximately the same age as the woman, but he had a totally different feel to his presence. As soon as the man opened his mouth to speak, Boris knew that this was not somebody from around their location. In an English accent, the man said, “I am Doctor Herbert Johnson, an English physician that has been corresponding with Ms. Klimek for several years. This is the planned sabbatical on my part to come and visit Halinka so that we could put in play an experiment that we have planned for over a decade. Shortly after I arrived, some ruffians who called themselves Snarling Bears attempted to strong-arm both of us into going with them. We managed to push them off the property, and Halinka did some Magical warding that has kept them out until now.”
Boris noticed that the man had not put his shotgun aside. The mercenary rewarded that foresight with a small smile. Looking the man in the eyes, Boris said, “The Snarling Bears Company has a deplorable reputation within the Mercenary Guild. However, they tend to leave Healers alone.”
Turning to Healer Halinka, Boris asked in a gentler tone, “Is there some special reason that they are harassing you at this point in time?”
Halinka and Herbert exchanged glances before the Healer answered. She said, “I resisted the request because there seemed to be no reason for my services. It was almost as if they were greedy to get control of me, physically. When they found out that Herbert was here, they were even more excited. Both of us had a terrible feeling about this, and so we managed to get them outside the property. The protective wards are now up, and specifically keyed to resist them.”
Herbert cut in, adding, “We are going to run out of food if we do not get out of here, but there is nobody strong enough to guard or facilitate our escape.”
Both the medical professionals stared at Boris, their faces hopeful, but their eyes terrified. The big mercenary wondered what his boss would do, but knew that there was no way he was leaving these two to be bullied into doing whatever the Snarling Bears wanted. Taking a deep breath, he held it, and let it out slowly before saying, “How long would it take for you to get your things together and be ready to leave?”
Instantly, the Healer answered, saying, “Less than five minutes. We have been waiting to seize any opportunity that came along. However, I think it would be prudent for us to do something with the injuries to your two men before we go. If nothing else, we need to remove any painful drag on their energy and possible reduction of their effectiveness.”
Boris nodded in agreement but asked, “How long will that take?”
Once more exchanging glances with Herbert, Halinka answered, “Ten to fifteen minutes.”
Boris said immediately, “Then let us do that. I would like to be gone within the half-hour, so let us get to it, people!”
Immediately, the Healer pulled Boris’s two men into a treatment room, closely followed by Herbert. Boris was unable to sit still and maintained a wandering, roving pattern through the house. The sense of danger forced him to keep a watch, alert for any sign of imminent attack.
So absorbed was he in that sentry duty, that the quiet voice of the Healer breaking into speech from beside the door of the room he was walking almost made him jump out of his skin. She said, “Your men are healed, and our bags are waiting inside the foyer. We packed as tightly as we could, but if you have a group of people, we are going to need the medical supplies. Your two men helped me get those all packed up. If we are going to be on the move, those will be priceless.”
Boris only accompanied her back to the foyer. When the five of them clustered around, Boris said, “Here is the plan. As best I can tell from my views from inside the house, they only have two watchers spying on the property. I think we should send forces out after the watchers.”
Herbert started to protest, saying, “Killing the spies like that would not seem to be reasonable and would bring all the rest of the group down on us!”
Smiling, Boris asked him, “Where did I say we were going to kill them?”
Laughing in realization, one of the two men, Rolan, choked out, “You want us to scare them off. They are already rattled enough after their attempt to confront us. You just want us to scare the living daylights out of them and make them take their eyes off the building long enough for you to get the Healer and the Doctor into the vehicle!”
Adding his own laughter to the mix, Boris admitted, “I have to admit that the idea of scaring them that much has a lot of appeal to me. What do you two think about this plan?”
Both Rolan and Nestor, the other injured man, immediately agreed and prepared to ghost out the sides of the building. In a quick exchange of cryptic words, the men decided to swing around wide and creep up behind the spies. Both the ambushers and Boris would have to keep things fluid, just in case another factor became involved.
Setting deed to thought, Boris’s plan was set in motion. The Healer and the Doctor were both tense, waiting for some huge fusillade of shots or some other dramatic experience. Boris knew that the signs would be subtle and concealed. With only two people there, there were not the number of bodies that were necessary to make this a significant event.
All of a sudden, there was a flurry of shots from first one side of the Healer’s property and then the other. Although the shots went on for several minutes, Boris could tell that none of his people were hit. As soon as the second group started to shoot, Boris grabbed the bags waiting in the foyer, charging out of the door and toward the car. Hopping up and down with frustration, the big man could not get to his key while holding the bags. For a moment he was frozen trying to decide what to do.
However, the Healer was calmer and gently reached into his side pocket and pulled out the key, unlocking the door. Muttering his thanks, Boris shoved all the items into the vehicle, pushing the Healer in next and allowing the Doctor to follow closely on her heels.
Even before the wild shots had ceased, Boris and the rescued people were safely inside the armored vehicle. The Healer looked at the now locked and warded door of her home with regret but uttered no complaint. Wordlessly, the Doctor placed a careful arm around her shoulders, gently squeezing her in sympathy and comfort.
Gesturing the two passengers to stay put, Boris got out of the vehicle and closed the door, calling out loudly, “Come on, guys! Dinner is going to be served soon, and I do not want to waste any more time. I am glad that you are healed and feeling better, but we have people waiting for us!”
Strolling out of the woods as if they had no care in the world, Rolan and Nestor moved back toward Boris from opposite sides, meeting him at the vehicle. Making a big show about unlocking the car, Boris climbed in, leaving the two other men to take the front passenger and driver seats.
Without another word, acting like they had no care in the world, the heavily armored vehicle took off for their temporary home base. Although Boris observed carefully, there was no apparent tail and no interruption on their way to their destination.
Only when they were safely in the protection of their temporary home, did Boris let out his pent breath, exclaiming, “Well, that was fun.”





Chapter 28 – Mistaken Complacency
On the Road to Paris, Earth
Chimeg and her party had slowly settled into an effective working relationship. Although Geriel would never be comfortable with the larger predators, all of the Familiars had shown a willingness to get along, which would have been unthinkable for bloodlines that were not equipped with the capabilities that these groups of Familiars possessed.
The young Mongolian woman had been surprised that she had not been required to take any further disciplinary actions or engage in more dominance fights with any of the Familiars. Although relieved, she could not help feeling a nagging dread that something was coming that was far worse than their initial introduction.
The Journeymen Seer had been the most worried about challenges from some of the more aggressive groups, primarily the larger dog breeds. However, after her initial confrontation with them, none of the animals had exhibited the type of aggressive behavior that would have forced her to do something more heavy-handed.
The young Seer had done her best to talk with each and every member of the party. She had watched carefully as the Healers had interacted with both two and four-legged personalities. She had seen nothing besides wholehearted cooperation and an indescribable bonding that was only possible in a group with a common purpose.
Looking at the way that the horse Familiars helped supplement both the security of their cavalcade and the transportation of goods and personnel, Chimeg wondered to herself, Every one of them is a strong member of this effort. I wonder why I have never heard of a Witch with a horse Familiar before?
Khan Oktai’s mental voice answered her thought, saying, << Probably for the same reason that very few people have heard of Familiars that are raptors. This world does not have much of a place for our kind any longer. >>
<< I do not understand how that can be true. Everywhere I look right now, the Familiars are helpful. And looking back at my life, I can see where the Witches I know would all have benefited and been thrilled to have someone closer than a friend and intertwined in their Magic, >> Chimeg answered.
<< The situation is made worse by the lack of qualified Russian Witches. Since Familiars will not bond with any Magic-user that has slipped over into the darker uses of their Gift, and many Magic-user lines have lost the means or knowledge of maintaining their own honor and ethics. There simply are not many Witches or Mages left in this world that can bond with a Familiar. >> With that one last comment, the massive Black Eagle sprang into the air and headed out on his planned sentry sweep.
Chimeg knew that this was his periodic check to see what lay ahead of them, as well as a double check to detect any long-range pursuit that might have started. The young party leader felt more comfortable knowing that the big Familiar had taken responsibility for this aspect of their safety. However, she believed this subject needed to be reopened again, and soon. An amorphous sense of pressure and dread told her that it was important to continue the discussion, and any delay would be dangerous.
It had not helped that during their entire trip, the young Seer had been haunted with the feeling that she was being watched, both day and night. During the daylight hours, she found herself hyperaware of all the movements in the grass and the pattern of the airborne birds. Telling herself that she saw problems where there were none, did nothing to assuage her curiosity at how many birds seem to be holding station over their group as they traveled or watching from the trees that lined the road. Perhaps, the animals are just bored, Chimeg thought to herself.
The nighttime hours were worse. The young woman was continually catching the glow of strange eyes from the underbrush and hearing the soft passages of nighttime flyers around their campsite. That uneasiness was still not the most terrifying part.
Several times in the last few days, Chimeg could have sworn that she had caught glimpses of bloodshot glaring eyes peering malevolently out of the woods at her. Every time she had sent one of the animals out to check, they had reported no sign of anything hostile.
Deciding that the pressure of command might be pushing her toward paranoia, Chimeg kept resolving to be a little more relaxed. So far, it was not working. Finally, the young Seer accepted the fact that she was going to be worried and nervous. Refusing to be flustered about it, she turned her attention to other areas that needed her focus.
Muttering to herself, the young Journeyman started to think about the force that was driving her, realizing in a flash of insight that they needed to get to their goal quickly. At first unsure of why, Chimeg cast her mind around, trying to perceive the source of the warning.
The young woman only had a split second of warning before a Vision crashed into her, swamping her senses. A swirl of partially-seen images surrounded her as she was pulled down deep inside the River of Time with only enough time to issue one incoherent terrified mental alert as the familiar wrenching feeling of a Timedive overtook her.
Spinning and twisting in the familiar, but still frightening waters of the River of Time that ran through all aspects of time and choice, Chimeg concentrated on stubbornly maintaining her sense of self. She knew from her training that without a clear boundary, a Seer would quickly be lost in the illness that inevitably killed all of their kind. Dochin had taught her well, so her practiced discipline kept her from fragmenting as the Timedive dipped her into the chaos of the River.
Focusing on sensory input that anchored her to the current reality surrounding her physical body, the young woman replayed the feelings of how good her body felt as it stretched and moved during her ride, as well as the pleasant, pungent smell of her horse and the glorious, powerful sound of the Eagle Familiar’s takeoff. With these landmarks to help her, Chimeg managed to center herself well enough to take in the images that flashed with importance as they slid in front of her spectral Vision.
Scattered among the fragmented glimpses of unconnected events, the young Seer managed to frantically grab many of the fragments that glowed with the unique light she had learned to recognize as indicators of importance. Now bombarded with those pictures that she had saved, the Seer felt bruised and pummeled.
Chimeg dug deep inside of her core, mining her spirit and her strength of will to successfully navigate the minefield that she had ingested. Holding on with determination, and fighting the weakness of her body and doubts in her own ability, the young Journeyman fought the barrage to a standstill. Clutched into her insubstantial hands were a small number of unmoving images that would provide her guidance and clues on what lay ahead.
Her spirit body shook with exhaustion, and Chimeg could feel her heart stuttering and the rasping of breath in distant lungs. Frantically, she pieced the stabilized images together until, with a sudden flash of intense light and a loud snap of sound, the partially-seen images coalesced into a coherent message.
Feeling like she had been stabbed to the heart, Chimeg screamed in fright at the top of her immaterial lungs, “We have to be there in three days! How are we going to make that distance?”
As soon as the tortured words ripped out of her throat and exploded into the strange atmosphere, Chimeg felt two large hands reach up from within the ground and grab her ankles, beginning to pull her down. Twisting and turning, the young Seer fought against an enemy that she had never encountered before. Frightened but unwilling to even divert one erg of energy or sliver of attention from where she was fighting for survival, Chimeg screamed, “Help Me!”
As the massive hands yanked her forcibly into the dirt, the young Seer felt a smashing entry of someone that she knew intuitively was her ally. Large arms swooped around her and brought her to cradle against a massive chest. A rumbling voice in her mind said, << I have you! >> before the exhausted Seer began to slip into the cushioning embrace of exhausted sleep. Just as she lost consciousness, Chimeg’s body thrummed with the sound of a massive snarl. Comforted, rather than terrified by the reverberation, the young Seer’s fading senses brought her a powerful voice, roaring, “You shall not have her! She is mine, and I am hers!”





Chapter 29 – Opposites Attract
On the Road to Paris, Earth
Awareness came slowly for the Seer. Wisps of grey began to waft through the darkness of her unconsciousness, and the grinding, draining pressure to move more quickly had returned. Chimeg knew that she had to wake and start doing what she could, but the young woman knew that coming out of the dreamworld would hurt. Let me lie here just a few more moments, she thought to herself.
The sounds surrounding her grew louder and began to make more sense. Partial whispers in many voices, both known and strange, teased her ears, and the aromas of a hearty stew seduced her into opening her bleary eyes.
No sooner had she cracked her eyelids open than a joyful voice that Chimeg recognized as belonging to Geriel cried joyfully, “She is waking up! Slava Bogu, thank God, she is waking up!”
Chimeg opened her mouth to say something, only to find her mouth full of fur. Awareness blossomed further across the young woman’s nerves, and she realized that she was lying face down in a furry, warm blanket and that her arms had hung down either side of what felt like the broad back of a small horse that had been covered with that dense fur.
Still disoriented, the young woman thought to herself, What a delightful feeling blanket. It is so comforting.”
An amused voice popped into her head, sending, << Thank you. I do strive to please! >>
Goaded by surprise, Chimeg’s eyes popped wide open, and she attempted to sit up. Only when her muscles did not answer, did the young Journeyman remember what happened. Vowing to herself to practice more when she could, Chimeg began the slow process of mentally reconnecting with all of the edges of her body, while stretching her mind out to once again establish a presence in this reality.
Expecting to sense the members of her party around her, Chimeg was shocked into immediate action. When she found herself surrounded not only by her expected party but by two separate collections of beings that were totally unknown to her, her tenuous hold on her own orientation shook.
The same voice that she had heard when she had been endangered by the River of Time spoke again, saying, << It will be all right. Another group and we were waiting for you at the waystation. Apparently, both of us were supposed to be joining you here before continuing on the journey. Both the Witch in charge of my group and the Priest who leads the other are holding a piece of the same Magical symbol. That seemed to comfort the Healer that is accompanying you since she holds another one of those pieces. >>
Shakily, Chimeg answered, << That would be Geriel. She does not do well with new things, so I hope everything has gone smoothly. >>
<< I can tell that she is trying to be all right, but is very strained. The problem is not her, but some of the more aggressive members of all three parties. It would be good if you woke because none of us knows what to do from here. In the absence of clear direction, some of the less socialized members of each party are starting to make belligerent sounds toward each other. >>
Chimeg sighed internally, asking as she prepared to straighten up, << Would those difficult ones be human, feline, canine, avian, or equine?
Laughing, the voice answered, << The Witch’s party includes only one additional human, who is her apprentice. Both women have an affinity for horses, and four equine Familiar lines have chosen to accompany her. The Steppe ponies, Mongolian horses, and the Yakutian horses that accompany her see no reason to fight. She also has a thundering group of Russian Heavy Draft Horses. It is tough to get them riled up about anything. All of them are getting along quite well with the horses that were already in your party. The Priest’s equine contingent includes some of the most rational of the horse Familiars. The warlike Andalusians, as well as the calm Pottok and Menorquin stallions, are keeping their groups in order. >>
<< Oh dear, that means one of the logistic challenges will be dealing with an immense horse herd that includes multiple herd stallions. >>
<< I would agree, but the horses are the least of the problem. >>
In a tone of dismay, Chimeg asked << What did the Witch bring in the way of dogs and cats? Are there birds also? And which ones are aggressive? >>
The voice became very amused, and Chimeg wondered what she had said that was the source of such mirth. << The Witch has brought an extensive line of Borzoi Hounds, a fiendishly clever group of East European Shepherds, and an intimidating group of Ovcharka, sometimes called Caucasian Shepherds. >>
<< And the Priest? What dogs did he bring with him? >>
<< He only brought two. One of them is the ultrafast Basenji, who are taking advantage of the pause in our travel to sleep a lot. The other dogs are a little bit more of a problem, more because the Bankhar dogs are challenging them due to their size than for any other reason. The Priest brought a line of Familiars that are Pyrenean Mastiffs. Typically not very aggressive, but they do get protective, and the Bankhar pups are pushing all the other dogs’ buttons. >>
Chimeg was startled into asking, << I thought the Caucasian Shepherd was a large dog also. In fact, I remember it being enormous. Why are the Bankhar not causing a problem with them? >>
Again the voice was both pleased and proud, replying, << Mostly because I beat the crap out of the biggest one of them and sent him whimpering back to his fellows like a small puppy. I will not tolerate that sort of misbehavior. Apparently, you are the same way. >>
The young Seer pushed away from the warm furry blanket and opened her eyes. Large brown eyes caught her gaze, and she saw an immense canine head with a somehow gentle expression, staring back at her. Before she could say anything, the voice in her head said, << My name is Martina, and I am the Alpha Bitch of the Ovcharka Familiars. Also, I appear to be your Familiar. >>
The words exploded in Chimeg’s mind, and for a split second, it was like the world had gone up in a flash of force. The Journeyman Seer straightened up abruptly and opened her eyes wide. Her body responded by sending rapidly appearing and disappearing black splotches over her vision. After a second or two, her ability stabilized, and she could focus better on the animal pressed supportively against her side.
<< But I am a Seer! Seers do not have Familiars! >> Chimeg gasped.
Martina answered patiently, << Who says that Seers do not have Familiars? Was there a rulebook that someone forgot to give me? >>
Chimeg could feel the rumble of gentle laughter in the dog's mental communication. The young Journeyman could also feel a sense of unconditional support and acceptance that fed her soul, soaking in like water into parched ground. Something deep inside the young woman felt the flowering of a bond and knew with a flash of foresight that it was something that would grow broader and deeper as time went on.
Reassured by the strength and clearness of that knowledge, Chimeg quit fighting the concept and opened herself to acceptance. Only then could she look at someone who had stepped into the place of dearest friend and confident that had been vacant her entire life.
Martina was huge. That was the first impression that the young Seer perceived. Although Chimeg was not a small woman, the massive animal was easily three times her weight. With a head that came nearly to the Seer’s shoulder when she was standing, the dog had the heft and posture of a small pony.
Striking colors of white, black, and grey decorated the majority of the animal’s coat. Splashes of deep red marked the animal’s chest and the center of her head. Martina was an imposing animal, but somehow the young Seer felt no fear standing next to her. Instead, Chimeg felt more powerful and confident.
Looking beyond Martina, Chimeg saw the standard layout for a waystation, although the bones of the space were somewhat occluded by the various groups that were dotted around it. She recognized the members of the party with whom she had started the morning easily enough. The other groups were what strained her ability to adapt.
Over on the East side of the waystation was a cluster of horses, dogs, and cats that backed a sturdily-built woman with a full figure. Obviously, a warrior, the woman topped six-feet-tall and was aggressively armed with several sheathed blades, a bow on her back, and a lethal-looking metal-tipped quarterstaff in her hands. Something about the intensely aware woman screamed Witch to Chimeg, as her trained eye noted the garments of tribes that inhabited the Ural Mountains.
There was another fighter by her side, standing at a relaxed flank position to the Witch’s right. The second fighter, a more slender woman, also had the same Witch feel and was dressed in similar tribal garb and armed with a quarterstaff and a whip.
The two women were staring at Chimeg, their oddly colored eyes focused and intent. They seem to be waiting for some sign from her, and for just a moment, the young Journeyman Seer quivered indecisively, unsure of what to say or do.
Before she could make a misstep, the reassuring mental voice of her new Familiar sounded in her head. << Rada Titovna is the older Witch. She is an extremely accomplished fighter and Magic-user. Her apprentice is a young Earth Elementalist by the name of Ulyana Kirovna. They are waiting for you to greet them and acknowledge their presence. I believe both of them are unsure of their welcome and worried that you do not want them with you. >>
Recalled to her responsibilities, Chimeg cleared her throat and projected her voice, saying, “I see you Rada Titovna, be welcome around my fire.”
Turning to better face the younger Witch, the young Seer greeted the woman, saying, “I see you Ulyana Kirovna, be welcome around my fire.”
Following a sudden urge, Chimeg also made a comprehensive glance around the Familiars gathered near the two Witches, continuing her visual sweep to include those on the other side of the waystation, before she said, “Be also welcome, those of you that have answered the Seer of the Steppes invitation to Familiars that wish to join my journey to another world.”
Now turning to the two men and a woman that stood across from the pair of Witches, Chimeg asked her Familiar quickly, << Do you know the names of the other people? >>
Martina answered just as quickly, << Of course, I do. The head Priest is Javier Pequeno, who refers to himself as a Priest of the Universe. He has stated that he is a retired military chaplain, and is therefore used to dealing with a wide variety of faiths. His two clerical assistants are Lorenzo Castillo and Kesare Gamero. I am not clear on what they believe, but none of the three of them exhibit any antisocial behavior and have been very pleasant and accommodating. >>
Chimeg looked at the three religious Magic users and idly noted the closed wagons behind them as she opened her mouth to complete the ritual, saying, “I see you, Javier Pequeno, be welcome around my fire.”
Facing the younger male cleric, the young Seer continued to speak, “I see you, Lorenzo Castillo, be welcome around my fire.”
Finishing her greeting with the female cleric, Chimeg forced herself to keep an even tone as exhaustion pulled hard on her, saying, “I see you, Kesare Gamero, be welcome around my fire.”
The light around Chimeg seemed to swirl, and she felt herself trembling as she tried to maintain her standing stance. Martina crowded closer, allowing the Seer to rest an arm on her broad back. There was a soft brush of air, and Geriel was holding the young Journeyman’s other side. Despite her desire to stay awake, Chimeg felt herself slipping back into unconsciousness, carried by the sound of soft feathers in the night.





Chapter 30 – Blending Efforts
On the Road to Paris, Earth
The young Journeyman Seer woke slowly. Reluctant to open her eyes, the young woman luxuriated in the feeling of peace and warmth that surrounded her. When did I get a fur robe? she thought to herself. A soft rumble, almost a purr, was her immediate answer. Gently seeping into her mind, a mental voice murmured, << I think that comes with having a Familiar. I have to admit the comfort works both ways, though. I woke this morning feeling loved and cared about. That is much different than my life has been up to now. Hopefully, we each will provide to the other things that make up for having someone stuck in our minds all of the time. >>
Somehow, the intrusion of Martina’s voice in her head did not startle or distress Chimeg. A little surprised at how quickly the Familiar had gotten that close to her, the Seer slowly opened her eyes in the filtered light and rolled on her side to stare into the big eyes of her Familiar.
Summoning a smile, Chimeg greeted her, saying, << Good morning! Is it wrong for me to want to just stay in this comfortable bed and hide from all the problems of the day? >>
<< No, but that just means all the problems will be waiting for you when we eventually start moving. So the question becomes, how much of a pile-up do you want to deal with when you are ready for the day? >>
Sighing in exasperation, Chimeg forced herself up and quickly got ready. Heading out of her tent, the Seer noticed that the parties of both the Witch and the Priest had blended overnight. The integration both pleased and surprised her, and the young woman wondered at the force behind the seemingly rapid changes.
Greeting people as she walked toward the cook fire, Chimeg had no sooner approached the central location than she had a bowl of steaming porridge and a hunk of fresh bread slathered with butter shoved into her hands. Startled, but thrilled, the young woman exclaimed, “This smells and looks wonderful! Thank you, whoever did this.”
To her intense surprise, it was the Witch that responded, saying, “That would be Kesare and me. We found out that we both love to cook, so we just sort of took over. I hope that is all right.”
Touched, Chimeg responded, “That is beyond being acceptable. The food is excellent! Up until now, we have been surviving on whatever meal could be done quickly, with varying results. Having someone who likes to cook and does it this well is a benefit to all of us. Thank you very much!”
Both the Witch and the younger cleric smiled broadly at the Seer’s words. Rada the Witch said, “Kesare and I discussed it. We would be happy to take permanent meals as long as someone else helps with cleanup.”
“Rada, that would be wonderful. I am sure that we can work out some sort of rotation for getting things cleaned up. I think that anyone that does not help with cleanup will have to cook one of the meals!”
A shared wave of amusement swirled through the people sitting around the fire as Chimeg sat down and begin to eat her breakfast. The head Priest, a man whose upright posture betrayed a military background, came over to her. Sitting down next to Chimeg, the man said, “Geriel and some of the warriors told us about the need for getting to our destination quickly. Among my group and the two Witches, we have come up with a proposed way of shortening our travel time far more than we could have without a cooperative approach. I will not promise that it is risk-free, but we can mostly deal with the exposure.”
Interested, the Seer put her empty plate down and requested, “Please tell me about it. If you have a way of shaving days off of our trip, we can make the critical deadline that I have Seen in my Visions.”
To Chimeg’s surprise, Geriel came to sit next to her, and the rest of the humans and most of the Familiars in their party crowded around. Thinking to herself, Chimeg realized, It is so much better when they work well together. Then I do not have to feel like everything is hanging on me. And that certainly is a relief.
Martina’s mental voice touched Chimeg softly, saying, << We have been blessed by the fact that those that answered the Call from the old Seer are predisposed to working with others. I know very few Magic users that would be this cooperative. >>
Pulsing a sense of agreement through the Familiar bond, Chimeg asked out loud, “What does this strategy entail? Please lay it out for me.”
Taking the lead, the Priest began to explain, “The Magic of Rada and that which I command approach travel and distance from two different perspectives. By combining them, we can take advantage of the strengths of each approach. In summary, what we propose to do is work our spells together so that we can not only move at an increased rate of speed but manipulate the distance itself. It is as if we are folding the length to make the two endpoints closer together. In this way, we should be able to travel three and a half days worth of normal journeying in just a few seconds.”
Immediately, Chimeg asked, “What are the dangers and what can go wrong?”
This time, it was Rada who answered. Color stained her cheeks as if she were embarrassed, but the woman stated in a firm voice, “Since Witch’s energy comes from the Power contained within, we can only do one or two of these in a day without significant rest. Effectively, it will be like Ulyana and I are running a marathon, carrying all of you on our backs. We will need to be taken care of at the end of the second casting because we will have no ability to protect ourselves. We might not even have enough energy to walk.”
The Journeyman Seer acknowledged Rada's comment before turning to the Priest and asking, “What are the dangers to all of us that are associated with your half of the spell?”
Javier glanced at his two Clerics before answering Chimeg. Speaking very carefully, the Priest explained, “We can only hold the distance folded tightly for a short period. If there is any delay in getting our party through the portal, people will be dumped along the pathway, and we will have no way of retrieving them. They would have to make their way to the end of the journey by themselves or go back.”
Pouncing on something the man had not addressed, Chimeg queried, “Will you also be disabled at the end of the second casting? Is there a danger to your health and well-being?”
Kesare was the one who answered, the younger cleric smiling as she said, “Our ability to perform Magic is granted by our God or Gods. We are not drawing Power internally, so we may be tired, but working a spell that our Deity has granted us brings an exhilaration rather than a drain.”
Lorenzo also chimed in, saying, “Sometimes we get a bit jittery, but all of us should be able to function. However, neither Kesare nor I will probably be able to cast any other spells for the rest of the day.”
Chimeg was further bemused when Gan Gerel picked the narrative up, saying, “Khan Oktai will fly ahead of us to locate a safe place several days travel along our planned route. Since Black Eagles fly so high and fast, it will take him less than two hours to travel what would take us multiple days on the ground. We are hoping that with him to scout ahead, we will be able to travel the folded road, rest for a couple hours while he travels ahead again. Then, we will travel a second time before stopping for the day.”
Thinking deeply, the young Seer picked up the mental commentary from Martina, who stated, << This approach allows us a more significant safety margin. Even if one of the jumps does not go as planned, there will be plenty of time to try it again. We will just need to make sure to secure the camp at the endpoint, as well as having a workable approach to caring for the exhausted spell casters. >>
Glancing up at the sun that was still low on the horizon and indicated early morning, Chimeg asked, “Is there any reason for us not to try this approach today? Do you need to practice, or can we just go?”
Javier answered immediately, “Before we brought this idea to you, we practiced to make sure that we could do what was in the plan. Although we did not move a group very far, I believe that we have worked out what is needed and when. I see no reason that we should not pack the rest of our possessions and see if we can do two rounds today.”
As he finished speaking, the Priest looked over at the Witch with a questioning look on his face. Immediately, Rada signaled her agreement, adding, “The more extra time we realize, the better to handle anything that goes wrong.”
Taking a deep breath, Chimeg stood up and said, “All right people, let us get prepared to move out and see if a folded road will help us arrive where we need to be on time!” Feeling like she had just set some type of juggernaut in play, the Seer followed her own advice and moved to join the collective efforts.





Chapter 31 – Folded Travel
On the Road to Paris, Earth
As the entire campsite devolved into a swirl of Familiars and people moving things around and completing tasks, the Journeyman Seer was amazed at how well everyone was working together. Watching the dogs run back and forth carrying packages and packs, the young woman saw horses patiently waiting to be loaded up. Humans were handling the bulk chores that needed to be done with articulated thumbs and arms, while the clever fingers of the Hidden Folk made short work of the intricate packing and strapping of bundles.
Herd stallions organized their groups into tight arrangements that could rapidly move together, while the canine and feline Familiars collected all of the shorter-legged or slower members of the party into the wagons and carts.
In what seemed a very short time, the entire group was ready to move out. Suddenly remembering the role that the Black Eagle was to take in the plan, Chimeg glanced around wildly, searching for his form. Sorting through the other raptors and Ravens that seemed to dog their pathway, the young Seer was unable to find the big Familiar. Turning toward Gan Gerel, the young woman asked, “Where is Khan Oktai? I totally forgot about him needing to be out ahead of us.”
With a twinkle in her eye, the Eagle Hunter answered, “When we had our meeting, he was already most of the way to where we wanted to target. There was no reason for him to stay on the ground, and he and I both thought that it would be a good idea for him to fly along our path. That way, if he saw any problem, he could warn us in time to adjust our strategy.”
Relieved, Chimeg smiled a little ruefully, saying, “I suppose that I am fortunate that most of you are thinking more clearly than I.”
Shaking her head, Gan Gerel disagreed, saying, “Individually, we have less on our minds than that with which you must cope. It is our job to deal with the smaller things so that you can deal with the big picture.”
Standing up, Chimeg and Gan Gerel walked over to where the three Priests stood interposed with the two Witches. His eyes glowing with a silvery-blue Magical light, Javier asked in a voice that seemed to roll over the top of a surging and powerful thrum, “We are ready, are you?”
Chimeg’s answer was succinct, “Yes!”
Without any more fanfare, all three of the Priests begin to sing. Raising their hands into the air with palms raised to the sky, the same silvery-blue illumination that glowed in the back of their eyes spilled out to coat their arms and hands.
The two Witches also begin to chant. If the Priests’ sound was a worshipful paeon to their gods, the rhythmic voices of the two Witches wove a harmony of effort and sacrifice. Chimeg could feel the energy that the two women pulled from deep within themselves and loaded freely into their spell.
The young Journeyman Seer felt her heart speed up, and her throat grew tight as the two women’s voices rose higher, seeming to accelerate the breeze and the movements of the world around them.
When an arched doorway began to appear across the path in front of them, Chimeg heard astonished inhalations from the others in their party, but no one made any other noise. In the space of a few seconds, the doorway framed by twisting and intertwined braids of light went from swirling opacity to a clear view of a campsite much like the one that they already stood in.
However, in this other place, the standing figure of the gigantic Black Eagle held an imposing stance in the center. Posed with his wings spread and beak pointed toward the sky, Khan Oktai seemed to declare that indeed, this was where they should be.
For a moment, no one moved. Then with a high-pitched wail that sounded more like a war cry than anything else to Chimeg, the two Witches took off like sprinters in a foot race, charging across the ground and through the portal.
Instantly, the horse herds followed by the wagons and carts raced on the Witchs’ heels. Sticking to the plan, the moving party clustered tightly but thoroughly packed the portal doorway capacity.
In fewer seconds then Chimeg would have thought possible, the tightly packed group of horseflesh and conveyances had cleared the route. Almost without conscious thought, the Journeyman Seer found her own feet rushing in their wake.
Racing quickly enough that she could have reached out and touched the hindquarters of the charging horse ahead of her, Chimeg could feel her heart pounding hard in her chest and sweat breaking out from every pore of her body. When Geriel, who had been running next to her, stumbled and would have fallen, the Journeyman Seer made an abortive attempt to stop and grab her friend. Before she could do anything but turn her head, Ganhsuk had swept the Healer up in his arms, keeping his forward momentum constant. So smoothly did he move that his gait did not even stutter.
Gasping as she broke through to the other clearing, Chimeg instinctually turned to her right, clearing the portal. Finally coming to a halt, chest heaving and sweat streaming down her face, the young woman concentrated on breathing.
Looking back, Chimeg watched through eyes streaming from the dripping salty sweat. To her intense relief, she saw the three Priests advancing deliberately through the portal, locked into step as they continued to chant. Flying above them were several curious Ravens and a small hawk. Two of the wildcat Familiars kept pace with them on either side.
The three Clerics cleared the portal and advanced two more steps before their voices raised in a high chorus of glory. As they fell silent, the light surrounding them disappeared with the suddenness of an extinguished candle. The portal snapped closed and was gone, leaving only the gasping of breath and the shuddering exhalations from the new occupants of the waystation.
Even though Chimeg had not done any of the Magical work, the Seer felt exhausted, almost unable to make it to a convenient roughhewn bench before she collapsed. Dully, she watched as the Healers scurried around, making sure that the Witches were tended.
When Javier came over to sit beside her, the Seer looked at him and was amazed by the energized aspect that he displayed. Her mouth slightly agape, Chimeg knew that she must look like a gasping fish when the customarily reserved man smiled broadly, saying with more energy than she had ever heard from him, “I believe that Kesare told you that we would be hyped up after the spell. We are ready whenever you want us to cast the spell again. In the meantime, if you do not need us, we are going to move apart and offer our thanks and prayers to our Deities.”
Chimeg immediately said, “Please feel free to attend your worship. Thank you for your efforts, and if appropriate, convey my thanks to your God or Gods.”
Javier smiled and nodded before he almost bounced up out of the chair and moved with a sprightly step toward the other two Clerics.
The young Seer turned back toward the rest of the party, but Martina’s mental voice reassured her, saying, << Please, take a rest. There is nothing you can do right now, and the Healers and the rest of us have things well in hand. Close your eyes and relax, I promise to wake you if you are needed. >> Trusting in her Familiar, the young Seer closed her eyes and before she could even take a breath, was swept into a deep slumber.
<< <> >>
It seemed like just a few moments before Chimeg woke to the mental nudging of her Familiar. The young Seer opened her eyes to see that the same order of march was forming as had been used in the last portal transit.
Groaning, the young woman climbed to her feet, feeling as if she was much older than her actual age. Steeling herself for the effort that she knew was ahead of her, Chimeg took her place in line.
To the young Seer, the fact that this spell was almost identical to the last gave the whole experience a surreal feeling. Once again, Chimeg found herself charging in a packed mass through the portal gateway. Almost anticipating that Geriel would trip and fall, the Journeyman Seer had partially turned toward her friend when she saw that Ganhsuk had already swept the Healer up in his arms, proactively preventing her from stumbling.
So startled was she, that Chimeg actually stumbled over her own feet, coming perilously close to falling. Before she could lose momentum, however, Batsorig had grabbed one of her arms while Temujin had caught the other. Held in the punishing pair of grips, Chimeg was carried through the portal far more rapidly than she could have managed on her own.
Eyes swimming with exhaustion and labored breath ripping through her chest, the Seer rested half draped over the massive form of Martina. Once the thundering of her heart had eased, Chimeg could hear the mental reassurances coming from her Familiar, << Just focus on breathing. Hear your heart and how it is slowing down. You will be fine, just relax. >>
Staring around herself somewhat numbly, the Seer saw that most of the party looked equally exhausted. The exceptions were, once again, the Priests who looked totally exhilarated and exalted.
When Ganhsuk and Batsorig came over to speak to her together, Chimeg looked at them through eyes reddened and held open only by sheer force of will. It took several repetitions, but eventually, the exhausted Seer heard their words as they said, “We will take care of setting sentries and protecting the camp. You and most of the others need to immediately rest. The cooks have kept a soup ready, and it will be heated and served to those of you that can eat. For right now, however, trust us. We will take care of things! You need to rest.”
Trusting the two of them, Chimeg closed her eyes for just a second and felt herself whirling down into the depths of exhausted slumber. Everything around her went fuzzy and then black.





Chapter 32 – Momentary Peace
On the French Road, Earth
Jehani was curled up in the back of one of the wagons, nestled comfortably in a rumpled blanket. The young cat was surrounded by what seemed to his drowsy eyes to be a veritable sea of sleeping kittens.
The warm sun was freshened by just the hint of a gentle breeze and the benediction of its touch combined with the tiny purring sounds coming from the sleeping babies to create a blanket of reassurance around the adolescent cat. Jehani relaxed into the swaying motion of the wagon, thinking sleepily to himself, Even with the horrible things that have happened, it is times like this that make me able to believe that life still has joy and beauty in it.
Turning his head slightly to the left, Jehani could see the sturdy back of Helene as she gently directed the team pulling the wagon. The woman that Boney referred to as Soft Hand Lady had proved herself to be a caring and considerate fellow traveler.
Not only had she been central to the kittens' comfort, but Helene had readily embraced the veritable army of Hidden Folk and Familiars that the Wizard had brought with him. The woman seemed happy to be useful, bustling about as she made individual contacts with each and every member of their party, irrespective of how large or old they were.
Thinking back to the pain and terror of the last couple of days, Jehani was just happy that he could move without searing agony. The Wizard did not have strong healing skills, but Adil had done enough that the others in their party had been able to leverage their individual talents to bring the adolescent cat close to a full recovery.
Jehani was not quite sure if his mind had fully wrapped around the idea that Hidden Folk could be Healers, but he knew that the shy, tiny creature known as NaKenen was a powerful and talented Healer.
The stooped little lizard had not impressed the pain-wracked cat when they had first met. However, less than a minute after first touching Jehani’s agonizing wounds, soothing Power had removed the lingering inflammation and allowed the young cat to take his first deep breath since the foxes had ripped open his sides. At that moment, the frail Healer had made a lifelong friend.
While Helene had been seeing to the comfort and care of the members of the party, Hugh and the Wizard had been engaged in many deep and long conversations. Adil had shared some of his stories, allowing insight into the man behind the title. He and the wagoner moved into a seamless and cooperative partnership without fuss or clash. Like a shadow of his Master, Zain Malik worked in lockstep with Helene, providing hands where needed and driving the third wagon.
It was left up to Boney to keep the four-legged Familiars in line. The big hound somehow managed to get the various groups of animals moving in the required direction as the wagons left each waystation. He even managed to keep them distracted and occupied in the evening around the campfires.
Jehani smiled a bit as he thought of the mounted races that Boney had arranged the night before. First, the big hound had convinced the horses to act as obstacles and turn markers. He let them choose their own locations, and the herd stallions had taken great glee in making a complex and challenging set of tracks for the racers to conquer.
Then Boney had called for contestants, stipulating that one Familiar would carry another through the course and that only those that crossed the finish line with the partner with whom they started could win. Other than that, it was a race pure and simple.
What had happened after that was chaos followed by drama, and finally the race. The uproar of contestants arguing as soon as Boney had finished laying out the competition sounded almost like the roar of hungry beasts to Jehani’s ears.
He had been immediately inundated with small kittens trying to burrow under his body. Some of the children of the Hidden Folk had also decided that he was a protector and crawled underneath his belly and chest to join the tiny felines shivering there.
It helped that Jehani was amused and intrigued rather than frightened. His relaxed view of the uproar allowed the little ones to relax. Within a few moments, half of them were sound asleep and either purring or snoring, while the others poked their little heads out from underneath the adolescent cat’s comforting fur. Eyes bright and ears pricked to catch the sounds, the little ones were curious.
Jehani felt the weight of their trust and accepted that responsibility without a second thought. Focused on protecting them without smothering their natural instincts, a rumbling purr built up inside of the young male. He could feel the deep harmonics as they seem to rattle his soul, like a dancer’s castanets or the warning sound of a hidden snake.
The power and depth of the sound rumbled through the surrounding area. Where did that come from? he thought to himself. I have never sounded like that before! That noise should have been produced by a much bigger cat, rather than scrawny me!
A sudden surge of movement had resolved into paired racers, drawing Jehani’s attention. He had not been surprised to see that many of the larger cats and dogs had chosen to run the race. Most of them had riders that were Hidden Folk, although one of the heavily furred hounds had decided to carry a small Angora.
Jostling a little bit as they lined up at the starting marks, the contestants seemed like a barely restrained mob. When Boney had raised his snout to the sky and let out a sharp baying sound to mark the race start, what ensued after that had been sheer unadulterated chaos and fun.
First, the animals had raced along the marked path, aiming for a black Yakutian horse that marked the first turn. Skidding and slipping, all of the contestants made the turn and charged into an area that had horses standing in random locations acting as obstacles. Bouncing off of each other in their efforts to get ahead, the dogs and cats absorbed the blows of their fellow runners while their riders added another layer of sound as they hissed, screeched, or yelled at each other.
One enterprising animal chose to simply jump over the horses that had taken a stand in the broken field. Even when the cat had landed on the ponies back and launched from that position, the sturdy, muscled animal kept watching the flurry of action around it with unrestrained patience and an immovable stance.
As the pathway narrowed down to a turn marked by another Arabian, the noise throttled, and Jehani had seen that each pairing was focused on this last turn before the homestretch. In the mad scramble to get around that turn, several of the pairings went sliding or skidding into the brush. That delay would keep them out of the race contention, but every one of them got back up and resumed their efforts to at least finish the race.
Exploding onto the homestretch, Jehani had seen the logs and piles of brush that had replaced the horse obstacles of the previous broken field. He remembered thinking it was just as well that these obstacles were inanimate as he watched the straining competitors crash into the barriers or catch weary paws and feet in the grasp of tangled vines or clingy thorned branches.
The field of contestants continued to stretch out until it was clear that the race was going to be won by either a bulky dappled hound ridden by a short and bulky Hidden Folk male or the thick-coated dog carrying the Angora cat. Both animals were running full out, breathing in gasping inhalations of air, moisture dripping from their jowls. Clearing or evading the clinging grasp of the obstacles smoothly and without apparent strain, the two racers moved forward almost in perfect synchronous movement.
Just like everyone else in the suddenly silent crowd, Jehani had leaned forward to better see the finish line. The little ones that had been watching from the safety of his embrace scrambled to improve their line of sight, many of them climbing to sit on his shoulders and head. In breathless anticipation, he waited to see who would be victorious.
Just short of the finish line, a barrier of twisted bramble stretched across the entire width of the field. Jehani could see the coils of the long leafy tendrils and their vicious looking thorns even from where he sat. Contemplating how badly it would hurt to be tangled in those vegetative traps, Jehani saw the exact moment when the dappled hound’s foot caught the outside loop of one of those insidious leafy lengths.
Although the power of his leg and the strength of his determination ripped the hound's limb free of the brambles’ grasp, it still cost him a gut-wrenching split second. The other contestant had no such impediment, flinging its body through the air in a desperation-fueled headlong dive for the finish line.
Ahead by half the length of its stretched-out body, the grey furred dog and its feline partner crossed the finish line for the win. The racer’s flying form continued to travel, crashing to the ground a good ten feet behind the finish line and short of where the Wizard waited with Hugh.
Resting for a brief moment as its gasping breath slowed and changed into softer pants, the big dog climbed to its feet and stretched. Emerging from the dense fur on the canine’s broad back, the delicate-looking Angora cat arched its spine and let all the hair on its body fluff out. Settling back on its haunches, the feline sent out a wail of triumph, joined by a victorious howl from the dog.
When at last the runner-up limped over to congratulate the winner, more of the contestants had stumbled across the finish line themselves and joined him in the acknowledgment of the victor’s triumph. Looking pleased, the grey dog acknowledged those congratulations in a restrained manner.
Remembering the less restrained behavior of the dog’s feline partner still brought a rush of amusement to Jehani. The adolescent cat could see the Angora’s strutting dancelike movements as she had worked her way back and forth from the grey dog’s head to the base of its tail, broadcasting her voice as she moved. Tail straight up in the air, with just the end of her appendage crooked to the side, she stopped periodically to preen and pose. He could almost hear her still singing, << Shadow Dancer and Bright Memory for the win! Queens and Bitches rule while Dogs and Toms just drool! Say it! Sing it! Play it again! >>
Unable to resist their laughter, the Familiars let loose in a cacophony of mirth and appreciation. When the Wizard choked through a translation for those that did not hear the animals, the humans joined in.
Smiling contentedly, Jehani carefully lowered his head to go back to sleep. He did not want to wake any of the tired little kittens and Hidden Folk children. He knew that all of them needed to rest up because more dangers and troubles are coming their way. Every moment of peace and comfort was to be treasured, and he planned on thoroughly enjoying what was left of his nap.





Chapter 33 – Merry Meet
On the French Road, Earth
Hugh could see the waystation just ahead, but it looked far more crowded than he had expected it to be. The big man could feel bands of tension tighten along his body as he wondered what more awaited them. This close to Paris, most of the faster conveyances and caravans would push on to make their final destination even if it were later in the evening when they arrived. For him, he always stopped at this waystation so that he could enter the extended Parisian sprawl with rested teams and refreshed mind.
It was, therefore, with a wary gaze that he regarded the densely packed groups that waited for him as the cavalcade approached the waystation. Picking up on his concern, the Wizard unobtrusively drew his wand, holding it partially concealed by the side of his leg. Adin’s other hand kept a firm grip on his intricately carved staff.
The other two human members of their party also prepared. Helene nudged her loaded crossbow so that it was clear and ready for her draw, while Zane pulled back the side of his coat so that his bladed and curved throwing knives could easily be reached.
It was not just the humans that prepared for possible conflict. The smaller dogs that had been walking scrambled to get back up into the wagon and carts. All of the small animals without warlike weapons concealed themselves in the labyrinth of goods and coverings that filled the caravan load.
Jehani not only tucked his charges safely away behind the protective and concealing bulk of their many packs, but he carefully placed his body over the largest hole, determined that he would not give up the babies without a fight. Almost immediately, two Hidden Folk armed with bows and a short, muscular dog joined him.
Startled, the adolescent cat glanced at the grim-looking Hidden Folk on either side of him and noted their rocksteady grip on their bows. He also noticed the blue substance that coded the tips of their arrows, and wisely held his peace.
The dog positioned itself in front of Jehani facing toward the strangers. In a low mental tone, the animal said, << You are brave, but recovering still from your wounds. I am sturdier. If there is a blow to be caught, it would be better for me to take the injury than you. I have more chance of surviving it. >>
At first, Jehani did not know how to respond. The young male cat really wanted to protest and tell the dog that he was capable of protecting the kittens on his own, but he knew that everything that the strange dog said was correct. Unable to think of something that he could say that was both truthful and appropriate, Jehani was forced to simply say, << You are right, although I wish I could argue with you. Thank you. >>
Surprisingly, one of the Hidden Folk turned to Jehani and gave him a wide grin saying out loud, “Smart male! You apparently have not yet caught testosterone poisoning, and I hope you never do. It makes you much easier to work with.”
Once again, Jehani kept his silence. He was less concerned with posturing and more worried about what the mass of waiting people meant to them. Were they enemies? Or could they possibly be more travelers that were supposed to join them? Without any answer, the young cat’s mind just spun until he was almost nauseous with dizziness and unanswered questions.
Lacking anything better to do, Jehani tried to focus his gift and used it to check the auras of the beings that waited at the waystation. Once his gift kicked in, what he saw made him exclaim in warning to those around him. << Be careful! There are two powerful but different Magic users in the group ahead of us! One of them reeks of burned herbs and strange metals, while the other one is filled with the Power of turbulent Earth movements and the smell of an astringent flower. >>
Immediately, the Wizard answered, questioning him, << Can you determine their intent? Are they preparing to attack, or are they actually waiting for us? >>
Pressured, Jehani almost stammered as he answered, << I cannot tell! There too many of them. I can say that there are so many Familiars in that group that my mind feels pressured! But I do not know what they want! >> Jehani could tell that his own mental voice sounded panicked and overwhelmed, and the young feline knew that portrayal was an accurate representation of his true feelings.
Jehani caught the recognizable and comforting smell of Boney, and he realized that the big hound had come to pace beside the wagon bed, which housed him and the kittens. The big dog’s mental voice reassured the rattled young feline, wrapping him in strong virtual arms of support. Boney calmly asked him, << Can you just relax your mind and take in the feelings and thoughts? Look at the colors of the auras and see if they are shot through with the sparkles and lines that precede immediate action. >>
Taking a deep breath, the adolescent cat focused his other Sight on the waystation. Light exploded across his Magical senses, and his eyes watered in physical reaction. Whimpering in pain, Jehani managed to grind out, << There does not appear to be any evil intent held by anyone in the actual waystation. However, many of the beings waiting for us are ambivalent or questioning of our plans. Also, one of the Magic users seems to be very guarded and contained. My guess is that he is going to be trouble, not through intent but simply because of who and what he is. >>
The hound pressed for more information, demanding, << What else do you see in the area? Are all of the beings collected in the waystation, or are there any lying in ambush? >>
Jehani cast his perceptions on a broader arc, trying to determine who was positioned where. To his surprise, he felt the presence of concealed beings scattered throughout the surrounding woods and even some that appeared to be flying overhead. Quickly, the adolescent cat shared the information with Boney, before plaintively asking, << What should we do? Why do we have all of these people watching us? >>
The big hound seemed to shrug before he answered, << Not everyone makes up their minds as quickly as we have. I can understand that some of the watchers may be spying on us, observing who we really are based on our actions and what our plans might be. None of that is a concern right now. Instead, let us see what the parties waiting for us have in mind. >>
The young cat quieted but kept his Sight active anyway. He was somewhat reassured when the Wizard nodded his head to let him know that everything that he had said to the hound was also recognized by one of the humans. Slowly, Jehani led a deep breath out, realizing he was more reassured than expected as he felt some of the tension that kept his muscles cramping dissolve away.
In just another few moments, their caravan of six carts and wagons entered the center area of the waystation. Hugh signaled the drivers to pull to a halt, and for a brief period, there was no noise except the uneasy stamping of hooves and the shuttered breath of many living beings.
Almost exploding from the left side of the waystation in a flurry of layered clothing and flyaway hair, a young woman with a broad smile and cheerful voice nearly jumped into the wagon beside Helene exclaiming, “I am so happy to see that there are other women! I was petrified that I would be the only one, and that would have been not only boring but very uncomfortable. I really do not like being uneasy when I am traveling in a group! Do you?”
Before Helene could force a single word out, the other woman continued her chatter in a soft burred accent, “I said to myself, Rachel, you need to be open-minded about this whole thing. After all, it is not every day you get this mysterious Call to do something important with your life! Is it? So I talked to all of the Familiars around me and even talked to the Hidden Folk. Some of them were really hidden, and I had to spend a lot of time tracking them down. But then it all was happening really, really, really fast, and I had to leave again. So I tried to make sure all my duties were handed off. After all, if the Call was good for me, then maybe others should also be considered. I did not want anybody to be left out! I hope that was okay! Was it not?”
Now helpless with laughter, Helene put her hand on the other woman’s arm and begged, “Stop! Stop talking for a moment so I can answer some of your questions!”
The young woman turned beet red and looked down in embarrassment, mumbling under her breath, “I am so sorry. My mouth runs away from me when I get excited, and I am very excited!”
By this time, Hugh had slipped down from the seat of his wagon and had made his way over to join the young woman and Helene. Smiling broadly, the big man interrupted what looked like to be another runaway conversation, saying, “Merry meet, Rachel. The woman you are chattering at is named Helene, and I am Hugh. The Wizard over there is Adil, and the other gentleman is Zain. At a guess, I would think that you are a Mage. Is that correct?”
Again flushing a brilliant scarlet, Rachel tumbled into speech, saying, “Yes, I am a Mage. Not the kind that endangers everyone by wanting to sacrifice them, but the other kind! Oh, my actual name is Rachel Chandler, and I traveled from the border between England and Scotland to be here.”
Reaching into the belt pouch at her side, the Mage pulled out the familiar shape of the Kolovrat’s arm, incised with the symbol for Mage. Glowing with a golden light, the physical sign of both the Call and the woman’s acceptance held everyone’s eyes until Rachel respectfully tucked it back away.
Jehani was watching the other Magic-user when the friendly, female Mage pulled out the Magical artifact. The man’s arrogant expression had been shattered into shock, and for a moment, his mouth gaped open. That insight into the closed personality was brief, changing so quickly that if the young feline had not been staring directly at the man, he would not have known of the other’s surprise.
His feelings now concealed behind an arrogant mask, the perfectly attired man moved forward with a few measured paces of the imposing Friesian stallion on which he rode. Extending an elegant and soft-looking pale hand, the man displayed another Kolovrat arm, this one glowing with the purple glyph of a Sorcerer.
When the Sorcerer spoke, the sound of his voice startled the Wagon Master, and the rest of the humans clustered around him. They have been so intent on the cheerful Mage that they had failed to consider the other Magic-user that had awaited them.





Chapter 34 – Clashing Forces
On the French Road, Earth
In arrogant, aristocratic tones that matched the expression on his face, the tall pale-haired man stated, “I am Agaton Elligboe Dolph. Obviously, I am a Sorcerer. By your interaction with this woman, it would appear that you are my guide. Is that correct?” The man then fell silent, staring down his long slender nose at Hugh.
Before anyone else could respond, Rachel had flung herself at the imposing war stallion. Taking his dangerous jaw in both hands, the woman had unclipped the bit instantly and was covering the animal's muzzle with extravagant kisses. Crooning in a singsong voice, the young Mage was murmuring, “Oh, you handsome boy! You will get along very well with all the wonderful Familiars that have come with me! I bet you and the Warlanders will become best friends. We brought plenty of tasty treats with us! This is going to be so much fun!”
The Sorcerer roared, “Stay away from my horse, you hag! How dare you lay a hand on him.”
A snarl was ripped from many throats, as the Familiars reacted. Startled, the arrogant Magic-user glanced wildly around. Jehani felt his own teeth showing and realized that his claws had come out. How dare that man treat a Familiar like a dumb beast of burden. And why should we take someone so rude and cruel with us?
The situation might have gotten much worse, but the Mage broke into speech, defusing the situation by saying, “Hush, you silly man! I realize you are a bit shy, but there is no reason to be rude. I guess you have not gotten out very much and do not realize that your words and your actions can hurt other people. You certainly should not treat a Familiar like property, especially since he is not bonded to you. Why on Earth would he want to stay with you if you are nasty?”
His pale cheeks turning a bright red, the Sorcerer almost stammered in reply, “I allowed these animals to accompany me. They should be cognizant of the honor and obey me, not consort with people like you! After all, I am the appropriate leader for this effort! I came because I have a destiny.”
As the Mage started to answer him, the Sorcerer turned even redder as he shouted, “And I am not shy!”
Jehani found himself stifling a massive spike of amusement, but he heard others that were not so successful. Surrounded by a chorus of feline hissing laughter and strangled yelps of canine mirth, the Sorcerer had eyes and ears only for the actions and response of the impervious Mage.
Her open face displaying her pity, Rachel said comfortingly, “Do not worry! I am sure that you are still teachable. Otherwise, I do not think you would have been able to answer the Call. However, I do know that you have thoroughly offended Iron Hooves, so I would strongly recommend that you dismount. That is assuming that you do not want to be tossed off.”
Infuriated, Agaton shouted, “Who the hell is Iron Hooves? And there is no reason for me to dismount. I have never been thrown from a horse!”
Before anyone could say more, the huge coal-black stallion reared and twisted his body in an impossible curve, shaking the rider from his back. Even before the thrown Sorcerer had come to a complete stop as he smashed into the ground, the war-trained equine Familiar pounced on the man’s form. A plate-sized front hoof jarred to a landing in the center of the man’s chest, pinning him into the dirt and stealing his breath.
Rachel rushed forward, saying quickly, “Aggie, I would like to introduce you to Iron Hooves. He is the Herdmaster for the Friesian Familiars. My guess is that he is not very happy with you right now, but I am sure that he is going to be reasonable and let you go. However, unless you want to walk in the future, I would suggest that you apologize to him. This is not the way you make friends!”
Sputtering, the discombobulated Sorcerer argued, “I do not need him to be my friend! I am the Sorcerer, a nobleman among Magic users and certainly someone that any Familiar should be honored to serve!”
Exasperated, Rachel stopped and placed both hands on her ample hips, staring down at the man who lay on his back, pinned to the ground, and still was capable of arguing. With a flash of insight, she said, “Someone has fed you a bunch of arrogant and unrealistic information! All Magic users that are lucky enough to have the assistance of a Familiar should be aware that they are every bit as powerful and important as us humans. That is why a bonded pair is so much more potent than either individual separately.”
Confused and disoriented, the Sorcerer used his Power to smash the stallion's leg off of his chest. The massive blow could easily have broken a typical horse’s limb, but it instead rebounded to slam the Magic-user with a reflection of his own Power.
Showing his training, Agaton instantly grabbed for a rod that he carried in a holster on his belt. Before he could get his hand on his sorcerous weapon, two charging bodies interfered.
Cutting in across the open space surrounding the Sorcerer from the left, the agile, black and white form of a Border Collie executed a breed-typical cutting move. It ripped the rod out of the holster just under the grasping fingertips of the Sorcerer. At the same time, the square and blocky body of a terrier charged in from the right. With the man’s attention focused on the loss of his rod, the terrier jumped to place his body between the stallion’s hoof and the man’s head, gripping the Sorcerer’s trachea securely in his jaws.
Agaton froze, his eyes wide, and a look of fear replacing his unthinking arrogance. In a gravelly mental hiss, an old feline voice stated coldly, << I am sure that we could always find another Sorcerer. While most of them are not well socialized, I have to say in the many years of my life I have never met one that is so flat out ignorant. I have no idea what has happened to the Nordic kingdoms that they do not train their Magic users any better than this. Despite everything that we can do, this boy’s attitude and worldview have not changed one iota during the entire trip. >>
Moving carefully, an immense Norwegian Forest cat, grizzled with age, made its regal way toward the downed Sorcerer. Staring impassively into the shocked man’s face, the feline Elder continued, << I have to thank my fellow Breed Elder for being willing to put up with this man’s arrogant disrespect and cruelty so that we might get to where we needed to go. However, I see no reason to continue to pander to his immature posturing and naïve delusions. >>
Turning his attention to where the Mage and the Wagon Master stood, the old cat said, << Greetings, Mage and Wagon Master! I am Sees Far Ways, the Head Elder of the Oslo Clowder. I lead those from the clowder that have chosen to emigrate to a new home. >>
Hugh nodded his head, astounded by the turn of events while Rachel burst into a welcoming speech, saying, << I am so glad you came! Your Familiars are notoriously strong in their skills, and I am sure you all will be an excellent addition to our party. I am anxious to learn what I can from you. Of course, I would be happy to teach any of you something that I can do that you cannot! >>
The old cat let out a purr, saying, << Thank you for your pleasant and diplomatic greeting, Mage. I can tell from both your reception and your reputation that any of the Familiars in our party will be happy to work with you. You have demonstrated respect and regard for the others around you that is well known even beyond your small country. In fact, if it would not be too much of an imposition, I would request that you allow some of us to join you. >>
Startled, Rachel stumbled in her speech for the first time, saying, << Of course, you may join me. I am not sure why you would want to, because I am just a country Mage, but I genuinely feel that together we are stronger. That being said, I would consider it an honor to join you on this journey. Hopefully, at this trip's end, we will continue to be allies and prosper next to each other. >>
Almost ignored as he lay pinned to the ground, Agaton snarled in confused fury, “Why would you rather travel with her than with me? She dresses like a beggar and cannot control her mouth! She is ugly and does not know how to even comb her hair! Besides which, Mages are not that powerful! Why would you pick her over me?”
Rachel flinched back as if she had been struck across the face, and her eyes welled with tears. Infuriated, the feline Elder hissed like an overheated kettle and slashed with one front paw across the cheek of the Sorcerer, leaving bloody furrows in the man’s face.
Growling an equally angry opinion of the man’s behavior, the terrier that held the Sorcerer’s throat in his jaw shook his head once, puncturing the man’s skin and adding trickles of blood from either side of the man’s windpipe.
When the upset woman would have turned away, the huge Friesian stallion released his hold on the Sorcerer’s chest to move next to the upset Mage, lipping her hair in a comforting gesture. From all over the waystation, growls and snarls made the opinion of the remaining Familiars known.
Moving as quickly as a striking snake, Helene jumped forward to slam her foot into the exact same spot that the stallion had bruised with his hoof. The Sorcerer gasped in sudden agony, involuntary tears filling his own eyes. Almost incandescent in her fury, Helene told him in a viciously low voice, “That makes perfect sense, you idiot! You take the one person that was even mildly sympathetic to you and attack her in front of everyone else! While it makes no sense to the rest of us, it obviously did to you. However, I do have a question for you.”
The woman leaned forward so that the Sorcerer could see her face directly above the terrier that was ready to rip his throat out. When his eyes were firmly fixed on her, she ground out, “Do you have a death wish, or are you just that stupid?”
Without waiting for an answer, Helene swept the surrounding Familiars in a comprehensive glance and commanded, “Let the immature, ignorant son of an unworthy mother go. We have better things to do than to pander to his needs. Since he is not prepared to be part of this group, we might as well ignore him. We have a camp to make and plans to build.”
With no more discussion, Hugh began to direct the set up of an integrated camp. Everyone was soon busy with pitching the shelters that they needed and doing preparation for the meal. No one even watched except the silent birds high in the trees as Agaton painfully rose to his feet and went to find his packs.





Chapter 35 – Shaken Worldview
On the French Road, Earth
When Agaton came to where he had left all the horses and others that had traveled with him, the Sorcerer saw only his gelding and the pair of packhorses that his mother had insisted he took when he left his ancestral home.
For a long while, the man stood staring down in the dirt at where the fancy saddle and tack lay that had last been on the magnificent Friesian stallion. His shuttered face gave no clue as to his thought processes as he stood in the same spot as the sun set, and darkness descended.
Even when he felt the close passing inspection of soft flying owls and heard the high-pitched squeak of curious bats, the man stayed lost in his own thoughts. Even the smell of cooking meat failed to draw him out of the pathways of his mind.
At last, Agaton roused enough to unsaddle his patient packhorses and tether them closer to the fire. Moving silently, the man poured them sweet oats and made sure that the animals had armfuls of freshly pulled grasses to eat. Automatically, he checked their legs and hooves, even brushing out the sweat-flattened marks of the packs they had been carrying.
Still wordless, the man came close enough to the group to hear the discussion but made sure that he sat on the periphery of the group, keeping apart from everyone else.
Hugh was speaking as Agaton began to pay attention to the conversation. The Wagon Master was saying, “… Only another two days easy travel before we are at our usual staging place on the outskirts of Paris. We could even make it in one if we pushed, but I would prefer to be rested when we got there. As soon as we arrive, I will let Jeremiah know. I am sure that he has a plan, but I do not know what that is right now. The tricky part is going to be getting us into his facility without too much notice. While the neighbors are used to my coming in with a caravan of wagons and carts, I am sure that they will be curious about all of the horses, even if they do not see the rest of you.”
The Sorcerer listened carefully to the discussion about how to conceal the size of their group. Although he had some thoughts on how it might be done, the man had no idea of how to move past his own mortified embarrassment and feelings of shame. Without an understanding of others' emotions, he simply did not know how to start.
His confusion was interrupted by a forceful bump of his left hand. Jumping a little in surprise, the man looked down to see the black and white coat of a Border Collie and two wise and considering eyes that glowed a deep brown. The dog cocked its head to one side and presented the rod that was carried in its mouth.
Shocked and fumbling for something to say, Agaton carefully took his Magic focus from the dog’s mouth, murmuring in a low tone, “Thank you. It is the only thing I have left of my father’s, and I would have been heartbroken to lose it.”
<< I understand, young pup. I, too, made errors of unthinking arrogance when I was young. I could smell you and someone older and fainter that reminded me of you. It is good to remember your loved ones, and also your lessons. One thing that I have learned is that it is not really possible to die from embarrassment as long as we turn it into a learning experience. >> With that thought, the dog faded into the shadows, leaving the Sorcerer once again lost in the pathways of his own mind.
For a long while, Agaton sat thinking as the discussion ranged and swirled around him. The man was peripherally conscious of the movement in the woods and brush that surrounded the waystation. Every once in awhile, he could feel a whisper of air as night flying predators both avian and mammalian worked their way through the dark and silent woods. While the air movement brought a welcome coolness to his skin, he felt only peaceful regard from those that moved by night.
Slowly, a different sensation began to rise, and the Sorcerer became uneasy. Reaching out with his mind in curiosity, he realized that all of the soft sounds in the underbrush and the movements of the flying predators had ceased. Instead of that sense of quiet observation that had surrounded him, his skin now crawled with a cold and clammy feeling of clinging hunger. A noxious smell threatened his control as his gorge rose.
Turning his head cautiously in first one direction and then the other, Agaton caught a glimpse of bloodshot glowing eyes to his right. Instantly, the Sorcerer jumped into action. Tightening his grip on the rod that he still held in his right hand, the man spun and fired a ray of force into the creature that stood concealed by the trunk of a tree from those gathered around the campfire.
The beam caught the creature squarely in the chest, exploding the rotting body into globs of putrid slime. Yelling an alert to the other travelers, Agaton charged into the center of the waystation. “Attack! We are under attack. Resonance in the woods!”
Seeing another pair of red-veined eyes coming closer to the clustered equine Familiars and wagons to his reoriented right side, the Sorcerer spun and fired another ray of force at the zombielike shambling body that lumbered into view. Once again, the animated spy exploded in slimy shrapnel and the release of noxious gases.
Gasping with exertion, Agaton was conscious of the waystation exploding into teams of fighters and Magic users with those that had only mundane weapons quickly grabbing up bows and burning brands. Moving up to stand directly next to the embattled Sorcerer was the human female, Helene.
Armed with a crossbow, the woman’s rapid glance caught a gesture from a dimly seen figure, partially concealed by the woods. Instantly she fired, drawing a hiss of pain from her target. Before she could reload, a green glowing orb came flying through the air, directed by a Blood Mage that had stepped fully into the light on the side opposite of Agaton.
Without thinking, the Sorcerer shouldered the woman out of the way and stepped in to interpose his body between the now defenseless fighter and the attack. Slinging up his left hand in a warding gesture, Agaton managed to slow and then stop the orb in midair but could not overwhelm it. Sweat suddenly poured down his face, and the young Sorcerer felt the strain of more potent Magic moving against him. Inch by inch, the luminescent globe grew larger and closer, but the man refused to step out of the way.
Stripped of all cheerfulness and any hint of flakiness, Rachel’s voice sounded as she stepped up on Agaton’s other side. “I have this! I can shield while you attack. After this is over, perhaps we can exchange notes.” The Mage’s voice was unstrained but determined. Something in the Sorcerer twanged with the release of tension and the warm feeling of someone else joining the battle on his side.
Agaton watched in disbelief as a globe of colored light expanded away from the Mage and pushed the luminous ball of deadly force away from them. It was only then that the Sorcerer heard the yelling voices in his mind that were demanding, << What spell? What spell destroyed the revenants? >>
Answering in the same mental band, Agaton quickly shouted, << Force pushed through a small tube to focus it, like a cannon of Magic water. It worked better when I hit it in the middle of the chest. >>
Receiving a combined wave of gratitude, the Sorcerer was amazed when he saw the same casting that had taken him two years to refine executed from three sources to reach out and destroy the other pairs of glowing reddened eyes.
Relieved, Agaton drew one deep breath before fireballs arced toward the group of defenders. Hearing the gasp of pain from beside him, the Sorcerer turned to see Rachel’s hands turned red with burns as she stubbornly held their shield. Frantic to locate the enemy, the man yelled aloud and mentally simultaneously, “Where are the Blood Mages? I need a target! Give me a target!”
Jehani was the one who answered, saying, << There are three of them still attacking and one that is semiconscious. I can see their auras, and they all feel equally strong, although much weaker overall than I thought they would be. >> Immediately, the Sorcerer received a map with the fire in the center and the location of each of the Blood Mages scattered in the woods around them.
The young cat had indicated the injured Blood Mage differently than the other three, so the Sorcerer immediately went on the attack, targeting one of the ablest opponents. Dredging up more energy, the Sorcerer channeled his fear and fury into the force that rushed in compressed form through his Magically constructed tube.
The destructive ray that appeared from the end of his rod was far more substantial and intense than anything he had been able to cast before. Incinerating its way through the concealing foliage, the bolt of his spell briefly illuminated the Blood Mage before the Magic-user’s figure dissolved into ash.
Similar rays converged on the other two active Blood Mages, less intense than Agaton’s but combining the Power of multiple attacks of lesser strength to obliterate the opponents just as thoroughly.
The Sorcerer spun in place, trying to locate the remaining Blood Mage. Even though the man was semiconscious and injured, Agaton knew that he would be capable of reporting back to his Master if not stopped. Before he could do more than a quick survey, the war-trained Friesian stallion galloped into the center area, dropping a smashed and bloodied body onto the ground. Charging behind the equine Familiar, a gasping elderly herding dog managed to say, << His amulet is concealed and in stasis. His Master will only know that he is gone but will be unsure of exactly where his death happened and what caused it. >>
One of the wild cats interjected, << We checked, and none of the Blood Mages that were hit with that beautiful, nasty ray had enough left of them or their amulet to give any clue or notice. We think it was a clean sweep. >>
Finally, drawing a deep breath in relief, Agaton heard a sob of pain next to him, and overwhelming panic punched him in the chest. Turning toward Rachel, the man managed to catch the Mage as she fainted, pulling her next to his chest and carefully not bumping her badly burned hands. Without taking his eyes off the unconscious woman, the Sorcerer shouted, “Get a Healer! Rachel is hurt, and she needs help! Hurry!”





Chapter 36 – Distraction and Focus
Blagogarsk, Tellus
TT dropped to the ground and groaned in relief. The drills and exercises that she and Dascha had been practicing in preparation for the next Familiar Trials strained her mind and body in ways she had never imagined before. It was if every single one of her hairs was aching. The Persian cat’s breath rasped in her throat, and for a blissful moment, the once pampered Persian Princess gloried in the feeling of idleness.
All too soon, TT knew that there would be something else that she needed to practice, whether it was training her body to do something new or uncomfortable. Hearing the soft footsteps of another feline, the Persian open one eye to blearily identify who chose to approach her. Reassured by the sight of her Uncle Jack, TT allowed her heavy eyelid to drop back down and focused on enjoying the next ten seconds of relief.
Accurately enough, just over ten seconds later, the unhappy voice of her uncle intruded on her peace. << How much longer are you going to be doing these ridiculous exercises? >>
TT responded in a conciliatory tone, << I do not think they are ridiculous, and neither does Dascha. I need to up my game before we go to the Trials. >> Feeling suddenly aggrieved, the female Persian straightened up a little bit and asked acerbically, << If I remember correctly, you were one of the people pushing me to do these exercises and get ready for the Familiar Trials. When I wanted to skip them, you gave me a big long speech about whether I was bonded or not, I was still a Familiar. You pushed me just as hard as Dascha has to get ready for this! Why are you suddenly hissing and moaning about the time I am spending on preparation? >>
Looking suddenly embarrassed, Jack acted as if he had an essential grooming need, raising his leg up and straightening the fur on the back of his thigh. TT waited patiently as he performed the ritual but kept her stare on him, so when he looked up as if he had not heard her, he was caught in the demand of her gaze.
Reluctantly, the male cat answered, << I know the practice is important. However, I am going crazy worried about what is happening with those we left behind. At first, I was relieved to be out of there, but your concerns are contagious. Now I am worrying about everyone day and night. I do not know how you are coping! >>
TT answered reluctantly, saying, << I am working myself into exhaustion preparing for the Familiar Trials. That is what both you and Dascha told me I needed to do and so I am focusing on that. Even though I am trying to forget everything else, it is not working, but I keep attempting it. Is that not what you guys told me to do? >>
<< Yes, but I have begun to think that it is a bunch of bull. I have decided that I am going to head to the BHB and see if I can get the Clothier to make me some armor so that I am a little tougher than a fluffy Persian when I go back to Terra. I just cannot stay here and keep worrying from a distance. We have found a safer place, so I am going to go back and see what difference I can make. Hopefully, I can get at least some of our friends out. >>
With that comment, Jack jumped to his feet and sprinted away from TT as if demons were chasing his steps. The young Persian was struck dumb and could only stare after his vanishing figure. Her mind spun touching on her desire to advance in the Trials and her haunted dreams of friends and family begging for help. Caught in a whirlwind of indecision and conflicting loyalties and objectives, TT sat motionlessly.
The Persian had not sat there very long by herself when Dascha came flying past the finish line of the obstacle course. Part of TT resented the fact that the black Familiar did not even appear to be winded, but right then, she was grappling with bigger issues and decisions.
Looking quite pleased with herself, Dascha pranced over and laid down with a controlled sigh of relief next to TT. When the Persian did not respond, Dascha looked over at her and asked, << Is something wrong? You are not usually so quiet. >>
Hesitantly, TT told her what happened with Jack. Dascha heard her recounting but held her peace after TT was done. After a long pause, the Persian added, << I think he is right. It feels somehow selfish of me to be sitting here safe and practicing for the Trials when others are still in danger. They continue to haunt my dreams, either begging me for help or dying in horrible ways. It somehow feels like I should be going with him, traveling back to do what I can to help the last of our people escape. >>
<< Who do you define as our people? Are you talking about saving your clowder? Because I want to tell you right now, if you are, that is not a realistic expectation. If you are saying that there are selected individuals that you believe you and Jack would have a good chance of extracting, that I might agree with, >> replied the black Familiar.
TT said thoughtfully, << Some individuals, I think. It does not seem right for me to travel very far away from Paris. However, if I go to Paris, it might be possible to save some of the endangered people at the Castle. Maybe even my niece or cousin. I know there is no hope for the clowder, at least in its entirety. >>
<< If it is anything like what Zhanna and I experienced, those that are savable will somehow meet up with you while you were there. This is what it feels like when the gods meddle in your life. Believe me, it is not comfortable! >> grumbled Dascha.
Another long pause and the two friends shared a companionable silence as the clouds drifted over the soft lavender-blue skies of Tellus. After a long interval of watching the transitory shadows, Dascha murmured, it sounds like you have made up your mind and that you will be going. >>
Just as contemplatively, TT responded, << Yes, I believe I will be accompanying Jack. >>
<< Are you going to ask the Clothier for armor for you also? >> asked Dascha.
Suddenly amused, TT just laughed and answered, << Of course, I am. I certainly have enough scars and do not need any more of them. Jack does not have much of a head start on me, and I would feel better if the plan was a little better thought out than just his urge to pack up and go charging off on a rescue mission. What else do I need to consider? >>
Choking back a laugh, Dascha said, << There is nothing you can do about how Toms act! It will probably be up to you to do the planning. Zhanna and I had discussed your probable needs for protection and weapons. She worked with one of her instructors to make items and spells that might assist you. Let us go talk to my Witch and her Baba. They may have some good ideas. >>
TT stood up and stretched, arching her back and sticking her tail high in the air. Once she felt her body awareness click back into her conscious control, the scarred white Persian walked toward Bolormaa’s cottage, rapidly exchanging ideas with her friend, the black Familiar.





Chapter 37 – Plans and Strategies
Badger Hole
The discussion with Zhanna and Bolormaa had gone well. Neither woman had argued with TT’s plans or desires. Instead, they offered suggestions and guidelines, as well as a variety of assistance. The Seer told TT that she would check to see what her scrying bowl showed her about possible opportunities and dangers. At the same time, the young Witch promised to travel to the BHB and bring items that would possibly assist the Clothier in the construction of protective armor for Jack and the younger Persian.
The young Persian left that discussion feeling supported and loved. Her eyes burning with unshed tears, TT looked over at her friend, Dascha, as they paused by the portal that led to the BHB. Awkwardly, TT said, << I have not mentioned this enough, I know. However, I am honored and have been blessed to have you as a friend. If this is the last time we are together, please realize that you will hold a place in my heart until I draw my last breath. >>
The look in the eyes of the black Familiar spoke volumes, but her comment was typically snarky, << Only till then? I would have expected to have that spot reserved for several lifetimes, girlfriend! You need to work on your gratitude arc! >>
Choking on her own laughter, TT turned and walked into the portal, knowing that her friend understood. As the cat's foot broke the plane of the doorway, she felt the familiar feeling of rushing along the twisted paths and turns until, between one step and the next, she was walking from a protected courtyard in Blagogarsk and then striding into the warmth of a busy bar.
Waiting for TT were two smiling people. One was Madrik, the Anchor of the BHB, and the warm and welcoming waitress, Wynn, who was one of TT’s favorite people. It was the woman who broke into speech first, saying, “Welcome back, TT. I am so pleased to see you again! Are you here for something specific, or are you chasing after Jack?”
<< Yes, to both. I have several specific errands, but I am also chasing after Jack, >> answered the Persian.
Before either Madrik or Wynn could say anything else, a familiar mental voice intruded, asking TT, << Hello, Princess. Rumor has it that you and that old reprobate of an uncle are going to be making a rescue run back to our former home. Is that right? >> It was one of the Mercenary Guild members that had been initially part of a mercenary company under Dov that was voicing the question.
Surprised, TT answered, thinking that there was no need to keep their plan secret. << Yes, we are planning on going back and collecting whoever has managed to get to Paris for a final rescue run back here. Both Jack and I have been haunted by dreams of those that we left behind. While Jack sees it as his guilty conscience, both Bolormaa and Zhanna think it is a message to us from a Deity or at least some higher Power. After careful consideration, we decided that it is reasonable for us to attempt this. >>
The man turned to the others at his packed table, putting his hand out with the palm up and saying, “I told you, boys and girls. Now, pay up!”
The other men and women at the table laughed and began to lay money into his open palm. Still wearing a broad grin, the man turned back
and asked, << Would you accept several people to go with you? >>
Startled, TT peered closely at the man’s face and saw shadows of the same fears with which she had been dealing. Even from halfway across the room, she could feel the burden of guilt that lay on his shoulders, continually battering him with questions like, “How could I survive and escape when so many others died or have no chance to live?”
The Persian’s throat caught with a swallowed sob, and she murmured, << You do understand how dangerous this is and that anyone that goes has a good chance of being severely injured or killed? >> When the man nodded wordlessly, TT responded, saying only, << It would be helpful if we had a couple of humans to go with us. As determined as we are, at the bottom line, we are cats. No opposable thumbs and without a voice that most people can hear. I tell you, it significantly cramps my style! >>
The Mercenary Witch immediately said, << My name is Fyodor, and I want to go with you. I keep dreaming about two members of our company that stayed back in Brasilov. I keep picking up feelings of fear and pain from them and hope that somehow they can get to Paris. Whether they make it or not, I can at least feel like I have done my part. >>
<< Welcome Fyodor. I need to go to the Clothier and talk to her about some protective armor. I believe that Jack and I will be ready to go within another day or so if that is possible for you. >>
Smiling, the Mercenary Witch answered, << That is perfect. It will give me plenty of time to arrange for supplies for us and get them packed in a reasonable manner. >>
An abrupt movement at the bar startled TT and drew her gaze. A massively built man in the undress uniform of the new Mercenary Guild had come to his feet and was striding back toward where the Persian cat was conversing with Fyodor.
Reaching the cluster of people around TT, the man completely ignored Madrik and Wynn. Locking his eyes on TT’s face, a gravelly mental voice announced, <<Gennady Igorovich Kalinin. I wish to go also. >> As if tortured, the man added, << Please! >>
In a private aside to TT, Fyodor whispered, << Gennady never volunteers for anything! He is immensely powerful but as quiet and stubborn as the Earth. >>
Equally softly, TT asked, << Is he an Earth Elemental Witch? >>
<< Yes. >>
TT began to reply, planning on putting the man off, but then she saw the horror and the buried agony that shattered into shadows behind his eyes. Despite her best intentions, TT heard herself say, << Then, you may come with us. Welcome, Gennady, to what may very well be a suicide mission. >>
It was at this point that Wynn interrupted, exclaiming, “You are going to get armor? What a brilliant idea! I hope you are going to let Genevieve make it attractive as well as functional. I cannot imagine wearing something as long as you people seem to wear your protective outfits without going crazy with boredom. Make sure that she gives you a little razzle-dazzle, so you can impress any handsome Tomcats that you run into!”
Sweeping TT up in her arms, the waitress plunked down in a conveniently empty chair and demanded, “What color scheme are you thinking? Is it going to be shiny or nonreflective? Are you going to have any cool things built into the armor? What about patterns?”
Hissing her laughter, TT reared up on her haunches and placed both front paws over Wynn’s mouth. So amused that her feline hissing laughter combined with a resounding purr, the silvery-white Persian chortled, << I do not know what the Clothier will want to do. I have not really thought about color or style since I am more concerned with something that is going to improve my chances of survival. Perhaps when you take a break, you can come over and provide your input. I am just trying to catch up with Jack since he has a bit of a head start on me. I do not want the armor design to include something that will not work for me too. >>
Leaning back against Wynn’s hands, TT reached up and head-butted the woman’s chin, trying to communicate how fond she was of the cheerful and helpful woman. Only then did the Persian realized that the entire bar had gone silent.
Startled into a broader awareness, TT looked around the taproom, suddenly noticing that every mercenary and the entire staff of the BHB was focused on what she and Wynn were saying. Many of the people were leaning forward in their chairs, their drinks and food forgotten, as they strained to hear what was going on.
Fyodor and Gennady had both moved even closer, eyes intent and excitement bubbling beneath their expressions. The two mercenaries spoke almost in chorus, asking, “New armor? Will we also be getting new armor if we go and help you?” The rest of the room seemed to draw in and hold a collective breath as they waited for TT’s answer.
Knowing that most of the mercenaries in the room were Witches and would translate for those that were not, TT took a breath to answer, only to be stopped by Wynn’s gentle touch across the feline’s muzzle. In a low murmur, Wynn reminded her, “Remember, style and appearance are extremely important.”
Accepting, but slightly confused, the Persian answered the two mercenaries that would be accompanying her, saying, << I would think if there is enough material to make you armor that is better than what you currently have, the Clothier would be happy to do so. However, Zhanna is following me with some items that she has created that will be embedded in the armor and a new material that she believes Genevieve will like to use. Since I do not know how much of that material there is, I cannot answer for sure, but anything that remains after our equipment is built, I would be happy to have put into additional protection for the two of you. >>
Both the solidly-built Elemental Earth Witch and the lankier Mercenary Witch grinned as if it were Christmas Eve, and Saint Nicholas had just left presents. Looking in confusion to the waitress, somehow, TT was not surprised when Wynn murmured, “You are in for it now, girlfriend!”
Deciding that a change in venue was her best option, the white Persian leaped over the waitress’s shoulder and dashed out the middle door of the BHB. She could hear the room exploding in excited conversation behind her as she ran. The growing wave of the sound pushed her to move faster and filled her with a desperate longing for the protection of the Clothier.
As TT sprinted across the road and raced to get to Genevieve’s studio, she wondered to herself, What just happened? I have no idea what set them off! If I did not know better, I would think that they were thrilled at the thought of getting something new to wear, even if it means they are going on a dangerous mission! But that just does not make any sense! Sometimes humans are just incomprehensible!





Chapter 38 – Fashionable Inspiration
Clothier’s Studio, Badger Hole
Genevieve was feeling unsettled, unable to focus on anything for longer than a few moments. Her lousy day had started before she had even awakened for the morning, with her restless sleep filled with Visions of falling sheets of fire and ice crashing down on unsuspecting and unprotected people and animals. In her dreams, the Clothier had recognized some of the animals but not many of the people.
Her heart had pounded in her chest, and Genevieve felt like she could not breathe, trying to scream at them in warning with no success. It was not clear to the woman how she knew they were in danger, but every attempt to alert them had been futile. Her burning cries and alerts were trapped in an aching, straining throat that was too tight to allow any sound to emerge.
However it had come to pass, Genevieve knew that they were in danger and she fought against the restrictions of her body in an attempt to warn them of the creeping evil that was stalking them. She had been held helpless with bands of immovable force as those she knew and strangers were both brought down by the virulent Magic that assailed them.
Several times during the night she had awakened, wracked with sobs and desperately reaching out with trembling arms for something, anything, that would stop the danger that she saw laid out repeatedly in her brain. Doucette had been distraught, unable to see what was threatening his Anchor and concerned because the scent and flavor of her dreams told him that they were aspects of a True Vision.
Frantically trying to comfort his Anchor, the sentient building had called to her friends and assistants. From then on, whenever Genevieve had awakened with her nightmares, she heard Isaac's rhythmic rumble singing her old Yiddish songs of love and support, while Henri held her in a slender but sturdy embrace.
Yoko spent the rest of the evening crooning rhythmic poetry in a language that Genevieve did not understand but in which she found comfort buried in the rhythmic sounds of spoken meter and tone. Even Gingher was present, his cool and deadly length pressed against her fevered brow.
Only semiconscious, the Clothier knew that her friends would protect and comfort her with every atom of their being. As the dreams got worse, their caring attention, coupled with the firm grasp of Doucette through their bond, kept Genevieve from being lost in despair.
When she had risen for the day, bleary-eyed and exhausted, Doucette tried to explain what he thought was happening. In a flurry of words and images, the sentient building that was imbued with the soul of an extraordinary fashion artist told her, “The sharp edges and clarity of your Vision tells me that it was a true Seeing. The fact that you sought it repeatedly says that it is a genuine possibility, rather than just one of many. Someone is going to ask us for a way of protecting themselves that will function even if they are not aware. We have to be ready, or you and I will be grieving to the ends of our lives.”
Holding onto her fantastic cup of coffee that Henri brought her every morning, Genevieve reacted with openmouthed astonishment. Frightened, the Clothier asked, “But we deal with fashion! We do not work with things that save lives! Neither you nor I are beings that deal with death and destruction. Instead, we try to balance that darkness with the joy of creative celebration! Why and how have we been chosen to do this?”
“I have no idea, my beloved Anchor. All I know is that what you have Seen in your dreams is a foretelling that we cannot, and should not, ignore.”
The certainty in Doucette’s voice felt like a swat on the backside to Genevieve. Draining her coffee in one large gulping swallow, the woman carefully placed the delicate China cup and saucer on the table surface and asked resolutely, “So what should we do?”
Equally determined, Doucette said, “I believe we should see what we can create for protective garments. We need to source materials, think about designs, and consider functionality. Perhaps I can focus on looking at materials while you talk with the crew on design. Agreed?”
“Agreed!”
Still energized with the switch from unknowing dread to a plan, however flawed, carried them off to their tasks. Doucette to interact with the other sentient buildings of the Library and the Archives, while the Clothier had a discussion with her assistants.
<< <> >>
Genevieve was deep in discussion with Isaac, Yoko, Gingher, and Henri, arguing over design sketches and options when the door to her studio slammed open and a determined cat charged in. Before the Clothier could greet the Persian, Jack, he burst into preemptive speech.
<< Clothier, I need some form of armor! I can no longer sit by when I know that people that I care about are being injured and dying from the Blood Mages on Terra. I know that I will only have one more trip to that planet before it is forever closed to me, but I am willing to risk my own life to try to save some of theirs. I may be a Familiar, but I am not a powerful one, and if I have any hope of succeeding, it will be because I have something that helps protect me from their deadly blows and spells. You are the only one that I trust to make me something that will help. Please, tell me that you will! >>
Startled, the Clothier asked the first thing that popped into her mind, “why are you talking to me and not the new Armorer? I design garments, not armor!”
The big Tomcat answered, saying, << Can you really see someone used to building battle protection creating something light and flexible enough for a feline to use? He would weigh me down with too much mass and make it impossible for me to use my natural advantages of flexibility and speed. You, at least, are not used to thinking of beings as movable forts! >>
Reluctantly, Genevieve answered, “No, I think you are probably right. However, without the correct fabric, I will not be able to construct you something that will be terribly effective. The best I am going to be able to do is to get something resistant to acid, electricity, or blows. Nothing more comprehensive, and I think you are going to need that protection. Doucette is also looking, even going as far as having the Archive and the Library do research for him. Neither one of us is coming up with anything specific. Do you have any idea of what or where to look?”
Discouraged, Jack just shook his head no. Crouching down in the middle of Genevieve’s worktable, the big Tomcat tucked his tail around his feet as he stared blindly at the tabletop surface. Unwilling to see him derailed from his purpose, Genevieve infused a small amount of cheer in her voice as she said, “The least we can do is get your measurements so that when we have a solution, creating the final garment will be quickly accomplished. How about if you go back with Henri and allow him to take your measurements. He will call them out to me, and I will record them so that the final construction of the garment will be staged and ready to go.”
Despair carried in every line of his posture, Jack slowly got up from the table and plunked to the ground. As Henri led the way to the dressing rooms in the back, Genevieve heard him encouraging the big cat by saying, “It will only take a few moments for us to get your measurements. After all, you are not talking about going to a formal ball. We just need to make sure that the metrics that we gather will allow you to move as freely as you need. That is the difference between Madam Genevieve and the ill-mannered Armorer!”
As the big feline moved out of sight, the Clothier heaved a sigh of relief, asking Doucette, << Have you found anything yet? I now know that one of the players in my dream was Jack, and he is here looking for protective garments. He says he does not want to go to the Armorer because that man is used to viewing his customers as movable forts. While I agree with his perspective, I am not sure that we are going to be able to accommodate the poor cat either. >>
Just then, a startled and furious yowl erupted from the direction of the dressing rooms. A series of frantic banging sounds shattered the air, ending with Jack charging into the main studio and leaping for the tabletop. Without pausing, the big Tomcat leaped for the Clothier. Genevieve caught him next to her chest by reflex, almost thrown back off of her feet by the force of his jump. The woman thought to herself, what on Earth…?
Jack blurted out, << Do not let him touch me! You would not believe what he was doing! >>
Henri’s offended voice intruded, saying in rigid formality, << Madam, please inform our customer that he needs to be measured so that his protective garments will not cause him distress when he moves. That means that his body needs to be compressed in a normal carry position when placed into armor. If that requires manipulation of any of his appendages to assume that packaging formation, it is entirely within reasonable measuring procedures! >>
Fighting her amusement with every breath of her being, Genevieve said soothingly, “We are only interested in getting the measurements that we need. Sometimes these measurements include adjusting movable body parts so that they are carried in an optimal position for action.”
Jack was quivering in either outrage or anger so strongly that Genevieve was not surprised that he could not speak. Stroking the upset cat gently, the Clothier was about to continue her reassurances when once more, the door to her studio opened with a cheerful tinkle of the bells above the door.
Slightly out of breath, TT, the white Persian, glided into the room and cheerfully asked, << Hi, everyone. Have I missed anything? >>
Almost choking over his reply, Jack forcefully clamped down on his trembling to answer, << No, we were just getting started. >>
Biting her tongue so hard that tears came to her eyes, the Clothier said with barely a quiver in her voice, “Hello, TT. We were just going to get Jack’s measurements and then will need yours. Once we have those, we can talk about designs, and then finally materials.”
TT seemed oddly relieved as she answered, << That sounds amazing. I will let Jack get his finished, and then you can do mine. Zhanna has promised to meet us here with an unusual fabric that she thinks will work, as well as some Magical artifacts that she created that will help bolster our protection and ability to fight back. >>
Genevieve was conscious of an immense wave of relief. She realized that not only was it her own feeling but that Doucette was expressing his gratitude that the two of them would not be responsible for crafting the entire protective nature of the garment.
When the Clothier sent him a loving and reassuring embrace, she was heartened by the strength of the bond and the warm nature of his returning hug. Speaking through their bond, Genevieve added, It is good that someone else is dealing with that part. This way, we can focus mainly on fashion aspects.”
Doucette responded immediately, clarifying, In this case, Feline Fashion!
Their shared amusement bounced back and forth over their Familiar bond as the Clothier turned her attention to the tricky job of gathering measurements.





Chapter 39 – Bossy Deities
Blagogarsk, Tellus
Dascha watched as TT stepped through the doorway, headed for the BHB. Her feelings were a chaotic mix of regret and worry as she saw the long-furred white Persian disappear into the swirling chaos of the portal.
Somehow she was not surprised when she turned and saw her bonded Witch, Zhanna, standing against the side of the area archway, calmly waiting for her Familiar. Moving back to the raven-haired young woman, Dascha commented, << I just wish I could go with her! It feels so wrong to me that we let them go into danger, and we cannot do anything to protect them! >>
The young Witch answered her Familiar somberly, << All we can do is try to find something that will assist them. It tears part of my soul apart into shreds at the idea of sending people into danger when we cannot accompany them, but there is no getting around the prohibition of the Universe. Star Child Grace was extremely clear in her warning. We cannot go home again, ever! >>
The Familiar answered, << I know, but my fur will not settle, and my mind is darting from one idea to another. It feels like I am missing something vital, and I do not know what it is! You at least have the ability to create artifacts that will help, but what do I have to add to their chances? Am I just that useless? >>
Soothingly, Zhanna said, << I am going to go pick up the artifacts that we created over the last few weeks from where they are safely held in the workshop of my instructors. While I do that, I will stop in and speak with the Land Kraken. >>
Curious, Dascha asked, << Why are you talking to him? >>
Shrugging her shoulders, Zhanna answered, << He says that he has something that I need to be aware of that will help me in my current project. Although I have no way of knowing how he knows what we are working on, it cannot do any harm to listen to what he says. If you wait for me here, I will join you as soon as I finish my errands. >>
The black Familiar was feeling more than a little depressed. Moving from the shade out into the sunlight, Dascha curled up in the warm glow of the sun. Tellus had a slightly cooler star than Terra possessed, and the Familiar was still adjusting to the somewhat lavender sky as well as the difference in foliage colors that her new world possessed.
One thing that had not changed, however, was the comfort that the cat felt when she sat baking in the heat of the unfiltered star. Although worries about TT and Jack combined in the Familiar’s mind with concerns centered around those that had been left behind in their old village, Dascha slipped quickly into a restful nap.
All too soon, her featureless sleep began to flash with images of challenge and warning. First, the young Familiar was battered with different views of a crossroad that she knew from previous journeys with her Witch. That location in the astral plane had been challenging to both Familiar and Witch, marking the place where Zhanna had met both the mysterious guide Ilya and her mentors. Involuntarily, Dascha felt her skin shudder as she experienced once again the feelings of combined terror and exultation that accompanied their actions.
Suddenly, Dascha found herself standing in that same crossroads. Only this time, she was by herself. The Familiar was first shocked and frozen motionless but quickly recovered enough to spin around looking for anyone or anything that would either attack or meet with her.
Feeling like a children’s toy, Dascha spun in a complete circle, once, twice, and finally a third time. At the end of her third rotation, the small black Familiar was startled out of her skin at the appearance of an immense sabertooth cat.
Involuntarily, Dascha instantly transformed into her warrior shape, assuming the aspect of a thousand-pound black subtly-striped cat with huge paws and thick limbs. Crouched into a low protective profile, Dascha growled deep in her chest only to be pressed flat onto the ground by the force of the other’s will.
The immense animal thundered at her, << Surprisingly quick response for such an untutored youngster. However, you will need to do better, little kitten. >>
Snarling in frustration, Dascha responded, << Kotonich,
I am not a little kitten. Make fun of me if you wish, but everyone has a weakness, even you. Mock me at your peril! >>
The archetypal cat sat, his tail curling around his front legs as he tipped his head to the side and considered her out of eyes that were glowing with an increasing golden light. << Interesting. I cannot tell if you are brave or foolhardy. >>
With a wry sense of amusement, Dascha asked, << At this point in my life, I am not sure if the two are mutually exclusive. >>
Arrested, the immense feline murmured, << You might just have a point! That does not change the fact that you are ignoring something essential for you to do. We have tried to hint about our expectations, but you, like those before you, tend to be a bit stubborn and thick when it comes to taking hints. I have tried to communicate with you, and my brother has tried to talk to your Witch. Neither one of you is listening very carefully! >>
Stung, Dascha responded without thinking, << Has it occurred to either you or your brother that if you are having problems communicating with multiple people that the problem is not with them but with you? Trying to do something over and over again when it is not working is obviously a sign of a lapse in judgment or skill. Since you are so confident in your ability and your widespread knowledge, I suggest you figure out a better way. Maybe you could email, or perhaps you could send notes in a bottle! Figure it out, and stop blaming the rest of us when it is you that repeatedly has the problem! >>
As soon as Dascha finished speaking, she was almost buried under feelings of danger and how inappropriate her response had been. Fighting back from her sense of inadequacy, the stubborn Familiar focused on her connection with her Witch. From a distance, she felt Zhanna’s instantaneous and open-armed rush of energy and reassurance. No matter what any God or Deity chose to do, Dascha knew her Witch would back her up.
As she realized this reassuring fact, her heart rate slowed down, and the young cat straightened up and stared the massive feline facing her in the eye, waiting for his response. She thought to herself, If he is going to blast me out of existence, I am going to go on my own four paws, not cringing with my belly in the dirt!
There was a stretched, silent moment when no one said or acted. Just when Dascha thought she was going to break under the strain, the immense cat broke into hissing laughter. Almost incoherently, she heard him say, <<… would not have believed that anyone was brave enough to throw that in my teeth. I guess my sister that commands the Seers and she that leads the Witches are both right. You and your Witch are something special, both together and apart. >>
Relieved, Dascha asked him directly, << What is it that you want me to do? >>
The archetypal cat was suddenly serious as he answered her, << If your friends are going to survive, you must teach them how to take their primal shape before they leave the floating connecting dimension. Ensure that they can shift their form at will and are comfortable in their altered bodies. This is something critical that only you can do, and it will make all the difference in their ability to return to you. Do this without delay! >>
Dascha felt the impact of his words and knew that they were stating absolute truth with the way that they resonated through her bones and echoed in her mind. The Familiar turned to leave the crossroads just as she heard the large cat add, << Oh, by the way. Make sure you get some of that intriguing armor also. You are going to need it very soon! >>
Dascha had no chance to ask any further questions as she was abruptly swept back into the warm spot in the sun where she had fallen asleep. Zhanna was standing by her side, calling her name. When the black Familiar opened her eyes and looked at her Witch, she saw that the woman was carrying a bale that seemed to be fine leather.
Zhanna was asking, “Are you ready to go?”
Standing up and stretching, Dascha answered, << Of course, I am ready. >>
Tucking the shielded bag of artifacts that she had created securely into her belt, Zhanna settled the wrapped and tied bale of leathers from the Land Kraken that she planned on showing the Clothier firmly in her arms.
Together, the Witch and Familiar moved in concert through the portal.





Chapter 40 – Ambushed
Badger Hole Bar
Dascha and Zhanna moved through the expected tunnel of swirling chaos to emerge through the portal doorway into the Badger Hole Bar taproom. Usually, they were greeted by Madrik and Wynn, but this time the Witch and Familiar felt like they were ambushed.
Almost before they could take a single breath, the woman and cat from Tellus were surrounded by gesticulating and jabbering mercenaries. Her eyes wide, the young Witch looked over the top of what seemed like a huge crowd to meet the amused glances of the BHB’s Anchor and waitress.
Dascha immediately jumped for the mantle over the fireplace, her hair fluffed out, and her back arched. Even there, the Familiar was not safe. Executing another type of ambush, Spidercat immediately dropped next to her on the shelf with a solid thunk, and Wynn’s kitten leaped lightly up to the feline Familiar’s other side.
Staring from Dascha’s outraged form to the mob surrounding her, Zhanna mouthed, “What is going on?” The young Witch glanced in appeal at the two broadly grinning people. She looked so piteous that Madrik broke out in laughter. Unable to resist her unspoken plea for help, the BHB’s Anchor moved to her rescue.
Alastair had moved across the floor to her left side as the young woman had been engulfed by the waiting mercenaries. Madrik approached on the right. Raising his voice as he reached the embattled Witch, Madrik announced, with amusement threading through his tones, “Come on, ladies and gentlemen! Let the poor woman get all the way settled before you jump all over her. Surely you can give her that much breathing space!”
Most of the mercenaries looked embarrassed, stepping back away from Zhanna and muttering apologies under their breath. However, one female mercenary managed to grab Zhanna’s upper arms and begged with tears standing in her eyes, “Please, Zhanna! We heard that you were bringing artifacts of your own creation for the Clothier to set into a new type of armor that you and she were collaborating on.
“TT also said that you have new material for that armor! Any artifact that you have created that would help either for protection or weaponry can make the difference of life and death every time we go out on a mission. We leave the day after tomorrow on the first assignment that has been classified by the Mercenary Guild Commander as high risk. If there is anything that could help us, whether it is an artifact or material that will make better armor, please, please, let us buy it from you!”
Zhanna was so startled that she broke into speech without thinking, protesting, “These are the first Magical objects I have ever made! I do not want to bet your life on a practice exercise! Dorinda, both the artifacts and the possible material for the armor are just experiments!”
Before the female mercenary could respond, an irate voice rose from another table, grating out, “Women should not be involved in making armor! It is ridiculous to think that anyone of the female persuasion could create something that a sensible person would bet their life on. You need large muscles and a lot of Guild knowledge to make good armor, and no untested girl should try to con hard-working mercenaries out of anything!”
The room went deathly silent in shock as everyone’s gaze was drawn to the burly form sitting all by himself at a six-person table. Deep red and unruly hair and beard were grizzled with grayish-white, and the craggy lines of the big man’s face accentuated his frowning expression.
Scowling eyes and a beetled brow completed his look of disdain and barely controlled anger, as the powerful, older man glared in confrontation at the slender Witch. Rising to his feet, the man towered over Zhanna by more than a foot and moved toward her with the lumbering grace of a rhinoceros.
His voice gaining volume as he came closer, the man thundered, “I have been a Master Armorer for more than 100 years! Fifteen years as an apprentice, followed by five years as a Journeyman, meant that I earned my rank. No little twit should be allowed to dabble in such a highly skilled field! Be assured I will do everything I can to stop you from endangering any of the mercenaries at the Guild!”
Moving with deceptive quickness, the massive man charged Zhanna as if he were going to run her down. Alastair moved to block him but was swept away with a single blow of the Armorer’s massively muscled left arm. Madrik began to intercept the attacker, as viciously thorned branches sprang from different sections of the floor, signaling the BHB’s participation in Zhanna’s defense.
The BHB’s Anchor felt more than saw Alastair rolling back to his feet and smoothly turning the move into a charge toward the attacking man. Vincent came rushing out from behind the bar where he had been helping Brechal, armed with a wicked-looking baton.
Peripherally, Madrik caught the echo of the BHB as it sent an urgent request to Doucette. Since the buildings communicated with each other more in images than in words, the BHB sent a snapshot of the emerging brawl in the taproom, followed by a picture of the Clothier rushing through the BHB’s door.
Unsure of the reason for the urgency, Madrik stuttered in his advance toward Zhanna. Immediately realizing that the split second of delay meant that the Armorer would reach the young Witch before he could help defend her, Madrik felt his anger rising in protective frustration and braced himself for the fight that would come.
Madrik’s assistance alone would have been too late and possibly too little to save Zhanna from fright and injury. However, Dascha had seen the exact instant that the big man had begun to move. Fury welled up in the Familiar’s core, and she sprang like a released crossbow bolt from the mantle toward her Witch. As her strong but small body cut through the air like a hot knife through butter, Dascha’s form exploded into the enormous structure of her primal shape.
Although her leap had propelled an average-sized cat off the mantle, less than a couple of instants later, the animal that arched over the top of the young Witch and slammed into the charging figure of the Armorer was a half-ton of enraged black sabertooth feline. The collision of the huge man and the massively muscled cat created such a loud reverberation that many of the mercenaries in the room flinched in sympathy.
When the two towering figures smashed into each other, it was the man who was bounced backward to crash on his back in the middle of the floor. For the first time, his expression showed something other than anger. The intense look of shock might have been satisfying to Zhanna, but at this point, the young Witch found her fear and astonishment overwhelmed by a tidal wave of fury.
As Dascha leaned her weight on the man’s arms, pinning him to the floor with her oversized paws, the immense sabertooth cat brought her snarling muzzle against the now fearful man’s face. Her vision tinged red, Zhanna dropped her bundle on the closest table, and stalked toward him, snarling her outrage in a curse-filled tirade, “May your blankets never warm, and fleas multiply in your crotch! Your chisels will always break, and your hammers never strike true! Idiocy is its own reward, and it is apparent that you are too ignorant to learn from yours!”
Ignoring the fact that he was pinned to the floor with the scimitar-armed massive paws of a half-ton cat, the Armorer rode his fury into a growling diatribe of frustration. “Women do not know their place anymore! Nothing is sacred, and your soft little fingers are everywhere! Women fighters trying to pretend they are as good as men, curtains and pillows cluttering up the clean lines of a room, it is a crying shame! Nowhere did I agree that my world could be taken over by such deceptive creatures!”





Chapter 41 – Taking Sides
Badger Hole
Genevieve had just finished recording the last pair of measurements for the two cats when she felt Doucette jerk to attention. The entire building rattled for an instant before the Clothier was inundated with a deep sense of urgency and the rapid arrival of a set of images. Usually articulate and loquacious, Doucette was so upset that he could not find his voice. Instead, the sentient building chose to inundate his Anchor’s mind with pictures that burned with a frantic light.
First came the image of a thick trunked deep-rooted tree that somehow encompassed the Badger Hole Bar, stretching its limbs and roots over a wide area. This picture glowed with fury and worry, and Genevieve’s heart felt like it was jumping in her throat as acid burned like a rising fountain in her chest.
The next image sent Genevieve up on her feet and sprinting for her studio door to the outside. It showed Zhanna standing together in the Badger Hole Bar taproom with a young female mercenary that the Clothier had met and spoken to a few times, as an immense, angry man charged them. In the moving image, Genevieve saw Alastair flung to the side and knew that the two women were in acute danger.
Just before the Clothier exploded through her doorway, the voice of Gingher shouted, “Madame, catch!”
Stuttering her steps, Genevieve turned for an instant and saw the lethal-looking shears flying through the air at her. The young woman reached up and snatched the paired blades out of midair, only to twist and continue running as she slipped her ally into the pocket of her dress.
The final image that Doucette sent to his Anchor made Genevieve choke back a laugh. Reserving all of her breath for her running, the Clothier was highly amused by the picture that showed her running at high speed from her studio to the Badger Hole Bar. Funny that I am doing precisely what the BHB asked for, even before I got the request. I wonder if I am becoming too predictable? she thought to herself.
Still at a full-on sprint, Genevieve crashed through the main door of the BHB only to pull up abruptly at the drama that was playing out in front of her. For a moment, her mind could not process what she was seeing. The only thing that was crystal clear was the voice of the angry man whom she had seen in the visual message charging at her friends.
The Clothier realized that in the few seconds it had taken her to get to the taproom, some significant actions had occurred because the man was lying on the floor. He was securely pinned to the ground by the massively clawed paws of the most enormous feline that Genevieve had ever seen.
For a moment, Genevieve felt a shiver of fright and her skin raised in goosebumps. Then the large cat had looked up, and the Clothier recognized Dascha’s eyes looking out of the enormous head. All of the tension that the panting woman felt dissolved into nothing and Genevieve once again took a deep breath. Carefully, she began to make her way over to where Zhanna stood, shaking in fury.
All of a sudden, Genevieve’s ears started to work again, and as she continued toward Zhanna, she curled her lip at the hate-filled speech against women that was tumbling out of the big man’s mouth. Totally ignoring his presence, the Clothier made a slight detour around his pinned body, reaching her hands out to embrace the shaking Russian Witch.
“Are you all right,” she asked softly, searching Zhanna’s face for signs of pain. When Genevieve saw only righteous anger, the Clothier straightened up and turned to look at the supine man.
Her dark eyes snapping with anger, Genevieve pointed with her sturdy but elegant finger at the man, and asked with utmost disdain, “Who brought this bad-mannered puppy into the taproom?!” Looking around, she saw no one looking guilty. Mercenaries were staring at each other and looking around, but no one spoke up. Finally after a long pause, Dorinda answered her, saying, “He came to put a proposal in front of the Mercenary Guild today. Apparently, he asked the Guild if he could be our dedicated Armorer. He must have come here after the meeting to get a drink.”
There were matching snorts of sound from the Witch and the Clothier, followed by Zhanna’s still angry voice, saying, “It is a good thing that I trust Dov to not do something as stupid as hiring this man as the only Armorer for the Guild. His attitude and blind adherence to outdated thinking would make him a danger to every single one of the mercenaries that was sent out on assignment.”
The still-pinned big man on the floor let out a cry of outrage and strained against Dascha’s anchoring paws as he roared, “Women cannot make armor! Everyone knows that! They should not even try to fight, let alone fight against strong opponents! I would have been signed up if they did not have blasted women on the governing Council of the Guild. They probably knew that I saw through them. One all dressed up fancy in black as if she really knew how to do anything useful when it came to a blade! The other was even worse, wearing the uniform of a General!”
There was a cold draft as the tall woman in black leather seemed to materialize next to the Clothier. A small smile on her face, Zhanna looked over and said, “Hello, Cynthia! I hope you heard what this idiot just said because I am getting a little tired of listening to him.”
Cynthia, the head of the covert arm of the Mercenaries Guild, moved her lips into the semblance of a smile, all the while tracking the big man’s actions with her side vision. In her normal icy tones, the woman answered, “I most certainly heard what he said. After his offensive performance in front of the Governing Council, both Dov and I were worried that he would find some way of making trouble.”
Quietly, Genevieve asked, “Why was he not escorted out of the Badger Hole? We certainly do not need his type of undisciplined behavior anywhere around us.”
Before the Assassin could respond, the big man shouted once more, “I am a Master Armorer! You should be honored that I offered my services! No one here has the breadth of my knowledge or the skills of my hands. Why can you not understand that?”
Suddenly, Genevieve’s patience snapped with the abruptness of a breaking stick. Once again, the petite woman pointed her finger at him and said in an angry tone, “You, sir, are an ignorant, bad-mannered idiot. There is more to providing protection for people than the technical abilities to create something strong. It also requires an understanding for whom the item is being made and for what use they employ it.”
Unable to respond directly, the man loudly grumbled, “I do not even understand why they told me I have to get along with the building. That makes no sense, buildings are not alive!”
Moving over toward him with the smooth glide of a stalking predator, Cynthia leaned to catch his gaze with her own, saying clearly and icily, “As Dov told you clearly until we have an official Armorer installed as an Anchor at the Forge, we will be sourcing our equipment, specifically the protective garments and armor, from a variety of vendors. Since you were not Called to be the Armorer, we will not agree to an exclusive contract with you. I am positive that most of those words you understand. Do not try our patience any further.”
Walking over and kneeling down by the man’s face, Wynn reached out a hand and patted his cheek, gently saying, “I bet you are just feeling down in the dumps because you do not really have any friends. I kept waiting for somebody to sit down with you at that big table, but no one did, even when things got crowded. Maybe you should think about being a little more approachable in your life, and you will not be so lonely.”
The waitress’s unmistakable look of pity seemed to hit the Armorer harder than any of the angry responses that had come from either Zhanna or Genevieve. The man was totally disarmed, his carefully-held shield of anger and disdain crumbling around him.
Realizing that Wynn had the situation in control, Dascha moved back away from the man, leaving him frozen on the floor. It was as if the sad, pitying look on the face of the young woman was a more powerful restraint than the immense cat had been.
All of the Witches in the room heard Dascha’s approving comment, << You go, girl! All the fighting in the world was not going to get past that man’s prickly barriers. With just a few words, you might have actually gotten through to the man that is hiding inside all of that bluster! >>
Wynn kept speaking as she continued to gently stroke the side of the man’s face. In her sweet but firm voice, she said, “I think it is still possible at this point in your life to learn how to be friendlier. You have to be very smart to become a Master Armorer, but that is not who you are entirely. Not once in all of this yelling and screaming have you said your name. None of us know anything about you as a person. Instead, all we see is the illusion built from allowing your occupation to strangle the man inside. Perhaps you should think about how to be that man before you think about donning the façade of your job.”
Amused, Madrik watched as the man’s eyes bulged almost out of his head, and his mouth opened and closed wordlessly as the waitress got up and resumed bringing drinks to the suddenly thirsty patrons. Looking helplessly around the room at the many people that were ignoring him, the Master Armorer stumbled his way back to his table.
Grabbing his partially-filled mug of beer, the big man drained it in a single enormous gulp. Taking a deep breath, he once more began to focus on his anger. Now visibly furious again, he turned a hot glare on the small group of women that were still talking. Suddenly feeling exposed, the angry man glanced around the room but did not see the enormous cat that had attacked him.
His suddenly triumphant expression and straightened posture indicated his renewed sense of empowerment as he narrowed his eyes at the Clothier and ground out in a low tone, “Just you wait, girly!”
So suddenly that many a mercenary jumped or ducked in surprise, a flashing construct of highly polished steel flashed across the room. Arrowing toward the inattentive bully, Gingher’s flying blades swooped down in an arc that cut across the front of the man’s face. The presence of the rapidly moving metal so close to his vulnerable eyes made the man jerk his head back in reaction, leaving the lower part of his head exposed.
There was a flurry of clicking sounds before Gingher once more swooped into oblivion, sliding his length back into the Clothier’s pocket. The now confused man had straightened and was glancing wildly around the room, looking for the source of the attack. For a moment, everyone stared at him in shock.
Until that moment, the lower part of the man’s face had been covered in a dense and bushy beard. Red in hue and threaded with grizzled grayish-white, it had been part of his overall presence, lending him a grim and dangerous air. Now all that had changed.
Instead of the wild appearance of an untrimmed beard, the man’s face now displayed short and closely trimmed facial hair. The lips that had looked powerful and grim as they peeked through the thicket of his beard were now visible. Well-formed and full, they were the perfect accompaniment to the handsomely cleft chin and dimples that adorned each of his cheeks.
It may have been the accumulated weight of everyone’s gaze, or even the unusual feeling of air moving over exposed skin, but the big man’s eyes widened, and he reached both hands up to grab his jawline in shock.
“My beard! What happened to my beard?” the Armorer screamed. Unnoticed by anyone other than the BHB, the Clothier’s expression morphed into a satisfied smile, and she patted the hard outline of her assistant through the fabric of her garment.
Warned by the flash of anger mixed with gleeful satisfaction that he got from the BHB along their bond, the Anchor glanced around the taproom, attempting to see what his partner was doing. Sliding past Brechal’s furious expression, the bar manager wondered briefly around a clenched stab of worry if it was going to be possible to avoid an outright riot.
A hint of movement made Madrik’s focus lock onto what appeared to be three tendrils of a woody vine that were shifting in a coordinated ballet of twisting movement. Confused as to the purpose of the BHB’s actions, Madrik stared for an instant before his confusion resolved, and he could see what the BHB was doing.
Madrik could not help himself. The BHB’s Anchor began to laugh helplessly, pointing toward the back of the bar behind Brechal. Caught in paroxysms of mirth so intense that he was unable to say a word, tears poured down the bar manager’s face as he looked at the moving trio of vines as the BHB threaded the missing beard hair around a picture of the back end of a donkey.
There was another stunned silence before the entire taproom filled with uproarious laughter. Under the cover of noisy mirth and commentary, the young Russian Witch grabbed her bale of leather up from the table.
Moving in a direct but unobtrusive path, Genevieve, Zhanna, and Dascha made their escape toward the Clothier’s studio, sweeping the female mercenary, Dorinda, with them.





Chapter 42 – Design Decisions
Clothier’s Studio, Badger Hole
Genevieve almost collided with the front door into her studio with the emotion-driven speed of her walk. Luckily, Doucette had been fretting about her absence and was hypersensitive to the roiling turbulence of her emotions as the Clothier approached. Even with that advantage, the sentient building barely managed to open the door before she would have smashed into it.
The determined woman had not even come to a stop before she was mobbed by her concerned assistants, joined by the pair of waiting Persian cats. Their voices raised in a cacophony of comments and impassioned pleas for information assailed her ears. The sheer volume of the noise caused Zhanna and Dascha to cringe as they and the female mercenary, Dorinda, followed close on Genevieve’s heels, stopping just inside the door.
<< Genevieve! Are you all right? My beloved Anchor, what has happened to distress you so much? >> asked Doucette, sounding extremely concerned.
The Clothier ran her intent gaze around her studio, but it was apparent that she was not focusing on anything that was actually present. Instead, she seemed to be sorting through her mind, and everyone in the room that had a sensitivity to Magic could sense the sharp and potent reaches of her Power as far-off complex tasks were initiated and completed.
Realizing that he would not distract the Clothier with the conversation, Gingher gave a snappy recounting of everything that had occurred after Genevieve had taken off for the Badger Hole Bar. Zhanna and Dascha supplemented his tale in several places, but his complete and concise summary assuaged the sentient building's concern while simultaneously drawing the entire team together in outrage.
<< How dare that buffoon, that idiot, try to harm either the young Witch or our Mistress! I am so glad that you taught him a lesson, Gingher. I only wish we could all have been there to help! >> sputtered Henri.
Yoko was muttering what sounded like curses in Japanese while Isaac rumbled in a low dangerous tone, his gears clashing with angry, percussive noises. However, the intense emotions that all but exploded from Doucette were the most truly dangerous. Immediately, Zhanna tried to diffuse what could be a murderous reaction.
The young Witch quickly laid her burden of leather on the cutting table in the middle of the Clothier’s studio, following it almost immediately with the shielded bag of artifacts from her belt. Taking a deep breath, the woman opened her mind to the fuming building. When she was not smashed back for her effrontery, Zhanna made sure that she was centered and connected to her Familiar before she began to speak with Doucette.
Tentatively, because she had never before talked directly to Doucette, the young Witch said softly, << I think that Genevieve is going to let her work answer the undisciplined and uninformed man in the most thorough and humiliating way. It seems to me that such embarrassment would be far more appropriate. To make him suffer so publicly is far crueler than killing him. This way, his punishment will last far longer rather than just an instant of agony. >>
Dascha purred her agreement, before adding, << Genevieve is definitely Gallic in her response and attitude. Even more catlike in her revenge. We always play with our prey. Just pouncing on it and killing it is far less satisfying. So, Pretty Boy, you have the perfect Anchor for you. One that understands style and fashion, as well as having a good grasp of the politics of relationships. >>
TT and Jack broke their silence to chime in their agreement to Dascha’s statements. Jack snarled his reinforcement, saying << Play with him, make him burn. Attack a bully’s weak spots and make them suffer. That way, there is a possibility that he learns, but if he does not change, he will still hurt! >>
The white Persian had a more emotional response, hissing, << I will help her destroy him! No one asked him for his stupid opinions, and he seems like one of those people that keeps hurting others to make himself feel better. >> The Persian would have said more except that Doucette cut in on her statements in horrified exasperation.
<< Pretty Boy? Since when do I have a nickname like that? >> sputtered Doucette.
<< What else would I call you? You have a beautifully architected building, the textiles within it are utterly scrumptious, and you are male. Face it, you are stuck with the nickname. At least with me! >>
Doucette laughed, and the dangerous buildup of his anger dissipated. Pleased that her cat Familiar had been so adroit, Zhanna turned her attention back to where Genevieve was standing, her focus still directed elsewhere.
When the Clothier showed no response, Zhanna began to unpack the bale of leather. As she pulled the first couple of thin and fragile-looking skins from the bundle and laid them on the worktable, a noticeable hum rose from the walls and floor of the building. Immediately, Doucette’s mental voice demanded, << What is that material? It sort of looks like leather, but it is not. How strong is it? And how much will it bend? >>
As soon as Doucette started to speak, Henri slid the length of his body onto that surface of one of the pieces of leather. Sliding across it in a sensuous dance of discovery, the sentient tape measure was cooing in French, << Mon amour, quelle merveilleuse texture pour ta peau! Je peux dire que nous serons les meilleurs amis! >>
Zhanna answered Doucette apologetically, << I am sorry, but I do not know. Villi, the Land Kraken that lives on my land, has been experimenting with this type of cured hide. He says that it has some very unusual properties. It occurred to him that it might be helpful in the garment that Genevieve wishes to craft. I hope so because that will give us another product to sell. >>
Gingher was also enthralled by the new material. However, he was more curious than anything. Tipping one of his blades underneath the leather, Gingher squeezed gently to see if his enhanced sharpness would cut through the material. When that was unsuccessful, the sentient shears pressed harder, again to no avail.
After a few attempts, Gingher backed up abruptly and disengaged the jaws of his blades from the leather. Murmuring softly in distress, he opened and shut his blades multiple times. Zhanna heard him mumble awkwardly, << Now, my jaw hurts! I could have broken my blades! >>
Isaac’s gears produced a roaring sound, and he demanded, << Gimme, Gimme! I want to try it! >> Yoko responded with a frustrated snap, << if my pins do not even scratch it, your needles will do nothing but break! >>
Sparkles seem to be coming off the fabrics that were stacked against the walls, and Zhanna could hear the excitement that was growing in Doucette’s mental tones. His enthusiasm also clearly sounded as he asked in a greedy voice, << What is in the bag? Is that more fabric? >>
<< No, those are artifacts that I created that will help TT and Jack on their journey if Genevieve can manage to set them into the protective garment that she wants to create for the cats. They are the first ones I have ever made, but all of my instructors tell me that they are perfect. I am afraid none of them are very powerful at this point, >> replied Zhanna.
<< May I see them? Please? >> Doucette asked. Zhanna immediately untied the bag and spilled the results of her labor into her hands. The young Witch had chosen highly polished gemstones as the foundation of her artifacts, and the end products glistened in her grasp, shining with both Magic and scintillating light.
From over by the front window where Dorinda had taken refuge in a comfortable chair came an amazed gasp. Even Dascha had jerked upright in surprise at the appearance of the artifacts. The light of both Magic and gathered illumination grew until small triangular forms of bright, packaged light dappled the surfaces within the studio.
Called back to herself by the presence of strong Magic within her space, Genevieve’s voice was soft in wonder as she said, “How beautiful! Were they this lovely when you started or did your Magic change them?” The Clothier’s gaze seemed to be caught, especially by the intense blue of some of the gems.
Smiling in thankfulness, Zhanna replied, “Welcome back, Genevieve. I was getting a bit worried there for a while. However, to answer your question, I think it is a little bit of both. I chose stones that were as flawless as I could find because Magic tends to strain crystalline structures. I did not want an attack to be able to exploit a weak part in the foundation on which I laid my spell. I also tried to make sure that any repeated-use casting was unable to cause a sudden disruption of the structure. My teachers believe that such an event would most likely kill the bearer as well as anyone around them. Not addressing that seemed shortsighted and definitely not a smart way to go into battle.”
The Clothier delicately picked up each gem and examined it, laying them into groups based on color. The rest of the beings in the studio were content to let the woman take her time, waiting silently for her comments and directions.
Deeply intent, Genevieve finished her examination of the gems and turned her attention toward the two cured hides that were laid out. Picking up the supple material, she held it in her hand for a moment letting her fingers explore its crushability and flexibility. Next, the Clothier brought the leather closed her face and sniffed it, allowing the aroma that clung to the material seep into her soul.
Closing her eyes, the Clothier slid first one side of the fabric against her cheek before turning the leather over and repeating the motion with the second surface. Lost in the experience, Genevieve let out an involuntary moan of pleasure.
From the dreamy and pleased movements of Genevieve’s face, Zhanna was reasonably sure that Doucette and his Anchor were rapidly discussing the young Witch’s offering in a bond that was only for those two. The Clothier’s expression seemed to settle, and she laid the hides back down on her working table.





Chapter 43 – Feline Fashion
Clothier’s Studio, Badger Hole
Glancing around at the occupants of her studio, Genevieve was in total artistic creation mode as she pointed commandingly at Dascha, saying, “Since you are a more practiced combatant, I will do yours first. You said that you had some training to do for TT and Jack. Therefore, once we have done some preliminary verification that the battledress is acceptable, I will then create the other two feline battledress garments.”
After a brief pause, the Clothier’s face altered. With a sparkle in her eye and a dangerous grin, she looked around the room and then said in an anger-tinged voice, “We will show that buffoon, that idiot, that we do not have to beat metal into flat plates to provide protection! He will be sorry that he ever was so unforgivably rude!”
TT immediately added, << We have two mercenaries that are going with us to help. If there is any leftover leather or artifacts, could you make them something also? >>
Genevieve asked, << Who are the two mercenaries that will be going with you? >>
<< Gennady and Fyodor. Do we need to get them here for measurements? >>
Henri immediately said, << We have their measurements already. We keep figure charts for all of the active mercenaries of the Guild so that we can be responsive to their needs. >>
Zhanna was conscious of Dorinda’s beseeching glances and reminded Genevieve, “If there are any scraps that can be made into something for Dorinda, that would be helpful. She has to leave on an assignment and is quite concerned about the level of her protection. I would hate for her to have to rely on that idiot of an Armorer for anything.”
Smiling mischievously, Genevieve uttered a laugh before saying, “I am not worried about running out of material. I do not believe you understand exactly how much you have brought here. We will run out of your handy artifacts long before we decimate all of this wonderful and versatile material you have supplied.”
Reassured, Zhanna moved over to sit in the chair that had appeared next to Dorinda and prepared to watch the show. Henri thoughtfully pulled a small cart with two glasses of water for the ladies and turned his attention back to his Anchor.
The Clothier and her assistants huddled briefly next to the cutting table before moving to what appeared as carefully chosen positions distributed around the room. Standing next to the cutting table, Genevieve pointed commandingly at first toward Dascha and then the center of the table. Without saying a word, Dascha leaped lightly into position, staring calmly and trustingly into the Clothier’s eyes.
Zhanna could feel a wellspring of Power beginning to swirl around the studio. Guided by the Clothier’s four strategically positioned helpers, the threads of illumination began to glow. Quickly the bright threads built a glowing square of Magic and Power. The shape compressed inward to a more potent force and began to spin, holding Dascha at the center.
A darker and more violent force was seeping up through the floor and filling the spinning cube with foggy wisps of Power in potential form, spinning in the opposite direction of the outer containment. As the storm raged and grew even stronger, Genevieve’s hair began to lift. In just a few moments, the breeze has gone from a gentle push to a hurricane, whipping Genevieve’s long tresses around her head in a frenzy that mimicked the movement of the darkening air.
Dascha’s fur rippled all over her body, and the Familiar’s eyes widened in surprise. Cautiously, the black cat crouched slightly, and Zhanna could see her Familiar’s claws biting lightly into the worktable surface. Directly next to Dascha on the table, the loose leather skins fluttered frantically, creating the sound of a beating battle drum.
The artifacts rattled in time with the military syncopation of the leather, and the light of their Magic became broader and blinding. Each jewel stabbed out with a strong beam of echoing color before splitting into a prism of nuanced shades. Piercing the darkness like trails of honor and justice, the illumination created a textile of its own and formed a battle standard that called warriors to follow.
Mesmerized by the siren attraction of the call, Zhanna and Dorinda both found themselves on their feet, adrenaline spiking and their hearts pounding in their chest. TT and Jack also bounded up, poised to charge toward the seductive summoning. Wearing identical snarls and partially extended claws, it was apparent that the two feline warriors were more than ready to join in.
Worried that they might disrupt the Clothier’s casting, Zhanna cried out, “Do not break her containment barrier! She is working a spell, and we do not dare interrupt it!” Her voice was barely heard above the noise of the storm and the martial sound of drums, but the other three seemed to listen to her and stepped back.
Reluctantly, Dorinda retook her seat. Zhanna bent over and swept the two Persians into her arms before sitting down herself. Keeping the two cats close to her and reassurance, the four warriors continued to watch.
The young Witch got a sense of a deep pool forming, one that contained immense energy. Just when Zhanna thought the accumulation would have to break through and spill out of its controlling force, Genevieve swept her hands out in front of her in a welcoming gesture. Holding that position for a moment as her hands and arms begin to glow with intense multicolored light, the highly focused Clothier slowly bent her arms toward the Familiar until her fingertips stopped just short of Dascha’s flanks.
The press of Magical energy was so thick and oppressive that Dascha found herself laboring to breathe. A flash of energy slashed through the Familiar bond from her Witch and eased her arduous efforts, driving back the small edge of panic that had started to awake. Holding tight to their Familiar connection, Dascha and Zhanna anchored each other in a supportive embrace as the Clothier’s Magic erupted in brilliant flashes of light and crashing layers of gossamer shadows.
Six times Dascha resisted the crushing pressure as something was built around her. Each wave of the Clothier’s creative Magic ended in a smashing blow that brought total darkness for what could have been a second or an hour. Each time the darkness threatened to smother her, Zhanna answered with love and support. When the expected seventh blow did not arrive, Dascha drew a relieved breath, thinking that her discomfort was about to end.
The feline Familiar was wrong.
Although there was no seventh layer added, a different type of transient torment began as first the sides of her face, and then the bottom of her paws felt as if they were being tasted and licked by an ethereal and massive tongue.
Startled, the black Familiar reacted in disgusted outrage, << Yuk! Someone has a foot fetish! It is going to take me a week to clean some stranger’s drool off! >>
No sooner had Dascha finished that thought when the torture moved to her tail. This time there was no feeling of licking or tasting. Instead, sharp and fiery plucking pains made it feel as if someone was extracting specific hairs from her tail, following a line that started at the base of her spine, and continuing to just short of the tail tip.
Zhanna could see from across the room that every time her Familiar cringed from the pain on her tail, one of the gems on the surface of the table flickered and the subdued reverberation of the twang of a released arrow seemed to echo in the air. Unsure of what was happening to the artifacts she had made, the young Witch made careful note of the order and the colors of the jewels that were responding.
The tiny torments were irritating, but Dascha soon realized that the sting from each of them lasted so long that each plucking built on the discomfort of the previous ones. By the time the ninth hair had been pulled out by its roots, Dascha was moved to complain, << What are you trying to do? Make a wig? >>
Another potent pause happened immediately after the ninth hair was plucked. Once again, there was a short period when all action seemed to be frozen. Zhanna knew that the casting was not over because she could feel even more Power swelling up from the pool.
Holding firmly to the two cats in her lap, the young Witch had just enough time to warn her Familiar before a geyser of Magic blasted up through the floor and filled the room with triumphant chords of harmonious sound and repeated blows of percussive light.
Stunned by the completion of the Clothier’s casting, the occupants of the studio recovered their senses and control over their minds and bodies slowly. Dascha was the first to recuperate, leaping off the center of the worktable and arcing high over the Clothier’s head to reach her Witch in a single bound.
Zhanna was holding her head as if it hurt, as TT and Jack pressed their bodies against the Witch in a vain attempt to comfort her. The anxious Familiar found herself pleading for reassurance that the young woman was going to be all right. << Zhanna, Zhanna, please tell me you are okay! I do not care how critical the armor is to everyone else! It is not worth you getting hurt.… Talk to me, dammit! >>
When Zhanna did not immediately respond, Dascha tried again, only this time her voice had ratcheted more toward hysteria than calm concern. << If you do not answer me right away, I am going to go back to Tellus and get Baba! >>
Finally, Zhanna answered out loud, saying, “If you were not shouting so loudly, my head would not be splitting like this. I will be all right, just be quiet for a while!”
“I forgot that she is so sensitive to Magic flows. Henri is making her a cup of tea that will help with her headache.” Genevieve’s voice was quiet and soothing, but Dascha had been so focused on Zhanna that the Familiar had not heard the Clothier approach. Utterly surprised, Dascha whipped her body around to protect her Witch, instinctively expanding into her warrior form.
Smiling in intense satisfaction, Genevieve gave a little laugh and said, “Apparently, I got the changeable size part of the casting right. That is wonderful because everything else was easier than that.”
Dascha could hear Jack’s excited voice asking, << That is very amazing and wonderful, except I do not know how that applies to TT and me. >>
Once more feeling a little more settled, Dascha said with an evil grin, << You do need the changing size feature, Jack. I have been instructed to teach you how to shift to your alternate form, and as soon as you get your armor on, that is precisely what we are going to do. >>
Jack started to argue, saying, << I only have one form, Dascha. I have been a Familiar for a long time, and I would know if I could change shapes! >>
Sympathetically, Dascha replied, << The being that told me to teach you is not one with which any of us should be arguing if you get my meaning. He commanded, therefore, all three of us will obey. >>
Jack’s eyes widened, and Dascha heard TT make a sharp hissing sound as she drew in a surprised gulp of air. Slowly the older Persian nodded his head, and his mood changed from defiant to resigned.





Chapter 44 – Production test
Clothier’s Studio, Badger Hole
Luckily for TT and Jack, once Genevieve had done the spell the first time, any subsequent executions were almost instantaneous and did not include the prolonged torment that Dascha had undergone. The Clothier had explained in more detail as Jack reluctantly took his place in the center of the working table.
Genevieve said, “For me, the formation of a process is always stretched over more time and requires more effort when I am creating it for the first time. Once that template has been set, changes in measurements and other minor variations are not difficult. That is why I had Dascha go first because I knew that Zhanna could help her if things got too painful or became too great a drain on her control or energy.”
Hearing the Clothier’s words, Jack looked a little more relaxed when the woman turned back toward him and began her casting. This time, the movement and welling of Magical energy were almost instantaneous, and only a few seconds separated the start of the spell from the creation of the battledress on the male Persian’s body. The battering that Zhanna took from the Magic use was also much less, with only a slight ache between her brows resulting from the completed casting.
As Jack jumped down from the worktable, the surprised Familiar commented, << It is so light that I almost cannot feel it. Even if it does not do much to protect us, I like it. >>
When Dascha asked him why he would say that, all of them could hear the slight embarrassment in Jack’s mental voice as he answered, << I think it looks pretty cool and it certainly sets off my coat’s color. >>
On a direct aside to TT, Dascha commented, << Who knew that Jack was vain? I certainly did not! >>
Amusement underlying her tone, TT answered, << I had no idea either, but I find it somewhat endearing that he does care about his appearance. He spent so many years with the clowder calling him ugly because he did not conform to their standards that I am thrilled that Jack feels good about how he looks now. >>
Both female cats turned and looked at Jack, who was walking back and forth in front of the Clothier’s full-length mirror. Alternately arching and twisting his body while repositioning his tail, the two female cats were having difficulty controlling their amusement as he postured. Looking at each other, the two friends simultaneously muttered, << Tomcats! >>
Then it was TT’s turn to get her battledress. The white Persian jumped lithely up onto the worktable and positioned herself in the exact center, as she had seen both Dascha and Jack do. Looking expectantly at the Clothier, the female Persian waited for the pain and stress to close in around her.
Genevieve smiled reassuringly and began a fluid movement that brought her palms out and then back in with a single flowing action that squeezed TT’s chest for an instant before all activities ceased. In total astonishment, the white Persian felt an insubstantial touch of something on her fur and looked down in shock to see that she was completely covered in her own battledress.
Still caught in her astonishment on how quickly the Clothier had executed the casting, TT looked to Genevieve for an explanation. Her smile broadening, the woman explained, “Each time I do a casting, it gets faster and requires less energy from me. This was the third time, and so it was quite efficient. From now on, I do not even need the body here to create the battledress as long as I have the measurements and materials.”
As if to prove her point, the Clothier then repeated her actions four more times. However, in none of those iterations did she bring her hands toward TT. Instead, the casting ended with the Clothier pointing at a display counter that ran along one side of her studio.
TT was a little confused as to why Genevieve had gone through the extra practice. However, with no other people in the studio, and distracted by her new battledress, the white Persian let that thought slip away.
A short while later, the female Persian had joined her Uncle Jack in front of the Clothier’s mirror, turning around and around in attempts to see her shape from every perspective.
For a while, Dascha just watched them in amusement, but soon a sense of urgency brought the black Familiar to her feet. Strolling toward the front door of the studio, Dascha commented, << It is time for us to go test our new protective garments in more combat-like situations. We need an obstacle course and a practice field. The Mercenary Guild has both of those.>>
With a few murmured words to her assistants, Genevieve allowed Henri to slip around her neck into his usual position before picking up several items and heading toward the door to join Zhanna and Dorinda there. The three women, accompanied by the three feline Familiars, set off on the short walk to the Mercenary Guild house.
Dorinda offered to run over ahead of the party and make sure that they could use the facilities. With Zhanna’s pleased consent, the young mercenary took off at a sprint. The Clothier and the young Witch exchanged knowing glances as the woman ran away. They knew that the female mercenary wanted to contribute to their efforts in thanks for helping her out. Both women appreciated that attitude and respected the other woman for being willing to do whatever it took to help them, just as they were helping her.
It was at that moment that Zhanna realized the Clothier was carrying four bundles in her arms. Observing the size and approximate weight of the compact squares, the young Witch could not guess what was contained inside such a small package. When she looked in question at the Clothier, the woman just gave her an inscrutable smile and murmured, “For later.”
With that, Zhanna needed to be satisfied.
Just then, the party of women and Familiars rounded the corner to turn toward the road that went past the front of both the Badger Hole Bar and the Mercenary Guild. The entrance to the Mercenary Guildhall was crowded, and Zhanna could see Dov waiting for them on the steps. The chatter of conversation ceased as they moved closer, and the Clothier and the young Witch felt the pressure of the collected stares of the men and women clustered around the Guildmaster.
Into the sudden deathly quiet, Dov’s amused voice rang out, asking, “Greetings, Zhanna and Genevieve. Dorinda here tells me that you would like to borrow our obstacle course and the attached practice field for a short while. Is that correct?”
Comfortable with the mercenary that had come with her from Terra, Zhanna quickly answered, “Hello Dov! It is nice to see you looking so well, but I did not expect to interrupt anything important. If it is not convenient for us to use the space, please just tell me. We can always go back to Tellus and use the practice field there if you have something else scheduled.”
Motioning the group of Familiars and women forward, the big Mercenary Commander said, “If I did that, I would hear nothing but complaints for the next two hours. Everyone is intrigued by the idea of protective garments that are not specifically armor. Ever since you left the BHB, I have been hearing all about it and am anxious to see what you have come up with for myself. However, with this many interested people, we are not going to be able to use the small obstacle course or any of the smaller practice fields.”
Stopping dead in her tracks, Zhanna looked over at her old friend and said, “I hear that gleeful little boy note in your voice. What are you setting us up for, Dov?”
Raising both hands up in the air as if to surrender, the grinning man said, “Nothing terrible. However, not only do we have our Guild members clamoring to attend, but they pulled in a fair number of interested parties that had come to the BHB for drinks. It would be a shame to disappoint any of them.”
The young Witch looked conflicted, and Genevieve could tell that she was teetering on the edge of abandoning the testing effort. Reaching out her hand to gently tug on Zhanna’s sleeve, the Clothier said, “Think about something, my friend. This is free advertising for the market you are trying to establish for the material that we incorporated into the battledress. Can you think of a better way of causing some buzz about it?”
Reluctantly agreeing, Zhanna looked over at Dov, who was still grinning as if his face would fall into two parts, saying, “What else do you have in that bag of surprises that you are waiting to shock us with?”
Laughing, Dov answered, “It is a good thing that I am no longer in the field all the time since I have become predictable. From everything I hear, it would appear that the main field and the larger obstacle course is a better location for your testing. Even if it does not go as well as you hope, having extra eyes on the exercise will allow us to design better criteria for the evaluation of future protective gear for the Guild and as proof points for the things that Genevieve may make later on.”
Zhanna could not put her finger on what Dov was hiding, but she trusted him not to do anything horrendously embarrassing or hurtful to either her or Genevieve. When Dascha added her recommendation to Dov’s suggestion, the young Witch surrendered to the current flow and followed Dov’s guidance through the Guildhall and out into the back to the newly built obstacle course and main testing field.
“Wait up, Zhanna!” The cold and calm voice belonged to Cynthia, the head of the Covert Services arm of the Mercenary Guild. The black leather-clad woman stepped up between the Clothier and Zhanna, saying pleasantly, “I just wanted to tell both of you that your handling of that idiot was perfect. If he were not so skilled, all of us here would have given up on him. However, no one has been able to teach the stubborn fool anything.”
Looking Cynthia in the eye and tilting her head to the side, Zhanna said quietly, “Perhaps the approach is at fault. I was watching as Wynn was talking to him, and I believe she did get through to him for a moment. It is possible that he learned enough to decide to come back. If he does not, then he is a lost cause, and we can all ignore him. If he does return, I would suggest that we make him a group project.”
Staring at the young Witch as if she had grown a second head, Cynthia suddenly broke into a real and warm smile, saying with delight, “Oh, I like that idea. You, my dear, have a devious mind, and I thoroughly approve.”
Dov started to sputter and stammer, finally almost spitting out the words stuck in his throat as he stared at Cynthia. “You smiled! You really smiled!”
Her face once again calm and impassive, the head of the mercenary assassins and spies told her Guildmaster, “Yes, I did. I hope you will remember it because I probably will not smile again for another decade.”
As Cynthia turned away from her now speechless boss, she positioned her face so that only Zhanna and Genevieve could see it. Sheltered from anyone else’s view, the woman twitched her lips into a small smile and slowly lowered her right eyelid in a wink. A bubble of amusement floated up in Zhanna’s throat, and she rigorously squashed it from erupting into a full-fledged laugh. Now I have something equally gleeful with which to torture Dov when needed, she thought to herself.





Chapter 45 – Unit Testing
Mercenary Guild, Badger Hole
Dov had recovered some of his equilibrium, and he opened the large door to the protected areas of the Mercenary Guild with a flourish, waving the women through ahead of him. When Zhanna and Genevieve saw the crowd waiting for their arrival, it took every erg of courage they had to not turn and flee.
When the new Guild had built out the required fields, Gustav, the sentient building that was the actual Guildhall, had possessed a tremendous amount of energy and used that to create an extremely comprehensive campus for its prospective members. Although Dov did not speak directly to Gustav, the communication between the Anchor and the building followed much of the same model by which Madrik connected with the BHB.
Both Zhanna and Genevieve could feel the presence of the strong spirit that had woven its essence through every piece of stone and wood of the Mercenary Guildhall property. Instinctively, both women trusted the soul of the man who had lived his entire existence striving to be both honorable and honest.
On a whim, Zhanna opened her mind to Gustav and projected, << Thank you so much, Gustav. We do need to learn the capability of this battledress because many lives are going to depend on it in the mission to save a group of innocents from the Blood Mages. This is a much better way for us to test its capabilities so that there is no false reliance on protection that will fail. >>
Both women picked up a reaction of surprise from the sentient building, immediately followed with an image of a tall, blonde, and grizzled man looking curiously at them out of wide-set light blue eyes.
<< Yes, that was me, >> Zhanna answered.
There was no more time to experiment with communication because their group was greeted at the base of the raised seating by a man that Genevieve had already encountered at the BHB.
In a quick murmured aside, the Clothier concisely told the Witch, “Hadrian, Range Master for the Guild. Pleasant enough, although very structured. Hates beer, loves wine.”
The man that had been identified as Hadrian greeted the Guild Master, saying, “We are ready to oversee the general events including the usual shielding required during combat tests.”
Dov looked around calmly, turning back to the Range Master to ask, “I see quite a few non-Guild members in the audience. Who are they, and where did they come from?”
“We had several groups of martial artists and three different respondees for the position of Guild Weapon Master in for interviews today. When our meeting was interrupted by several excited mercenary members, the entire group of interviewees requested that they be allowed to stay. Master Cynthia saw no reason to deny them, so they are here, seated in a semi-isolated place so that we can both watch out for them and observe their behavior.”
Dov smiled slightly, asking, “Was that Cynthia’s idea?”
The Range Master simply nodded, and Dov laughed, saying, “I believe that we can trust her to supervise them appropriately. So rather than keeping the Clothier and Zhanna waiting, how about if we help them test their new designs.”
Genevieve could tell that Hadrian thought that all the curiosity and excitement was mistaken. She saw the slight sneer that appeared momentarily on his face and could feel his doubt in her capabilities as if it were a smothering blanket. Her stomach clenched, and her heart began to race as her body grew tenser.
A soft, whispered voice reassured her, saying, “Madame, he has no idea how wrong he is. We will show him that fashion does not mean weak!”
“Thank you, Henri, for the pep talk. I will keep that in mind and try not to get too rattled.” Genevieve felt reassured and supported by her assistant’s kind words. He was loyal, she knew, and his attempt to cheer her up did not surprise her. However, the thing that shocked her to the core of her being was a gruff voice in her head that said, << That is the reason that Hadrian is no longer an active mercenary. Anyone who gets that stuck in his ways is only asking to lose his forces, sacrificing them for no common good. >>
Her eyes huge, Genevieve looked over to stare at Zhanna who was gawking back at her with an equally surprised expression. Mouthing, “Who was that?” the Clothier was astounded when Zhanna mouthed back, “Gustav!” Exchanging one more astonished look that immediately transformed into a feeling of increased confidence, the two women turned to begin the field test of the new battledress.
Turning to Zhanna, Dov asked in a carrying voice, “Esteemed Zhanna, we are ready to begin. What is the first test you wish to put your armor through?”
Before the Witch could answer, Genevieve immediately jumped up from the seat that she had just taken and corrected the Mercenary Commander, insisting in a clear voice, “I do not create armor. I work with no plates of beaten metal, and I do not build fortresses on people’s bodies for them to haul around. What we have created is a battledress, which is a term that has been used for centuries to denote a garment worn into conflict and combat. I refused to cause confusion by using an inaccurate term to describe anything that I create!”
Dov’s eyes were wide with surprise at the emphatic response, and his gaze turned to Zhanna in a silent plea for help. Concealing her own smile, the young Witch said in an equally clear and carrying voice, “These are garments designed to assist combatants irrespective of size and race. The first actual field conditions will be during a mission assigned to a mixed team of mercenaries and Familiars. They will be infiltrating hostile territory with spotty support attempting to rescue the final group that can be pulled from our former world.”
A tall and powerful-looking man sitting in the third row shouted a question, “Why not just send the fighters in normal battle armor?”
Before Zhanna could answer, Cynthia turned to look at the Witch’s questioner, and said, “Randall, did you miss the part about infiltration? Battle armor is not exactly covert. It would probably draw more attacks than it would provide as protection.”
Zhanna heard the man mutter, “Sorry, I guess I did miss that part. Please go on.”
Smiling, the young Witch continued, “Since both humans and feline Familiars will be part of the mission, we wanted to create a battledress capable of handling a wide variety of shapes and forms. It was important that this item be flexible and not inhibit the movement of the being that it was designed to protect. Rather than make a ludicrous attempt to enclose an agile and limber cat in restrictive and tiring armor, the Clothier and I collaborated on a different design.”
Calling over to Dascha, who had taken a strategic place on the field that allowed everybody in the stands to see her, the Witch stated clearly, “Dascha, please cycle through five changes between your normal form and your warrior one. Time them the way you wish, but complete all of them within the space of five minutes. I will have the Range Master count out the individual changes since his voice is stronger than mine, and this is, after all, his facility.”
With a respectful nod to Hadrian, Zhanna took a seat next to the Clothier and waited patiently. Looking surprised, but pleased, the Range Master said pleasantly, “Familiar Dascha, you may start when ready.”
Along their Familiar bond, Zhanna heard Dascha mutter, << Well done, but he is still a prick! >>
The small black cat first ran in a circle and then bowed her front legs low to the ground and pushed her tail up in the air before she leaped several times and returned to her beginning position. Some people in the crowd laughed, but both the Clothier and Zhanna knew what Dascha was doing. Caught in a bright sunbeam, the black cat in the gold and teal bodysuit paused for a moment before exploding into the immense shape of a thousand-pound sabertooth cat.
There was a collective roar from the spectators as Dascha took her colossal form. Some of the people flinched back, and even the Range Master shifted his weight as if to run.
Zhanna heard Dov murmur, “Magnificent!” The young woman smiled in pride at the lethal beauty of her beloved Familiar.
No one laughed this time as Dascha checked the flexibility and range of movement in her altered battledress. At the increased scale, the spectators could see more of the details that Genevieve had put into her design. As the black Familiar stretched with her butt in the air, she once again flicked her tail upward. Now the mercenaries could see the wicked-looking spikes that unfolded around that appendage as well as the glowing gems that occupied nine locations along the upper surface of Dascha’s tail.
The shouted questions and the intense conversation grew louder, but neither woman paid any attention to the audience. Instead, they kept their focus on Dascha as she went through the same routine that she had performed in her smaller shape.
Although both of the women were aware that Dascha was playing to the crowd, they could not argue with the performance of the test. Completing the cycle in this form, Dascha turned and looked at the Range Master and appeared to be waiting. The man was so enthralled with what he saw that he just stood and stared.
Before Zhanna could remind him what he was supposed to be doing, Dascha made a huge flying leap and traveled over twenty feet through the air to land lightly in front of the man. Before he could do more than take a half-step backward, the gigantic animal was sitting motionless and staring at him. Mouth working wordlessly, Hadrian could not take his eyes off of Dascha’s long fangs and deadly shape.
Taking pity on the man, Zhanna gently reminded him in a clear carrying voice, “I believe that she is reminding you to count off her changes.”
Almost stammering, Hadrian answered Zhanna as he kept his eyes still on Dascha, saying, “That completed the first change rotation. You may now initiate the second one.” By the time the man finished his sentences, he had regained more power and volume to his speech, and the audience responded with a thunder of applause.
Turning and racing back to her original position, Dascha decided to indulge in another theatrical and dramatic moment. Starting her run in her warrior form, the black Familiar arrived at her destination in her typical small cat configuration. The audience was stunned into silence before rising to their feet in a mighty roar of approval.
Everyone was on their feet as Dascha flipped back and forth between her two forms four more times. The audience became more participatory as they called out each change for the Range Master. Each time Dascha’s structure altered, the applause became more intense and the shouting more excited.
Finally, the black Familiar was back into her typical small shape. Turning and trotting back over to Zhanna with her tail carried high, it was evident that Dascha was incredibly proud of herself. The young Witch could do no less than to add her congratulations to that of the audience, saying, << Well done, Dascha. I knew that you would do what was needed, but I never before understood how genuinely remarkable you were until I saw the dancing moves and the graceful actions all put together. I am so proud of you! >>
Leaping up into her Witch’s arms, the black Familiar’s response was a comforting purr.
“Excuse me, Zhanna. Might I look at Dascha’s battledress?” Even through her thrumming excitement and exhaustion, Zhanna recognized Cynthia’s voice and turned to the black-clad woman with a smile, saying, “Of course.”
Making sure that the Familiar had no objection, Cynthia ran her hands down the cat from the tip of her tail all the way to her legs and ankles, following under the cat's belly and up around her face. Once her inspection was complete, the mercenary head of Covert Services asked, “Dascha, would you change into your larger form and allow me to do the same inspection?”
In answer, the small black cat jumped out of Zhanna’s embrace and transformed in midflight to her warrior form. All through the gathered crowd, there were gasps of fear, but Cynthia showed no reservations about standing next to such a massive predator. Once again, the woman carefully ran her hands over Dascha’s body.
When the head Assassin had completed her first exploration of the larger form, she asked Dascha if she could please bring the spikes out on her tail. Cooperatively, Dascha flexed the muscles at the base of her tail, unfolding the wicked-looking thin daggers.
Carefully holding the tail, Cynthia looked at the gems that were set into the top surface and asked excitedly, “Where did you get these?” Although Cynthia had addressed that question to the Clothier, Zhanna was the one who answered, saying, “I created them as an experiment.”
Shaking her head in amazement, Cynthia thanked both Dascha and Zhanna before trotting back to Dov’s side.





Chapter 46 – Small Field Testing
Mercenary Guild, Badger Hole
Hadrian turned toward Genevieve and Zhanna, asking, “Is that the end of your testing plan?”
Well aware that she was being baited, the Clothier responded to the Range Master, saying, “We do not consider that enough testing. It was simply the first trial. Dascha will now run through the obstacle course to verify her ability to move well in the battledress under more stressed conditions.”
Zhanna took up the conversational flow, saying in her clear, carrying voice, “Dascha, I would like you to proceed to the marked starting line for the obstacle course, while the Range Master gives us an outline of what challenges you will be facing.”
Still in her usual form, the small black Familiar treaded obediently over to the line at the start of the course. Dov stood up and moved over to Zhanna’s unoccupied side. Murmuring, the Mercenary Guild Master said, “For a possible next round, perhaps we could to give the battledress a more realistic challenge. This course has plenty of room for additional people to provide imaginative battle conditions that would enable you to check the efficacy of battledress protection.”
Responding, Zhanna said, “That would be perfect. We want to see what happens when she is hit both with conventional weapons and Magical ones, so having some of the mercenaries throw things or shoot at her would be far more like the reality that they are going to have to address than if I made the attacks.”
Puffing his chest in a telltale sign of pride, Hadrian told the assembled crowd, “The new obstacle course has been totally designed with the training of our Guild members in mind. It consists of twelve obstacles selected to build the different skills needed in our demanding profession.
“The obstacles start with the Low Wall, followed by Raised Steppingstones. This leads to a Rubble challenge where vaulting and ducking are required. Immediately after that is a Tunnel Crawl followed by a combined lateral dodging obstacle that we call the Infernal Panels.
“A Low Rope station completes the first half of the obstacle course. The second half begins with a Ditch and Gap challenge and leads into a Corridor obstacle that trains ducking reflexes when going through areas of restricted height. An extremely challenging Balancing Bridge obstacle is next, which leads into a Window station where the participant must vault through a window opening.
“The final two obstacles are the Apex Ladder and the Terrace Sprint, at which point participants are free to crawl over the finish line.”
Turning toward the two women, the Range Master asked loudly, “Are you sure that you want to send your little kitty through a course designed for mercenaries?”
Feeling a spurt of anger ignite her Power while simultaneously reducing any patience she had with the posturing man to ash, Zhanna answered, coldly, “That was the wrong question to ask. You would have been smarter to consider what will happen when a Witch’s Familiar tears up your course, with or without a battledress!”
Hurriedly interjecting in the exchange, Dov ordered one of the mercenaries to time things while the Range Master started the test.
Miffed, Hadrian said abruptly, “Start!”
Quickly the small black cat took off along the course. Dascha slung her body into the jump at the Low Wall, barely making the top. The little feline paused for a split second before flinging her body off the top of the wall and landing lightly on the ground. Without a pause, she charged to the Raised Steppingstones moving smoothly between her initial jump to the first one and a series of leaps from one elevated pillar to another.
Charging across the open field to the next obstacle, Dascha’s small form flowed smoothly over the low hurdles and ran without slowing down under the metal bars that would have caused a problem for a human-sized mercenary. Even the repetition of the up and down jumps and landings did not cause her a problem, and Dascha came out of that obstacle at full speed.
Turning the corner to line up for the Tunnel obstacle, the small cat sprinted through the confined spaces without any reduction in her speed. Zhanna could see that Dascha was focused on the challenge ahead and waited to see what her Familiar would do with the Infernal Panels.
Set in a staggered line but oriented in parallel to each other, the obstacle forced intense forward movement followed by sharp twists and turns. The set of seven panels were set relatively close together, but that made no difference to a cat of Dascha’s size. The motion of her Familiar as she raced through the challenge reminded the Witch of times that the cat had been chasing a particularly active mouse.
The Low Rope challenge was one that Zhanna worried would cause Dascha problems. However, the black Familiar did not pause in her headlong race. Launching herself upward without slowing down, Dascha managed to catch one of the ropes with her claws about two feet from the bottom. Moving up the braided cable with both front and back claws, Dascha quickly slipped over the top bar and grabbed the rope with her head pointing to the ground.
What is she going to do now? Cats do not climb down well! Zhanna thought to herself.
The young Witch’s heart was in her throat as her Familiar launched her body off the rope toward the approach to the seventh obstacle. Watching in disbelief, the dread of seeing Dascha injure herself clamped Zhanna’s breath in her chest.
Only the fact that she was observing Dascha carefully allowed her to see the short flash of gold light that covered all four of the cat’s paws and lower legs on impact with the ground. When Genevieve made a small sound of satisfaction, Zhanna turned her head to stare at the Clothier, who murmured quietly, “Built-in shock absorbers.”
Dascha yelled in triumph as she kept running toward the Ditch obstacle. Almost flying over the series of inclines and gaps, Dascha moved so quickly that there was not enough time to recognize she had completed that one and zipped through the Corridor challenge also in just a few seconds.
By this point, the mercenaries were roaring in approval, part of the audience was chanting, “Go, go, go!” While others were simply yelling encouraging sounds. When Zhanna sneaked a glance at Hadrian, the Range Master wore an astounded expression, his eyes wide, and his mouth agape.
Still running at full speed, the small black feline smoothly ran the entire length of the Balancing Bridge up to where a series of individual posts needed to be navigated. Putting on a bit of a show, Dascha pounced on each of the posts as if she was killing a mouse before leaping off onto the ground and lining up on the approach to the Window obstacle.
Hopping quickly through the gaping window space, for the first time, Dascha slowed a small amount. The Apex Ladder was a series of long parallel risers with significant gaps between them. Carefully, the black Familiar jumped from one to another of the eight rungs that formed the front face of the obstacle. When she reached the top, Dascha jumped more freely, landing on only two boards before reaching the ground.
Now running at full speed again, and spurred by the ever-increasing roar of the audience, Dascha accelerated up the forward ramp of the Terrace before launching herself off the backside to altogether skip two of the Terrace surfaces. Landing on the middle one, the black Familiar immediately flung her body forward again in an impressive leap to land on the ground. Each time that Dascha’s paws hit the ground, Zhanna and Genevieve saw the brief flash of Magic and grinned.
With nothing between her and the finish line but an open field, Dascha sprinted even faster, crossing the end marker to the sound of mercenaries calling her name.
As the timekeeper called out his acknowledgment of the end of the test, Zhanna saw that the Range Master was still in shock. Drawing Dov’s attention, the young Witch indicated her concern with the tilt of her head. Catching her meaning, the Guild Master moved over and spoke quietly to the stunned man, while Dascha trotted back over to her Witch.
Leaping up to Zhanna’s arms, Dascha accepted the pats and murmured words of encouragement before saying, << That should knock the little kitty man you know where! >>
When Zhanna repeated the comment for Genevieve, the Clothier laughed, saying, “Before this gets any more like a party, we had better get the rest of the testing done.”





Chapter 47 – Expanded Test
Mercenary Guild, Badger Hole
Obediently, Dascha leaped out of Zhanna’s arms and landed on the ground before transforming into her warrior shape. Once again, the black Familiar took her place at the starting line. When the Range Master yelled, “Go!” The immense sabertooth cat began to fly through the course. Jumping the Low Wall with a single bound, Dascha only touched two of the steppingstones before she was beyond it. However, going into the Rubble obstacle with its over and under requirements made the giant feline twist and turn to force her way through.
Knowing that she had lost some of her time in that obstacle, Dascha charged straight for the Tunnel challenge, slamming her body into the entry and clawing through rather than crawling. The audience roared in surprised appreciation as the warrior form of the Familiar punched her claws through the sides of the Tunnel in her efforts.
Erupting out of the end of that obstacle with the speed of a runaway tank, Dascha had to force her body through the narrow confines of the Infernal Panels. The separators were no match for the massive feline, as she used her bulk and dangerous claws to gain traction, leaving partially destroyed panels in her wake.
Shaking off lingering shreds of wood, Dascha jumped effortlessly to the top of the Low Rope obstacle. Relieved to be past the challenges that she had considered the most problematic, the sabertooth cat took a split second posed on top of the narrow metal bar to fling a roaring challenge to all that listened.
Once more hitting her stride, Dascha flowed effortlessly over the Ditch obstacle and once again dove into the Corridor. Once again, using her claws to propel herself forward, the black cat punctured the sides of the challenge, this time without destroying it.
Dascha attacked the Balancing Bridge without breaking stride delicately dancing along the narrow beam before pausing for an instant before the small posts that needed to be stepped on. Zhanna felt a spurt of gleeful amusement from her Familiar just before Dascha leaned forward and walked on her front paws down the rest of the way to the ground.
Now picking up speed once again, the sabertooth cat jammed her way through the open space in the Window obstacle and leaped to the top of the Apex Ladder challenge without slowing down.
With another screaming roar of challenge and celebration, Dascha jumped from the top of the Apex Ladder across the twenty feet that separated it from the last obstacle. Without breaking stride and moving so quickly that she was difficult to track, the black Familiar covered the Terrace challenge in two leaping steps to race across the finish line.
Zhanna had not thought that the audience could get any louder, but the next few seconds proved her wrong. Alternatingly roaring her Familiar’s name and general approval, the audience seemed to have grown since the Clothier and young Witch had entered the arena.
Signaling for quiet, Dov managed to get the uproar to settle down. With a broad grin on his face, the Mercenary Guild Master turned to Genevieve and Zhanna to ask, “That proves that the battledress resizes and is flexible. When do we get to see how effective it is at protection?”
Yells of approval and encouragement came from the audience and were so loud that it would have been impossible for either woman to be heard over the background sound. When whole sections of the audience burst out laughing, the Clothier looked around to see what was causing the mirth. Following their pointing fingers, Genevieve swallowed a laugh of her own before saying to her companion, “Zhanna, I believe that Dascha is answering the question for us.”
Following the Clothier’s smiling focus, the young Witch saw that Dascha had returned to the starting line of the obstacle course and was crouched there, apparently ready to go. In case anyone had missed the message, the Familiar chose that moment to straighten up and raise her right paw in the air before making the cross-species motion that meant, “Bring it on!”
Dov’s grin broadened, and he gave a low voiced instruction to the Range Master. Hadrian nodded to one of his assistants on the sidelines, and transparent sheets of thick material rose up from the ground until they towered more than 20 feet. Angled slabs that were hinged on the top moved to a 45° angle, both protecting and channeling debris and projectiles away from the audience seating.
At the same time, Zhanna saw an older mercenary handing out weapons to a group of six Guild members, before directing them to various points on the sidelines. While they were taking their positions, she saw a quartet of obvious Mages spacing themselves out along the perimeter of the obstacle course.
Turning to Genevieve, Zhanna muttered, “I do not know about you, but at this point, I am going to be praying they are not going to throw something at my Familiar that is going to kill her. Do you trust their control enough to let them do this without restriction?”
Genevieve thought for a moment before answering thoughtfully, “I do not think that Dov would have allowed any idiots to participate in this test. He wants it to succeed almost as much as we do.”
Shrugging off her worry and doubt, Zhanna ran an exercise to calm down through her mind and felt her muscles grow loose again, and her breathing settle down.
Everyone looked ready, and Zhanna felt her stomach clench while her adrenaline spiked as the Range Master once again signaled the start of the run. This time, however, he did not start off with a simple “go.” Instead, he shouted with the clarion peal of a trumpet, “Showtime! Go!”
Immediately, Dascha once again approached the first obstacle. Easily jumping the Low Wall, the warrior form of the Familiar paid no attention to the mercenaries that were shooting at her from the side. One of the men wielding a beam weapon managed to catch her on the torso even with the rib cage. Her heart in her throat, Zhanna waited to hear a cry of pain from her feline companion, but Dascha did not even seem to notice the attack.
The projectiles lagged behind the quickly moving cat but were getting closer as the mercenaries adjusted to Dascha’s speed and pattern of movement. As she leaped onto the Raised Steppingstones, two of the Magical attacks hit. One exploded a fireball that completely surrounded the big feline, while the other seemed to be aimed at the ground in front of her.
Without breaking stride, the big animal broke through the borders of the fireball without apparent effort, although the Witch heard her Familiar grumble, << Blasted Mage just singed my whiskers! >>
Before Dascha could complete this obstacle, the ground in front of her exploded, ripping two of the steppingstones away as if they had been swatted by a giant hand. What was left was a deep pit that could have caught Dascha by surprise. Instantly adjusting her next targeted leap, Zhanna watched the large muscles in the cat’s hindquarters contract before Dascha launched herself like a large arrow to completely clear the pit and land on the ground just in front of the next obstacle.
Leaning forward to watch her Familiar, Zhanna was breathing in short, panting breaths as her heart pounded in her chest, and adrenaline played ping-pong along her nerves. Closely tracking the cat’s progress, Zhanna was startled to see Dascha smoothly shrinking into her smaller shape as she attacked the Rubble challenge.
Standing beside her, Dov said approvingly, “She is taking the best shape and size for each obstacle. That is smart! Also, not having to worry about taking off or putting on protection is making her progress incredibly rapid.”
Continuing around the turn in her small form, Dascha was almost impossible to hit with the projectiles. Only the mercenary wielding them beam weapon tagged her at all as she crossed the open field area and lined up her approach to the Tunnel. Again patently ignoring the attack, Dascha sprinted through the Tunnel without slowing down and then whipped her body to dodge through the Infernal Panels without breaking stride.
Although all four of the Mages threw spells, Dascha did not seem to be affected by them. The Clothier and the Witch saw flashes of varied-colored lights as the castings made contact with the battledress, but there was no effect on the cat’s trajectory or speed.
Zipping around the last panel, Dascha morphed into her warrior form between one step and the next, before leaping without a break up on top of the Low Rope obstacle and back down again. Smoothly, the big feline jumped over the entire Ditch obstacle before shrinking down into her usual size and sprinting through the Corridor challenge.
By this point, the audience was screaming hysterically and shouting advice, some to Dascha and the remainder to the attackers. Watching the faces of the marksmen and Mages, Zhanna new that they were intensely frustrated and becoming angry. The young Witch was concerned and turned to say something to Dov, but when Dascha sped up the incline of the Balancing Bridge obstacle, all four of the Mages and every marksmen attacked simultaneously.
The cat’s warrior form disappeared into a dense, swirling cloud of fire and exploding spells as a flurry of fireballs and beam attacks hit Dascha. Bullets and missiles fired by the marksmen pierced the haze as if to make sure that Dascha was dead. Zhanna gasped in horror while Genevieve grabbed her left hand in a crushing grip. Exclaiming in horror, the Clothier demanded, “What did they do?” before spinning around to face Dov and jabbing him hard in the chest.
Infuriated, Genevieve raged, “That was not a test! That was a deliberate attempt to destroy both the battledress and Zhanna’s Familiar. What sort of idiocy are you allowing in this Guild?!”
The situation might have gotten even more out of control if Zhanna had not felt the amused contempt that Dascha was projecting over their Familiar bond. Trying to stay calm, Zhanna watched as the feline Familiar broke out of the cloud of noxious air and rippling force to leap down onto the ground and continue her run toward the next challenge.
The astounded exclamations from the gathered audience failed to cover over the infuriated Clothier’s comment to the Guild Master when she snarled, “This subject is not closed!”
Dov tried to calm her down, saying, “I did not know they were going to do that! I never would have given them permission to do that!”
Cutting him off with a sharp gesture of her hand, Genevieve returned to stand by Zhanna as Dascha changed to her smaller shape to jump through the window and then transformed to her warrior form to tackle the Apex Ladder.
Once again, the Familiar paused briefly at the top of the ladder, but this time one of the marksmen hit the cat squarely in the side with the most massive projectile they had brought to test. A full sabot slug slammed into Dascha’s torso just behind her shoulder at an enhanced speed. For the first time, more eyes than Zhanna and Genevieve saw the flash of Magic as the battledress compensated for some of the force.
Emitting from a glowing blue gem on the tail, everyone could see the sheet of gossamer light as it interspersed itself between the projectile and the battledress. The force of the blow knocked Dascha sideways about half a yard. Other than an irritated yell, the big cat seemed to be unaffected, maintaining her feet and continuing to move forward. Without further delay, the black Familiar jumped down to the ground before racing up the final challenge and launching herself over the steps of the Terrace obstacle.
An instant later, Dascha crossed the finish line to the roar from the crowd and the intense thankfulness that radiated from the two waiting women.





Chapter 48 – Fashionable Protection
Zhanna’s legs were trembling so severely that she did not dare walk toward Dascha. Instead, the trembling Witch reached through their Familiar bond for reassurance, << Are you all right? I have no idea why they would do anything so horrible as that last attack! If you are injured, there will not be enough of this Guild building left to build a barbecue! >>
Slipping into their bond with ease, the deep voice of the sentient building smoldered with fury as he assured them, << All of those that participated in that cowardly attack will be punished. None of them will escape retribution! I will not allow either my Anchor’s or my own honor to be besmirched! >>
<< Gustav, their membership in this Guild will taint all of your contracts. I know that Dov is too honorable to have set that up, but neither the Mages nor the marksmen would have done that without direction or approval from someone higher in the Guild, >> commented Zhanna in an ice-cold voice.
Just then, Dov raised his voice so that everyone in the arena could hear him, declaring, “I am ashamed of some of the members of this Guild.” Instantly all the chatter stopped, and every person in the arena focused on the Guild Master. After a pause, Dov continued, stating in a controlled rumble, “Two respected members of this community requested our facilities to test a new creation. I agreed to help them with that test and provided the opportunity for each of you to observe it. When the first several tests were successful, it was suggested that we test them under field conditions, to which the Clothier and the Lady of Blagogarsk consented.”
At that point, Zhanna stepped up next to Dov and added her voice to his, saying, “It did not occur to us that we had to explain what field testing was to a group of accomplished mercenaries. We trusted Dov, and by extension, you, to behave professionally and appropriately. You betrayed that trust. Your actions were without honor or consideration. Any new weapon or piece of equipment has the opportunity to fail, no matter how excellent or thorough the design or execution.”
The Witch looked around the arena, and each person in that audience felt like she stared individually at them. Her eyes cold, and her face frozen in a look of disdain and anger when Zhanna began to speak again, brave mercenaries cringed, and many dropped their gaze.
“Your posturing and unacceptable behavior could have killed my Familiar, something that apparently had no consideration from you. If you would have been successful, understand this, I would have destroyed you. I do not care how long it would have taken, It makes no difference how difficult it would have been. Dov and I left one planet because we would not accept dishonor. I will not tolerate it here either.”
Stepping up beside the infuriated Witch, Dov, the Anchor to Gustav, the spirit of one of the most ethical and honorable military commanders that Terra ever had, showed them his grim and forbidding battle face, grating out, “All Mages and marksmen that participated in this so-called test should immediately move to the small assembly room and hold station there. A review of their participation will be held as soon as the Witch and Clothier have concluded their exercises for the day.”
Before any of them could move, Zhanna added one last decree, stating, “Irrespective of the review on your actions, none of you will be permitted to transit the portal to Tellus. None of you will be accepted on any mission we participate in, nor will you be hired by anyone in Blagogarsk. If you trespass into any of my lands or of those allied with me, your life will be forfeit.”
As the infuriated woman spoke, a cloud of twisting ribbons of light flared out behind her, reaching high into the air. Gasps were heard scattered throughout the audience as those with Magical Sight realized both how powerful and how enraged the Witch had become.
Quietly, the six marksmen and four Mages filed from the arena. As the last marksmen walked past the angry woman, he whispered, “Lady, please forgive us, but we were ordered to do that!” Both Dov and the two women heard the man’s plea, but none of them reacted. Zhanna knew that Guild Master would investigate, but right now, she was too angry to think rationally. All she wanted to do was to punish those that had endangered her Familiar.
In the uncomfortable silence, Dascha strolled over to TT and Jack, almost strutting in her confidence and totally feline desire to scare those that might be prey. Looking down at the two other Familiars that were wearing the new battledress, Dascha said, << Okay, boys and girls, it is time to teach you how to take your forms. >>
Jack immediately responded, saying, << I still do not believe that I have a form like yours! I have spent decades as a Familiar, and I would know if I did! >>
Dascha just purred at him, murmuring, <<Kotonich told me that I had to show you. I am not going to argue with him, and I have a feeling you do not really want to either. So toughen up, and let us get this chore over with. After all, we have places to go and people to see! >>
The black Familiar turned and walked to a clear area of the field and stood waiting for Jack to follow. Muttering under his breath, he said, << I do not want another form! >> the Persian Tomcat reluctantly followed her.
TT positioned herself close enough to listen but far enough away to avoid being an obstacle. Dascha explained patiently to Jack the mental and physical process of taking the new shape, but his disbelief in his ability to do so prevented any progress. Again and again, the black cat walked him through what he needed to do, but the stubborn Tomcat would not let go of his preconceived ideas.
Finally, it was TT that became sufficiently annoyed with his quibbling and told him off, saying, << You have been telling me all of this stuff about how important it is to go rescue the people that are haunting my dreams. You have been nagging me on why it was essential for me to buckle down and train. Is this an example of do what I say and not what I do? Because you certainly are showing the same behavior that I was when you were riding on my tail! We need every advantage we can get to pull off this rescue. I do not want to think that people that we care about are going to die because you were too cowardly or lazy to just do what you were told! >>
Stung by what she had said, Jack took a risk and pushed his essence into his new shape. Almost as if he had exploded into place, the form of an immense Tiger now stood where the large Tomcat had just posed. In the sudden silence that gripped the arena, a lone voice summarized the audience’s reaction. “Holy crap! What is he?” A shaky voice answered, “A fur-covered tank!”
TT’s eyeballs were almost falling out of her head, and she let out a soft whimper. Jack was as startled as she, and an instant later had morphed back into his smaller size.
When a jubilant Clothier high-fived the watching Witch, the smack of their hands drew everyone’s attention, just in time to hear Genevieve crow, “The resize worked perfectly again!”
Leaving Jack to practice changing his shape back and forth, Dascha then focused on TT. At first, the white Persian had just as much difficulty as her uncle had, but rather than yelling at her, Dascha told her mentally, << Do I need to yell at you the way you did to Jack? >>
Snarling at her friend, TT focused, and changed instantly. Spinning around in an effort to examine her new shape, the female Persian, considered every aspect of her new form. What had been a somewhat delicate-looking cat was now an animal with blade-like front fangs and a slightly shorter but more muscular body than that of Jack. Her color ranged from cream to buff. Her wide muzzle and jaw telegraphed the different types of attack that she and Dascha would employ, and TT stretched and twisted in sheer enjoyment in her body.
After a while, TT looked over at Dascha and said, << I want to try something. Please, watch and see how it goes. >> At first, nothing happened, but then TT’s shape slowly started to shrink. Instead of alternating between two shapes and sizes, the adventurous feline practiced stopping at different points in the transformation. The Persian cat shrank until she was the size of a rat before continuing to shrink even more, finishing the change at the size of a mouse. To finish up her exploration, she suddenly resumed her usual size. Doing a little victory dance, TT bragged, << The battledress fit perfectly every step of the way! Now we can be stylish no matter what our size! >>
Without warning, Dascha began to run through the damaged obstacle course. The lure of her moving shape was too much, and both Jack and TT immediately began to chase her. Shrinking and growing as needed for the optimal speed, the three cats wrestled and pounced as they went.
Their playful exercise and exploration of their new abilities and the battledress were so entertaining that the audience was soon shouting encouragement and suggestions. The enthusiasm lifted the pall of shame that they had been shrouded with, and the Clothier and Zhanna could feel Dov’s tension relax.
After the cats had been tumbling and wrestling all over the obstacle course, Zhanna saw the man who was serving as the interim head of Battle Magic marching over toward the Clothier. Striking a pose, the man arrogantly demanded that Genevieve provide them with the spell she used to create the protection in the battledress.
Immediately, Zhanna pushed her way to stand between him and the Clothier, saying, “Back off! We have already had to deal with one asshole today, as well as a group of honorless mercenaries!”
The man lost his attitude and stammered in return, “But it is important!”
Coldly, Zhanna answered, “Then make an appointment!”
Just then, the three Familiars slid to a stop by Zhanna and Genevieve, the three giant feline forms effectively pushing the Mage into a retreat. As they resumed their smaller size, the black Familiar reminded her Witch, << Remember that no one knows how long it will take to get to Paris and TT especially is getting a stronger sense of urgency. >>
The Clothier chose that moment to pick up the packages that she had carried over before saying in an overly sweet tone, “These two are for Gennady and Fyodor, the two mercenaries that are going with TT and Jack. I had plenty of leather left after that, so I made a battledress for Dorinda.”
Both the experienced Mercenary Witch and the Earth Elemental Witch had been waiting a little distance away from Zhanna and the Clothier. The Clothier’s words prompted them into a stumbling rush to take the packages from the woman’s hold with trembling hands and fractured thanks.
Moving immediately over to the first row of arena seating, the men opened the packets and pulled the battledress out. Looking at the different components of the layered gear, the two men’s excited conversation was quickly supplemented by other mercenaries who jostled for position and a clear view of what the two men had been given. There were plenty of willing hands to help them dress and a lot of exclamations of enthusiastic approval.
Genevieve then handed the third package to the suddenly weeping female mercenary, murmuring to the affected woman, “How about if you join me for a cup of tea after we see the mission depart, and I can go over some of the features that I built in it for you.” Dorinda nodded festively and clutched the precious bundle to her chest. The female mercenary stammered her agreement just as Dov approached.
Still looking stressed and furious, the Guild Master apologized once more for the behavior of some of the Guild members. He added, “Unfortunately, I am going to be unable to see you off. Know that my best wishes and prayers go with you.” Turning his gaze to Zhanna, Dov said firmly, “Gustav and I will deal with this. Afterward, I will come and tell you what happened. Is that acceptable?”
When Zhanna nodded her assent, a fragile smile showed on her old friend's face. Lifting his hand in farewell, the Guild Master made his way through the crowd, waving some people to follow him and others to leave.
TT slipped over next to Gennady and told the Witch, << We will be leaving from the BHB. Join us there when you are ready to go. After all of this, I think some of us need a drink, and others need to relax from all the excitement. Just do not be too long because the sense of urgency grows by the minute. >>
Both mercenary Witches nodded their agreement and promised that they would not be longer than an hour. Escorted by several of the mercenaries that were contracted to Zhanna, Genevieve, and the Witch made their way through the labyrinth of the Mercenary Guildhall and out onto the street.
For the first time in several hours, Zhanna felt like she could take a deep breath. Moving quickly, Zhanna and the Clothier marched through the door of the BHB and over to a table that happened to be empty. Before they had even taken a breath, Wynn was there with drinks and an assortment plate from the Cook, Najeer.
Smiling, the Clothier asked, “I see that we were expected. Do you know what happens now?”
Laughing, Wynn responded, “You have something to eat and drink, followed by some stress-relieving venting before you say goodbye to the away mission.”
Clinking glasses, the Clothier and the Witch agreed with the plan. What followed then was totally in line with the waitress’s orders.





Chapter 49 – In a Strange Land
Just Outside Paris, Earth
Chimeg looked around at the swirling clouds that dotted the sky and painted the morning with shadows. The Journeyman Seer had awakened early this morning, driven by her growing sense of urgency and the knowledge that today they would be in Paris. In the quiet of the still morning, long before the rest of her camp was up and about, the woman had just crouched on the edge of the waystation area and glanced into the surrounding landscape. Without urgent tasks to perform or people to organize, Chimeg was able to relax and take in her surroundings.
The trees and grasses were strange, and unlike anything familiar. Even the small animals that came and went through the underbrush or flew from one tree branch to another screamed a warning of strangeness to her. The reality of how far they had come from her home struck the young woman like a bolt of grief. Fighting back tears, Chimeg stifled the sound of her sobs as a wave of anxiety and crushing responsibility threatened to overwhelm her.
A comforting mental voice spoke softly, saying, << I was wondering when all of the weirdness was going to catch up with you. At least it has happened before we join up with even more people, and where we have a chance of some privacy. >> Slipping into place next to the distraught woman, Martina stretched her gigantic canine form out and leaned against Chimeg’s leg, beaming reassurance and unconditional support to the young Seer over their Familiar bond.
Roughly scrubbing her face with her hands, Chimeg answered her woefully, << I feel so inadequate! Now that we are on the verge of meeting up with the Witch Jeremiah, I realize how little skill and experience I have at any of this. How am I going to get all of these people to a place where he can meet us? >>
Martina replied, << You will do the best you can. It is not just you that has responsibility. Remember that we are a team and possess many skills. Do not try to shoulder the entire burden when you have others that are willing to help. >>
The young Seer knew that her Familiar was correct, remembering that it had only been two days since they had first experimented with the accelerated method of travel that the Priest and Witch referred to as Folded Steps. The first day had been tense and frightening, as they both created a new spell and determine some of the dangers and vulnerabilities that such a method incurred.
The exhaustion that some of the caravan members felt after the two portal transits during the first day had been largely eliminated after a good night's sleep. The Priests had been more exhilarated than tired, but they still worked themselves into a pleasant level of exhaustion as they had spent hours in thankful worship to their Deities once camp was made.
Chimeg had been so tired herself after the two initial transits that she had gratefully delegated the setting of the watch and other protective strategies to the combined fighting force of the Mongolian warriors and the Familiars. Falling asleep as soon as she had lain down next to her Familiar, the young woman was shocked when she had awakened in the morning to realize that somehow during the previous day, the disparate parts of her party had become a team.
The group further refined their procedure for traveling on the second day, allowing Khan Oktai, the Black Eagle Familiar, to range further away from them before attempting the Folded Step spellcasting. By extending the distance that was folded into a single portal, Chimeg’s caravan had been able to claim their current waystation far earlier in the day than most travelers were willing to stop. Since they filled the campsite to overflowing, no other merchant or group made an effort to join them.
They were also camped closer to Paris than they had initially planned. After discussion with representatives from each of the Familiar groups and the Wizard, Witch, and Priest, Chimeg had decided that stopping closer to Paris would give them more time to locate Jeremiah, and would still get them out of sight before others might come to occupy the waystation the following evening.
Once they had stopped for the day, Chimeg had come to realize how uneasy she had grown. There was a constant pressure that raised goosebumps on her skin and put a hitch in her breathing, telling her that she was being watched. The force of spying eyes seemed to be ever-present and inescapable. It did not help that every place she turned, the young Seer saw Ravens and small animal eyes peering at her through the underbrush. The enormous black birds raised an instinctual warning of danger in the young woman’s mind, and she had become nervous and jumpy, waiting for some of the forest animals to leap out at her and attack.
<< I keep telling you, that the birds and the creatures in the brush are no danger to you! I think you are frightening yourself for no good reason. After all, you have all of us to help protect the party. >> Martina’s voice was bracing, and Chimeg knew that her Familiar was probably right. It was just that she could not shrug off the growing feeling of danger. The young woman found herself glancing around frequently in an effort to detect from which direction the attack might come.
The dense forest around her felt as if it was crowding her from all directions, stifling her breath and limiting her options. Already she longed for the open expanses of the Steppes, with its windblown grasses and rolling hills. Denied the ability to see the horizon, the young woman felt adrift and unsure.
Already, just after daybreak, the road to Paris was crowded with wagons, beasts, and even some of the strange contraptions that moved without the benefit of Mage or Wizard. Hugh had explained to her that they were called automobiles or trucks depending on their size, and had tried to describe what made them move. Chimeg had listened to his words but had fallen short of comprehending them. The young woman felt overwhelmed and out of place, unable to process any more strangeness.
The smell of strong coffee brought Chimeg’s face up with a hopeful expression. An unstrained and pleased smile appeared on her face as she recognized the Eagle Hunter, Gan Gerel, walking toward her with a large steaming mug in each hand. An answering grin was on the other woman’s face as she handed one of the cups to the Seer.
“Good morning, Chimeg. Khan Oktai took off to scout ahead about an hour ago. He reported that he had found the outskirts of Paris within a very few minutes of leaving here. Right now, my Eagle Familiar is gliding in lazy circles high in the sky to locate the home of the Witch Jeremiah that he was shown by his communication with Glenfrey.”
“That is excellent news, Gan Gerel! I suppose we had better start to pack up the camp and get ready to go, even though being able to have a lazy morning would be wonderful,” answered the Seer.
The Eagle Hunter laughed, saying, “Too late to tell us to do that, as we are already breaking camp. The morning meal is almost ready, and I was sent to make sure that you came and ate. Apparently, you have concerned our cooks by not eating much, and they worry that it is taking a toll on your energy and emotions.”
Taking a deep breath, Chimeg stood up, still clutching the mug of coffee, and walked back with Gan Gerel to the central campfire. Obediently taking a heaping plate from Rada, the Witch that had answered Dochin’s Call, the young Seer seated herself on a convenient bench and began to eat.
Less than 30 minutes later, Gan Gerel came running over to where Chimeg was seeing to her horse. Breathlessly, the Eagle Hunter said, “Khan Oktai has made contact with Jeremiah’s Familiar, a feline by the name of Davin. Jeremiah will meet us at the property later this afternoon. However, Davin strongly recommends that we move as quickly as we can from here to the protected facility. Apparently, we are very close to a Witch that is known to be aligned with the Blood Mages. She is both powerful and dangerous, and always looking for more prey.”
Chimeg felt a cold wind blow across her shoulders, and the recognizable drag of a Vision changed her eyes to swirling silver, as she felt herself falling, washed in heat.
The world around the young Seer swirled, and a golden glow scrubbed everything out of her Vision for just a moment. A partially transparent view of her party packed and waiting, filling their time with casual conversation floated in the air. Chimeg could feel an oppressive presence and knew that evil was on its way. Helpless to affect the outcome of this dreaming, the young Seer watched in horror as Blood Mages appeared encircling her group. They struck down the Wizard and her Mongolian warriors with spells of destruction and poison before anyone could react. As the Familiars and the other Magic users tried to escape, the horrified woman saw them die or be captured one after another
Gasping for air and unable to cry any warning, Chimeg fought against her Vision, refusing to accept it, but the pull of the River of Time was too strong. Tumbling head over heels in its current, the young Seer still struggled, clawing at the dark waters in search of a better possible outcome.
Once more, the images began to dissolve as the young woman cast her eyes up in unspoken plea, seeing the sun almost straight over the waystation. Straining, the young Seer flung her body against the current, pulling and pushing with arms and legs to return to her original point of entry.
Somehow, Chimeg managed to intersect with the horror that she wanted to prevent. However, the ever-present current began to push her downstream once more, and the young woman twisted around in an effort to resist its inevitable pull. She managed to move herself a small distance to one side of her original image, transporting herself into an area that was less forceful in its determination to push her away.
Taking an insubstantial breath, Chimeg opened her mind once more to her Magic. She regretted it immediately when she saw the chained bodies and stacked corpses of not only her party but the very birds and animals that had surrounded the waystation.
Burning with nausea and wracked with agony, Chimeg refused to give up. Once again putting all of her energy into moving further away from her original image, the young Seer was confronted with the semi-transparent image of the waystation, empty of her party and everyone else. No Ravens rested in the trees, and the underbrush was quiet. There was no trace of her caravan. Even the campfire had been doused and raked.
As the Blood Mages emerged from the surrounding forest, their expressions turned first surprised and then murderous. One of the older men turned and fired two bolts of a glowing virulent green material that slammed into two of the younger ones, setting them on fire with flames of yellow and green. Watching them as they twisted in a painful death, the Blood Mage reached out his hands and ripped their essence out of their dying bodies, greedily swallowing it in satisfaction.
As Chimeg felt her control of the Vision erode, the image became more transparent and indistinct. Just before she lost consciousness, the young Seer saw an exquisitely beautiful woman with luxurious hair arranged in a complicated hairstyle arrive. She walked into the clearing, looking around with disdain and disappointment. Turning regally to address the older Blood Mage, they began an angry conversation.
As Chimeg fell back out of her Vision, shaken by the horror she had Seen and clinging desperately to the hope that she might have found, she screamed frantically for Martina, << Help me! We have to leave as soon as possible. Pack up, throw me in a wagon, do whatever you have to do! Move quickly. Douse the fire and rake it. Remove all traces of us if possible. If we do not get going fast, the Blood Mages will kill all of us, even the birds in the trees and the animals in the brush. >>
Energy poured into the young Seer from her Familiar, giving her a lifeline to cling to and keeping her from total unconsciousness. Chimeg could dimly hear Martina relaying what the Seer had told her. The echoes of other voices slid gently over her semiconscious mind like a delicate brush of a feather against her skin.
When Martina’s comforting mental voice spoke, Chimeg almost wept in relief. << We are ready now and are transiting. There will be no trace of us, and we have managed to clear the birds and small animals out of the area also. >>
Her panic easing, the young Seer realized that there was a trace of amusement behind her Familiar’s worry for her and satisfaction in what they were accomplishing. Chimeg asked, << What are you so amused about? What is there funny in the situation? >>
Martina laughed, answering, << We seem to have acquired a few more fellow travelers in our journey. I believe you will be surprised when you wake up. >>
Chimeg had just enough time to give a sigh of relief with the knowledge that they would escape the ambush of the Blood Mages when the last thing that Martina said penetrated. The young Seer manage only a single word before unconsciousness claimed her and dragged her down into the darkness of absolute night, << What? >>





Chapter 50 – Mongolian Invasion
Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth
A strange noise alerted Chimeg, and the young Seer struggled to open her eyes. Turning restlessly, she brushed against vibrating fur and jerked her arm out to feel what was beside her. Her abused muscles thanked her with a vicious stab of agony that brought tears to her eyes and forced a pained gasp from her lips.
Immediately, a strange mental voice said soothingly, << Just allow yourself to waken slowly. The efforts we make on the other Planes can result in injuries to our physical bodies. My Witch says that you are battered and bruised like someone who had been in a big fight. Do you remember what happened? >>
The young woman recognized the voice as a male, but it was no one that she knew. Disoriented and fragile, Chimeg managed to get both her eyes opened a small amount and glanced carefully around her. The accompanying ache of that tiny movement told her that it was not only her arm muscles that had been strained but what felt like every single part of her body.
Chimeg felt like she was trying to think underwater, her normal rapid thought process weighed down by exhaustion and the shock of what her Vision had shown. As if she had conjured up once more, the images that she had Seen and fought against while in the grips of her Magic came crashing down upon her.
Yanking her body up into a sitting position, the Journeyman Seer called out as loudly as she could, “Geriel, where are you? Ganhsuk, Batsorig, is anyone around?” Her thoughtless movement was once again rewarded by a massive explosion of pain that radiated through every limb of her body. Choking on the pain-filled sobs that she could not control, Chimeg curled forward and clenched her teeth, willing the pain to subside.
<< Chimeg, what is wrong? I have only been gone for ten minutes, what happened while I was gone? >> The voice belonged to her Familiar, Martina. The young Mongolian woman would have answered her, but the bouncing bolts of agony that sliced through her shrinking flesh made it impossible for her to form a coherent thought, let alone a sentence.
When the Seer did not answer, Martina’s attention turned to someone else, << Davin, what happened while I was gone? Did something attack her? >>
<< No, she started to wake up, and I told her to take it easy, and the next thing I know, she scares me half out of my fur by practically jumping up in the bed. Then she starts screaming in pain, and she begins calling out for people. When you asked me to watch your Witch, you did not explain to me how nuts she was! >>
Martina sounded amused when she answered him, saying, << Cat, that is not an excuse. You knew how far we have come, and you listened as the other people explained to Jeremiah how we got here and why we need his help. That would mean that you already know how crazy everybody in this group is. >>
In a disgusted voice, Davin said, << Canines! They do not appreciate the fine art of sarcasm! >>
Martina stretched her body out next to Chimeg, making contact with the young woman’s skin as much as possible. Slowly, the sharp agony that controlled the young Seer seeped away, leaving her shaken but removing part of the burden that kept her from being able to think. Her throat hurt from screaming, and she knew that when she moved that the pain would rise again.
Needing the contact with her Familiar more than she wanted to avoid the threatened ache, Chimeg reached out and carefully placed her arm over the back of her huge Familiar. Burying her face in the animal’s luxuriant chest fur, the young woman felt comforted and supported. The feeling was a balm to her soul. When another body curled up against her back, the sense of being protected and cared for became greater, and some of the tenseness in Chimeg’s body dissolved.
Lulled back into a short nap by the comforting presence of the two Familiars, Chimeg once again woke to the rhythmic sound of a purring cat. This time, the young Seer knew where she was and that her people had escaped the confines of her horrific Vision.
When she cautiously began to check the damage to her body out by moving and stretching various limbs, Chimeg was pleasantly surprised to find that the pain was much less.
A mellow male voice surprised her by beginning to speak right by her side, “You should feel better now. I did not dare do too much healing when you first came here, because we were not sure where you had been, and if your injuries were the result of Magical attacks or physical exertion.”
The man added, “By the way, I am Jeremiah Pinteur, the Witch that you have come to meet. My Familiar is the cat you encountered the first time you woke up, and his name is Davin.”
Chimeg turned her head and looked closely at the source of the voice. She knew from his tone that the man was elderly, but there had been such strength in his voice that seeing the heavily-wrinkled ancient reality stopped her mental processes for a moment. Jeremiah waited patiently for her to sort out her thoughts, with a kindly smile on his face and an understanding look in his eyes.
Suddenly embarrassed by the amount of time that had lapsed after Jeremiah’s introduction, the young Seer burst into speech, saying formally, “I see you, Jeremiah Pinteur and your Familiar, Davin. You have my thanks and those of my companions for allowing us to guest with you. Our blades are sharp for your defense and our arms strong in your support. I am Chimeg Barghujin, a Journeyman Seer, and my Familiar is Martina.”
Jeremiah responded in an equally formal manner, saying, “I see you, Chimeg Barghujin, Seer. Be welcome by my fire, along with your Familiar, and the rest of your party. Consider my home your own, and my care for you that of an elder brother.”
Very pleased by the generous and thoughtful acceptance, Chimeg said in a less formal tone, “Thank you so much for healing me. I knew that I was doing myself damage, but I could not find a better way of accomplishing my objectives.”
Slowly Chimeg sat up and rose up out of bed. Unsure on her feet as her equilibrium settled, the young Seer felt the unyielding support of her Familiar on her left side, and a surprisingly firm grip on her right forearm, as Jeremiah practically lifted her into a full standing position.
Once her vision stopped swimming, the young woman looked closely at Jeremiah, noticing the sturdy frame and lean muscles that hid behind an aged appearance. The man evaluated her stability and control before a surprisingly sweet smile bloomed on his face. He said approvingly, “You are strong! This is a good characteristic for a Seer to have. Your Magic is one of the hardest to balance, and your strength of will, body, and spirit will serve you well.”
Tilting her head curiously to the side, Chimeg remarked, “You seem to know a lot about Seers. That is not something that is common knowledge. How did you come about that information, or is it a secret?”
“My mother was a Seer and built like you and Bolormaa. I have heard of those that have claimed to be Seers but have been slender and frail. To me, they really are more Air than Earth, able to read messages on the winds and the stars. Those types of Oramancers are far more breakable and tend to die young or, worse, live wrapped in foggy non-reality.”
The young woman shivered, saying, “That is every Seer’s fear, that they will get lost in their Visions and be unable to find their way back to their physical body. One of the reasons I went to study with Dochin was that she has managed to reach such an advanced age and is still sane.”
Jeremiah let loose a full belly laugh, once more surprising Chimeg. Over the paroxysm of his mirth, the Earth Witch commented wryly, “For the most part, I find sanity overrated.” Helplessly, the Journeyman Seer found herself giggling, a sound that she hated when it came out of her own mouth. However, she found the shared laughter to be a considerable relief, somehow feeling more settled and centered when she finished.
Davin said sardonically, << Now that you have finished your giggle-fest, there are a whole bunch of people that are anxiously waiting for you at the central fire. Should we tell them that you are having too much fun in the tent, or are you going to go out and join them? >>
A note of good humor still in his voice, Jeremiah said, << We will go when Chimeg is ready, and no sooner. If you are uncomfortable with that, you may move your furry backend out with the others! >>
Chimeg was astonished that the Witch would be so protective of her, wondering if all Healers were as focused on defending their patients. Dismissing the idea, she said good-naturedly, << I think I am recovered enough. Davin is correct that there is no need for them to be on tenterhooks and waiting while we are relaxing. >>
Jeremiah courteously offered his arm. Feeling a bit strange, Chimeg tucked her hand through the crook of his elbow as the old Earth Witch escorted her out of the tent and over to the central fire as if she were some fancy noblewoman.
Out of the corner of her eye, the Journeyman Seer saw Davin and Martina exchange glances. Both Familiars displayed body language that she did not understand, but seemed to carry undertones of resignation and amusement. Disquieted, she vowed to herself to remember to find out what that was all about but knew that it would have to be later.
As they walked from the tent to the fire, Chimeg unabashedly looked around. She noted the high fortified walls that surrounded the area, with guard stations and a curtainwall. The enclosed area was huge, surrounded by a high curtainwall with strategically placed guard stations. Permanent fire pits were scattered to provide flexible arrangements of wagons and groups, with a third of the expanse suitable for inhabitants that did not require cook fires.
So large was the area that Chimeg’s group looked lost in the acreage. She saw the horse herds happily grazing on thick green grasses, with a few foals playing complicated games of tag. There was some forested area, and the Journeyman Seer could see birds perched in the branches of the trees, while wrestling in the underbrush warned her of more hidden inhabitants.
A small motion caught her eye, and she looked up at the walkway that ran around the entire wall. There, perched in regal splendor, was an array of the snow leopards, enjoying the warmth of the noontime sun on the bricks of the curtainwall.
Chimeg almost did not know where to look, there was so much going on around her. Trying to get an overall understanding of where everyone was arranged, she froze in place when she realized that the same Ravens that had been encircling the waystation were now perched around the fortified enclosure. Some of them sat on the towers, while others rested in the trees or even on the edges of the walls.
It was as if lightning had struck her, and new knowledge had flooded in. Turning to Jeremiah, Chimeg exclaimed, “The Ravens are Familiars! Are all of the birds that followed us Familiars? I knew we were being spied on, but why would they do that? They could have just come in and introduced themselves!”
A very amused voice sounded in her head, << Very good, featherless daughter. We were suspicious and wanted to see what you truly were. We were tasked with deciding if you were misguided, brash, or part of an elaborate trap to capture more of us. >>
Now thoroughly out of patience, Chimeg demanded in a flashing rage, << Well? What did you decide? And why should I care? Instead of contributing to our journey and the decisions we were making, you chose to spy and ride the draft behind us. Rather than greet us with straightforward statements of who you were and what you needed to know, you decided to stand in judgment and let others do the work for you. That is stealing the results of the efforts of others without contributing anything. >>
The Raven was silent for a while, thinking. The Seer ignored his silence and deliberately changed the conversation.
Chimeg looked at Jeremiah, saying, “Let us go over to sit with the others by the fire, and we can share what each of us knows. This has been a very stressful five days, and we are not done with our journey yet.”





Chapter 51 – Catching Up
Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth
Patting the woman’s hand gently where it rested on his forearm, the Hedge Witch escorted her the rest of the way to the fire without interruption. Chimeg hoped that no one else saw how shaky her legs were by the time she got to the empty seat, but she could feel the intense scrutiny from the other members of her party like heat on her body.
She started the discussion saying, “Sorry for my inadvertent nap. What happened after I passed out?”
Ganhsuk immediately responded, saying, “We did what you had outlined. Less than thirty minutes after you collapsed, we were ready to charge through the portal. There should be no trace of us in that waystation, nothing that will allow a Blood Mage to track us. Everything we could not burn or destroy was packed out with us. No one was left behind, and nothing was in the area that would identify who or what we are, especially something that would tell our destination.”
Chimeg felt a huge weight shift off her shoulders, and she drew her first unencumbered breath since falling into the Vision that had frightened her so much. The woman complimented her party, saying, “That is excellent! The Vision I had was horrific, and I fought to find a way that it could be changed. Hopefully, what we did will buy us some time before the Blood Mages come after us.”
Adil, the Wizard, asked quietly, “Can you, and will you, tell us a bit about your Vision? I do not ask with any intent to cause you pain, but if you can identify some of the successful attacks that were made on us, we might be able to determine counters that would be prepared to protect us in the future.”
Knowing that the man was correct, Chimeg drew air deep into her lungs and began to tell them what she had Seen in the first set of Visions. When she came to the parts about the specific spells, the Seer was interrupted many times with questions. The Priest, Witch, and Wizard began a quiet conversation among the three of them to discuss possible responses. Soon after that, some of the Familiars and Hidden Folk crowded in close enough to contribute to the conversation.
While the Magic users consulted, Chimeg spent time with the warriors, diagramming out what she had Seen in the Vision. The talk soon became spirited, suggesting and evaluating possible non-Magical tactics they could adopt for both defensive and offensive needs.
The group clustered around Chimeg quickly grew to a much larger size than the one that held the Magic practitioners. The woman noticed that many of the Familiars and Hidden Folk came to join her discussion. When the ideas flew fast and furious, the Seer smiled, pleased, and heartened by the spirit of community and cooperation that was playing out in front of her.
Slowly, Chimeg retreated from the center of the warrior discussion, leaving Ganhsuk and Batsorig as moderators and collectors of the strategies and tactics that they thought would work. Content to take a seat outside of the focus group, the Journeyman Seer took a deep breath and tried to relax, only now conscious of how exhausted she was feeling.
Martina cuddled against one of her sides, and Davin purring on the bench to her other flank, Chimeg stared at the fire, watching the flames jump and cavort. When Jeremiah seated himself on the other side of Davin, the woman simply smiled, too tired to initiate a conversation.
“I have made arrangements for food, and we should shortly be seeing dishes carried in so that the hungry ones can eat,” mentioned Jeremiah. Nodding her head in acceptance, Chimeg continued to watch the flames. After a while, the Earth Witch murmured, “Do you mind not being the pivot point of the group?”
The Mongolian Seer uttered a harsh, short laugh, admitting, “No, instead, I am relieved. I am no warrior, and my ignorance and inexperience would hamper them. This way, each of the groups has enough people to contribute ideas and expertise. Those of us that do not fit can be funneled off to do something else.”
Jeremiah asked, “How many more will join this exodus? Do you have any guidelines that I can use to define the supplies and other things that we need?”
“I know we will be joined here by a party led by a big man that drives a wagon and his companion dog. They will have an even larger group of people and Familiars than we have in this one. That I have Seen, and I do not believe there will be problems with their inclusion in our cavalcade.”
The Hedge Witch said softly, “When I was making the arrangements for food and provisioning, my contacts are very curious about what was going on. I have known most of them for decades, and none of them carry the taint that an alliance with a Blood Mage produces. I think we may have some of those people and their families wishing to go with us also.”
Shocked, Chimeg stopped watching the fire and stared directly at Jeremiah’s face in disbelief. Opening and closing her mouth several times, the woman finally managed to force out her question, “Us? You are going with us? What about your life here in this city? You have property here, friends and respect. Why would you throw that away to come with us?”
It was now Jeremiah’s turn to stare at the dancing flames, apparently considering his words before he spoke. Once again, the Journeyman Seer noticed a strange and disquieting exchange of glances between Martina and Davin. The feline Familiar’s tail now had a jerking tail tip, while the enormous Ovcharka bitch laid her head down on her paws and closed her eyes. Through their Familiar bond, Chimeg could feel a tightly-controlled amusement, but could not read anything more from it.
When Jeremiah began to speak again, the shaken woman’s attention was pulled back to his words as she listened with openmouthed astonishment as he said, “I had planned on making my last stand here in the city that I have called home for decades. I have been alive for a long time, and life wearies me. Thinking that I could make a worthwhile sacrifice to keep the Blood Mages from following you, Davin and I were prepared to go down in a blaze of glory.”
Just then, Davin interrupted with a wry comment, << I know he is a bit daft, but after all these years we are used to each other. I would not want to live without him, and if he is going to go, we might as well die together and spectacularly. >>
Replying in the same vein, Jeremiah said with a laugh, << Familiars! Unconditional support and uncontrollable opinions! >>
Smugly, Davin responded, saying, << You know you would be bored without me. You would have curled up in a ball and just willed yourself to death hundreds of years ago if I had not been around to make life interesting. >>
Finally turning his attention away from the fire, Jeremiah looked at his battle-scarred Familiar and ran a loving and gentle hand down the cat’s back and sides, while saying, << I will admit it. Now we have the option of doing something exciting and worthwhile again. Also, there is no purpose for us staying here if the people we care most about are leaving. If necessary, we can always go with a glorious explosion of destruction defending the exodus. However, there is a chance that at least some of us will get to a new home safely, and that is something worthy of our efforts. >>
Tilting his head up and looking at Chimeg’s surprised expression, the Hedge Witch added, “Starting a brand-new life somewhere else has a certain appeal to it.” Then the man shrugged his shoulders and laughed at the woman’s astonishment.
Chimeg might have said something more, but just then there was a commotion at the Southern gate of the enclosure. Hearing the guards shouting questions as they pulled the massive portico open, the Hedge Witch smiled broadly and stood up. With more energy than Chimeg thought possible for someone his age, Jeremiah took off at a trot toward the gate.
The noise and activity drew everyone’s attention. There was an audible murmur of surprise as the lead wagon of a caravan pulled in, accompanied by a column of horses on either side. Massive dogs and cats mixed in with the horses, their predatory attention watching everywhere for danger.
Popping up out of hidden locations between cargo loads and out of concealing packs, smaller animals and many types of Hidden Folk scanned the area with bright and curious eyes. The sound of conversation grew louder in the encamped group as some of the raptors and two of the Ravens that had been perched around the enclosure dove down in apparent greeting to some of the newest arrivals.
Chimeg felt a flash of anger she saw the Raven that she had confronted sink its razor-sharp claws in the side of the wagon and stare intensely at a grizzled Hidden Folk. From the amount of attention that their apparent conversation was drawing from the other passengers, the Journeyman Seer suspected that they knew each other. Now feeling thoroughly annoyed with the secretive Familiar, Chimeg thought, I wonder what other things that that deceptive creature has hidden from me. I do not trust him, nor do I want him anywhere around us.
By the time that the last of the carts and wagons had cleared the opening, the entire area was swirling with Magic users, Familiars, and Hidden Folk. Almost lost in confusion, the Magic users and other humans threaded their way over to the fire to introduce themselves. The next half-hour was packed with the activities necessary to get such a large group integrated and making general introductions.
Chimeg operated in a dazed condition of exhaustion and overload, having long before realized how drained she was. The Journeyman Seer made a decision to defer any significant activity or decisions until she at least was more focused and energetic.
Martina wrapped the exhausted woman in a wave of supportive affection, pushing energy into the Seer over their Familiar bond, adding, << I agree it is better to wait until tomorrow. Your emotions are unsettled, and your thought processes hindered. You are still reeling from the effects of your Visions, so allow yourself some recovery time. >>
The young woman felt relief that her Familiar agreed that she was making the right decision. Reassured, Chimeg answered her Familiar, saying, << I have an uneasy feeling haunting me. A nasty suspicion is forming, telling me that this evening’s break is the only one we are going to have for a long time. >>
After that, Chimeg and Martina spread the word about strategy meetings that would be held the next morning. Covering up her exhaustion, the young woman confidently explained that they would start with a general meeting and then split up into different tactical and strategic groups. Until then, everyone should take advantage of a less structured and frantic evening and night. This time would be dedicated to getting to know each other and catching up on some needed rest.
Chimeg heard Jeremiah explaining things to the Magic users, while Ganhsuk and Batsorig circulated the information among the guards and warriors. Realizing that she did not have to talk with everyone immediately, the young woman began to relax.
As numbness started to steal her awareness of her hands and feet, Chimeg watched the new group as they interacted with Jeremiah. It was apparent that the Hedge Witch and the Wagon Master were old friends. Not only did they embrace fervently, but they made jokes that were only partially understood by the others around them. The young Seer thought to herself, Jeremiah is a very kind man. I know he is very old, but he feels far stronger than I expected when someone told me he was a Hedge Witch. I do not like to think what we would have done without his knowledge and help, because I am lost. I understand now why Dochin sent us to him.
One of the women in the wagon train, a woman who had been introduced as Helene, came over and sat next to Chimeg. Feeling awkward and unsure of herself by the weight of her overtaxed body, the Seer murmured to the older woman, “You look as exhausted as I feel.”
Helene uttered a short, strained laugh, saying, “I could sleep for a week and still not be rested enough to compensate for this last two weeks.”
Smiling and closing her eyes, the Journeyman Seer agreed, saying, “Even a whole single day would be blissful.”
Hugh and Jeremiah were walking toward Chimeg when she heard a portion of Jeremiah’s response to the Wagon Master’s question. “… It is not that crowded, old friend. We could handle quite a few more if we got a bit more organized.”
This time the Vision slid unsummoned around Chimeg like a comforting blanket, offering her information without overwhelming her Sight. The woman heard Helene’s voice through muffling layers that distorted her words into rhythmic noise. Attempting to speak, the Journeyman Seer battled against her tight throat and restricted breath, finally forcing out, “Many more will arrive tomorrow. The last of those Called. Then a full day and half of the next before we must leave, or all will die.”
The Vision drained away from Chimeg, leaving her shaking with cold and almost unable to breathe. The woman attempted to stand, desperate to reach her bed and the quiet of her tent. Under one flailing, grasping hand, she felt the thick fur of her Familiar, gripping frantically for support. Dimly, she heard Martina saying something urgently, but her mind was too battered to hear what the Familiar was saying.
Knowing that she needed someplace safe to recover, Chimeg tried to step forward but felt her control over her legs disappear. The woman had no more reserves, even her vision, and hearing beginning to fail. Still clinging to consciousness by the thinnest of threads, the Seer felt her body start to fall.
As physical body awareness eroded, the young woman felt Martina lunge under her dropping body. Still, she knew that the Familiar’s move would fail to prevent her from crashing into the ground. As she slid toward another crushing impact, two hands grasped her upper arms, and Chimeg was swept into arms that pulled her close to someone’s chest. Listening to the beat of a heart not her own, the Seer released her grip on reality and slipped into unconsciousness.





Chapter 52 – Russians are Coming
Villepinte, Just Outside Paris, Earth
Peotr had decided to stop at the estate of an old acquaintance in the Parisian suburb of Villepinte. Located just on the border to the northeast of the entire Parisian metropolitan area, retired mercenary General Emile du Arcand had been the commanding officer for Peotr’s first deployment as a Mercenary Witch. The old man had acted as a mentor and was someone whose judgment the younger man deeply respected.
When Peotr had called the older man before they broke their last camp outside of Paris, he had been hoping that Emile would be able to recommend a place for them to stay. He certainly had not expected his old mentor to insist that there was plenty of room for them at the Château.
Still unsure whether descending on the Château du Arcand with their large and highly unusual group was a good idea, Peotr had driven ahead of the rest of their caravan, leaving Boris in command, and the children of all species under the care of Maxim’s daughters.
To relieve Boris’ concerns, Peotr had also taken Vitaly, one of their telepathic twin scouts to provide extra firepower if needed, while Melor drove. The rest of his party was composed of Maxim, Kolya, and, surprisingly, Dasule. The Domovoi had invited himself, calmly entering the vehicle and acting as if there was no discussion to be held on anything.
Peotr was determined to keep his party safe at all costs and thought that the mixture of personnel would both give them enough Power to get out of a bad situation and provide a broad perspective to validate whatever decision was made.
With an unexpected step of amusement, the Mercenary Commander thought to himself, Hopefully, Emile will be able to deal with Dasule. That would certainly set the stage for the other Hidden Folk that we have in the rest of the party.
It took only a couple of hours to drive from the last waystation to the estate. As they approached the du Arcand lands, Peotr became aware of a series of protective wards that layered over both the approach and the imposing wall that surrounded Emile’s home. He could see everyone in the vehicle straightening up and looking intently around. Even if they could not see the wards, all of the men in the car were sensitive to the presence of Magic.
Quietly, Kolya asked, “What do you think this means? Are we walking into some sort of battle?”
Equally softly, Peotr answered, “First of all, remember that Emile was a General. Every senior mercenary that I have known has protective measures guarding their home. Secondly, the castings that I am seeing are all protective and defensive, not offensive. I think we are safe, and I trust Emile. We will just have to ask him what is going on.”
Silence descended once more inside of the car as Melor navigated the series of checkpoint gates and twisting roads that lead to the main Château. Carefully noting the emplacement of physical and Magical defenses, Peotr found himself becoming more disturbed by the number of offensive weapons that were scattered around. Thinking to himself, This looks like fortifications to standoff a siege. I wonder what trouble Emile has found himself in? Peotr vowed to question his old mentor and see if there was anything they could do to help.
When Melor pulled up at the base of the main staircase to the Château, Emile was standing by the drive with a broad smile on his face. As Peotr quickly climbed out of the back of the vehicle and clasped hands with his old friend, he searched the older man’s face for signs of stress or illness. When he saw none, a wellspring of relief startled the younger man and touched off a cord of sadness that his father had never met the man who had mentored his son during his entire mercenary career.
Shrugging off the intense emotions and memories, Peotr greeted their host, exclaiming, “General, it is good to see you looking so well! Thank you for the invitation.”
Looking at the single vehicle in his drive, Emile smiled before turning a sharpened gaze at the younger man. Considering and analyzing what he could see, the retired General commented, “I certainly expected a large number of vehicles and a larger group of people. However, I did teach you to be very cautious and scout the land first. So what is it that you think will be difficult for me to handle? Or are you fleeing pursuit and do not want to involve me in your problems?”
Before Peotr could answer, Dasule seemed to spring in existence directly in front of the man, announcing, “One of the things might be me. You may call me Dasule.”
Emile staggered a step backward, his face going pale. Gasping, the man exclaimed, “A Domovoi! Dear God in heaven, how is it possible that you are traveling with one?”
Dasule lifted his arms and pointed one hand at a spot about ten feet to the right of where they were standing and the other to a place ten feet to the left, saying, “Tell your men to stand down. The weapons they have will not hurt me, and we mean you no harm.”
Before anyone could say a word, the Domovoi made a ripping motion with both hands. There was a sound as if a series of chimes was ringing, and the concealing illusion that had cloaked the two armed retainers was ripped away, leaving them standing in clear sight.
For a split second, both men were frozen in their tracks with surprise. Their immobility was broken when Emile started laughing uproariously. Gesturing to Peotr, the retired General chuckled, “Bring whomever you wish to into the Château, Peotr. I have a feeling that this discussion will be best conducted over a bottle of excellent wine.”
As previously planned, Kolya and Maxim joined Peotr and Dasule as they followed their host. Traveling up the steps and into the imposing entry, Emile filled the short journey with a running commentary about his home, quickly bringing them into a well-appointed study warmed by a crackling fire, and with a table of hors d’oeuvres and wine ready to pour.
Once all of them have been provided with drinks and food of their choice, Emile stretched his legs out in front of the fire and said encouragingly, “Now tell me what is going on. Of all the things in the world that I thought to see as part of your party, a powerful home spirit was so unlikely that I would never have guessed it. And, if he was the initial shock factor, then it means you have other surprises coming and were trying to test me out. So tell me!”
Trembling slightly, Peotr balanced on the edge of laying everything out for his former mentor and grabbing the people in the room with him and fleeing. So much had happened over the last couple of weeks that the man did not know who or what to trust in this world. Looking up and agonized indecision, Peotr glanced at each of his companions, entreaty naked in his face. One by one, they nodded their agreement and provided encouragement with small smiles.
Taking a deep breath, the Mercenary Commander gave a concise and unemotional summary of everything that had occurred since his company had returned to Yarorbash. Seldom interrupting for clarifying questions, the retired General listen thoughtfully. If, at times, his eyes widened slightly in surprise, the man did not seem to be thrown off by the narrative.
It was evident to all the men in the room that his mind was working furiously. At times, the man’s keen gaze would rest on one of the other men as Peotr identified their roles and actions. As Peotr finished his report, silence hung over the room for a few seconds before Emile spoke.
“Let me see if I can summarize even further. You are attempting to follow the path that Zhanna has taken to leave this world, accompanied by those that are most in danger from the Blood Mages. As part of your group, you have mercenaries and bodyguards, Hidden Folk, dependents, and innocents, as well as valuable cargo.”
Peotr agreed, saying, “As an overall summary, that is correct. However, some other aspects are important, and they need to be mentioned.”
For the first time, Maxim spoke up, saying, “Some of the cargo that we carry is extremely Magical. So the value of what we have exists on two metrics, monetary value and Magical Power. No matter how carefully we shroud the enchanted items, some amount of that Magical energy is going to be detectable.”
Dasule chose to add his commentary then by commenting, “A sacrificial feast of this many Witches and Mages will draw the Blood Mages like hungry wolves, even without the enchanted items. We do not dare stop for too long, especially since the Snarling Bear Company is dogging our heels.”
Emile nodded his head in acknowledgment, before saying calmly, “So your objectives are to meet up with whatever or whoever can set you on the path that Zhanna took while avoiding the Blood Mages. Ultimately, you are making an exodus, and it will be a one-way journey.”
Again Peotr nodded in agreement and waited for his mentor to talk. Time seemed to stretch out for an extended period as Emile considered the problem. Finally, the older man shook himself and leaned forward, no longer relaxed, but looking like he was ready to spring into action.
“I believe the first thing we need to do is get the rest of your party inside our wards. That will add another layer of cloaking onto your cargo and people. Then, we should see if we can reach out to any of the more powerful and uncorrupted Magic users that currently reside in Paris. Hopefully, we can do that quickly because I and those of my household that have any foreshadowing ability have been uneasy for days about what is coming.”
Kolya asked, “Do we need to scout the city? Is there any other area we would need to do probing or information gathering?”
Emile sighed and answered, “The entire city is on edge. We routinely scout the main problem areas and sample other points in the City. People are keeping their heads down, and many of the more vulnerable businesses and locations are closed. The feeling of approaching doom makes the air thicker and harder to breathe, and the few Seers in this area have collapsed under the barrage of their Visions.”
Coming to a decision, Peotr said briskly, “Then we need to move quickly. The rest of the caravan is about another half-hour behind us, and I will have Vitaly confirm that they are to come here. While they are completing their journey to join us, perhaps we can think of some ways to contact those Magic users that you trust, Emile.”
The retired General simply answered, “Yes.” However, the look of pride and approval in the man’s face warmed Peotr’s heart and bolstered his soul. Without another word, Kolya left to let Vitaly know what had to be done.
Dasule chose that moment to say, “I have been in contact with a Familiar by the name of Khan Oktai. He says that the Witch Jeremiah is expecting this group tomorrow. There is a much larger group waiting for us that is joining Zhanna in the New World that they call Tellus.”
All three of the men in the room turned to stare at the Domovoi in amazement, but Peotr was the first one to ask, “Should we be going there now?”
Dasule’s vision became abstracted, and from the small changes in his expression, he was carrying on a conversation without words with someone. After a few moments, the Domovoi focused once more on Peotr, saying, “There is a Seer in the group, and she had a Vision of you arriving tomorrow. The Familiar recommends that you take off from here at first light and move quickly. He says to hide your passage if possible and arrive at the gathering point before noon.”
Exchanging glances with Emile, Peotr said calmly, “Please thank him for us and tell him that we will follow his suggestions.”
The Domovoi nodded his head and said abruptly, “I just did, and he says that you can thank him by moving discreetly and quickly. There are four wandering groups of Blood Mages that he can see from his vantage point. They are unpredictable in their movements, and their locations change from one moment to another. They must not follow you to the gathering point.”
Emile asked, “Where do they want Peotr’s group to meet them?”
Once again, Dasule seemed to turn his attention somewhere else before returning to his normal focus. The Domovoi answered, “An old estate in La Queue-en-Brie called Esprit Plein d'Espoir.”
Smiling, Peotr’s mentor clapped his hands in approval and exclaimed, “Excellent! That means that they will the meeting with the Witch Jeremiah. He is the strongest and best of the remaining untainted Witches in Paris.”
Curious, Maxim asked, “My French is not very good, so would you indulge me by translating that estate name?”
Emile answered, “It means Hopeful Spirit.”





Chapter 53 – Gathering
Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth
Once again, Chimeg slowly woke, her body sensations slowly building like bricks forming the outside of the house. Piece by piece, she integrated her hearing, ability to smell, and the feedback from her skin. The sound of soft snores surrounded her against a background of distant murmured conversation. Early morning bird calls sounded musically as small flyers expressed their joy at the burgeoning light.
Her sense of smell tiptoed back on slinking feet of returning sensation, and she detected the invigorating scent of muscle ease ointment that rose from her skin. It floated in the air and mixed with the familiar earthy aroma of warm tea. The Seer’s skin pebbled as a cool draft of air kissed her exposed skin, and the woman shivered.
Instantly, the snoring stopped, and Chimeg felt the warmth that radiated from someone else’s body next to her side. A moment later, a large, furred body slid beside her on the bed, providing warmth and coverage like a hot fire on a cold day.
Two voices spoke to the half-conscious Seer at the same time. One was her Familiar who whispered into her bondmate’s mind, << Welcome back. We have been waiting for you. >>
At the same time, the voice of the Witch, Jeremiah, asked her gently,
“Chimeg, how do you feel?”
The Seer struggled to speak, but all she managed to do was make a croaking sound. Immediately, arms that she recognized as Jeremiah’s lifted her shoulders up slightly, and Martina slid under her upper body to support her. The Hedge Witch set a warm cup against her mouth and urged her to drink. At first, the tea burned going down her throat, despite its tepid temperature. But then the herbs that had been added soothed the roughness of her throat. Her thirst awakened, Chimeg greedily gulped at the liquid.
More soft voices came close to her, and she felt the cool hands of Geriel on her face. There was a flash of warmth, and someone took a damp cloth to her eyes, washing away the crusty secretion that had glued them closed.
Slowly, the Journeyman Seer lifted eyelids that felt weighed down by bags of sand, wincing at the sharp bite of candlelight. Reactive tears poured down her face, and a gentle hand wiped the salty water from her cheeks. Slowly, her ability to focus came back, and she could see the concerned faces around her. Her responding smile hurt, but she ignored the pain and reassured her friends, saying, “I am fine now. The Visions are just coming very rapidly. Every one of them wears me out a bit more, and my body sometimes forgets how to function when I have no reserves left.”
Slowly feeling better, Chimeg moved carefully to the side of the bed and sat up. Taking a deep breath, she gathered her energy and asked, “What time of day is it? We need to have our early morning meeting and start to work things out for our plan.”
Ganhsuk asked, “Should we wait for the other group that you said is arriving? Gan Gerel said that her Familiar had passed on the directions and that they were leaving at first light. If they left on time, they should be here within the next hour. Of course, that assumes that nothing happens during their trip here.”
Immediately, Chimeg asked, “What are you worried about?”
The Mongolian warrior answered, “Khan Oktai reported roving groups of Blood Mages. The other party has been warned, and they will be attempting to conceal their movements and avoid being followed here. However, we cannot depend on that, so we have supplemented the guards on the walls with additional warriors and Magic users that have defensive and offensive spells.”
Chimeg said decisively, “Please tell everyone that we are going to be meeting by the central fire in fifteen minutes. We need to start our planning sessions before the other party gets here, or we will not get done in time. If we have the bones of it worked up, the new people will hopefully be able to tell us where they fit. If not, we can always replan, but starting from scratch when they get here will be too much delay.”
Adil said quietly, “I have had conversations with the majority of the Magic users. All of us will need some time to repair, so getting our planning out-of-the-way will allow us the luxury of doing our spell research or potion brewing without possible disastrous mistakes produced by rushing.”
Nodding in acknowledgment at the Wizard’s input, Chimeg asked the group in general, “Do we have any idea what type of group is joining us. We have all of the Magic users that were Called, and I did not get a sense of the add-ons to our party being dangerous or being of ill intent.”
Gan Gerel stepped forward, saying, “Khan Oktai allowed me to look through his eyes. When I saw the group in motion, it appeared to be a motorized caravan, with many vehicles. Some of them are trucks that I would expect to be carrying cargo, but others are more suited to moving people. At one stop they made, several of the men got out and looked at the map. They have the stance of warriors even though they are dressed in clothing that appears normal for this area. I am sorry, but that is all I can tell you.”
Jeremiah’s voice came from a point just behind the Seer, and Chimeg realized that the elderly Witch was supporting her with his body, bracing her against Martina. Startled, the woman froze, unsure of why she had not been aware of his presence since usually she was very leery about anyone getting too close to her. As the man spoke, the Seer forgot about her concern and just listened.
“I would suspect that the group is comprised mostly of Russian mercenaries. The woman that we are attempting to reach comes from a village where the main occupation is focused on providing Magical mercenary forces,” Jeremiah offered. Continuing on, he added, “When TT fled Paris, she went to find sanctuary with Zhanna’s grandmother in Russia. The woman is a powerful Seer and had Visions that guided them. They took a small party and found their way through the dangerous Ways between Planes to a place where Zhanna would find them.”
Chimeg said quietly as one by one the people that are crowded into her tent realized both her silence and that her vision was focused elsewhere. After a few moments, the young Seer said quietly, “Something is telling me that we are going to have more than the one group joining us today. It is not a full Vision, but I am getting whispers on the wind that tell me that one or two other small groups of people will be joining us. I have no idea who or when, but one thing I am sure of is that we have a timetable that we must meet, or we will all die.”
Somberly, the visitors to her tent dispersed. Some headed to pass the word while others went to help the cooks around the fire so that the meal preparation was done soon enough that everyone could listen.
Geriel came over to Chimeg as she still sat on her bed. Reaching her hands out, the Healer said, “Let me help you get ready. We can at least get you a bit washed up. If you feel shaky at all today, you are not going to push through it because we need you at full strength tomorrow. Understood?”
With the Journeyman Seer’s reluctant assent, the Healer informed Jeremiah a bit abruptly, “I will take care of her so that you can go do the things you need to do.”
With a wordless pat of reassurance, the old Witch gently disengaged himself from Chimeg and moved out of the tent with rapid footsteps. The Healer watched the man leave with a disgruntled look on her face that prompted Chimeg to ask, “What was that all about?”
Geriel snorted and said, “He acted like I did not know what to do to take care of you last night. He insisted on supervising your treatment himself. You would think I was a trainee rather than a full Healer!”
Chimeg was surprised, both by the Healer’s reaction and the unexpected stab of warmth that she felt. Attributing her emotions to her friend’s concern about her, the Seer told the woman, “I am sure that he is not trying to put down your skill. He seems pretty accepting of people from what I have Seen. Perhaps my reaction to the Visions reminded him of his mother, who was a Seer also.”
It was Geriel’s turn to be surprised, and her frustrated and angry look changed to one of understanding. Muttering, “That makes sense, and if that is true, I will not be angry at him,” the woman proceeded to help her friend get prepared for her day.
The overall meeting had completed, and different focus groups had broken off to come up with strategies and tactics for different scenarios before there was a commotion at the Southern entrance. The immense figure of the Black Eagle Familiar, Khan Oktai, swooped down to land on the forearm of his chosen person, and Gan Gerel called out that the group they had been waiting for had arrived.
By the time the portico opened, there was a pathway lined with Familiars and Magic users watching alertly as the cavalcade rolled in. Carefully pulling their vehicles into the area reserved for them and defined by the open path.
The doors of the cars and trucks opened, and what seemed like a crowd of people piled out. Most of them were men, almost uniformly large and muscular, and wearing similar garments that spoke of a military organization. The people from the lead car included someone wearing the same dark uniform but marked by a red flash across his left shoulder. Trailed by an elderly man who moved gingerly and a massive younger male that looked enough like the elder to be family, the man who appeared to be in command made his way straight for Chimeg.
Surprised that he had zeroed in on her, the Seer met him partway, scrutinizing his face as the man examined hers in return. The man was the first to speak, announcing, “I am Peotr Nikolovich Tesorov, the Commander of the mercenary company that forms the main force of this group. I understand that you are a Seer that has some guidance that might allow us to join Zhanna Artyrofna and the remnants of our village in a new place.”
When he did not make any other encroaching comments, but simply waited for her to respond, Chimeg answered in a pleasant voice, “I see you, Peotr Nikolovich Tesorov, be welcome to my campfire as long as you harbor no ill intent.”
Peotr immediately responded, “Thank you, we have no ill intent, but are determined to save as many of the people that journey with us as possible from the predations of the rising Blood Mages.”
Softening her expression, Chimeg invited Peotr to come to speak with her and some of the others about their general plans. She told him that they wanted to get his people involved in working out strategies.
As they gathered closer to the fire, the young Seer introduced all of the members of her party. Identifying Jeremiah as their host and explaining his role, the woman allowed the two men to work out issues of bivouac and the deployment of tents. Moving smoothly into discussions and planning, the consolidated group soon splintered out into those that were going to be involved in fighting versus those that were involved in logistics.





Chapter 54 – Falling Surprises
Esprit Plein d'Espoir, La Queue-en-Brie, Just Outside Paris, Earth
Wandering from group to group, and trying to keep everyone’s efforts moving smoothly, Chimeg was shadowed by her Familiar. Every once in awhile, Martina would crowd against the Seer, signaling her bondmate to pause and rest for a few seconds.
It was at one of those momentary pauses that a tiny flying fluff of fur appeared to come out of nowhere and sink little claws into the huge Ovcharka female. The small animal climbed up the canine’s legs and side to pounce joyfully across the Familiar’s spine, before assuming a throne-like position between Martina’s ears.
<< Look at me! Look at me! I climbed a furry mountain! >> triumphantly cried the kitten.
Martina froze in surprise, but to Chimeg’s astonishment made no aggressive attempt to rid herself of the small, fragile cat. Instead, the big canine rumbled in a tone laden with mirth, << You certainly did climb something that looks like a mountain to you. Oh brave Explorer of high places, might you tell me your name? >>
<< I am Snowstripe! And you are fun to climb! Much better than butterflies. >> With a lightning mood change, the kitten spun on her tiny feet and pounced onto the back of Martina's neck. Sniffing carefully, the kitten found a spot she liked and burrowed into the thick hair of the mountain dog. As Martina and Chimeg stared at each other in disbelief, a thready little purr began to fill the air from the ruffled area of double-coated fur.
Before either female could say anything, the panting figure of an adolescent cat charged over to them and asked, << Did you see a tiny white kitten run by here? Snowstripe is white and has very thin silver-grey stripes. She is also very fast. >> The young male cat was gasping for air, and Chimeg took pity on him, bending over and lifting him so that she and Martina could continue their walk.
For a moment, the young cat just concentrated on catching his breath. Chimeg had a lot of empathy for feeling that way and stroked the animal soothingly, waiting for him to offer more information. At last, the young male spoke up saying, << My name is Jehani, and I am trying to watch the kittens that are with me. I am so sorry to bother you, but I am trying to make sure that she does not get injured. There are so many large animals here, and she has absolutely no fear or sense of danger! >>
Martina laughed finally, telling the distressed adolescent, << At least for a little while, she is safe. Right now, she is burrowed into the fur on my neck and is sound asleep and purring. >>
Jehani went limp with relief, and Chimeg found herself petting him in reassurance. Reluctantly the young male cat asked, << Do you want me to take her off of you? >>
Martina answered back, << Not necessary. Why do you not catch a quick nap while she is sleeping? That way, you will at least be a little recharged when she wakes up and wants to go charging off after something else! >>
There was a flash of gratitude, and the surprised Seer felt the young cat in her arms go immediately boneless, dropping without warning into a deep sleep. That is a good trick, she thought to herself.
Chimeg made another complete circuit around the area, please to see that all the groups appear to be working well together. She paused briefly next to the Strategic Approach group, where Jeremiah was explaining the layout of his estate. Intensely curious, the woman listened silently.
The Earth Witch was saying, “… bought the Château many decades ago. It may look broken down on the outside, but it was initially constructed during an intense period of repeated wars and is built like a fortress. The inside is highly renovated and heavily warded. It has a significant tactical advantage provided by an extensive network of tunnels.”
When asked about the reach of the tunnels, Jeremiah answered, “There are many destination points, with all of them invisible from the outside. One of the most advantageous is a tunnel that runs from the Château over to the Northwest corner of this enclosure.”
When the discussion became general, Chimeg continued to move around. Her mind was spinning from everything she had heard, but her thoughts refused to settle on any single aspect. Familiar with that feeling, the Journeyman Seer knew better than to attempt to force her focus in any specific direction. Instead, she just let herself float in her thoughts and continued to amble.
As Chimeg and Martina were moving past the Southern entry to the enclosure, there was a shrieking alert from Khan Oktai from far overhead. The sound pierced the Seer’s ears and caused an explosion of Ravens and other raptors from their perches around the enclosure. The mercenaries reacted by racing for the guard towers and walls, drawing their weapons and looking for danger.
While most of the inhabitants of the enclosed yard ran for the perimeter, Chimeg was pulled toward the empty space in the middle. Standing there with her Familiar, the woman totally forgot about the cat in her arms and the kitten buried in Martina’s fur. Searching the sky with a sense of desperation, the Seer shielded her eyes and swept her gaze from one side to the other until she saw a cloud of Ravens surrounding the laboring figure of another large raptor.
The bird was obviously in distress, one wing appearing partially scorched. The normally smooth glide of a large air predator had become a jerky clawing progress through the atmosphere. Its movement was not improved by a bundle hanging from its talons.
Chimeg’s chest was aching, and her arms burned in sympathy. Her eyes were locked on the drama happening high overhead, and she did not even twitch as Gan Gerel ran up to her side, almost sobbing. Jehani had wakened and was perched on the Seer’s shoulder, his eyes also locked on the rescue efforts.
Without moving her focus, the Seer demanded, “What is happening? That looks too small for Khan Oktai.”
The Eagle Hunter answered between her sobbing gasps, “Not him. Blood Mage damage. Refuses to drop package. The Ravens have a plan, but I do not understand it!”
There was a swirl of fur as the massive Bankhar dogs surrounded the Seer, standing shoulder to shoulder and creating a soft landing pad. Encircling the dogs, the thunder of hooves preceded a crowd of the heavy-coated Mongolian ponies forming a secondary ring of cushiony surface, crowding in to prevent any gap.
Her heart in her throat, Chimeg watched as the Ravens worked in teams of four, sliding together and under the laboring raptor and using their backs to hold his body up. As soon as the bird was stabilized at one level, another team appeared below them and tightened up their formation. Gradually, the support team descended, before moving outward and spilling the injured bird onto the lower group.
The Ravens brought the massive bird closer to the ground. Soon everyone in the enclosure was staring up at the drama playing above them. As the Ravens kept taking turns, exhaustion began to set in, and their formation got a little sloppier. Several times, the transitions between teams were a bit rough, while the movement of the damaged bird's wings became weaker.
About twenty feet above the ground, the support formation finally failed, and the large raptor dropped toward the ground, weakly beating his wings in a vain attempt to remain airborne. The Seer screamed and started toward the left, her arms outstretched.
The injured bird flipped in midair, tucking his bundle against his chest and wrapping his wings protectively around it. His gliding ability destroyed, the raptor immediately began to plummet toward the ground.
Chimeg knew that he was sacrificing his life for the possible survival of whatever he carried, and the woman’s heart pounded in her chest as she watched his body fall toward her. Suddenly, a geyser of water exploded from the ground immediately under the falling bird, blasting the dogs away from the spot and soaking Chimeg and Gan Gerel. The water spout slid up under the raptor, slowing his descent.
The Seer spun around, wildly searching for the caster of the spell. Twenty feet away from her, Jeremiah stood with his feet firmly planted on the ground, glowing with a deep-green light. Outlined in the same color, Davin stood next to his Witch, a blinding rainbow of fire burning in his eyes as the Witch and his Familiar carefully lowered the bird onto the ground.
With an abrupt dismissal, the spell winked out of existence, the water soaking immediately into the ground. Gan Gerel sprinted over to the motionless body of the raptor, closely followed by every Healer in the group.
The Ravens once again perched around the enclosure, as the mercenaries and warriors kept watch outward for other danger. No others crowded closer to the injured animal. Instead, they left the Healers room to work. The Seer felt relieved knowing that even while most of the people watched with bated breath as the damaged and exhausted raptor received emergency care, the gathering still remained protected.
Moving through the maze of spectators, Chimeg determinedly made her way over to where she had last seen Jeremiah and Davin. Realizing they had moved, the woman caught a flash of motion and realized that Familiar had guided the exhausted Witch over next to the stone wall that formed the enclosure.
The drained man had dropped to the ground bracing his back against the wall and closing his eyes as he buried his fingers in the dirt. Swirls of green energy traveled up his arms as he recharged and centered his Power. Wordlessly, the Seer squatted next to him, placing her hand on his shoulder and quietly comforting him. For a few moments, Chimeg just relaxed next to the Earth Witch as he recharged from the source of his Magic.
A cheer rang up from the group in the center, and it spread to every throat in the enclosure. Chimeg looked over and saw that the raptor was on his feet, making shaky progress toward the shaded shelter of a tent.
Shocked motion from two other Healers drew Chimeg’s attention. When one of them stood up and yelled for the Wizard, Chimeg got up and took several steps in that direction before a scream in her mind whipped her head around to track an older kitten that was leaping across the packed backs of the ponies and dogs heading for where the Wizard now knelt with the Healers.
Forgotten until now, Jehani launched off of Chimeg’s shoulder, also screaming at the top of his lungs. It took a split second before the Seer understood what the two young cats were saying. The kitten scrambling over the standing horses was crying, << Mama! Mama! >> At the same time,
Jehani was also yelling, << Seralla, Seralla! >>
Limping out from between all of the Healers still kneeling, came a staggering, young female cat. She had not gotten more than a couple of steps before the kitten reached her, slamming into her side and sobbing, << Mama! I never thought I was going to see you again! >>
In the dead mental silence that surrounded the enclosure, everyone heard the young female say, << Maeve, my little daughter. I never thought I would see you either. >>
Amid all the confusion, the Wizard stood up, holding two large eggs in his hands. The chalky white ovals were enclosed in an exterior framework of Magical fire. It appeared that the Magical containment was both holding the cracked shells together and warming them at the same time.
Another Healer stood, holding a scarf wrapped around two tiny kittens, so young that their eyes were not even opened. Seralla looked up and begged the Healer, << Please tell me my babies are okay, I have already lost one today I cannot bear losing anymore! >>
The woman gently smiled, saying out loud, “These two babies are just fine. They got a little chilled, and we have to make sure to warm them up well. Shortly, we will have all of you next to a nice warm fire, and you can take some time to rest and recover.”
The remaining Healer rose, carrying a large, battered Tomcat in his arms. At the sight of the massive cat, another small kitten charged across the ground, dodging hooves and legs, all while yelling for his father. Moving carefully, the surrounding horses and ponies gave the frantically screaming baby a clear path toward the injured cat. Before the Healer could kneel, the kitten had jumped as high as it could on the man’s leg and was clawing its way toward the unconscious animal in his arms.
There was a momentary silence before the entire group erupted into a joyous celebration. Only a few heard the mournful feline cry of a crouched small kitten as she realized that her mother had not made it. Chimeg took one step in that direction before she saw that Helene had pulled the kitten up into her arms and was curled around the grieving feline, adding her tears.
Chimeg was not the only person who had noticed the cry, from where he was huddled next to Seralla, Jehani sprang up as if jabbed by a sharp needle. His anguished mental cry of, << Oh dear God, Miko! Where is Miko? And Snowstripe, what am I going to tell her? >> The adolescent cat took off at a flat run heading back to where the other kittens had been.
The Seer drew a sharp breath and felt a pang of anguish that seemed to resonate with the tiny kitten’s mournful wails that she felt more than heard. Trying to calm herself down, Chimeg suddenly was jabbed with another wave of pain from her Familiar.
The Seer looked over at Martina, just as a sleepy-eyed tiny kitten’s head popped out from the thick fur surrounding the large canine’s neck. Responding to a mental picture from the big dog, the woman carefully picked the kitten up in her hands and let Martina take the scruff in its mouth. Moving quickly, the Seer’s Familiar took Snowstripe toward the quiet isolation of the Seer’s tent.
Torn between joy and sorrow, the Seer turned to look for Jeremiah. The Witch had moved about twenty feet away from the outside fortification and had his back to the empty space in the corner, and was watching the reunion of the cats.
With that unique perspective, Chimeg was the only one that saw a concealed door open. To her terror, a pair of cats and two dangerous looking warriors emerged inside the protected enclosure. Projecting her voice as loudly as she could, Chimeg called a warning to Jeremiah.
The Earth Witch spun in place, prepared to throw a spell but froze for a moment at the sight of the strangers. As he broke his immobility to take off in a stumbling run toward the newcomers, Jeremiah yelled, “TT, we have missed you! But why are you here?”
The smaller of the two strange cats took off for the Witch at a sprint. Chimeg could see its luxuriant white fur around some pieces of what appeared to be a garment. Jeremiah was also running, sweeping the cat up in his arms as it jumped at him.
Everyone in the enclosure heard her answer, << Jeremiah, we missed you too! The window for access is closing. We could not stand idly by when there was a chance of bringing you back with us before it was too late. Please tell us you will come! >>
<< I hate to be such a pain, but does anybody care that the rest of us came? >> asked an unknown voice. << It would be really nice if someone said something like, ‘We are glad you are here too, Jack.’ Or even, ‘YAH, you brought two more mercenaries!’ >>
Davin strolled out into an empty area and sat on the ground, stretching his leg up and beginning to groom the back of his thigh. His mental voice rang out, saying sarcastically, << We are glad you are here too, Jack. And it is wonderful that you brought two more mercenaries! Hopefully, that is enough to deal with your ego. What I want to know is, did you remember to bring the sardines? >>
With the yowl of hissing laughter, the other strange cat strolled out to sit next to Davin, and looked around at his staring audience. Yawning widely, Jack announced, << It looks like you have got everybody gathered. It is a good thing that your friendly native guides have shown up. >>
As soon as she saw the cat leap into Jeremiah’s arms, Chimeg had relaxed and taken a deep breath. Shaking her head from all the excitement of the day, the Seer turned to head toward the central fire and a bench that she might rest on. She could feel her muscles starting to tremble and knew that she was getting close to overload again.
She was still two steps away from her targeted bench when a flash of heat and light announce another Vision. This time the Vision played in front of her rather than wrapping around her senses and body.
The intensity of it was so high that she struggled to breathe until the warmth of Martina’s body was suddenly next to her, and her Familiar bond was bright with donated energy. Twined with her Familiar’s Power, was a tiny thread of sorrow. The Seer had just enough time to realize that the trickle of Power was feline in nature before the Vision took her completely.
Playing out in front of Chimeg’s eyes was a horrific ritual, elaborate and powered by hundreds of sacrifices. Unable to look away, the Seer saw a mighty wind exploding out from the casting circle, stripping all Magic as it went. Familiars, Witches, Mages. Every bit of Magic was ripped from Paris. Her Vision was brutal and uncompromising, showing her dead bodies of many that she somehow knew.
A woman knelt by a dead man, holding corpses of a small girl and boy in her arms. She was sobbing helplessly as the names Dora, Brandon, Phil, and Maddie floated through the Seer’s head.
Once more, the Vision of the ritual played and then froze in front of Chimeg. A golden light outlined a clock on the wall behind the casting circle. The time shown emblazoned itself in her brain with a painful flash.
Now desperately sobbing, Chimeg pleaded for the Vision to release her, but the River of Time was not done with her yet. There was another swirl of imagery, and the Seer was suddenly standing in the middle of a Blood Mage’s sanctum.
Men and women were standing frozen at the major cardinal points, and the Seer recognized the face of the man she had Seen as dead in the previous flash. He was caught in the same immobility spell as the others, but she could see that his eyes were still aware and filled with intense despair and immeasurable anger.
The two senior Blood Mages that were walking around the room were discussing the ceremony. One of them said to the other, “Be careful with that athame. It and the amulet are irreplaceable. If either of them is damaged, we will be unable to complete the ceremony.”
The other man replied confidently, “Stop being such a worrywart. The only people that know where they are hidden are the two of us, and these stupid cattle locked in our circle. Since they are never going to go free, we have no risk. In less than 30 hours, you and I will be rulers of the world.”
The Vision ripped away from Chimeg without sending her into unconsciousness. The Seer stumbled slightly, grabbing onto the fur of her Familiar to keep her balance. Gasping, the woman straightened up and realized that she was the center of all eyes. Blushing slightly, she did not know what to say to break the silence, but that problem was solved by someone else.
Almost in chorus, the Mercenary Commander and the Witch Jeremiah asked, “Seer, what did you see?”
Straightening up, Chimeg said with a calm heart and crystal-hard determination, “The good news is that I saw how we can stop the Blood Mages’ Great Casting. The difficulty is that we will have to do that as we leave this planet forever. The bad news is that we only have 28 hours.”





Author’s Notes
Welcome to the end of the fourth book in the Familiar Magic Series. I have to say that this was an incredibly difficult book to write. Not only did it take much longer than expected, but it was a more significant undertaking than I had planned.
This story brings the repudiated Persian Familiar TT back to Earth for one last attempt to rescue those that she cares about. She and her Uncle Jack are joined by two mercenaries who also left comrades behind. All for have been haunted by terrible fears for those still absent ever since.
Although the plotline was initially quite straightforward, I found when I got into the writing of the story that there were too many pieces that needed to be braided in. What resulted from my efforts is a complex and much longer story than any I have written in this series.
In my mind, the characters in the series are developing their strengths and analyzing their weakness to continue to grow and improve. They have hope in life, irrespective of what is happening around them. I like to think that that is something that I am building to my own life.
I have a lot planned for the people, Familiars, and Hidden Folk that are mentioned in this story. With a list of over 40 short stories that I would like to create to tell individual stories and events, this tale of evolution and an epic journey leads into the final Exodus as the last of my beloved characters remove themselves from Terra.
Dealing with illness and the issues of our world today, this book took me far longer than any of us expected, but I hope that all of you will feel that it is worth the wait. I promise the wait for the next one will not be as long.
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My blog is at http://www.takidrake-author.com/.
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and look for her book-related merchandise here!
Thanks for joining me for this brief time.
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