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Chapter 1 – No Pain, No Gain

Wham! A pained breath exploded out of Zhanna’s mouth as she slammed into the ground. Before she could even draw one more tortured inhalation, a boot against her side flipped her over to roll again and again until she crashed into a rock. Despite the pain in her side, the young woman erupted explosively from the ground, shoving off with one hand, while holding a small shield in the other. She was off balance, and out of position as she scrambled to her feet. Gasping for breath, she wrenched her body around to watch the man that was coming after her.

All that could be seen of him were his narrowed eyes over the top of his shield. The rest of his face was concealed behind the barrier and his other hand steady on his sword. As he advanced, Zhanna was aware that he was staring at her intently, watching her eyes and aware of her shoulders. An expert swordsman alert for the indicators of potential movement. Feeling like a trapped mouse, Zhanna twitched her body to the left attempting to tempt him into a misstep. It didn’t work.

She froze with indecision for a second. WHAM!

Her vision swam with lights as she was caught from the rear by another assailant. Dammit! She had lost situational awareness. Now her shoulder hurt on top of everything else! << I’ve got to stop thinking in the middle of a battle,>> she thought just before another blow on her shield almost wrenched it off of her arm.

She was on the defensive, pinned between two opponents. What was she going to do!?

<<Move it, girl! >>

The urgency of the yell in her head caused Zhanna to make a dash for a better position. She chose her direction in a split second and ran, not through the inviting opening between the two men but up the rocks and over. Coming just a split second too late behind her, the young Witch heard a sword crash down onto the rocks.

“Shit!” The roar of an outraged fighter split the air in a snarl of sound and fury.

Zhanna managed a soft chortle as she gasped for air. She crawled and scrambled up the rest of the rocks, finding a position where her back was protected, and where her opponents could not come at her from all sides. Just for this one second, she had the freedom to take a deep breath. That respite was not destined to last for long. 

The two men that were attacking her approached from different directions. They were about 100° apart, and the angle was just wide enough that she couldn’t defend against, or even watch, both of them at the same time. A small quiet part of her tucked far back in her mind, could appreciate the skill with which they were conducting the attack. The rest of her that was sweaty, aching, and would have bruises from head to toe tomorrow, didn’t find it impressive at all.

The two men seemed to glide across the loose rocks toward her. Surefooted, well-balanced, they made her feel like a gawky child. Telling herself to focus, the Witch set her stance and waited.

Her opponents advanced to within ten feet of her. Staring at her intently for a few seconds, the taller of the two men straightened up and pulled his helm off. It was Stefan, looking oddly pleased. 

“Not bad at all,” he said. “Your footwork could use a lot of improvement, but you’re getting better at not thinking in the middle of the fight. We almost had you, but you recovered well and got yourself into a defensible position.”

The second man chimed in, “That roll and scramble actually were really good moves. I was waiting for you to take the opening, which would’ve left you open to attacks from both sides. You are definitely starting to develop instincts for the fight.”

“Thank you, Mikhail. I knew that if it were that easy looking you would’ve had something nasty waiting for me. I just couldn’t think clearly of what else to do so I thought I’d get out from the middle.”

Stefan responded, “That’s exactly what battle instinct is, Zhanna. Operating on your training and feelings is far faster than trying to think your way through something in a life or death situation.”

“I know, but it still was very hard not to try to use Magic in any of this.”

Mikhail gave a short laugh, and answered her, “The point of this was to teach you how to fight when your Magic is worn out. Magic users are very susceptible to exhaustion. When that happens, you have to fall back on your other skills. If you don’t have strong skills in actual weapon use, you will be at a significant disadvantage.”

“I understand that and appreciate you guys drilling me on this. The only thing that I would change is…”

“What? What would you change?”

“I wouldn’t have you enjoy beating me with your swords so much.”

<<<>>>

It was a long walk home, and Zhanna felt every single step of it. Mikhail and Stefan had kept her drilling long past the point that she felt able to do anything effective. That was actually part of their strategy, teaching her that no matter how tired she was she had to be able to fight.

It had been challenging not to rely on her Magic at all. There were times that Zhanna would have tried to use her Magic, but between the fighters pushing on her and her Familiar, Dascha, nagging her, the young Witch had been forced into practicing precisely what her teachers had planned.

The sun was starting to go down and the day was getting a little bit cooler. Zhanna was dragging her weary, sweat -soaked body back toward her grandmother’s home, hoping that there would be time for a thorough wash up before dinner. Her senses were numbed by the tiredness that dragged her arms and legs into slow motion, so Dascha’s urgent alert was the first warning she had of other visitors.

<<Watch out! I can tell that there are creatures in the underbrush and they are waiting for you. >>

Zhanna didn’t have any chance to respond because as she came abreast of an unusually thick bush on the left-hand side of the path, a small, brown-furred creature timidly stuck a tiny, horned head out and murmured her name.

Coming to an abrupt halt, Zhanna looked down at the tiny thing, noticing that it was injured and favoring its front left paw. Peering over its shoulder, the furless form of an even smaller creature could be seen as it held tightly to the branches of the concealing brush. With pale skin that had the look of translucency, Zhanna could clearly see the cuts and bruises that marred its pale green skin. Her tiredness forgotten, the young Witch was immediately on the alert. Her right hand went to the handle of her sword, and her left started to glow as she automatically gathered energy for either an offensive or defensive spell.

Her voice was gentle, however as she addressed the small creatures. She didn’t want to frighten them any further, and she could tell that they were hurt and afraid. She said, “Yes, I am Zhanna. How may I help the Hidden Folk?”

Its voice a whisper, the small raggedy-eared brown creature responded in a voice that was so faint that Zhanna went down on her knees next to it so that she could hear clearly. It said, “Some of the bad ones have awakened. They walked the land and are destroying our nests and our food. We beg of you, on your oath to the land, please help us.”

The young Witch didn’t hesitate for a split second, responding, “Of course, I will help to the best of my ability. I know that you are tired and hurt, and I will need to have more information to figure out the best way of assisting you. I would invite you back to my home to rest safely and be fed.”

There was a rustling in the brush and an agitated murmur of many small voices. Cocking his head to one side, the little spokesman for the group listened intently for a moment before turning to Zhanna and saying, “None of us are brave enough to go into a human’s home. However, we could stay someplace close by if that would be all right with you.”

“Of course, that would be fine with me. There is a wild and natural garden outside my grandmother’s home. I believe that you would be comfortable there and being close to us would offer some protection. That way you can recover tonight, and we can speak in the morning.”

Without having to confer with the others, the little creature nodded its head abruptly and jerkily, saying, “Yes, yes. We can do this. It will be much safer, and we won’t have to worry about the danger that comes unannounced in the dark.”

Dascha’s mental voice slipped into Zhanna’s head gently. Her Familiar’s comment was devoid of its typical snarky tone as she said, << They probably don’t want to be carried so you might want to suggest that they follow us. We can just go slowly as if your exhaustion is making you walk at a pace they can manage. >>

<< Thank you! I wouldn’t have thought of that, and it would have been awkward. >>

<< I thought that’s why you kept me around. Telling you things that you are mentally unable to remember. >>

Zhanna laughed, gasping in pain as her bruised ribs moved abruptly. << Don’t make me laugh, please! It hurts too much right now. >>

<< Yes, Stefan has really big boots. And apparently, your ribs are very attractive targets. >>

Once again Zhanna started to laugh and ended with a gasp. Turning back to the waiting creatures, Zhanna suggested, “How about if you follow me back to my grandmother’s house. You will see the garden, and I think you’ll find good places to stay there. If you would like, we can bring out some food that will make it easier for you to rest.”

A pleased note could be heard over the exhaustion in the little one’s voice as he thanked her and agreed to follow.

Zhanna added as she turned to make her slow, painful way home, “I am sorry, but I am not moving well right now. Hopefully, it will not be too boring following someone that is moving as slowly as I am.”

In a mental voice filled with appreciation and pride, Dascha said, << Nicely done, my Witch. Nicely done. >>
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Chapter 2 – Making Ends Meet

The evening had gone well, and Zhanna was quite pleased with how much the weary little creatures had recovered once they had arrived at her home. The young Witch had sat in the garden, under the starlight and listened intently to the Hidden Folk’s description of those that endangered them.

Bolormaa was there also, quietly sitting on the edge of the porch steps. The older woman sat motionless for most of the time, quietly taking in the wondrous presence of the Hidden Folk and amazed at how they freely talked with her granddaughter. The seer was also thrilled and amazed to see the creatures that had shyly emerged to huddle around Zhanna.

It was a battered crew of small and rapidly-moving folk. The entire party consisted of 14 but represented four distinctly different races. There were two of the brown furred creatures, a mated pair. The male, who introduced himself as Noma, was shadowed by his even shyer mate, Tisha. It was evident that he was the leader of the group as he quickly got them sorted out in the best places for their injuries and comfort.

All of the party was injured. Some of them favored limbs while others had visible cuts and bruises. The strange, almost translucent looking creature that had accompanied Noma to speak initially to Zhanna had been introduced by Noma as Saroc, a Lecikampos. Bustling about, the small trail boss had confided that Saroc was one of another group that had come through the “cold doors” years ago.

Bolormaa immediately perked up, her interest engaged. Trying very hard not to frighten them, the older woman asked a few questions to determine where those doors might be. The information was scattered and incomplete. All that Noma knew was the general direction they had come after escaping the “evil place” with the doors. To the old seer, it seemed like the location was to the west of them, someplace in Western Europe. Vowing to herself to look into it further, later on, Zhanna’s grandmother stopped talking and began to listen again.

Zhanna was talking to the group and found herself appalled and amazed in turn. Horrified at the scope of destruction that was happening without having anyone know about it. And amazed at the resiliency and resourcefulness of these tiny creatures who not only had managed to avoid being destroyed but had made their way to her.

Dascha was the silent third presence from the Russian household. For most of the evening, she had listened quietly, but Zhanna could feel her Familiar’s presence in the back of her mind, thinking and making connections. Finally, as the soft and twittering voices of the Hidden Folk started to slow, Dascha said to Zhanna, << They depend on you to help them live. The oath that you swore earlier will compel you to do this on the basis of your Magic. We can prepare, but we can’t delay too long. You will need to reassure them of your response because they are on their last ropes, nearing desperation. >>

Zhanna said aloud to Noma, speaking as the petitioned to the petitioner, “Thank you for telling me the situation. We are all too tired to do something tonight, and so I would suggest that you will rest more easily, close to the house. In the morning, after I’ve had time to think about how best to prepare, we will get moving as quickly as we can.”

The small voices of the Hidden Folk could be heard in a big rush of tiny little conversations. The overall tone was somewhat agitated, and Zhanna could tell that they were worried about something.

“What is it? What is the thing that you’re so worried about?” she asked.

Noma responded, “There are many of our folk trapped, including most of our children, our younglings. It took us six days to get here, and we worry about every day that it takes to get back.”

The young Witch straightened up in resolution, saying, “Our trip back will be much faster. And I promise you that we will not delay a single hour longer than necessary.”

Seeing the fire in her eye and her determined posture, the Hidden Folk seemed to relax. Bolormaa chose that moment to stand up, drawing their attention.

Taking one slow step down onto the main ground, the old woman suggested, “There are soft grasses and good cover along the foundation of the house. Please be welcome on our land and even in our home. Find the place that makes you most comfortable and rest there in our hospitality. No harm will come to you here unless it goes through all of us.”

The power of the seer’s guesting vow reverberated in the air and widened the eyes of all. Zhanna looked at her grandmother in surprise, even in shock, never having heard such power in the old woman’s voice.

Only Dascha seem to not regard the statement as anything special. Sauntering over to where Bolormaa stood, the small black cat affectionately rubbed her head against the woman’s leg, commenting loudly enough for Zhanna to also hear, << Well done, oh wise and wondrous seer of the plain. Now, how about if you get your tired backside and your granddaughter’s into the house and get some sleep. >>

A short laugh escaped Zhanna’s control, and she transitioned it into motion as she stood up. Nodding her head in respect to her guests, Zhanna said, “Noma and you others, as my grandmother has said, you are welcome, and we will protect you as best we can. Tomorrow, we will together create a plan to deal with the evil ones.”

As the two women and the Familiar made their way into the house, they could hear soft murmuring and rustling in the underbrush as the Hidden Folk prepared their own resting areas.

<< <> >>

Once the door was closed, Zhanna all but collapsed on the kitchen chair by the table. “Baba, what on earth am I going to do? I have never heard of creatures like they were talking about.”

Bolormaa continued to move serenely around the kitchen making both of them a hot, bedtime drink. Pausing in her movements around the kitchen to lay a gentle and comforting hand on her granddaughter’s shoulder, the older woman said, “I believe it is best if you sleep on it, dear. I am truly confident that you will wake up in the morning with at least some sketch of a plan.”

With that, Zhanna had to be content. The combination of the warm, comforting drink and the stress of the day dragged her down into exhaustion. Chivied into her bedroom by an increasingly irritated cat, Zhanna collapsed on the bed and was instantly asleep. She never knew when her grandmother stopped by the door and whispered, “I have seen, and you will do well my little one.”

Dascha stood next to her sleeping Witch and watched the empty doorway for a few minutes. She appeared to be observing something intently, but a random watcher would not have noticed anything else in the room. After a moment, Dascha nodded her head decisively as if in answer, before getting back to important business. After all, it wouldn’t do for Dascha to let her Witch come down with a cold, now would it?

With no one to see her, Dascha could show just how much she loved this spunky, frustrating, human that was her Witch. Claws extended determinedly, the small black cat set about pulling the blanket up over her partner. It might be the last day for a while that Zhanna could sleep warmly. Dascha was determined to provide all the comfort that she could.

<< <> >>

It was one of those days that are so bright and crisp that the very air seems to bite. There wasn’t any reason to be depressed or disappointed, but the temperature, light breeze, and other aspects of the world, in general, pushed a feeling of “Hurry… Hurry… Hurry” as a background cadence from the moment that Zhanna opened her eyes.

Shivering slightly in the cool temperature as she threw her blankets back, the young Witch set about quickly getting dressed. Unconsciously, she reached for traveling garb, utilitarian and warm in its layers. Braiding her hair tightly and rapidly enough to draw moisture from the corner of her eyes, Zhanna was ready to go long before Dascha stretched her way out of the warmth of the cocooning blankets.

<< Come on, Dascha. We have things we have to do today, and I’d like to be on the road by late mid-day. >>

<< Sounds like your sleep was productive. So, what is the plan? >>

<< I will tell both you and Baba at the same time, so hurry up! I can smell breakfast. >>

Zhanna set off through the hallway and into the kitchen, unsurprised to find that her grandmother had already made the meal and was waiting at the table for her.

“Good morning, Baba. Thank you for this beautiful breakfast.”

“You are welcome, Zhanna. I thought perhaps it would be good to give you a warm meal because I knew that you wouldn’t be dawdling today.”

Dascha sauntered into the room and over to her own food bowl. It had been filled and was waiting for the Familiar, piled with fresh food. << Seers. They think they know everything. >>

Bolormaa’s gurgle of laughter was all the answer the Familiar got.

There were a few minutes of absolute quiet as everyone applied themselves to eating. With a full stomach and holding a warm cup of tea in her hand, Zhanna looked at her grandmother and said, “I know what I need to do, Baba. Although at first, I was worried about how to manage the journey, what it really came down to was the need for journey money.

“I don’t have much cash and know you don’t either, but in the middle of the night, I had a dream about Blagogarsk. I brought back many things from Blagogarsk and was told that they were valuable. My mentors told me that I could sell them as I chose. That should help with any financing we need.”

“I had forgotten all about those, dear. That’s an excellent solution but other than getting some money from the sale of these items, it doesn’t seem like much of a plan.”

“I agree.” Zhanna stood up and began to pace around the small kitchen, talking out loud as she walked. “I think we go to one of the larger villages and I can sell some of the things that we got out of the city. We should be able to hire or buy better transport to get us to where we need to go. Once we get there, the immediate priority is to try to find the group of Hidden Folk that got left behind.”

“Who is the ‘we’ in this plan?”

“Stefan and Mikhail will join me, I hope. They’ve been training me, and they know that the Hidden Folk are real. They also know more about combat than I do, and if we are truly fighting something as frightening as the wee ones tell us, then we need all the firepower we can get.”

Dascha chose that moment to jump up onto Zhanna’s shoulder, digging her claws in slightly to draw attention.

“Ouch!”

The Familiar’s voice said in a sarcastic tone, << More doing, less talking! >>

Obedient to the admonishment of her Familiar and her own sense of urgency, Zhanna kissed her grandmother on the cheek in thanks and headed out to tell the little ones about her plan. Somehow, she was not surprised to see Mikhail and Stefan waiting for her. What did surprise her was the fact that they were both dressed in traveling clothes. Their trail packs sat beside them, fully secured. The young Witch walked over to stand calmly in front of them, placed her hands on her hips and asked, “Anything I should know?”

“We expected that you would want company and knew that we could be useful,” answered Stefan. Mikhail nodded his head in wordless agreement.

Zhanna was unable to keep her face straight and unresponsive as a sense of relief washed over her. Allowing a grin to creep up onto her face, the young Witch said, “I’m glad you’re here. Thank you for showing up, even though I’m not too sure who told you.”

Stefan grinned at her, chortling a little bit as he responded, “Now that would be telling. And I wouldn’t want to burn my informant.”

“I will figure it out someday and then you and whoever that person is will be in trouble!”

As Zhanna continued to walk past Stefan toward the denser foliage of the edge of the forest, she heard both men laughing behind her. Her mood elevated and her steps lighter, Zhanna headed over to conduct a council of war. She had enough items to finance their trip, and her mind was calmer, focused on what needed to be done instead of obsessing about how inexperienced she was. 

She had made a promise and was going to keep it. There was no question of that in her mind, no attempt to find a reason to avoid what was coming. Focused, the young Witch gathered her group and planned.
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Chapter 3 – Plans and Logistics

The council of war had gone very well, and their strange group of Hidden Folk, mercenaries, and young Witch was working well together. With occasional snarky comments from her Familiar, Zhanna soon had everyone packed up and ready to go. Almost without conscious decision, the underlying organization and control of their group movement had come to reside on Stefan’s broad shoulders. He had a natural way of command and everyone, including Dascha, responded well to it.

Mikhail was quieter but exuded some strange attraction for the Hidden Folk. Every time Zhanna turned around, there were three or four of them clustered around him, sometimes holding on to his pants leg or riding on his shoulder. He didn’t scare them, and that was an essential factor. In fact, Zhanna was almost brought to tears by the sight of a tiny female gravely holding her even smaller baby out for the big mercenary to touch.

The look on Mikhail’s face was priceless. Tenderness was displayed on his face for everyone to see, but trepidation and a tinge of embarrassment colored his face red and caused his hands to tremble. It was too special of a moment to tease him about, and even Dascha kept silent.

Holding one finger out that was thicker than the child’s head, Mikhail very carefully touched the little one’s body in a gentle, affectionate stroke. His face was full of wonder, and the rigidly-controlled lines of his cheeks and jaw relaxed as his eyes brightened.

It was too much. Zhanna had to turn away. This was the man that had been forced to go to war for other people every day of his adult life. A man that had that much kindness and tenderness should not be doomed to focus on killing and destruction. Deep in her heart, the young Witch vowed that somehow, he would have a choice.

Zhanna was reluctant to try to convert the items from Blagogarsk to cash in the village. Intuitively, she knew that taking items this valuable and trying to sell them to any of the village merchants would only lead to trouble. The mercenaries had agreed with her, and together they had made the decision to go to a larger town in the opposite direction from Kalisov, the village that she had visited before. 

That village had been very unwelcoming, and after the running battle that ensued when Zhanna had tried to leave, she didn’t think she would be welcome to come back. So, they decided to go in the other direction for their funding. Both of the mercenaries had contacts in the town of Brasilov that they thought would help them out. However, Stefan warned the young Witch that they would probably have to pay for that help.

Zhanna hadn’t expected anyone to help them for free and just hoped that what she had that she was willing to sell would provide them enough money. It bothered her that she had no idea on how much the items in her pack were worth. Asking too little would be just as bad as asking too much.

This is where the doubts that hid in the dark corners of her mind came out to berate her. Knowing her lack of experience and her relative youth, Zhanna couldn’t help thinking that someone else, almost anyone else, might be a better leader.

<< Snap out of it, girl! You knew that the price of power was responsibility. Straighten up and do the best you can, >> commented Dascha acerbically.

<< I just worry, Dascha. What if my judgment isn’t good? What if I screw something up? >>

<< As long as you keep learning from your mistakes and that means surviving them, you’ll keep getting better. No one can ask for anything more. Just remember, everyone has to start somewhere. >>

One last kiss for her grandmother, an admonishment to take care of herself, and Zhanna was ready to leave. Knowing they had to pass through the village to catch the road in the direction that they needed to travel, Zhanna was unsure of how the small ones would escape scrutiny. She looked around, realizing that she couldn’t see any of them and wondered what they were doing.

<< Don’t be sillier than you have to be, girl. Stefan got everything organized. All of us are carting some of them in concealed places. That way we can move faster, and they don’t risk exposure or getting pounced on by a passing hawk. >>

<< Well, if anyone should know about the dangers getting pounced on by low flying birds, that would be you, Dascha. >>

<<Snark. All I needed was to have my Witch pick up a Snark habit. Of all the things that I’m trying to teach you, you had to pick the one thing I didn’t want you to learn! >>

<< Welcome to my world, Kitty Cat. As a wise feline once told me, suck it up! >>

<< <> >>

As they passed through her home village of Yarorbash, Zhanna was surprised to be hailed by one of the more reserved teachers from the lone school, a woman named Yana. They had not spoken since the traumatic battle in which Zhanna had bested the blood Mage, Krava. The last that Zhanna had seen Yana the teacher had been doing her best to protect the remaining school children as the young Witch had been dragged out of the room.

In the time since then, it had been almost as if Yana was avoiding Zhanna when she came into town. With all the training she had been doing, Zhanna had not been a frequent visitor to the village, but when she had, Yana was noticeable by her absence.

There was no sign of discomfort in the determined woman that planted herself in front of Zhanna as the young Witch walked over to where Stefan and Mikhail were waiting. The older woman met Zhanna’s eyes squarely and demanded, “What have you been up to? I have not seen you in the village, and no one seems to have interacted with you for quite a while. Have you been gone?”

Zhanna was taken aback. She could hear the intense need to know behind the older woman’s questions, but the manner which they were delivered was aggressive, almost hostile. Unsure of what had provoked that attitude, Zhanna responded as calmly as she could, “I have been studying and training. I found a mentor who gave me some books to read and I’ve been practicing those spells. Also, since I’m obviously not much of a fighter, Stefan and Mikhail have been running me through drills.”

“That doesn’t explain why you have not been in town. Have you grown too good for us?”

“That is a ridiculous statement. If you must know, they’ve been training me so hard that I have problems even walking home. Some nights, I have to crawl into my bed. So, I don’t have the energy to walk the extra few miles to get to the village to visit with people. Plus which, nobody here has ever wanted to be my good friend.”

The tension in Yana’s body disappeared, leaving an anguished teacher behind. Responding to the emotional change, Zhanna moved forward to close the gap between the two of them. Laying her hand on Yana’s forearm, the young Witch asked, “What is it, Yana? Is there a problem that I can help you with?”

Raising anguished eyes to search deeply into the younger woman’s face, at first, the teacher didn’t appear to be willing to speak. Suddenly, as if a dam broke, words tumbled out in a jumble, flooding the air with concealed pain, and resonating deep within the younger woman, tugging on all of the doubts that resided within her.

“I see them every night in my dreams, in my nightmares. The ones that I couldn’t save. I had to make a choice because I’m not that strong. I had to pick which ones might live and which would undoubtedly die. 

“I could hear them being killed, you know. The pleas, the sobs, the animal sounds of pain. I wasn’t strong enough. All I could do in a vain attempt to save them was to sacrifice the chances of the few little ones that I could protect.”

Tears were running unchecked down the older woman’s face, and her shoulders shook with swallowed sobs. Moving automatically to shield Yana from the view of others, Zhanna comforted the crying woman as best she could.

“There was no way you could have done anything but thrown away your own life and that of the little ones. He was evil. We all turned a blind eye to the signs of his corruption for years. Krava had grown in power and could easily have beguiled or overpowered most of us. You did the only thing that you could have done that had any chance of a result other than total annihilation.”

“Why does that not make me feel better? Why do I hear the pleas, the sobbing, every night? My classrooms echo with emptiness, haunted by the missing voices of my students and my colleagues. The children that are here walk-in shadows of fear. Most of them will never recover.”

Her own pain showing in her voice, Zhanna replied, “Some of them will. Those that decide that what they have survived can be used to make them stronger will choose a path forward. You can love them and encourage them, but they’ll have to make that decision for themselves.”

The older woman raised her tear-drenched eyes once more to look deeply into Zhanna’s face. It felt like a massive wave of water had doused the young Witch, penetrating her to the core of her being and rinsing free some of her own guilt for not being stronger, faster, more observant. Whatever Yana had been searching for, she apparently found somewhere in that examination of the young woman’s expression. Giving herself a little shake and straightening up, the grieving woman was once more transformed into the respected teacher.

“I would appreciate it if when you come back from whatever trip you are going on that you could come by and sit and talk with my students. We have so few these days there we are teaching them all in one room. They get very anxious if they are separated, so our curriculum has changed. It might help all of us if you could talk to them about paths and choices. Moreover, perhaps you can talk to them about power because each one of them shows the same signs that you did as a child. The signs of ability that hasn’t wakened. Better they should learn about prices and choices now than for us to have to kill another of our own.”

Yana turned and marched determinedly off back to the school, leaving the stunned young Witch standing in the middle of the walkway.
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Chapter 4 – More Plans

Zhanna and her party caught the regular shuttle that traveled the route among the small towns and villages in the area, going from Yarorbash to Brasilov, directly. Without thinking, the young Witch had made her way to the back of the bus immediately. That Stefan and Mikhail obviously approved of her strategy was evident by their nods of pleased surprise.

As if they had practiced it many times, the two mercenaries automatically took the seats directly in front of Zhanna, creating a protective barricade. Freed from unexpected encounters and allowed to think in peace, Zhanna could relax a little bit. 

Settling herself in the full seat across the back, Zhanna laid her pack out and opened the main compartment. One by one, she drew out each of the items that she planned on selling to examine them individually again. The young Witch knew that it was critical that she determine how much to ask for the things, but was at a loss even where to start. Holding one of them in her hands, an elaborately decorated orb, she stared with unfocused eyes through the grimy windows as the bus got underway. Thoughts spun in her mind like a tornado of possibilities, throwing random cautions and outcomes out like debris, without rhyme or causation. 

Zhanna let her mind drift, riding the revolving movement in her brain, content to allow the turmoil to exist for a brief time. Eventually, she knew that it would settle into concrete ideas. To attempt to hurry her mind up at this point would be useless.

There were very few people on the rickety bus, so the hum of conversation was covered up by the roar of the engine. The old vehicle rattled its way along the road, belching vast clouds of dark smoke and smelling like ancient cleaning fluid. The mixture of odors and sounds, the rhythmic rattle and shake of the bus frame all came together to create a cocoon of the senses where Zhanna felt as if she was floating in an oily sea of music, smell, and motion. Zhanna could not help but think obsessively about what she would need to do when they arrived in the larger town.

On the surface, it seemed pretty straightforward. Make the mercenary connections, find a merchant, sell the items that she could get a good price for, arrange for transport, and set out on their mission. It worried her, trying to understand what she should ask for things. If anyone suspected that she had no idea of the value of the items, she would be cheated, and she knew it. 

You couldn’t grow up in a village, bargaining in the market, without realizing what weakness looked like in a negotiation. It was too important for her to get the most that she could from the sale of the items, but also important that she not sell anything that would be critical to their success.

There were eight items that she thought would be advantageous to sell. Since settling in her seat, the young Witch had been holding the first, a flashy orb in her hands while she thought. Its smooth, cool surface was divided by areas of intricate carvings and sparkling stones set in intricate patterns. Zhanna found herself tracing them meditatively with her fingers.

What was it for? How valuable was it? Those questions ran through her mind again and again. Would they need it later on? The young woman was almost paralyzed with indecision, feeling her inexperience and relative youth, but know that neither Stefan or Mikhail could advise her on this topic. 

Mercenaries were usually paid in currency, only rarely ending up with items of value. They might loot in certain situations, but it was seldom that they had to sell ancient artifacts or works of art. Zhanna just wished she knew which this item was.

Her anxious thoughts were interrupted by the soft voice of one of the Hidden Folk. It was Saroc, the six-limbed furless creature that had been Noma’s back up when the small Fold had first met Zhanna and Dascha in the woods. Reaching out his upper arm to touch the orb with one extended fingertoe, the little male said in a soft voice that whispered like the sound of a breeze going through grass, “Pretty. Good stones, valuable. Gold and platinum, cavity inside, something else in there.”

Zhanna was stunned. She looked at the small being with the prehensile tail and spindly-looking fingertoes that looked like a cross between a salamander and a spider in amazement. In the back of her mind, she heard Dascha say, << Just because he looks like a newt doesn’t mean he’s not intelligent. It sounds like you have someone to help you figure out if something that’s pretty is valuable or not. Talk to him, you silly girl! >>

Zhanna found her voice and rushed into a compressed speech of statement and plea, “I am trying to understand how much to ask for these, and I know nothing about them. Can you help me understand their value and what to ask for them?”

Saroc made a chirping sound that Zhanna realized after a moment was his form of laughter. Settling down, the little Hidden Folk male answered, “Yes. Before our escape, I was one who determined the value of things. Someone that was consulted on such questions by others. I would be pleased to help you.”

“You said that there was a cavity in it. Do you know how to open it?”

“Yes, of course. If you would allow me?”

Zhanna immediately surrendered the orb to the little male, watching in wonder as he held the globe in all six of his limbs, his three-fingered limbs clasping it close to his torso. The fingertoes were used to examine and control the orb, ranging all over the object in a rapid fluttering of movement. 

There was a very soft clicking sound, and the top of the orb separated, like petals on a flower opening. Nestled inside the interior was a beautiful gem cut in a multifaceted form and glowing with a light that Zhanna had never seen before.

“Ah, a Starfire gem! Definitely too valuable to sell in a small village or town. It could easily pay for multiple villages, if sold in the correct place and to the proper buyer. The gem should be held back. The orb itself you could sell, though. It is valuable but something that a merchant, if successful, could afford to buy.”

The young Witch was overwhelmed by a feeling of profound gratitude and relief. She would not have known what to do, and at least now she had someone who did understand valuation and could help assess what to sell. Over the next 30 minutes, Saroc and Zhanna looked at each of the items that she planned to sell. Between the two of them, they arrived at relative prices and negotiation strategies for the items selected for sale.

Dascha appeared to be fascinated by the discussion, staying close to her Witch and the little Hidden one during their conversation. Unconsciously, she had pressed forward to be able to see what they were examining. The Familiar was intent, peering at and into each item for traces of recognizable Magic. This put her near Saroc. Equally unconsciously, the small male used his flexible fingers to idly groom the black cat. Acting like a well-known friend, he straightened Dascha’s fur and massaged her skin. Dascha didn’t seem to be conscious of the care, but Zhanna was amused to see the little black cat arching her back at the pleasure of being tended.

At the end of the examination, Zhanna had six items that she and Saroc agreed should be sold in the town of Brasilov. The two others that she had planned on selling made both the young Witch and the Hidden Folk male uncomfortable to touch. Unless they desperately needed more money, they had agreed that those items would not be sold until further investigation could be made into their properties and characteristics. The Starfire gem was far too valuable to market in this area. Zhanna concealed it on her person and hope to keep it in reserve against an overpowering need.

Without fanfare or warning, the laboring vehicle screeched to a stop. Standing up, Stefan and Mikhail proceeded to gather their packs and looked to Zhanna to do the same with hers. Knowing that the Hidden Folk were well concealed, the young Witch got ready to leave. She had a plan now and felt much more confident.

<< Great. You’re all happy because an alien salamander has told you what to do. You have to be the strangest Witch a Familiar has ever had. >>

<< Thank you! You say the sweetest things to me. >>

<< Point for the Witch. >>

<< <> >>

Stefan and Mikhail had escorted Zhanna to a comfortable outdoor coffeehouse. Leaving her with their packs, the two mercenaries disappeared into the bustling crowd and went looking for their old acquaintances. Moving separately, the two men had told Zhanna that they would be back as soon as possible and to please stay at the café until they returned. She smiled and agreed, even when thinking that they were overprotective.

A friendly waitress had come by and taken Zhanna’s order, quickly returning with a small honey-drenched cake, a cup, and a sturdy, steaming teapot. The young Witch had sipped the warm beverage and watched people as they passed by along the roads and walkways. This was so much busier than where she grew up. Truth be told, she was a bit intimidated by the mass of people and the large buildings. Many of the buildings were even three floors or more in height!

For a while, all she did was look at people and things that she might have read about but had never seen. Content to just sit, she was in a receptive mood, alert and accepting of the different sounds, smells, and sights that swirled around her.

[image: ]

 


Chapter 5 – Big Town Woes

Curled up unobtrusively next to her feet, Dascha also watched their surroundings. While her Witch was astounded by the number of people, Dascha was not swayed by the hustle and bustle. Instead, the Familiar was on guard, alert for any threat to her inexperienced Witch. Dascha’s vigilance was rewarded when she noticed that there were two people, a blond, older woman and a large, rough-looking man, that had been observing Zhanna for some time. After a short conversation between the two, the woman headed toward Zhanna but was notably traveling an indirect route.

What set Dascha’s senses alert was the fact that the woman moved around the outside of the square and only then approached Dascha and Zhanna. It was a significant detour, forcing the woman to take a longer walk, and positioning her in a less convenient direction than the one from which she had started. Immediately, Dascha tensed up. Her fur began to fluff, and her tail grew in size as she felt her adrenaline rise.

From within the flap of one of the packs, a tiny voice said, “Danger! Predator approaches. Species hunts in pairs.”

The Familiar didn’t want to tell them that she had already seen the approaching woman, but she made an encouraging chirp of approval that she hoped could be interpreted as thanks. A small chortle of sound told her that the Hidden one understood and appreciated her acknowledgment.

Not wanting to upset her Witch, Dascha waited for a few seconds to make sure that the blond woman was headed for the younger woman. Once convinced, the Familiar alerted Zhanna along their bond, saying, << You are being stalked. The blond woman who is approaching the table has been watching you and has decided to act. She and her companion have chosen some game to play with you. Careful, because she will be indirect and ill-intended. I am not sure what she wants from you, but I doubt that it will be pleasant. >>

<< This town is interesting, and the people make everything look very busy, but I still saw her coming. She reminds me of some of the nastier bullies that were in school when I was younger. She has the same narrow face and pursed mouth like she tasted something sour. >>

Dascha’s spurt of approval could be heard clearly. The Familiar could feel through their bond that Zhanna drew a little more self-assurance in her own abilities from Dascha’s proud, emotional response and hoped that nothing would happen to shake that increase in confidence.

Without appearing to notice, Zhanna was tracking the blond woman’s approach. Dascha also watched from her concealment against the floor as the older woman got closer.

Finally, the woman started to weave her way through the furniture of the sidewalk café. Coming very close to Zhanna’s table, the blond woman appeared to stumble, catching herself on the back of the chair opposite Zhanna and exclaiming in pain.

“Ouch! Chyort! That hurt!” Jerking her body upright as if she had just noticed Zhanna sitting there, the woman exclaimed, “Oh my goodness. I didn’t mean to disturb you. These chair legs can be so annoying.”

Instead of responding, Zhanna looked at the woman in inquiry. The lack of response seemed expected, so the older woman tried again. “Perhaps if you would’ve pushed the chair further under the table, it would not have of tripped me up.”

Once again, Zhanna just looked at the woman wordlessly. The same small voice that had warned Dascha of the blond woman’s approach sounded once more from inside the flap. “Dropped something in other pack. Is playing game. We will remove, please distract.”

Immediately, Dascha stretched up, arching her back and letting out a loud, “Meow!”

The strange woman reared back as if she had been jabbed with a knife, exclaiming, “Where did that come from?”

Zhanna finally responded, saying, “She’s been here all along. You probably woke her up when you ran into the chair that was tucked all away under the table.”

The young woman’s voice was calm and reasonable. Her level stare and assured posture were not what the older woman was expecting from an obviously country-raised youngster. Zhanna could see a shift in the woman’s eyes as the older woman decided to take a different strategy. Ignoring everything that had come before, everyone in the surrounding table was surprised when the strange woman raised her voice to call out, “I say that you are a thief! There’s no other reason for you to have three packs. You are sitting here and waiting for your accomplices, I bet. You are the person that stole my purse, and I daresay that you have my purse stuffed in there somewhere!” Turning majestically, the woman called out, “Police! I need a policeman!”

Spinning around to face Zhanna, the woman put her fists on her hips and demanded, “Now, what have you got to say?”
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Chapter 6 - Consequences

The waitress had come over to the table in a big hurry, closely followed by the manager. Zhanna said to an increasingly broader audience, “It is none of your business why I have three packs. I certainly didn’t steal anything from you because we just got into town. This is a bad idea for you to push. What you’re doing is some sort of shakedown game, and I’m not playing it. I certainly do not have an objection to calling the police, but I think I’m going to ask our waitress here to please call them. That way we will all know that the person that responds is a real policeman rather than one that conveniently shows up. Especially since you were standing in plain sight, plotting with a large man, before you came over here to bother me.”

The manager who had been about to interfere made an abrupt about-face and headed back toward the central portion of the café. The other woman didn’t appear to notice him. Her entire attention was focused on the country bumpkin that was not acting appropriately. She began to harangue Zhanna, who refused to be cowed.

At that point, the big man that Dascha had previously seen in consultation with the blond woman strode assertively up to the table. Now dressed in something that looked like an official police uniform, he called out loudly, “I say! What is going on here? I heard someone claim that there was a thief in the area.”

The woman turned to him and said, “Officer, this woman has stolen my purse and will not give it back. I am positive that she has it stashed in one of her packs. No honest person walks around with three packs.”

Her accomplice whipped out a notebook and flipped the page open. Taking out a pen and turning a stern eye toward Zhanna, he demanded, “What is your name, young woman, and where are you from? I’m going to be forced to search your belongings. If we find evidence of theft, you will be taken before the magistrate and thrown into jail with the rest of the criminals.”

Still calm, Zhanna responded, “My name is none of your business. You are not a real policeman, and I have stolen nothing from your accomplice. When the real police get here, I will be happy to answer their questions, but will not provide you with any information.”

The man drew himself up so that his already imposing height and bulk looked more intimidating. His face had turned very red in frustration at Zhanna’s refusal to be cowed, and he roared at her in escalation. When the massive wave of sound failed to intimidate her, he stepped even closer. 

The hulking uniformed man was so close to Zhanna that she could feel the heat of anger rolling off him. The smell of unwashed male, fury, and leftover garlic was so strong that Zhanna could feel her stomach clench. Despite the power of his confrontation, she stood firmly in place. 

Before the battle with Krava, before Blagogarsk, prior to training and painful lessons, Zhanna would have caved. She would have fled or pled. Not now. Today she stood in the center of a calm certainty, buoyed up by knowing that she had allies and power, secure in her ability to cope with this threat, this danger.

The large man was so focused on the young Witch that he was completely surprised when he opened his mouth to yell again, and two equally-large policemen appeared on either side of him. Grabbing both of his forearms in grips of iron, they stopped him in mid-rant.

Cutting through the air like a saber slashing through cloth, a strong tenor voice said, “Interesting that you’re claiming to be a policeman now, Stuart. Last week you were claiming to be a plumber, just so you could get inside someone’s house. I’m not too sure why you picked on this woman, but it’s not going to go well for you.”

The big man seemed to deflate, and his voice turned whiny, “I was just trying to help Annie, here. This girl stole from her, and we needed to get the purse back. It’s all the money Annie had.”

Thrown her clue, the woman immediately responded, “That’s true! She stole my purse, and I can prove it. I saw her stick it in one of those packs. And I bet those aren’t even hers. She is too little to carry all three of them!”

The owner of the tenor voice moved past the clump of policemen holding the big man so that Zhanna could see him clearly. The person that met her interested gaze was a fairly tall man, about 6 feet in height, with dark, close-cropped hair and a carefully tended mustache. His deep green eyes were very level and his face set in stern lines. The severity of his expression was lightened by traces of laugh creases and the soft footprints of humor around his mouth and eyes. Zhanna immediately liked him, responding subconsciously to the intelligence of his gaze and the concealed humor in his face.

<<Later, girl! He is pretty and has a nice pelt but keep your mind on other things than dancing in the moonlight!>> poked Dascha.

<<Dascha! I was not thinking like that! He is just nice compared to the others around here!>>

<<Hah! You forget I know what heat feels like! Brain on now, hormones on pause. Focus!>>

Zhanna blushed and straightened up, holding the detective’s gaze, and firming her own stance.

One dark, thin eyebrow quirked above an eye as the man observed her. Offering a slight bow, he stated, “Good morning. I am Detective Kirov, Igor Kirov of the Brasilov police force. Even though these two were obviously trying to work some sort of scam on you, I still have a responsibility to make sure that their claims are not true. I would ask your indulgence, but I would like to inspect the packs that you have next to you. May I have your permission to do so?”

“Of course, Detective. However, I would warn you that some of the items within the packs may be warded. Two of them belong to my traveling companions, who are mercenaries. I would never dare to sort through their packs, although you are welcome to do so at your own risk.”

As soon as Zhanna had said the word “mercenary,” the big man had paled to a deathly white where he stood between the two policemen. At the same time, the blond woman had taken a step backward and frozen in place, her head darting from side to side as if looking for a way to escape.

The police detective showed his surprise with the widening of his eyes and a momentary freeze to his mobile face. Recovering quickly, he commented, “Perhaps you would be so kind as to open the top flap of each of them so I might see what is on the surface. From what I heard, Anna here is claiming that you just stuffed her purse inside. If I can note that there is no such purse directly inside the flap, I believe the matter will be closed.”

Zhanna gave a gurgle of laughter which brought a fleeting smile to the serious detective’s face. Reaching over, the young Witch began to unlace the top flap of the pack next to her as she said, “I would hope that would be safe. But I will happily open them and show you that we have nothing of this woman’s in there.”

A predatory look of anticipation grew on Anna’s face as Zhanna flipped open the first pack. It was almost ludicrous at the speed that the blond woman’s face froze into a mask of surprise when the flap was pulled back, and nothing that appeared to be a woman’s purse was in there. In fact, the top part of the pack was covered with a smooth surface, a folded rain poncho that was a standard part of any mercenary’s equipment. 

Allowing the detective to satisfy himself that there was nothing of interest there, Zhanna quickly closed the top of that pack and went onto the next one. Once again, she repeated the ritual of opening the bag and allowing the detective to satisfy himself that there was nothing in the pack that could be Anna’s.

As the third bag was opened, Zhanna could see the woman had begun to sidle away from the clump of policeman and Zhanna. As the detective straightened up, he noted, “This last pack doesn’t look like the other two.”

“That is because it is mine, Igor Kirov of the police department. And I am not a mercenary.”

Just then there was a loud, shrill cry of terror and the hiss of an enraged feline. Spinning around, the entire group was amazed to see the blond woman, Annie, lying on the ground with an enraged black Familiar sitting on her chest with claws extended only millimeters from her eyes. One of the policemen that were holding the woman’s accomplice was so startled that he forgot himself and reached for his gun. A sharply-worded order from the detective stopped his arm in mid-motion.

Turning to Zhanna, the man with the intelligent eyes looked at her carefully and then glanced back at the black cat. Something seemed to click in his expression and his smile broadened. Raising his voice to be heard clearly, he said, “Stuart and Anna, of all the people you had to pick to scam you were unlucky enough, or stupid enough, to pick a Witch and her familiar.”

There was a dull thud as the big man fainted flat on the ground and the onlookers could hear Anna start to cry.
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Chapter 7 – Curious Events

The detective was curious about Zhanna, that much was obvious. Every time she turned around or looked up she would find his eyes on her. There was no emotion showing on his face, merely an open information-gathering expression. As the patrolman took the two scam artists out of the area, Zhanna settled down to finish her tea. A slightly nervous waitress came over and provided her with a fresh pot of hot water and new tea leaves. 

The young Witch had thought that the restaurant would empty out from the discomfort of the police activity, but she was wrong. Instead, it was as if the other patrons were glued in their seats. Apparently, there were not a lot of exciting things going on in this town at the moment. Zhanna had become the entertainment, something that would bring the café business for quite a while.

This was not hard to figure out because the manager of the café came over to introduce himself and to inquire as to whether Zhanna needed anything. She thanked him with a pleasant smile and told him that she was fine, although waiting for the rest of her party.

Both the Witch and her Familiar were conscious of the increased observation and scrutiny of the rest of the diners. Zhanna felt as if there was a target painted between her shoulder blades and the back of her neck itched. There were so many side conversations and discussions going on around her that the young woman was becoming increasingly uncomfortable.

<<You would think they had never seen a young woman having a pot of tea before. Apparently, none of them have anything useful to do because all they’re doing right now is staring at us! >> grumbled Dascha.

<< You have to admit that we are not what any of them were expecting. I am also confident that none of them expected the drama that we put on for their entertainment this morning. >>

The conversation probably would’ve gotten more speculative, but at that point, Zhanna saw that Stefan was approaching the café with a stranger in tow. The young Witch could see Mikhail also approaching with a friend, although a considerable distance further away than the older mercenary.

Stefan and the stranger reached Zhanna first. She could tell that something was making Stefan uneasy, although she could not put an exact name on the expression or characteristic that told her this. Dascha also had the same impression, saying, << Careful! Stefan is unhappy about something and its associated with the stranger. >> After a moment, the Familiar continued, << I don’t much care for him either! Not sure why, but he’s making the hair on my spine stand up. >>

The young Witch was having the same visceral reaction to the stranger. There was nothing in his overall appearance that should have caused this reaction. The man was of middle height, a couple inches shorter than Stefan. He had an average-looking face, neither fat nor thin, sandy coloring and a pleasant expression. It was only standing so close to him that Zhanna could see the cold calculation in his eyes. 

As his gaze rested on her, Zhanna had a mental picture of how a bug must feel just before a scientist skewered them with a pin. Shaking herself slightly to dispel the mental image, Zhanna reacted politely as Stefan introduce them to each other.

“Maxim, I would like you to meet Zhanna Artourivna, the head of our group. Zhanna, this is an old acquaintance, a well-known buyer of oddities here in Brasilov, Maxim Trobich.”

The merchant responded gallantly, saying in a smooth voice followed by half bow, “Stefan did not mention how beautiful you were. I am pleased to meet the make the acquaintance of such a charming young lady.”

Fighting against an unexpected surge of nausea, the young Witch answered, “Thank you. I appreciate that you’ve taken the time to come and speak with me.”

“It is no problem. Stefan thought perhaps that we might do business. I understand you might have some oddities that you wish to dispose of and I’m always ready to help out one of our valiant mercenaries in need.”

<< I suppose it would be terribly inappropriate if I hacked up a hairball on his shoes at this point. >>

<< Dascha! Stop that! I’m trying to be calm here and choking on my own laughter is not going to help anything. >>

The Familiar’s mental voice was suddenly somber, << There something dangerous here, Zhanna. I can see a purple-gray thread coming out from him, and it’s wrapped around Stefan’s wrist. There’s another one that’s inching its way toward you. I don’t want it to touch you. I don’t know why but you need to stay away from it. >>

Zhanna forced a smile onto her face as she looked over at Maxim. With a slightly vacant look on her face, she said in a light tone, “That would be wonderful. As soon as we finished what we are doing here, Stefan can bring me around, and we can look at the items that I have for sale.”

The merchant looked slightly disconcerted, apparently expecting a different response. He took a step closer to Zhanna but was abruptly brought to a halt by the presence of an irritated black cat. Hissing like a teakettle come to a boil, Dascha had her fur fluffed out and her tail held rigidly up. Her displeasure was evidenced by her flattened ears and exposed fangs. The combination of black coat, glowing eyes, and flashing white teeth turned the small cat into a fearsome force, one capable of making even a dominating bully back up.

Zhanna had a flash of altered vision for a split second. It showed what looked like a snake of mixed purple and gray bands that had been sliding toward her. Dascha had pounced on them and was holding the writhing threads against the ground. The tendrils acted alive, but Dascha was holding them without apparent injury and without significant effort.

Finally, the merchant found his voice, “That animal is vicious! I don’t understand why they allowed it in the restaurant.”

“Obviously, my cat is normally well behaved, or they wouldn’t have allowed her here. However, she doesn’t like it when strange people approach me aggressively.”

Another voice intruded into the conversation. It cut through the background noise with precise skill, clearly understood by everyone around. “Good afternoon, Master Merchant Trobich. This is far off your normal haunts. Is there some particular problem, sir?”

It was Detective Kirov, standing to the left of the irritated merchant and looking at the tableau with a quirked eyebrow and canted head. Both Zhanna and the merchant were startled, not having heard the policeman approach. The merchant was the first to scramble into speech, saying, “No, no problem. I was just arranging to meet my old friend Stefan and his party later. However, the obviously aggressive cat startled me. Don’t the police deal with dangerous animals in this town?”

The detective looked at the flushed merchant for a moment before deliberately kneeling on the ground and reaching a hand out to Dascha. “I assume that you’re talking about this lovely lady. I haven’t found her to be aggressive and she certainly doesn’t fly off the handle. She hasn’t chased any of the birds that flew through the outside café, and she has kept out from underneath everybody’s feet. Why on earth would you worry about such a well-behaved animal?”

Zhanna was stunned when Dascha decided to add to the drama by moving over to the detective and rubbing her head against his hand. Winding her body around him, everyone within the area could hear the welcoming purr that rattled her little frame.

Open-mouthed in astonishment, Zhanna saw the first flash of uncontrolled emotion from the detective as it flitted over the man’s face. It was pleasure, plain and simple. Momentarily forgetting everyone and everything else around him, the normally-controlled man crooned to the black cat, “Such a lovely lady deserves to be adored. A beautiful, smart girl and so wise. Keep your mistress safe.”

Before anyone could say or do anything else, the police detective sprang to his feet and quickly dusted off his clothing. Turning once more to the merchant, the younger man asked, “Do you require an escort, sir?”

Listening intently and observing with all the senses at her disposal, the young Witch noticed a flicker of that strange purple-gray tendril attempting to touch the police detective. Where it had wrapped around the wrist of Stefan without apparent resistance, when the tendril tried to touch Igor there was a spark of semi-visible fire and the tendril withered.

“No, no. I require no escort. Thank you for the offer.”

Turning to Stefan, Maxim started to say something but was interrupted by Zhanna. “Stefan, I think we need to go over the strategic plans that we were discussing as soon as we get the rest of the group together. Since you know where Master Merchant Trobich has his shop, we can join him later.”

The young woman continued, addressing the remainder of her comments to the merchant, “Thank you for taking the time to introduce yourself. As I said, once we’ve identified exactly what we will sell, we will certainly contact you at the appropriate time.”

Without another word, the merchant turned on his heel and stormed off. A pall of dark fog remained behind him, redolent of frustration, anger, and thwarted ambition. Stefan’s expression was a combination of disorientation and relief as he stared after the departing man.

<< Zhanna, there’s still a piece of that Magic wrapped around Stefan. We need to get it off of him because it looks like it’s doing something terrible. It is either sinking into to his skin or eating energy! >>
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Chapter 8 – Complications

Zhanna’s throat constricted and her heart felt like it skipped a beat. Stefan was one of her oldest friends and someone whose welfare and their relationship was more important to her then she cared to admit. Concern for his wellbeing chased all other thoughts from her mind as she turned urgently to him and asked, “Stefan! Are you all right?”

When the normally-composed mercenary responded to her, he sounded unlike his usual self. His words were slower than usual, and he seemed to be fighting something as he spoke. “I don’t feel very well. I’m not sure why but I feel drained and exhausted.”

A hand reached over Zhanna’s shoulder, startling her once more. She had been so deep in concentration that she had lost her situational awareness. That could be fatal, even if it didn’t appear to have been dangerous this time. I need to stop doing that, it’s going to get me killed one of these days! she thought to herself.

It was the police detective’s hand, and he was holding a large salt shaker. Glancing from his burden up along his arm into his face, Zhanna was startled once again to find that the man was quite close to her. Usually, she was immediately alerted when people came too close to her. For some reason, this man who she had met only a short time ago did not trip her defenses.

Looking into his face, the young Witch did not see any of the expressions that she expected. Rather than leering or trying to bully her, his face held a look of concern.

Igor said, “Salt is a handy thing when you’re trying to determine if someone has been beguiled. Or so I’m told.”

Wordlessly, Zhanna nodded her head in thanks and took the salt shaker carefully, avoiding touching the man’s fingers with hers. A flashed smile on his face told her that he was not blind to what she had done, but the smile was amused rather than mocking. Flushing slightly, the young Witch ordered Stefan to extend his arm over the table and proceeded to liberally douse his arm with salt. She could feel the eyes of the patrons in the restaurant, watching her as she carefully applied the salt to all sides of Stefan’s wrist.

Three times she sprinkled salt around the entire circumference of his wrist, following the remembered path of the gray and purple tendril. The third time that she repeated the application, there was another semi-visible flash of sullen light, and Stefan took a relieved, deep breath.

“Beguiled. I didn’t realize what was going on. I am sorry, Zhanna. I’m supposed to be the experienced one, and I was taken in by a spell.”

“Are you okay now, Stefan? I’m not exactly sure how to tell if it’s all gone.”

<< Hello? Who was the one who saw the spell to start with? Familiar here, remember? >>

Zhanna blushed hotly, turning a vivid, deep red. Stroking Dascha once an apology, the chastened Witch asked, << So sorry, Dascha. Is the spell gone? I can’t see it anymore. >>

<< Every time you salted around Stefan’s wrist, the tendril got thinner and more anemic-looking. The third time it seemed to break up. >>

<< Thank goodness! I’m going to have to get better at these protection spells. I felt so helpless there. >>

<< No one can be good at everything, my Witch. That’s why you work as a team. Just don’t forget that others besides you have abilities and contributions to make. >>

Acknowledging the reprimand, Zhanna reassured herself that Stefan was feeling better, ordering another pot of tea for him and suggesting that he sit down and relax. It was a measure of how badly affected the older mercenary had been by the Magical attack that he did not argue or resist her suggestion. Watching her team member closely, the young Witch only half-heard her Familiar murmuring, << I wonder how that policeman knew what to do? >>

It was not much longer before Mikhail and his friend approached the table where Zhanna and Stefan sat. Mikhail was just a full of energy as he had been when he left, burbling, “Hi, Zhanna! Stefan, you don’t look so good! What happened?”

Without allowing any time to answer the questions or respond to the greeting, the younger mercenary rolled straight into his introductions.

“Zhanna, this is my friend Dov Klimek. Dov, this is the Witch I was telling you about, Zhanna. Dov knows the merchants in the area and thinks he knows the best person for us to approach to sell the items that we want to get discard. I told him he had to come to meet you. If you decide that you want him to represent us, then we can go ahead. Otherwise, you didn’t have to use his services. He said that was okay and if you decide that you’re interested in doing something we can go visit his merchant friend.”

Laughing, the strange man gave the mercenary’s shoulder a gentle shove, saying, “Stop already! You’re going to make her think that I’m as bubbleheaded as you are. Stop talking for a few minutes and let us say hello to each other.”

The friendly admonishment brought a smile to Zhanna’s face and pulled an approving purr from Dascha. The Witch chimed in, saying, “Yes, Mikhail, by all means, please stop talking for long enough that we can respond.”

Mikhail raised his hand in surrender and closed his mouth.

Dov offered Zhanna a half-bow, remarking as he did so, “I am very pleased to meet you! As my chattering friend here said, I thought it would be easiest to meet initially in some neutral place so that you can decide if you wanted to do business with me. If you do, then we can finish up our business back at my other friend’s store.”

“Please, will you join us for a drink? I would like to know you a little bit better, and you may have some questions for me.”

The retired mercenary sat down and adjusted his chair so that he could see Zhanna’s face clearly and watch the rest of the restaurant at the same time. Part of Zhanna’s mind noted that in approval, while another part wondered what sort of experience this easy-going but capable man had that he would automatically move into such a strategic position.

They chatted as a group for a while and drank more tea. Zhanna found herself relaxed in Dov’s presence, with none of the uneasiness she had experienced with Maxim. The conversation ranged over a variety of topics, building an understanding in Zhanna’s mind of what type of man Dov was and how much she could trust him. 

Zhanna learned about Dov’s background including his decade and half of contract mercenary work, during which he had met and worked with Mikhail. She also heard about his reasons to change employment. The death of his wife and the infirmities of age experienced by his mother had led him to the decision to stay local.

“After all,” he remarked, “my children deserve to know their parents. It’s bad enough that they’re missing their mother without me depriving them of a father too.”

<< I like him. What do you think, Dascha? >>

<< He seems fine. There are no strange Magical occurrences around him, and he is both professional and respectful. >>

<< It would seem he’s our best bet so far. So how about if we see what his merchant friend will give us for some of our items and then we can make a decision. >>

Dascha’s approval washed over their companion bond, and her strong purr could be heard by people at the surrounding tables. Dov laughed, commenting, “I guess that means I passed the test, right?”

Zhanna smiled and answered, “Indeed, you did.”

It took them only a few minutes to get packed up and ready to go to Dov’s friend’s shop. Zhanna asked for the bill but was surprised when the waitress told her that the cheque had already been paid. Possibilities slammed through Zhanna’s mind, and she was momentarily disoriented. “Who paid the bill?” she asked.

“The manager told me to inform you that your bill was on the house.”

“But… why?”

“Because without making a big thing about it, you showed us that the Master Merchant has been using spellcasting. You also showed us how to break free of it. Before nightfall, the news will be all over, and the entire town will owe you a debt of gratitude. The least we can do is pay for your tea.”
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Chapter 9 – Positioning

The mercenaries and Zhanna, accompanied by Dascha, left the café within a few minutes. Zhanna was keyed up, tense and ready for the next difficulties, the next set of challenges. She couldn’t seem to relax and worried obsessively about whether she had done enough preparation. Dascha tried several times to get her Witch to calm down, to no avail. Finally, the young woman felt a sharp ache in the center of her back. Ouch! Why does my back hurt? she thought.

A tiny voice, like skittering feet across a forest floor, said, “Live in the now. Wrong time to think deeply. To observe and act, more important.”

<< I could not have said it better myself. >>

<< Okay, guys. I got it. >>

Zhanna brought her attention back to the spirited conversation that was going on among Stefan, Mikhail, and Dov. Coming into the middle of that discussion, the young Witch was disoriented until she understood that they were mixing memories of their previous campaigns together with negotiations on how much of a percentage Dov should get for his representation. The confused welter of talk was perplexing for the young woman to follow, but she kept her mouth closed, her ears channeling everyone’s contribution, and her mind open to this novel approach to decision-making.

The rapid exchange among the men was instructive for the young Witch. Never before had she heard this type of negotiation, one which seemed to be trading the reminders of past favors into the financial arrangement being built today.

<< This is an area in which neither one of us is very experienced, Zhanna. Although, if you’re planning on building up an organization, you’re going to have to do more of this type of verbal horsetrading than you ever dreamed.>>

<<You are probably right, Dascha. This is very different than anything that I have tried to do. I am learning a lot just listening.>>

<<Zhanna, you had better be taking lots of mental notes. I’m certainly listening carefully. I didn’t realize you could do this sort of covert negotiations. Mixing reminders of how much someone owed you, all under the cover of reminiscing, and then using those reminders as currency to pay for help today. >>

<< I know what you mean, Dascha. From the relaxed speed of the conversation and the casual posture of all the guys, this must be how they normally conduct business. If I’m going to try to do something to reclaim our honor, I will need to learn how to negotiate in this way. >>

Soberly, the Witch and her Familiar trailed the animated mercenaries through the streets of Brasilov. There were many things to take note of and remember. Both of them knew that what they were hearing, and what they could learn from it, was going to be important in the days and years ahead.

<< <> >>

By the time that they had walked the half mile to the destination, the agreement with Dov had been worked out. Dov would get a percent for his representation of Zhanna and her group’s needs to the local merchants. That would cover both are buying and selling activities. If Dov were the middleman that arranged a sale of items that Zhanna wanted to dispose of, she would pay him 8% after she received the money from the sale. In a situation where Dov was negotiating for the best price, the merchant would have to pay him.

Zhanna thought it interesting that the whole arrangement was based on trust. There were no contracts to sign, no blood oath, merely an agreement. Once again, the young Witch was in information-gathering mode, trying not to make any sort of judgment as to appropriateness or worth until she saw how everything worked out.

Just then, Dov announced, “Perfect timing!” Pointing ahead, he added, “There is the store of the merchant, Vadim Morozov. He is one of the premier purchasers of oddities and unusual items in this town. He is reasonably well respected, although I would caution you that no one who buys from mercenaries is to be totally trusted.”

Zhanna interjected, asking, “How does he compare to the other merchant, Maxim?”

“There are less unsavory rumors running around about this one, and he seems to keep his greed under control. However, I have not asked to see the items that you’re going to sell because that’s none of my business. If you have something that is quite valuable, be even more cautious.”

“I will, thank you.”

The conversation had taken enough time that they were already at the front of the Vadim’s store, the Tarnished Angel. As Dov opened the door and prepared to step in, he said, “I will introduce you and then leave the store and wait out here. I recommend that either Mikhail or Stefan come with me, leaving only one of them with you inside of the store. Vadim will negotiate better when he doesn’t feel like there’s a crowd.”

He got three nods of agreement from his companions as they entered the store.

Stepping from the bright sunlight outside to the dim, shadowed interior of the store was slightly disorienting. Zhanna could feel over the companion bond that Dascha thought that the change in lighting was intentional. She commented to her Familiar, << A little bit of theater and covert maneuvering to put someone at a disadvantage, I suspect. >>

<< I think you’re right, but it doesn’t feel like there’s any sort of Magical trap here. Instead, it’s a scene set from a play. >>

<< Then we will just have to see how this play turns out. If you notice anything dangerous, please alert me and whoever else is here. >>

<< Of course, isn’t that why you keep me around? >>

Choking back a totally inappropriate desire to giggle, Zhanna replied, << I was wondering about that myself. >>

<< Point to the Witch. >>

Dov made a beeline for the main counter, immediately breaking into speech. “Vadim, my friend! Several of my old acquaintances have come to town and were asking me where they could possibly dispose of some excess items that they have acquired over time in their travels. Of course, I thought immediately of you. So here, I have brought them to speak with you directly!”

The man that slowly stood up from behind the counter was old and gaunt to the point of nearly skeletal. He had cold, almost frozen deep blue eyes that peered at the group through reading glasses that perched on the end of his nose. His face moved in a disjointed fashion, resulting in a caricature of a smile.

Although his face changed, turning up the corners of his mouth and crinkling his cheeks, the parody of a smile never touched his eyes. Cold and calculating, his gaze rested on each of the party members in turn, without speaking.

Zhanna felt the weight of that examination as if it were something that pinned her down under a hot light of interrogation. She felt a massive sense of relief when his eyes left her and began to study Stefan instead. Drawing in a deep breath she asked her Familiar, << Was that Magically enhanced? Or is he just that powerful? >>

The answer came back, << Just that powerful. Be wary, very wary of this one. >>

The old merchant spoke in a voice dry and dusty with control and infrequent use, “Thank you for the referral, Dov. I am sure that your mercenary friends and I can come to a mutually beneficial agreement.”

“That is great! While you guys negotiate, I will wait for them outside.”

Dascha chose that moment to make her presence known, letting out a loud “Meow” of announcement. The merchant recoiled, exclaiming, “How on earth did that get in here? Get it out! Get it out, I say.”

“No! She stays with us.” The voice of the disregarded female in the group was cold and dispassionate. Zhanna knew that she had to establish some power in the negotiation or he would not bargain with her. She had known a split second before Dascha had made her interjection what was going to happen. The advantages of the Familiar bond and their mental exchange were never more apparent than when they were trying to set up a strategy. This was planned, and Zhanna was pleased with how it was starting to roll out.

The store owner responded with a disgusted tone and a look of contempt at Zhanna. He directed his commentary at Stefan who was the oldest and most powerful looking of the two mercenaries in Zhanna’s party. The old man said, “Then perhaps the girl and her pet can wait outside while the rest of us negotiate.”

Yanking the reins of the conversation back into her own hands, Zhanna replied, “No. I’m the one with the items to sell, and you will have to negotiate with me. If you want to see the items available, then you’re going to have to put up with my cat. We can always find another person to buy what we are selling.”

Again, the brief cascade of a multitude of emotions flashed over the merchant’s face. The first was disbelief, shock that the young woman was not cowed. Then amazement, reflecting the disapproving surprise that the men in the party were allowing her to speak for them. These two were brief, fleeting exposures of the inner workings of Vadim’s agile mind. Even briefer was the greedy satisfaction that smoothed out immediately into an unmarked mask of stoic manner. It was the man hiding behind the mask that responded, saying, “All right. But, don’t let that animal mess up my shop.”

<< It is enough to make me want to go over and claw every piece of fabric he’s got in this place. I could even pee on some of the things in the corner if I really put my mind to it. >> Dascha interjected.

Fighting to control her face, Zhanna replied to her Familiar, << Don’t you dare! This is going to be hard enough, and he may be useful in the future. >>

<< Oh, all right. You just are absolutely no fun. >>

Stefan added his voice to the conversation, saying that he planned on keeping Dov company outside while the negotiations were going on. Zhanna noticed that Vadim’s face took on a quick predatory look, one which she would’ve missed if she hadn’t been staring at him. The man’s dismissive glance at Mikhail and then toward her made his feelings of superiority very apparent.

We will see how you feel afterward! Zhanna thought to herself.
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Chapter 10 – Deals

To avoid having the merchant try to negotiate with Mikhail, the mercenary took a position behind and slightly to the left of Zhanna as she brought the first item that she planned on selling out onto the counter. In this, she was following the suggestions that the small Hidden Folk male, Saroc, had suggested.

His advice had been that they start with an impressive and valuable necklace, something that a mercenary might gather as loot and then wanted to sell for necessary cash. It was non-Magical but contained a substantial amount of platinum and gold, as well as exquisitely cut stones. The alien amphibian had told her that from a relative worth point of view that the necklace should bring about 1/100 what the orb would bring. However, since he wasn’t familiar with relative valuation in her world, those estimates could be much different than what she actually received.

Armed with his summary of why the stones were valuable, Zhanna was as prepared as she could be. Laying the necklace, wrapped in a thick cloth, on the counter the young woman carefully positioned her body to make what she was unwrapping concealed from casual sightseers on the street.

Zhanna knew from Dascha’s observations that Dov and Stefan were efficiently blocking anyone from getting too close to the store. The young Witch could also tell that Vadim noticed their positioning and that the care that they were taking to avoid observation was piquing his interest.

As the last layer of wrapping came off the necklace, Zhanna’s sharp ears caught the surprised inhalation from the watching merchant. Her eyes firmly focused down on the jewelry, and what her hands were doing, Zhanna was getting a running commentary from Dascha.

<< Oh! The old frozen skeleton here just got all excited. His eyes lit up, and he looked like a wolf ready to jump on a nice fat juicy rabbit when he saw the necklace. Slammed control over his face right away though and I can see his little beady eyes going through calculations. You’re about to be tested girl so get ready. >>

“That is quite pretty. Not the best workmanship that I have ever seen, but well done. You obviously have a good eye, girl.”

“Thank you. This is one of the pieces that I am willing to sell. If you’re interested, we can discuss amounts.”

“Well, considering you’re a friend of Dov’s, I will offer you a little more than I would offer somebody else.” His condescending tone set Zhanna’s teeth on edge. When he named his initial price, part of that irritation came out in the sharpness of her response, “That is a ridiculous offer. If you actually think that’s how much it’s worth, then I’m in the wrong shop.”

“Jewelry of this quality does not sell quickly. I have to be able to make a profit on what I purchase…”

Zhanna interrupted forcefully, “You and I both know that’s a ridiculous amount. The salvage for the gold and platinum in the necklace would far exceed your offer. I don’t object to you making a reasonable profit, but I’m not going to give you a piece of jewelry and valuable stones plus a large amount of precious metal for you to rip me off. So either make me a decent offer, or I’m going to leave.”

The old man looked at Zhanna with a bit more respect. When he named his next figure, she merely stared at him, waiting for something that would be more reasonable. In the back of her mind, the young Witch was freaking out. The amount of money that he was offering was more than her village saw in a year, possibly even five years. The fact that one necklace could be worth that much was amazing and somehow frightening.

However, she knew that the second offer in a negotiation was never the best price. It would be the third, fourth, or fifth proposal that would be the real one. If she wanted to take more time, she could probably get a slightly better price even after that. Whether she was haggling in the regular food markets or in this fancier shop, the pattern of negotiations was always the same. Thankfully, she had been given good advice on what to expect.

<< Even if your financial advisor is a six-legged, amphibian alien that would fit in your pocket. >>

<< Score one point to the Familiar. >>

Vadim finally made an offer that Zhanna considered acceptable on the fifth try. Complements, insults, pleas of pity, appeals to honor. All of them were used in search of the best price by the weaseling merchant. Zhanna had remained stubborn, not being swayed by what she sensed was happening. 

The final price that they agreed on was more than 20 times what the merchant had initially offered for the necklace. While the professing herself satisfied, Zhanna was dealing with the shock of realization about the immense wealth that was contained in Blagogarsk. 

This necklace was considered a trinket, something of no account. When the young Witch had left the city, her ghostly mentors had encouraged her to take items to help provide her with funds. She had not known what to select, and they had decided to send her off with some inexpensive things so that she would not find herself in desperate straits.

If this was an inexpensive item, I hate to think what they would consider more expensive or more valuable, she thought to herself. No wonder, there were so many attempts to invade the city. 

Vadim carefully counted out the money on the counter in front of Zhanna. Alert for any last minute tactics from the old man, Zhanna watched to make sure that he paid her what they had agreed on. Muttering to himself about young upstarts, the merchant look stymied.

<< I think we just ruined his fun again. I bet he had something planned to short us on the money in the middle of the counting. He has that thwarted old baby look. >>

<< Dascha, I think you’re right. He looks like one of the babies in the village when he can’t get what he wants. >>

Amused by the mental picture of the old man in toddler’s clothing having a temper fit in the middle of the store floor brought a smile to Zhanna’s face. Looking up just at that point, Vadim crunched his face into even more of an ill-tempered expression, grumbling, “You won this time, but don’t plan on winning the next time.”

The counted money was wrapped in the same covering the necklace had been in on its way into the store. Zhanna felt a sense of appropriateness as she carefully stowed the payment into her pack. 

The young Witch was aware that she had more money in her pack now than all of the mercenary groups in her entire village brought in over multiple years. Overwhelmed a bit by the responsibility that she was facing, Zhanna couldn’t decide what concerned her more, carrying around this much money, or knowing that she would need it.

Zhanna couldn’t help yourself from checking the security of her pack once more. Carefully, she took the wrapped package of money down a little deeper into her backpack. It would be secure now, and she could think about the next challenge.

As she started to close the flap up again, Zhanna brushed her hand against the wrapped orb and hesitated. Alert to her body language at this point, Vadim asked immediately, “I thought you had more than one thing to sell. Or have you changed your mind?”
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Chapter 11 – Deal of a Lifetime

The young Witch stood frozen for a moment. On the one hand, she was in possession of more money than she thought possible. On the other, she had planned on selling at least two items and had stated to the merchant that she had multiple things to sell. Caught between an overwhelming desire to go someplace and freak out, and the nagging of her intuition that told her that she needed to sell the orb, Zhanna stood frozen for just a moment.

Her mind raced as she wordlessly weighed pros and cons, examining risk and a sense of obligation. Coming to a decision, Zhanna answered, “I have one other item. However, if you have problems understanding the value of the necklace you just bought, I’m a little reluctant to bring this item out. I may need to save it for when we travel to a bigger city, one with more knowledgeable purchasers and one with a greater pool of money.”

Dascha’s amused comment of, << Well done, my Witch! >> collided with Vadim’s indignant protests of his professional competence and the fact that he had enough funds to buy any item that she managed to find that was worth anything.

Shrugging her shoulders in affected nonchalance, Zhanna carefully brought out the wrapped orb. Whether the old man bought this item or not, the young woman thought the rest of the things could be saved for a different day. After all, she didn’t want to run the merchant out of money.

Once again Zhanna carefully unwrapped the orb on the counter surface, her gentle movements stressing the value of the piece without saying a word. Mikhail took a step closer to Zhanna’s back, keeping a steady gaze on the old store owner.

Vadim was oblivious to the movement of the large mercenary. The first glint of the metal and the shock of the intricate embellishment on the sphere had mesmerized him. For a moment, the old man just stared at the work of art that sat glinting softly in the dim light. Reaching out a trembling hand, Vadim touched one fingertip to a mark on the line that divided the two halves of the orb. The look on the old man’s face was awe, elemental and strong. Laced around it was naked greed and disbelief.

So overwhelming were the emotions that the old man was unable to conceal them. The words of his constant chatter had dried up, and all that was left was the unadorned reaction of someone who was close to an item that he never thought to see. Finally, a few soft words wafted out of the old man’s throat. Zhanna leaned forward to hear what he was saying, but only caught part of it.

Lost in a cloud of surprise, the old man had murmured, “… Fabergé…”

Zhanna remained quiet, allowing Vadim to settle himself. Watching the old man closely, she saw the exact moment that he dragged himself out of his reverie and back to the business at hand. His gaze sharpening and his posture straightening, the old man looked at her and said straightforwardly, “I have no idea how you managed to get this. This is a piece of artwork that is beyond anything my shop has ever carried. Or hoped to carry. It is something I never thought to see in my lifetime.”

Vadim’s mouth puckered as if he had bitten into a lemon. Zhanna could tell that the old man didn’t really want to say the next words, but he still opened his mouth and admitted, “You were right when you said that I might not have enough money to buy what you are selling. We could take every dollar from every person in this town and not pay you what this item is worth.”

Zhanna responded, “Thank you for telling me. Do you have a proposal?”

The merchant gazed consideringly at the young woman before he answered, “I can give you a base amount of money which will represent a good portion of my available cash. I will also agree to pay you a percentage of any money that I make above a target amount when I resell the item. If that is acceptable, we can draw up documents to that agreement, or you can accept my word.”

It was Zhanna’s turn to stare at the suddenly different man who was standing across the counter from her. In the space of just a few moments, Vadim had gone from a wily and tricky negotiator to someone who had become a type of ally. Someone who would be joined to her in success or failure. The rapid change in the relationship was both startling and deeply satisfying to the young woman. Only time and reflection would tell her what exactly had happened to make this change, but she found that she much preferred to work in cooperation than against competition.

Her response was calm and assured, “How much now, and what percentage over what target?”

The two of them then got back to bargaining. In far less time that it had taken to negotiate the single necklace, Zhanna and Vadim worked out mutually agreeable terms. The old man disappeared into the back to “make arrangements” for payment and transport. While he was gone, Mikhail leaned close to Zhanna and whispered, “Was that some sort of secret code for how much we are being paid?”

Zhanna replied, “No. That was how much we are being paid.”

“Wow!”

<< Very well done, my Witch. No one that I know could have done any better. >>

After a short while, Vadim came back into the room accompanied by two very large men in mercenary uniforms. Zhanna could see Mikhail straighten up and tense by her side as he caught sight of them. The Witch remained calm and relaxed as she waited for the old man to talk. She didn’t have long to wait.

“I’m sorry for the delay, but I needed to get hold of these two gentlemen that act as my escorts when I’m carrying something valuable. I have your money here, but I’m concerned that you’re going to need bodyguards of your own. I’m not sure that the three gentlemen with you are going to be enough.”

While acknowledging the two large escorts with a nod, Zhanna felt compelled to say, “I think the three of them will be fine. I need to rent or buy a vehicle to take us on a bit of a trip, so I knew that I was going to end up spending money fairly quickly. They just have to keep me safe enough for long enough for my shopping trip.”

A bark-like sound emerged from the old man’s throat. For a split second, Zhanna worried that he was having some sort of attack before she understood that he was merely laughing. It was a rusty sound, something that he apparently didn’t do very often because it kicked him off into a paroxysm of coughing.

After he recovered his breath, Vadim said, “Tell me what kind of vehicle you want, and I will have one of my sons-in-law bring you a car. It’s safer that way, and I will pay them out of the money I still owe you. It will also have the advantage of getting you out of town quickly. You will have plenty of time to deal with the ramifications of today. It is going to be very difficult for you to escape the consequences of what just happened.”

Zhanna must have looked as confused as she felt because the old man cackled, saying, “I feel so much better now. You look like this young, inexperienced woman, but you negotiate harder than anybody I’ve ever met. Your knowledge of what things cost is amazing and really should come from a professional appraiser. It is reassuring to know that you don’t know everything.”

“Believe me, I feel my areas of ignorance more than you could possibly know. Since I hate that feeling, I try very hard to fill it in with knowledge.”

Turning a smile on the young Witch that was almost paternal, Vadim gave her an approving nod and said, “You are doing very well. But, there are always people who watch in a town as small as Brasilov. They will notice and tell others that you came here and left in a vehicle. It will also be mentioned that I immediately took off with my bodyguards to go out of town.”

The young woman nodded her agreement with his assessment, but the old man was not done yet. He continued, saying, “The people that buy that information will easily put it together and know that something valuable changed hands. They will be watching you in the future. It will be known that I have paid you a lot of money. The people that matter will also know that you have the ability to find special and valuable things. As a result, you will be in increased danger for quite a while.”

Zhanna shrugged, commenting, “I have been in danger before, and it’s becoming so common that the feeling has made itself a constant companion. I don’t think the path I’ve chosen is going to be danger-free so I might as well learn how to cope with it now.”

Again, the old man made his strange barking laugh. Offering her the first honest grin that she had seen on his face, Zhanna was surprised at the look of childish devilment in his eyes. Vadim said, “Then I think we should oblige all of the nosy busybodies who always want to know what’s going on with everybody.”

“Oh? How do you propose to do that?”

Grinning in a manner that provided Zhanna and Dascha with a glimpse of the child he had been many decades ago, the old man said “Wait and see, my dear. Wait-and-see.”
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Chapter 12 – Setting the Stage

What the old man orchestrated was a sophisticated piece of street theater. Zhanna felt like she was caught in a fairytale where she had accidentally stepped through a doorway into a different reality. Vadim had pulled out a very modern looking cell phone from behind the counter and begun to rapidly call the people he had selected as players in his production.

Feeling somewhat lost, the young Witch decided that the least she could do was to settle up with Dov. Turning to Mikhail, Zhanna asked, “I think we might as well bring Stefan and Dov up to speed. Is there an out of the way corner of the store where we won’t bother anybody and can talk?”

Before Mikhail could answer, Vadim interrupted, holding his cell phone against his chest and instructing one of his bodyguards to assist Zhanna, “They can use the small meeting room. Show them where it is and get them water and food. That way they can do what they need to accomplish without being disturbed or trampled by what is going on here. If they need anything, get it for them.”

Moving away, the old man returned to a complicated discussion with someone that he called Misha. Startled, the young Witch said “Thank you” to his back and turned to follow the big mercenary.

Shepherding them through the labyrinth of the store, the large, muscular man in the gray and red uniform unbent enough to introduce himself as Kirill Alexin of the Okhotniki Mercenary Force. In response to questions from Zhanna, he explained that the store owner had a long-time relationship with his mercenary group. They provided escort and protection services for the man and his extended family as needed. In return, the OMF got both a retainer and active duty pay. They also got other “benefits.”

Zhanna was sure that she didn’t want to inquire at the moment into what those other benefits might include. She had an active enough imagination and honestly did not want to have some of her wilder ideas confirmed.

Flinging open the door to a well-appointed room, the mercenary gestured and stated, “This is the space that Vadim said that you could use. If you like, I will find the other two in your party and escort them here.”

“Thank you, Kirill, I would appreciate that very much.”

Moving quietly and very quickly for such a large man, the mercenary disappeared leaving Mikhail and Zhanna to stare at each other. Mikhail opened his mouth to ask a question, but a gesture from Zhanna closed it again. The young Witch said, “Let’s wait for the others to get here so we can go over this once. Frankly, I’m exhausted and feeling disoriented, and I don’t want to go through the situation repeatedly.”

“I understand. I was standing right there, and I still don’t believe what went on.”

<< Me either! That has to have been the weirdest experience that we’ve had, and that’s saying a lot. >>

Zhanna jerked in surprise and then flushed with embarrassment. First I lose situational awareness, and now I forgot my own Familiar! What’s next?

<< Like talking to yourself and waiting for an answer? >>

<<<>>>

It did not take Kirill very long to return with Dov and Stefan. Although both men’s faces were alight with curiosity, neither said anything until their escort had left the room and closed the door. Before either of them could break into speech, Zhanna said, “Please, sit down, all of you. We have a few moments to talk about things while Vadim organizes the rest of his planned bit of street theater. I think that we need to make our own plans at this point and those plans include Dov at least to the level that he needs to know what’s going on.”

Everyone took seats at the table in the middle of the room. Zhanna sank into her chair with a sigh of relief as kinked muscles relaxed explosively. Until that moment she hadn’t realized how tense her body was. The brush of fur on her arm and a feeling of reassurance along the Familiar bond announced that Dascha had been more aware than her Witch.

<< Relax for a moment, then tell them. They can wait on you for change. After all, it might be useful for their character development to experience dying of curiosity, at least for a few moments. >>

Zhanna laughed, the spurt of amusement escaping to lighten the mood and further inflame the inquisitiveness of Stefan and Dov. Mikhail didn’t help the situation. He was grinning like a jack-o’-lantern with an expression that clearly telegraphed that he was privy to information that the other two didn’t have.

Deciding to stretch the relatively quiet moment a bit longer, Zhanna turned to Dov and said, “I would like to pay you your percentage now. Is that acceptable?”

“Of course. I am pleased that you and the Vadim managed to come to an agreement,” commented Dov in a surprised voice. After a slight pause, he continued, “Frankly, you’re the first person that I know of that hasn’t come out of his store looking somewhat cowed. He’s reputed to be a very stern negotiator.”

Mikhail started to laugh. Holding his hands against his rib cage, the ordinarily quiet mercenary was chortling so hard that his head almost touched the table surface. Catching his breath in hiccups, he managed to gasp out, “You… you had better never… try to bargain with… Zhanna.”

Confused, Dov stared at his convulsing friend before swinging his gaze over to Stefan, who was also displaying a broad grin. Finally joining in the laughter himself, Dov admitted, “That will teach me to make assumptions. I’m glad that you managed to get a good deal.”

Zhanna answered him, “Yes, I think we got a good price, and now Vadim and I have a good basis for doing more business.” Opening her pack, the young Witch reached in and pulled out the bundle of currency that she had carefully placed in there just a short while before. Calculating the amount based on the agreed percentage and the total funds received from Vadim, Zhanna began to count the money out in front of the stupefied Dov.

As she kept counting and counting, the middleman protested, “You don’t have to count out everything you got. You can just pay me my percentage.”

Zhanna continued to count until she reached her target. Putting the rest of the money back in her pack, she said, calmly, “That is your percentage.”

Stefan and Dov stared at the pile of money on the table. Neither of them said a word, mouths hanging open and eyes glazed. Still grinning broadly, Mikhail reached out and waved a hand in front of each one of their faces, saying, “Hello?”

The city man extended a hand that noticeably trembled, laying it gently on top of the pile of currency. The reality of what he could touch widened his eyes and sparked the fire of questions in his face. Whipping his eyes around to Zhanna, he seemed to be searching for some sign deep inside of her. The young Witch didn’t know what he was looking for, but a sharp change in his posture and his expression signaled when he saw his answer somewhere within her. At almost a whisper, he said, “This is more money than my entire mercenary group made in a year. We had 48 people working to earn that, and you pay me this for a few hours effort. I don’t understand.”

Suddenly serious, Zhanna and Mikhail looked at each other before the Witch continued, explaining gently, “Just because we are from a small village doesn’t mean that what we do or have is not worthwhile. I had some assets to sell that were quite valuable. This is the agreed-upon percentage for the immediate sale.”

As the impact of her words reached Stefan, he straightened into an alert position and asked, “There’s more money coming?”

Mikhail was the one who answered, saying, “Yes. We only sold two of the items we brought. The second is so valuable that Vadim will be traveling to a much bigger city to find a buyer for it. We got a small down payment on it, and once he sells it, we will receive a percentage of what he makes.”

A flash of amazement lit Stefan’s face up before it settled into his usual, controlled expression. Allowing a small smile to perch on his lips, the older mercenary asked, “So, you only sold two of the items right?”

“Yes, she only brought out two. After all, she didn’t want to run Vadim out of money.”

Dov was oblivious to the byplay between Stefan and Mikhail. The middleman was still looking stunned, obviously grappling with something in his mind. The silence was broken as he erupted into questions that showed Zhanna just how difficult it was to believe what they had accomplished so far.

“Was it just a few hours ago that I met you? I’ve known Mikhail for a long time, but how can you know me for such a short period of time and pay me this much money? And especially for just an introduction?”

A look of sympathy on her face, Zhanna answered, “We agreed on a percentage. I gave my word, and so did you. The fact that our efforts were successful relied on your contribution. Think how much different results might’ve been if we had gone to someone less principled than Vadim.”

Shuddering, Dov persisted, “I had no way of knowing how much money you got out of the transaction. You could have kept a lot more money for yourself if you chose. Why didn’t you?”

“This is who I am, who we are. I hold myself to a standard of honor that has been missing for many years. I have made a deliberate choice to be honorable, to keep my word both by contract and by intent, by statement and spirit.”

Dov and Zhanna stared at each other, the big mercenary with a lost and yearning look on his face, the young Witch glowing with resolve. With a voice that flooded the quiet room with the harmony of purpose, Stefan said, “We choose this also. We stand with Zhanna.” Sitting beside his friend, Mikhail nodded, his typically smiling face set in lines of serious intent.

Glancing at each of them in turn, Dov shook his head. Almost stammering an explanation, the big mercenary said, “I thought you were selling your grandmother’s jewelry or something. The percentage is a fair amount for disposing of small goods, and everyone thinks their items are more valuable than they are. Apparently, everyone but you.”

“Dov, we really didn’t know how much the items were worth. We had estimates but didn’t know if we could get that much money for them. Without your introduction to a merchant of good character, we would have received less, and the buyer might have tried hard to cheat us. Instead, with your assistance, we now have a budding relationship with someone that we didn’t know a few hours ago. We have the money needed to execute the mission, and Vadim is even helping us with our logistics.”

“I guess I can accept that, Zhanna. However later on, when we have time, I would very much like it if we could sit down and talk a little more about this concept of a Standard of Honor. I would like to understand what your plans are and your strategies. Perhaps, we can talk about how my group might join in.”

A knock on the door broke the intensity of the moment. When Mikhail opened the door, Kirill was standing there holding a tray. He said, “I brought you water and some food to help you recover. Even though Vadim did not mention it, I thought you would like some tea also.”

“Thank you very much,” said Zhanna. We all appreciate the hospitality.

After setting the tray down on the table, Vadim’s bodyguard left the room, carefully closing the door behind him. The next few moments were occupied by the distribution of water and hot tea from the small samovar that was on the tray. 

The plates of sliced bread and cheeses were greeted with pleasure since all of them had worked up an appetite. Zhanna noted with amusement the stifled reactions of the men to the assortment of candied fruit and confections that had been included. It was nice to know that little boys never got over their sweet tooth no matter how big and scary they grew up to be.

Stefan and Mikhail both began talking excitedly to Dov. Words tumbled out of their mouths faster than could be heard or reacted to, the flow of words reminding Zhanna of the cold winds of winter, and blowing drifts against the door. The young Witch smiled to herself to hear their excitement while unobtrusively handing off some of the food and a bottle of the water to the Hidden Folk in her pack. Catching sight of what she was doing, Stefan also made sure that his passengers receive refreshments.

Unsure of what foods the Hidden Folk preferred, Zhanna started by slipping them small amounts of everything. Murmurs of quiet pleasure wafted up from her backpack, as her stowaways explored the tastes of the different foods. The candied fruit was a big hit with them also. She could tell when Saroc tasted it because the first involuntary sound out of the little amphibian erupted, producing a musical, liquid trill that had all the mercenaries glancing around for the source. When there was no follow-on noise, the men shrugged almost in unison and went back to their discussion and snacks.

Before the men could get wholly absorbed in their discussion, Zhanna broke in and quickly began to summarize the meeting that she had with Vadim. Concluding with an explanation of the old man’s concern about her safety, the young woman explained that they would be receiving a car shortly. She also told them that the strategy selected was to be blatant and upfront about the whole thing. Rather than trying to sneak out of Brasilov, Vadim would be making it apparent that they were now valued customers. He would also be putting on a big show about his own immediate exit.

Dov had managed to get over his astonishment, although his expressions during the recital of the meeting with Vadim provided Dascha with immense amusement. It had been difficult for Zhanna to keep a logical order to her briefing with Dascha continually making small comments and sarcastic rejoinders to the Witch’s speech that only she could hear.

Seizing on Vadim’s concern, Dov said, “I agree that if you are carrying this much money that it is dangerous for you to be traveling with only two men for protection. I know how competent Mikhail is and I assume that Stefan is as good. However, they are only two people, and you can’t support a fight with just two people. My group would be interested in additional work if you would like to hire us.”

Zhanna immediately responded, saying, “Let’s talk about what it would take to have members of your group supplement our team for both the main mission and providing backup in case of need.”

“How many additional members do you think you’ll need?”

“According to Stefan, we probably need 2 to 3 people.”

“We can easily provide that in the form of extremely experienced mercenaries. It doesn’t sound like you will need significant additional Witch power, but trained soldiers would relieve some of the challenges that you’re going to face. Especially ones that have some Magical abilities.”

Zhanna looked at Stefan, and he nodded his head. She said to Dov, “Stefan’s more experienced in staffing and command. If he thinks that that is what we need, then I’m fine with it. However, you need to work out the money end with me.”

Dov laughed and said, “We will take the amount that we would normally charge for the 2-3 bodies for the mission out of what you’ve already paid us. The money that you have given us is so much larger than I anticipated getting that you have a significant credit balance with us. We will also maintain a backup and logistics group here for you, and I will remain in town here so that it is well coordinated.”

Once again, the young Witch turned to her companions. Stefan and Mikhail both nodded in agreement and waited for her to commit them. Zhanna turned to Dov and affirmed the arrangement, saying, “Then we are all set, at least for the basics. However, some additional factors need to be considered before we can finish the mission planning. I believe those are better covered by Stefan and Mikhail. Now I’m going to take myself out of the planning session and leave it to those of you that are more experienced in this arena.”

Stefan smiled broadly and responded, “I actually agree with Zhanna that there are some significant factors that you would need to take into account before we could make a decision on whether to look to you for more help.” As he finished speaking, he glanced at Zhanna and tilted his head in question. At her sharp nod of agreement, Stefan said, “Much of what we would have to tell you is privileged information. We would have to have assurances that it would go no further, and that assurance would have to come not only from you but from whomever you would add to our party.”

Dov’s sharp eyes had noticed that Stefan looked to Zhanna for approval. He also had observed her as she had given the older mercenary her permission for his actions. In a low tone, the agent said, “She really is the head of your group, isn’t she? I thought it was just a polite fiction, a way of misdirecting attention away from the person who was actually in charge. But that’s not a false mask, an illusion. This young woman is really the boss!”

Stefan and Mikhail answered in unison, “Zhanna is definitely the boss!”

<< And neither she or any of you had better forget it! >>
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Chapter 13 – Casting Call

After a brief discussion with Stefan and Mikhail, Dov pulled out his cell phone and made a couple of quick calls. Slipping his phone back into his jacket, he said, “I have given my two subcommanders a quick summary of the general situation. They and one other person from each of their teams will be joining us shortly. If they have any problems getting escorted back here, they will call me.”

Stefan, who had been having a low-voiced conversation with Zhanna, looked up at the sound of Dov’s voice. He commented, “That sounds fine, although I am uneasy about the rapid expansion of our team due to the speed at which we have to move. We don’t have an effective way of vetting them before we have to travel and that puts us in a very vulnerable position.”

Dov nodded his head, and said, “That makes sense, although I’m not sure you really have a huge number of options. The subcommanders are people that I can vouch for personally. However, I only have limited interaction with some of the other mercenaries that have retired to this area. That is why I asked them to pick someone that they thought would be useful from their people.”

Zhanna added, “I think the approach is viable. However, anyone that in our estimation will not work as a member of the team will not be accepted. As long as you understand that, I think the risk is manageable. Of course, we will not discuss many of the details of what we are doing and why until we are comfortable with the team members.”

Gone was the slightly diffident young woman. Left in her place was a woman that was setting the shape of their future interactions. There was no give in her voice, no acceptance of any variation. She was calmly and firmly setting the terms of the engagement. Defining her expectations of behavior, and not willing to compromise.

Dov responded to the note of command in her voice. Straightening to a posture of attention, the man gave the only acceptable response, “Yes ma’am. I understand, and we will comply with that.”

At that moment, there was a knock on the door, followed by Kirill’s voice saying, “There are some men here to see you. They say that you asked them to come and Vadim told me to bring them on through. The old man also said to tell you that his side should be ready in about an hour and a half.”

Mikhail was closest to the door, so he opened it. Nodding to the strangers, Mikhail thanked the OMF mercenary and waved the strange men into the room. Each of the mercenaries carried a go bag with them, packed and secured. From the various muted clicking sounds, it was evident that the bags were packed with more than just clothing.

The newcomers were very different from each other and from the men that were already in the room. Zhanna watched them carefully as they came in and noted where they stood in relation to each other. She observed their reactions to entering an unknown place filled with strangers. She was first amused and then supremely irritated at the way that two of the men obviously dismissed both her and Dascha. She was also surprised that five men entered, not the four that she was expecting.

<< The big blonde one sure doesn’t think we are important at all, does he? I wonder how he would like to have his pretty pants covered with black cat hair and clawed into ribbons? >> 

Dascha’s mental voice carried her annoyance. When Zhanna looked down at her Familiar, she noticed that Dascha’s fur had started to fluff out and her eyes were glowing with a slight sparkle of green and red-tinged light.

<< Dascha, please get hold of your temper. I saw the curl of his lip when he saw you and me, and I know already that he is not going with us. >>

<< I wouldn’t want him watching my back! >>

<< He just feels wrong. I realize that I haven’t even been introduced to him, but he doesn’t feel right. >>

<< Off like Krava? Or just a general dislike for an arrogant, presumptuous, hubris-filled sack of idiocy? >>

Zhanna managed to swallow her inappropriate gurgle of laughter, turning it into a slight cough. Dov chose that moment to bring his men over to Zhanna for introductions.

“Zhanna, I would like to introduce you to my two subcommanders, Pavel Vasilek and Nikko Popov.” As Dov introduce them, his gestures identified Pavel as the dark-haired man on the left with a carefully tended short beard. Nikko appeared to be somewhat older with a balding head and clean-shaven face. Both of them had an air of competency about them. Standing at ease, they nodded pleasantly to Zhanna and waited for more from their commander.

Dov continued, “I have briefed them on the dynamics of the group and also that we will be providing additional security for you on a journey. Right now, the bones of the agreement are that we will continue to supply security for your trip ending when you are safely back in your home village. We will also assist you in achieving the objectives of your mission. At a high level, is that correct?”

Zhanna replied, “Yes, that is correct.” Turning to Nikko, the young Witch asked him, “It would appear that you have some reservations, Nikko.”

Startled, the man responded without thinking, “I find it difficult to believe that you’re actually in charge. I’m worried I’m sending my men out on a mission that will not be well directed or thought out.”

“I can appreciate that, and if you are unsure or uneasy with our ability even without knowing further mission details, I would suggest that you withdraw your participation.”

“Such a decision I would expect to be made by those that are more qualified to lead a mission, rather than a youngster who has obviously never been in a fight.”

Dov’s face darkened in anger, and he opened his mouth to speak. Zhanna’s sharp gesture cut him off as she turned to squarely face the now embarrassed subcommander. “Nikko, that sort of behavior and attitude is unacceptable on this mission. I don’t want to waste any more of your time or that of the people that you brought with you. Especially since you were told to bring one person and you brought two instead. Mikhail will escort the three of you out.” The young woman’s voice was cold and her gaze very level.

Nikko would have argued further except that Dov added his voice to the conversation saying, “Yes, I was going ask you why you were accompanied by two instead one. And I agree with Zhanna that such behavior is unacceptable in a small team. We can speak more of this later, but for right now you and your men should leave.”

All of the people in the room had been paying close attention to the interaction with Zhanna. The two men that had come with Nikko were very different. One of them, the taller man, was the blonde that had so irritated Dascha. He was dressed in more casual clothing than the other, smaller man. His dress and the presence of a short wand at his waist identified him as a mercenary Witch. 

When Zhanna had confronted Nikko, the fair-haired man’s face had darkened in anger, and his hand had dropped to the wand. Stepping up beside Nikko, he burst into speech, “You are disrespectful of my commander. If you want any help from us, you had better learn to control your tongue, woman.”

Zhanna took one step closer to him, moving within arms reach and staring straight up into his eyes. Although he was significantly taller than her slight frame, she didn’t seem to care. The shock of her aggressive move stopped the words in his throat, and he gaped at her in astonishment.

Her voice as cold as ice, Zhanna’s words dropped like a stone on glass, shattering the silence with a vicious snap, “I thought I had made it clear that we did not want your help. If I need to repeat that in smaller words I will do so.”

Even her apparent anger did not cow the man facing off with her. He continued his impassioned speech, declaring, “Nikko is smart not to accept leadership from inexperienced people. I know of both Stefan and Mikhail. They are too soft to be successful mercenaries. They let their feelings, their sympathies, get in the way of filling the contracts. They gave things away for free, showing their stupidity.”

Nikko attempted to interrupt, interjecting, “Ivan Petrin! This is unseemly. The discussion was not in your hands, and you should’ve left it to Dov and me to handle.”

The subcommander’s attempt to derail the argument failed. Ivan had a full head of steam and was determined to beat down the irritating woman in front of him. His face set into a sneer of disgust, the blonde man continued, “All of the mercenaries from that village are subpar. We even had one that thought he was a Witch with notable power on my last mission before retirement. He stupidly threw his life away trying to save a bunch of brats that had more money than sense. I would not trust any of them with my life. They would throw it away on something senseless like that.”

<< Oh, oh! Things are about to get rough. >>

Zhanna’s anger was switched off as if by lightning, leaving her cold and controlled. Her voice was smooth as silk, coiled with all of its heat contained. “You were on the mission that dealt with the avalanche that killed all those people? The one where 14 mercenaries died?”

Drawing himself up in pride, Ivan answered, “Yes, I was. I got my brat out of there. I was not going to stick around and try to protect the rest of them. That wasn’t in my contract.”

“What about the mercenaries that were killed trying to save the rest of the children?”

“Again, that wasn’t in my contract. Why should I throw my life away for something that I’m not getting paid for? Krava understood that. I even got a bonus for my adherence to the agreement.”

“I see. It is also obvious to me that you will not be working with us.”

“You are absolutely correct. There is no way that I would accept a contract with you, and I hope that Nikko wouldn’t dream of it either. No woman can structure a mission. You should go back to your village and look for a husband!”

Turning so quickly that he stumbled slightly, Ivan snatched his bag up from the table and stormed out of the room. Nikko also grabbed his bag and hurried after the younger man. Calling over his shoulder to Dov, the balding subcommander yelled, “I am sorry, Dov. I will get him calmed down.”

Dov turned, stricken, back to Zhanna. It was evident that he didn’t really know what to say. Finally, he started to speak, only to be interrupted by the other man that had come with Nikko. “Sir? I am not really part of Nikko’s group. I was simply in the vicinity when he called Ivan, who was the one that told me that I should come along. There was no intent of disrespect, but I would be interested in the mission if I’m acceptable to the rest of the team.”

Dov looked at him and asked, “Who are you and what are your qualifications? Also, who can vouch for you?”

“My name is Kasha Fedkin, and I recently completed two missions, one in the US and one in Africa. Both of them were protection details, and I acted as assistant bodyguard to the head of the mission. Neither one of the contracts were very long, totaling just under two years. My weapon skills are rated as expert, and my Magic is adequate for most foundation spells.”

Mikhail broke into the conversation, contributing, “I am familiar with Kasha’s qualifications. He was on a mission that I also did. His performance was good, he works well in a team setting, and his general skills are average to good. He is also not a complainer.”

Stefan smiled and contributed his own voice, “I am familiar with both Kasha and Tolya. They are both decent mercs, and I would be pleased with both or either on our current mission. Or for that matter, in the future.” As he spoke, Stefan acknowledged with a head tilt the presence of the last mercenary.

<< That one, I like. Zhanna, he doesn’t give off any creepy vibes, and he doesn’t act like we're playing dress-up with the big guys. I think he’s a keeper. >>

<< That’s unusual praise, coming from you. He must smell like catnip or something! >>

<< Brat! >>

Dov looked relieved, but the subcommander just appeared startled. He was obviously reassessing his opinion of Stefan and Mikhail. The previously unintroduced mercenary, Tolya, provided a welcome diversion when he came up and greeted both Stefan and Mikhail before turning to Zhanna and sticking his hand out. Flushing slightly, he said, “I’m very pleased to meet you, Zhanna. I knew and respected your brother and was very sorry when I heard of his death.”

Pulling her mind back from the maelstrom of remembered grief and the echoes of the fight with Krava, Zhanna forced a smile on her face and answered, “Thank you. It is nice to meet some of the people that remember him.”

Demonstrating clearly that her brother had actually talked to him, Tolya murmured, “He was worried every time he had to leave you and your grandmother. I hope that she is doing well. I got to meet her once many years ago when your brother invited some of us back to his village for a celebration.”

“My Baba is doing as well as you might expect. She still keeps me on my toes.”

Tolya laughed, adding, “I remember. It wasn’t more than a couple hours after we got there that the entire group of us found ourselves pulling weeds in the garden. One of our guys wasn’t too particular about what he was pulling. I still remember the dressing down she gave him!”

“That’s my Baba!”
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Chapter 14 – Opening Night

Things settled down after the heat of the introductions. The exit of the two other mercenaries had cleared the air, leaving behind a faint odor of explosive tension as the only trace of their passing.

Now they could get down to business. Zhanna had decided not to have written contracts that specified every little thing that was under their agreement. Instead, she laid out the general mission outline and the need for secrecy. Stefan took some time explaining the general parameters of the mission. With a broad brush of words, the skilled mercenary told the rest of the team that they were going to rescue people to whom they had an obligation. He also explained that the conclave of survivors was endangered and trapped by enemies.

The concise description of the mission seemed to ease both Dov’s and Pavel’s minds. Since Zhanna and Dov had already settled on payment terms and parameters, there was no need to discuss that in this part of the meeting. Instead, Dov quietly informed the other mercenaries that they already had been paid a deposit and he had nothing but confidence in their getting paid the remainder at mission completion.

Pavel asked, “You said that a small group of people from the attacked area managed to get through to you. Will we be able to discuss the situation further with them and can they provide any assistance in getting us to the target group?”

Zhanna answered him but did not directly address his question. Looking at Dov and then the other mercenaries from his group, the young Witch stated, “Now is the time that we have to know if you’re going to take the mission or not. We can’t go any further in this briefing until you give us a yes or no. If you give us a yes, we expect you to keep an open mind and to listen completely to the information that will be covered. This is sheltered under confidential material handling, and I expect your word to be good.”

Pavel started to take umbrage, drawing his chest up higher and preparing to respond hotly. Dov put a hand on his forearm, forestalling the subcommander’s answer, and said directly to Zhanna, “Give us a moment to discuss this, and you will have your answer.”

Stefan and Mikhail joined Zhanna to wait for the answer. The young Witch was trembling slightly as the tension in her body ratcheted even higher. Glancing sideways at the older of the two mercenaries, she asked Stefan, “What do you think they’re going to do? If they say no, what is our backup plan?”

He responded, “They will do it. Right now, the only question is which ones are going with us.”

Mikhail added with a fiendish grin, “I am so looking forward to seeing their faces when we introduce them to the rest of our party.”

A soft voice whispered its way up from under the flap of Zhanna’s pack, “An evil thought from a twisted mind.”

The echoing response came in the concise speech of Saroc, Zhanna’s financial advisor and alien amphibian, “But amusing, all the same.”

It was too much for Zhanna’s control. Laughter welled up from her toes and broke free, sending her peals of relieved amusement echoing through the small room. Mikhail and Stefan added the lower notes of their mirth into crashing chords of joy and relief. When the young Witch looked up and saw that the other four men were staring at her group in curiosity, it set her off again.

Her infectious laughter dragged Stefan and Mikhail in with her, and once again their shared amusement filled the room. Finally, the other four succumbed, and the bonding effects of shared humor changed the atmosphere of the place from one of the problems to be addressed to a shared unity and the beginning of companionship.

Still chuckling to himself, Dov called out, “We are all in agreement. We accept the mission and Pavel, Tolya, and Kasha will accompany you. I will stay back here and coordinate anything you need on this end. Additionally, I’ll be addressing some issues that came up today so that we don’t have to deal with them again.”

Zhanna offered her congratulations, saying, “Excellent. Your agreement relieves my mind because I think you will add a lot to the effort. If you gentlemen seat yourselves again, we can get on with the briefing.”

Everyone took their places at the table again. Sitting back down with a sigh, Pavel asked, “When can we arrange to get briefed by the people that got you the warning? We can plan better at that point. Knowing what we are facing can make the difference between success and failure.”

Stefan took over control of the meeting at this point. “We have general maps of the area that we are going to be moving through. The civilians that brought us the alert are available now. However, they are probably not the type of people you’re expecting.”

Tolya shrugged, saying, “We are used to dealing with all sorts of people. I am sure that it won’t be as bad as you think.”

With a smile on her face, Zhanna asked him, “Did your grandparents ever tell you stories about the Hidden Folk? Do you believe in Brownies, Unicorns, and Dragons?”

“What a nonsensical question to ask me! I thought we were talking about a serious mission here. I don’t know why you would ask that type of a question now!”

Projecting his voice as much as he could manage, the small brown-furred creature called Noma said, “She asked about your belief in Hidden Folk because that’s who we are. My mate and I came with others to ask the Guardian Witch for help. We will guide you in your mission to rescue the remainder of our group and defeat the Evil Ones.”

With a shrill shout of fear that ripped into Zhanna’s ears, Tolya shoved back from the table and scrambled to his feet. His eyes were wide, and the whites were showing as he backed away from Noma. His body vibrated with the violence of his spine hitting the wall, filling the room with a loud, dull thud. His mouth was open, and he was gabbling incomprehensible sounds. His shock was evident, as he stared first at one of the Hidden Folk and then another, stunned that they had managed to get onto the table without him noticing their presence.

Kasha had frozen in place. His expression was one of wonder, delighted at the evidence in front of his eyes of other beings that had before been only stories. Slowly, his hand rose as he made as if to touch the other brown-furred creature sitting on the table. His motion slowed and finally stopped short of actually making contact. All movement had ceased, and the only sound was the harsh breathing of Tolya.

Tisha, Noma’s mate, stood up. Each step of her tiny feet clicked on the table as she paced closer to Kasha’s outstretched hand. Stretching her small body as tall as it could, she slid the silky fur of her head against the man’s hand in a gesture of welcome and acceptance.

Several men in the room drew in sharp breaths, whether in anticipation or tension. For Kasha, it was different. There was no rejection or repugnance in his face, just simple joy. Voice heavy with emotion he said, “Thank you.”

Dov turned his head to Zhanna, saying, “Now I understand why it was so important that this be secret. I also understand some things that didn’t make any sense before. You are the Witch that took down the blood Mage, Krava, aren’t you?”

“Yes, I am. And these are people that I have sworn to protect.”

Zhanna had been watching for Pavel’s reaction. He had frozen in place at the shock of the Hidden Folk appearance, not moving at all for a moment. Intently, he had stared at each one in turn, evaluating them according to some unspoken measurement, carried only in his own mind. After a slow, revolving examination, his eyes came back to her. “I misjudged you. It won’t happen again. And if my intemperate speech offended you, I apologize. Even I can learn if the lesson is strong enough.”

Dov startled the room when he let loose with a huge belly laugh. His amusement left him gasping for air and plastered looks of confusion on Tolya and Pavel’s faces. Finally getting himself under control, the mercenary commander gasped out, “Nikko. He thinks she doesn’t know how to fight. And Ivan thinks he is this big tough Witch. He even bragged about getting a bonus from Krava!” Dissolving once more into laughter, Dov leaned on the table.

After a moment, Pavel first began to grin and then to laugh. It was so infectious that even Tolya joined in. Visibly steeling himself against the danger represented by the unfamiliar creatures, Tolya carefully rejoined the rest of the group at the table.

Seeing the intense discomfort of the rattled mercenary, Tisha dragged several pieces of cheese and a slab of bread onto one of the small plates from the tray. At the last moment, she added an assortment of the candied fruit. Determinedly grabbing the edge of the plate in her tiny clawed hands, the Hidden Folk female dragged the plate toward Tolya. All conversation in the room had stilled as Tolya stared in frightened focus at the small creature approaching him.

Each of the others in the room watched. Some of them stared at Tolya, while others observed Tisha. Outwardly relaxed, Zhanna knew that this was going to be an important interaction. Almost holding her breath, she waited for what happened next.

The tiny creature managed to drag and push the plate in front of Tolya. In a voice soft with the murmuring of the forest, Tisha said, “Eat. You have had a shock and need to let your body get over it. You are much larger than my sons, but you have the same stubborn male attitude. So take a break and eat, freak out another day.”

As small as her voice volume was, it was apparent that Tisha could clearly be heard by Tolya. Automatically obedient to the sound of a mother’s voice, the man reached for some of the food on the plate and began to eat. Tisha watched him for a few seconds to make sure that he was actually swallowing the food before she turned and walked back to her place beside Noma.

Tolya audibly swallowed, and then gulped down part of a bottle of water. He seemed to be struggling with something in his throat which emerged as words. “Thank you, I am sorry to have behaved badly.”

The tiny brown-furred female smiled at him and said, “Not so badly, and you will do better now I think. Surprises are sometimes very hard to cope with. I know, having raised sons and lived with a husband for many years.”

Zhanna was relieved. Overall, the reception was better than she had hoped. It was time for them to brief the new members their party more thoroughly. After all, they only had about 90 more minutes before it would be show time with Vadim. Nodding her head at Stefan, the young Witch allowed the experienced mercenary to take over the meeting. She was confident that between him and Noma, their auxiliary troops would soon better understand the need and the strategies planned.

Settling back in her chair, the young woman relaxed for a moment. As Stefan laid out the mission brief, Noma and the rest of the Hidden Folk provided a summary of the objectives and the challenges. Zhanna was reminded once more of how lucky she was to have a team. Each of them was doing what they did best and working well with the others. Hopefully, their additional manpower would integrate as successfully.

<< That went well! I thought there for a minute though that Tolya was going to freak out and run from the room. Big strong mercenary running away from a 3-pound brown plush toy with tiny horns. Who would’ve thought? >>

<< That is not fair, Dascha. It was a shock for them, and I think they did pretty well. >>

<< I suppose you’re correct. However, it still reminds me of the story of the elephant and the mouse... >>
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Chapter 15 – Show Time

Zhanna felt like she was about to throw up. Her stomach was repeatedly clenching, and intense waves of nausea made it impossible for her to concentrate on anything specific. Her mind skittered from one subject to another, and she saw things in flashes of glaring spotlights. Just an hour or so ago she had been calm and relaxed, sitting at the table and listening to the new members of her group being briefed.

It was apparent that the mercenaries knew what they were doing. Their questions were clearly stated, and none of the men required extensive explanations. Every once in a while, Zhanna would see a strange expression wash over one of their faces as they were realized that they were talking to some of their childhood fairytales, the Hidden Folk. Most of them seemed able to deal with Noma and his mate Tisha, but all of them had definite problems even looking at Saroc. His six-legged form and amphibian-looking skin seemed to throw them off. The small male was amused and kindhearted. He kept quiet as they got used to him, seldom volunteering anything. Lending his presence as unobtrusively as possible, he sat motionless next to Dascha for most of the meeting.

Zhanna was amused again at the way Saroc’s long fingers automatically found her Familiar’s coat, grooming the black cat without conscious decision. Dascha’s purr, audible to everyone in the room, helped the mercenaries feel more comfortable with Saroc, but the young Witch knew that it would take time for understanding to calm their discomfort.

The other Hidden Folk in their group did not seem to unsettle the mercs as much as Saroc did. Dulam, with his appearance of a cross between a squirrel and a rabbit, was similar enough to the usual animals that ran through the forest that none of the men had problems looking at him. Frasch, Dulam’s even tinier rider, was cute and furred. Her petite size and cute face let the men fool themselves into thinking that she was no threat. It was only the amphibian with his bald head and green, mottled skin that frightened them at a level that they could not acknowledge. 

Zhanna was amused, realizing that as tough as these guys purported to be, they were squeamish. Luckily, that discomfort did not affect their professionalism. The briefing had gone well, and she thought the entire team had a proper appreciation of what they would be facing when they got to their destination. After the first shock, the human warriors seemed to be able to accept the Hidden Folk as team members, listening with focused attention. 

There was something surpassingly strange about the whole tableau. The young Witch watched the interaction among the groups and was amazed at how well they were integrating. Knowing that all of these Hidden ones were aliens that had slipped through a dimensional door to Earth, the fact that the Russian mercenaries could accept them as fairytales come to life was an incredible testament to the adaptability of the human mind.

A knock on the door announced that it was now time for Vadim’s street drama to begin. Taking a deep breath, the young Witch gathered up her belongings and her troops. Time to set out on the next stage of her campaign.

Walking through the hallway toward the front of the store, Zhanna was conscious of the feeling of an irrevocable moment approaching, like a step through a one-way door. She knew that the next hour would change the course of her life, and possibly the paths of many other lives. 

The hours of discussion that she had with her grandmother, with Stefan and Mikhail, and the interaction with her ghostly mentors in Blagogarsk collided in a cataclysm of creative force, sending shockwaves through her head. Out of the violence of that smashing mental explosion emerged the rising shape of the future, her future. The reborn covenant of the Russian Witch covens sprang into existence as she stood frozen in discovery.

Zhanna knew deep in her bones and blood that the establishment of a group of Magic users that incorporated the concept of honor and adherence to a code of behavior was essential for the salvation of the souls of the Russian Witches. The realization hit her with the force of a body blow, making it impossible for her to move. Hard on that impact was a sharp flash of vision that stilled her breath, and caused her heart to stutter. 

The vision was so encompassing, so real to her that she could almost reach out and touch the dream that she saw. The focus of the image was a book, set on a holder and alight with Magical illumination. Plainly marked, it was a book of guiding principles for her group. Bound in wood and precious metal, it held the structure, authority, and ethics that they so desperately needed.

Coven Codex. The code to behavior and values that would carry them forward. Allowing the Witches of Russia to build on a firm foundation, rising even higher than before. The next giant step in reclaiming the honor that they had lost.

“Zhanna? Are you okay?”

Brought back to the present by the pull of Stefan’s voice and the warm touch of his hand under her elbow, the young Witch shook herself and replied, “Yes, I am fine, Stefan. I just had a thought of what we could do in the future.”

“I think it might be better if we went to the front of the store and joined Vadim. We wouldn’t want to be late to our own party!”

“You are right, Stefan. I guess I’m just a little bit nervous.”

“That’s perfectly understandable. After all, who would’ve thought a week ago we would be here?”

As they had been talking, Zhanna’s party had moved from the meeting room, through the hallway, and out to the storefront. Vadim was waiting there for them, almost bouncing in his excitement.

“At last! We are all ready to go. My son-in-law, Mischa, will have the cars here in just a few moments.”

“That is very kind of you, Vadim. I know you wanted to put on a show, so just tell us our lines and where you want us to go please,” answered Zhanna.

Vadim grinned like a little child, reminding Zhanna of when her brother had been young. Still bouncing slightly on his feet, the old man said, “I think this is going to be a lot of fun. I will escort you out to the car and make a big thing about how much I value our relationship and that I wish you success in your endeavors. I will also say that I’m looking forward to seeing you again soon.”

“So you want us to get into the car and then take off?”

“Yes, but you need to make a point of security. Have the mercenaries inspect the car looking for danger. Someone should hand you into the vehicle like you are a princess, somebody extremely important. I want all the spies and onlookers spending time trying to figure things out. It will make them crazy trying to understand what happened.”

The young Witch lost all of her nervousness as she broke into laughter. Choking between gales of mirth, she said, “The joke will be on them because I’m not really all that important. This is a good deception, focusing their attention on a mask rather than the reality.”

In a gentle voice, the old man said, “Don’t fool yourself. You are very important, both to all these people around you and me. None of us are treating you in any way but what you deserve.”

Startled, Zhanna stared in disbelief at Vadim before swinging her gaze to look at the rest of her team. She could feel the weight of their eyes as she glanced around the room. Something shifted at the foundation of her world.

The young Witch was not used to thinking of herself as extraordinary, instead, seeing herself as the weak Magic user that lived with her widowed grandmother. Scraping by day-to-day, trying to glean lessons where she could, Zhanna had no sense of self-importance. Numbly, the young woman stared at Stefan, wondering what to say.

<< Save it for later, Zhanna. You are important, but that is something you’re going to have to accept over time. For right now, let’s get the job done and rescue these peoples’ children and mates. Keep your eye focused on the prize, girl! >>

Jumping slightly like she had been goosed, the young Witch nodded her head jerkily at Vadim and squared her shoulders. Picking her pack up, she was startled to feel it lifted out of her hands before she could set it on her back. Before she could react, Stefan reached out his hand and grabbed her shoulder.

“Think! Treating you as important is part of the play we are putting on. Therefore, you don’t carry your own bag.”

Once again, the only reply that the young Witch could make was a nod.
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Chapter 16 – Stalked

It took them about ten more minutes to get everyone ready to march out the front door. Running over the seating arrangements one last time, Zhanna was amazed that they would be able to fit all six of them in one vehicle. They had decided that Mikhail would drive. One of the new mercenaries would be riding in the passenger seat beside him, and the rest of their party would be in the back.

Rather than trying to run any errands in town, they planned on driving several hours away before stopping for food and additional supplies. Vadim thought that was an excellent idea, almost too quickly for Zhanna’s comfort. Intercepting a quick glance between Vadim and his head bodyguard, the young Witch confronted the old man, asking, “What is the problem? Is there something important that you’re not telling me?”

It was the bodyguard that answered, saying reluctantly, “None of us are sure. However, the shop has been watched more closely today than ever before. The people that were following you have joined the people that were watching our shop, and we suspect that they report to the same person.”

“Who do you suspect?”

“Maxim Trobich, a crooked dealer of unusual items and one that somehow acquires items from many a bruised or damaged seller!” The amount of anger packed into the voice made it almost unrecognizable as Vadim’s. Zhanna’s shocked stare saw a man transformed into a picture of implacable fury. The old man’s emotions were replicated on the faces of his bodyguards and echoing discomfort radiated from the town mercenaries.

Zhanna heard Stefan take a sharp breath of dismay. Keeping her eyes on Vadim, she remarked, “I have to say that I didn’t much care for him. He made me uncomfortable, and I was very unhappy with his influence over Stefan.”

In a low voice, Stefan murmured, “It is my fault that he ever met you. I thought that he would be helpful because I’d never had problems with him before. Now I wonder how long he had been manipulating me.”

“Anyone can be manipulated. When you find out about it, decide whether it’s okay or not. You were just doing the best you could, and sometimes the result doesn’t match the intention. No one expects you to be perfect, least of all me. After all, you know that I make mistakes and have areas of terrible ignorance. You accept my efforts to address those so why shouldn’t I accept yours. Stop beating yourself up. We have too many other things to do!”

Vadim cackled in sharp laughter, and his face settled into the lines once again that Zhanna had come to expect. The old man said, “One of the reasons that I was willing to talk to you was the priceless sendoff you gave that disgusting sack of skin. Not only did you send him away like dirt on the bottom of your shoe, but without saying a single actionable or objectionable word, you and that police detective of yours managed to let the whole town know that he’s using coercive Magic.”

Chiming in, the bodyguard added, “From what our watchers saw, he was so angry that he was smashing things when he got back to his own store. He even slammed one of his bodyguards around in his fury.”

Zhanna’s stammered disclaimer of, “He’s not my police detective!” was ignored as Stefan asked, “The two of you watch each other, but for what? A commercial advantage?”

Vadim answered with a growl, “It has gone beyond competition. He destroys people and glories in the joy of it. I’m a cranky, curmudgeon of an old man, but I love this town. We are supposed to protect the weak, not prey on them. The fact that he’s breathing the same air as I do offends me.”

The bodyguard added, “He will be driven insane by the idea that something valuable slipped through his fingers. We expect him to attack us on our way to Moscow, and we have hidden surprises in our vehicle. You should also be careful on your journey. Our spies saw that he met with four other men of unaligned status within a few hours of talking to you. So, watch your backs.”

Stefan nodded, exchanging glances with Mikhail before saying, “That would make sense. He can either attack you and get whatever we sold you, or he can take the proceeds from us. Either way, he will feel like he has won.”

Resolutely, Zhanna said, “Then it is up to us to make sure that he continues to feel frustrated.” Her spine stiff with determination, the young Witch made a beeline for the door. Vadim moved quickly, cutting in front of her and grabbing the door to pull it open. With a theatrical movement, the old man bowed her through the exit.

Caught up in the scripted feeling of a marionette moving on a stage, Zhanna took four steps out the doorway and stopped. Her head held high in the air, she slowly swept her gaze around the street in front of the store. Part of her noted that there were more people out in the street than she had seen before. There were very few women and no children. The onlookers were primarily men, and standing in obviously staged positions. Many of them looked uneasy, lounging around and pretending to talk to each other as their eyes took in every aspect of the actions on display.

Zhanna could feel the weight of their gaze, staring at her so hard that it felt like holes were being drilled into her body. In the back of her mind, she was shy and unsure of herself. However, no one looking at her would’ve known how inexperienced and frightened the young Witch felt. In desperation, she was concealing any qualms under a persona borrowed from one of the wealthier women in the village.

In her mind she could see the woman standing there, body drawn up and looking down her nose. Adopting the same stance and head tilt, Zhanna imperiously turned to Vadim and demanded, “I thought you said the vehicle would be here! Where is it?”

The old man picked up his cue and bounced it back flawlessly to Zhanna, saying, “I am sorry, Lady Witch, it will be here shortly!” Vadim half bowed as he addressed her. His acting was so good that for an instant Zhanna was worried that she had upset him.

<< Very good, kitten. Did you see how his eyes gleamed and his mouth was quivering? He had to bow so he would not start laughing. >>

<< Oh, good! I was worried I had actually hurt his feelings. >>

<< I think we are going to have to give you lessons in being snotty and uncaring. That doesn’t seem to be something you do easily. Fortunately or not, there are many examples for you to imitate. >>

<< It’s tough to do, Dascha. The whole thing feels wrong, just wrong. >>

<< It had better continue feeling wrong. If it starts to seem right, you’re going to experience my claws in your calves! >>

Just then, a resounding rumble announced the arrival of a powerful-looking vehicle. To Zhanna, accustomed to the less expensive cars and trucks of the villagers, the machine was impressive and ominous. As it rolled smoothly to a stop directly in front of her, only the cloak of her assumed role prevented her from stepping backward.

<< Dascha, what on earth is that? >>

<< I think it’s our ride, but I’ve never seen anything like it. Let the others lead on how we should regard this. Because I am just as lost as you are. >>

The young Witch’s frozen immobility was brief and lasted long enough for Stefan to gesture her to wait. He said, “Please wait, Madame, while we check the vehicle for safety.”

Nodding her head regally, Zhanna said, “Of course, but please make it quick. I’m tired of waiting, and we have miles to go.”

Mikhail, assisted by Tolya and Kasha, proceeded to thoroughly examine the car. Stefan stood beside Zhanna, feeding her information under the guise of reporting.

“This is an excellent vehicle for us. It will ride smoothly, and SUVs of this manufacture had been specially reinforced with protective measures. I admit I haven’t seen one that has been customized to stretch this long, but it makes it very convenient for a party of our size.”

Zhanna found herself making noncommittal noises, just like she had done when her brother used to rhapsodize about something she didn’t understand. She could tell that Stefan was enthused about the vehicle and didn’t want to ruin his enjoyment, precisely like when her brother would burble about computer equipment.

An unexpected pang of remembrance echoed with the grief that she still felt at the idea that her brother was no longer alive. For a brief moment, the sadness showed on her face, and her back started to curve around the knot of regret and pain that she felt. A mental slap from her Familiar yanked her posture back to ramrod straightness as Dascha exclaimed loudly in her Witch’s head, << Keep your mind on what’s going on, Zhanna! You can grieve later and should. Right now, you’re in a play, and you need to stay in character. >>

<< You are right, Dascha. Sorry, but the memory surprised me. >>

The Familiar’s voice was gentler now, soothing and comforting rather than abrasive. << I know. Even years later, I still miss those that I have lost. Don’t forget them, but don’t confuse the here and now with remembered pain. >>

<< I won’t, I promise. >>

<< Absolutely have to work on your situational awareness! Every time you see a vision or get a distracted memory, you forget where you are. That can get you killed! >>

The brief conversation between Witch and her Familiar had kept Zhanna busy while the transfer of the vehicle to the mercenaries was completed. Mikhail was grinning, holding the keys. Stefan was supervising the storing of their gear in the car, while Tolya and Kasha took up obvious positions of protection. Their weapons were not drawn, although their posture and visible alertness announced that they would be difficult to surprise.

Dov waited quietly on the other side of Zhanna from Stefan. He was not going on the mission with them but was ensuring that the group departed without problems. In the earlier planning sessions, Dov, Mikhail, and Stefan had worked out a series of contingency plans which the commander would institute as soon as Zhanna and her party left town. 

Their ally would coordinate any additional efforts that were necessary while the main party was mounting the rescue mission. The three strategic commanders had set up a schedule of checkpoint times, in case the difficulties were more significant than anticipated. Dov had promised to come loaded for war if necessary, saying, “You have just paid us enough money to run the full unit for over a year. We owe you, and I’m looking forward to a long association. So don’t get yourselves killed.”

All those arrangements had been made, and the departure was now at hand. Zhanna felt like a tightly wound spring ready to bounce or break any second. Practicing slow, even breaths, the young Witch looked around the street in front of Vadim’s shop. 

She was amazed by the number of people that were watching their team get loaded into the vehicle. Many of the people were noticeable in their scrutiny, going as far as smiling or nodding to her as her eyes swept the area. 

The young Witch made a point of smiling and nodding in return. There was not a point in getting snotty with people that were trying to be friendly and open. It was only the others that were causing her concern.

A jolt of adrenaline shocked her system as she made brief eye contact with Maxim, the unpleasant merchant from earlier that day. She had surprised him, capturing a look of fury and greed on his face. It was apparent when he realized that she had seen him. A mask settled over his face, and all emotion was removed. Like water through sand, his control smoothed all expression out.

Acting like she was of no importance, the big man turned to speak to his companions. There were four of them, clearly mercenaries but not dressed in uniform. Noting their features so that she would remember if she saw any of them again, Zhanna could feel the prickling signs of danger in the goosebumps that were raised on her skin and the tension that welled up from her core and energized her muscles.

<< I see them, Zhanna. Look at them through my eyes for a moment. You might be able to tell more than I can. >>

<< Can we do that? I know that older and more experienced pairs can, but I didn’t think we could. >>

Without waiting for an answer, Zhanna concentrated on the Familiar bond and found that there was an overlay covering her eyes. Instead of the bright colors and nuances that she was used to seeing, colors were more muted, and details were sharper. She noticed motion and activity more clearly, but the experience of seeing through her Familiar’s eyes was subtly disorienting. 

The young Witch struggled with control for a moment until she found a balance point. The low-level nausea that she been feeling dissipated, reminding Zhanna of how she felt after drinking mint tea on an upset stomach. Then she saw exactly what Dascha had been talking about. For a moment she just stared, mentally grappling with what the situation was telling her. Then shock hit, sending rockets of revulsion and fear throughout her whole body.

[image: ]

 


Chapter 17 – Threads that Bind

Threads. Oily looking, purple and gray strands.

Zhanna almost couldn’t keep control of her reflexes. Overwhelming disgust filled her stomach and threatened to erupt from her throat. These tendrils were the same bizarrely-animated filaments she had seen in the café when Maxim had been manipulating Stefan. The root-like finger that had come off the concealed Mage and slid toward her then had made her skin cringe and fluffed Dascha’s fur out.

In the café, there had only been a few, pulsating and twining around. Glowing with the transfer of energy, the threads that were attached to Stefan had appeared to be both pulling him around and sucking his energy out. The thought of that theft, a parasitic draining of essence happening to anyone or anything revolted Zhanna at a primal layer. Her urge to flee was beating on her, like a terrified animal, desperate to escape and be safe. Clamping down on that instinct, she forced herself to observe and analyze, driving her mind past the fear, in the face of danger.

Standing like a spider in the center of a vast web, Maxim glowed with the energy channeled into him. Each of the four mercenaries standing around him was connected by multiple tendrils. At a different time and with the chance to analyze, Zhanna knew that she would try to make sense out of why some of the tendrils seemed to enter their target through the forehead while others disappeared into the chest.

That connection between the Mage and the mercenaries would’ve been bad enough, but there were many other attachments visible through Dascha’s eyes. The extent of the energy feeder system that Maxim had constructed was revealed to be immense, draining essence and life from many of the people in the area. 

All connections were not alike. While some of the people in the crowd had faint couplings that did not appear to be active, others were heavily enmeshed. The demonstratable theft of life energy from these victims was terrifying to the young Witch.

<< Zhanna, you’re going to have to tell Vadim that he has a problem. >>

<< What you mean? >> asked Zhanna as she turned to look at the old man. Even before the words had left her mouth, the young woman knew what Dascha had been talking about.

The old man was standing between two bodyguards. One was the gentleman who had escorted Zhanna and her team to the meeting room while another was a younger mercenary in the same OMF uniform.

The younger mercenary had to thick tendrils connecting him to Maxim. One disappeared into his chest directly over his heart, while the other was wrapped around his neck and head, slithering over his ear before it sank into the center of his forehead.

Once again, Zhanna had to concentrate to avoid throwing up. Even through the protective wall of her concentration, the young Witch could feel comfort and reassurance flooding to her over her Familiar bond with Dascha.

<< Breathe deeply, dearling. You need to focus because this travesty must not be allowed to continue. >>

The banked fury of her Familiar’s emotions was like a forest fire kept barely in check. Where Zhanna felt revulsion and disgust, Dascha was ready to slay and rend. In a desperate attempt to regain balance and control, Zhanna opened herself to the power of Dascha’s rage, allowing that turbulent energy to flood into her and harden her resolve. Gone was any nausea, any feeling of helplessness. This dishonorable coercion-tainted Magic affected all Magic users. Maxim could not be allowed to continue this. Such a vile practice MUST be stopped.

Turning abruptly toward Vadim, Zhanna reached out and took his hand in hers. Speaking aloud for their audience, the young Witch announced, “Thank you for your assistance in our matters, honorable Vadim. I look forward to doing more business with you in the near future.”

Immediately after that, in a low tone and without moving her mouth much at all, Zhanna said, “Vadim, you have a problem. Your younger mercenary is bespelled.”

<< Zhanna, watch out! You and Vadim are under attack! >>

Zhanna spun around looking for the source of the danger and saw that tendrils were approaching her from many directions. Twenty or more of the oily purple-gray animated strings reached like clutching fingers, ready to capture both her and the others.

Taking no time for ritual or spoken spell, Zhanna slapped her hands together and flung her arms wide. Light exploded from the noisy collision of her palms as she reflexively cast a spell that she had repeatedly practiced over the last month.

It was not just the physical training that she had been doing with Stefan and Mikhail that had improved her skills. Zhanna had also been carefully studying and practicing the spells in the books that she had taken from Blagogarsk. After all, she had promised to work with them, and the young Witch kept her promises.

The work had been challenging, relying on her tenacity and the collective intelligence of Witch and Familiar to learn and refine each problematic cantrip and working. Many painful hours had been spent trying to succeed and paying the price of failure. Once she had successfully cast the spell, she practiced each one repeatedly until they could be executed quickly and flawlessly.

Having conquered those spells, the young Witch was looking forward to getting the next book of spells so that she could continue to improve her skills and build power. Most of the time, she felt like a veritable novice, someone who was learning by fits and starts, stumbling along and not doing very well. Provided with the opportunity to salvage priceless knowledge that might be otherwise lost, Zhanna had dedicated herself to learning and achieving excellence in her abilities.

Even though Dascha had told her many times that she was becoming powerful, Zhanna never thought of herself that way. The young woman still felt the lack of formal education and, in the back of her mind, heard echoes of years of disparagement.

Dascha had known that it would take a singular, defining moment to change Zhanna’s view of her own capabilities. The moment that Zhanna cast the area effect spell that had not been successfully cast in Russia since the Great Sacrifice was the point in time where Zhanna understood not only the power she had now but the power that might be hers in the future.

The explosion of light made the tendrils visible. It was as if a confusing veil had been ripped away abruptly, exposing the wormlike tendrils to everyone’s vision. They glowed with a sullen light of their own and the fascinated eyes of the onlookers locked onto the horrific scene that Dascha and Zhanna had discovered.

Striving to maintain her situational awareness, Zhanna spun in place trying to locate all the avenues of attack. Stefan and Mikhail had immediately backed her up, protecting her from the rear and side. Vadim, after one sharp gasp of breath, had pulled an ornate dagger from his belt. In the light of Zhanna’s spell, the blade glowed with creamy white light. At the touch of the old man’s hand, the light wrapped his arm and cascaded to enclose his body.

Kirill had taken in the situation with one comprehensive look. The discovery that the other bodyguard was encumbered didn’t slow the big mercenary down at all as he grabbed Vadim and shoved him closer to Zhanna. The head bodyguard then joined Stefan and Mikhail in a protective perimeter, joining together to better protect their principals.

Tolya, Kasha, and Dov expanded that defensive circle with weapons drawn and determined looks. All three of them were pale of face, but their guns were held in steady hands, alert for further action.

This was not the way that Zhanna had envisioned them learning to fight together. She had thought they would have time for practice before they had to be in a real battle, but the predatory nature of Maxim had accelerated their need to fight as a unit.

Something in the essence of her nature refused to accept the use of others as tools or cannon fodder. The abuse of Magic users that only thought of themselves was something that she was not willing to condone. To step away from the situation would have been a betrayal of everything she stood for.

In this, she and Dascha were as one in intent and position. Neither of them was willing to step aside from a fight. Zhanna knew that that position was risky. She could sacrifice her life or her well-being in a hopeless battle. But at least she would fight.

Flooding along her Familiar bond was a complex mixture of agreement and love. The wholehearted support of Dascha was the enabling platform for the young Witch. Without her Familiar, she would have died already.

That would not have stopped Zhanna. Whatever the cost, she was willing to pay it. Zhanna just hoped that others would not have to pay it for her.

[image: ]

 


Chapter 18 – Street Fight

A roar of rage from across the street split the air. “No! Breaking my spell is impossible! Who are you and what are you that you can do this?” roared Maxim. His infuriated gaze was focused like twin lasers on Zhanna. His face twisted into an expression of demonic fury, the previously genial buyer and seller of goods transformed into the reality of the man hidden behind the mask.

He began to mutter in a guttural voice, the cadence sounding strange, and the harshness of the consonants emphasizing the peculiarity of the language. The tendrils pulsed more intensely. Around the square, many of the people that were attached to multiple threads moaned in pain, becoming pale and wan, before dropping to the ground unconscious. Others were manipulated and pushed into actions that the enraged Mage had planned.

The young OMF mercenary let out a tortured cry of pain. Quickly glancing over at him, Zhanna saw that he was fighting some influence or command. The tendril that went into his chest was flashing red. With each pulsation, the young man groaned in agony. The coercion of that connection was joined by an assault through the tendril that entered into his forehead. The gray and purple tendril there glowed with a purple that was almost incandescent. In a flash of intuition, Zhanna knew that a command or push of influence was attempting to overwhelm the young man’s mind.

The young mercenary was fighting whatever was being demanded of him. Zhanna and the rest of her party could see the amount of effort he was putting into resisting it by the sweat that poured down his face and the blood dripping out of his mouth.

“He’s biting his tongue so he can’t utter a spell!” Stefan ground out between his teeth.

“Can we help him?” pled Kirill.

“In the middle of a fight? I don’t know how to solve this problem and Zhanna can’t split her attention!”

“We have to stop him, or we are going to end up having to kill him. If he succumbs to the control, Magic capabilities and his physical fighting skills will be working against us.”

“Can’t you control him? He’s awfully young.”

“No. Igor is the strongest mage in our group, stronger even than Ivan. He is also one of our best hand-to-hand fighters. Trying to neutralize him would be a nightmare.”

Before anything further could be said, it became apparent that the young man was losing his battle. Unnoticed by the others, his shaking hand had pulled a wand from his belt. Now, he opened his hand and dropped the small stick onto the floor. Deliberately dropping his focus rod made it more difficult for him to cast a spell, showing that he retained enough control to try to sabotage the commands slamming into his brain. The shudders that shook his body and the increased blood flow from his mouth told Zhanna that he was about to lose his struggle and become a danger to everyone despite his heroic attempts.

There was enough free will remaining for the man to know that he had gone from protector to an unwitting traitor. His hand flashed toward his waist, and he pulled a dagger from a concealed sheath. With shaking arms, he raised the blade, pointing the tip toward his body and started to stab himself in the heart.

Unable to witness such a sacrifice without trying to help, Zhanna flung a stun and sleep spell on the desperate man. His body dropped bonelessly to the ground, and his dagger slipped out of his hands to clatter noisily on the floor.

“He will be out for a while,” Zhanna yelled. A forceful pulse of energy along her Familiar bond drew her attention back to Dascha who was slashing at the pulsing tendrils that still clung to the young man’s unconscious body.

<< I can break these. You focus on getting rid of the others. Anyone that the disgusting slime of a Mage has got his hooks into can be used against you! >>

Zhanna turned her attention back to the wider battleground. In the back of her mind, she realized that she was thinking of this as a full-scale fight. The realization that it was an actual battle slammed into her with the force of a battering ram, changing the roles that she saw everyone playing.

There were strobes of pale light and a sizzling sound coming from beside her. Looking over, she saw that Vadim was severing as many of the tendrils as he could reach with his dagger. The touch of the Magical blade on the filaments made the sizzling sound. Each time one of those groping fingers of coercion was chopped, the light of release and spilled energy created a flash.

A man was running directly toward their group. Zhanna could sense the mercenaries tensing, and Kasha raised his weapon as if to fire. The young Witch yelled, “Stop! He’s running to us for help.”

As the man got closer, his voice became understandable. “Get them off of me! Get them off of me!” The man was almost incoherent with fear and loathing. It was hard to see beyond the tortured look on his face, but he was dressed well and prosperously.

Vadim called out, “Durik! Over here!”

The man changed his direction and ran toward the old man. Kirill stepped protectively in front of Vadim, blocking access. Stopping just short of running into the large mercenary, the man pointed at the two tendrils that disappeared into his chest and screamed, “Cut them out, cut them out, please! I beg of you! Please!”

Vadim reached around and through the stance of his bodyguard, slashing with his dagger once, and then again. Two blasts of white light sparkled people’s visions as the close proximity made the destruction affects even more apparent.

The tendrils were gone, the sides still attached to the man shriveling. The free ends began to flail around. Quickly looking over at Maxim, Zhanna noticed that the Mage appeared to be uncomfortable. Apparently, the chopping of his conduit was having an effect on his well-being.

<< It couldn’t happen to a creepier, crappy idiot! >> groused Dascha.

<< It’s good to know that he can be affected by the connection also. >>

Stefan called out, “Look! The severed threads don’t bleed anything, and there’s no liquid leaking out of them.”

Dov shouted, “Then we don’t have to worry about contamination. Good strategy! Let’s keep the people that are clear of influence in a protective area. We don’t want them getting reinfected.”

Vadim was trying to get past his bodyguards to go over to where the younger mercenary lay stunned on the ground. Refusing to move out of the old man’s way, they ignored his cursed imprecations, keeping their principal safe. 

The destruction of the threads individually was taking too long. Zhanna could see around the area that many of the people that had been attached by tendrils to Maxim had dropped unconscious to the ground. Deciding that he must be drawing energy from them for his attack spells, Zhanna chose to remove all of the threads at once, if possible.

Dascha’s immediate comprehension and acceptance flooded over their Familiar bond and Zhanna could feel a vast well of energy being supplied for her working. She had a momentary doubt in her ability to carry off this spell before calm settled over Zhanna like the softest of shawls. Clinging to the warmth and confidence, she took a deep breath and held it.

Flinging her intent into the structure of the spell and envisioning it to cover the entire area in front of the shop, Zhanna could feel a deep rumble as if massive gout of water was just below the surface. Rather than the surface of the ground, this rumbling was below the external edges of her mind. Stabbing her hands out, fingers splayed, the young Witch focused her intent and released the spell. Rays of light shot out of her fingers in a sharp golden glow of light beams, cleansing and clean. Over and over again, Zhanna opened and closed her fingers, and the rays obeyed her.

Where the light touched skin and roadways, possessions and vehicles, there was no effect. However, anywhere the rays intersected the sinuous tendrils, that noxious filament was severed and explosions of multicolored light spotted the vision of everyone.

The tendrils were so dense that it was like a battery of flashing bulbs. Carrying the picture of where the tendrils had been in her mind, Zhanna worked from memory. Her eyes were overwhelmed, Dascha’s vision grayed out.

It only took a few moments, less than a couple of minutes, before Zhanna felt the spell drain away from her. Squinting watering eyes, Zhanna realized that she could now see the pieces of tendrils with her own eyes. Somehow she was able to use Dascha’s skill without looking through the Familiar’s eyes. Another thing to follow up on later, something else to explore. But for right now, she forced her aching head and weeping eyes to inspect the street as far as she could see.

She thought that there were no active tendrils right now. Small pieces of the filaments flopped around on the ground but didn’t touch anyone, and didn’t appear to be attempting to attach. Some sections were still embedded in a few of the unconscious bodies, including the young bodyguard.

Maxim was nowhere in sight, and her exhaustion crashed down on her like a heavy load of stone. Swaying on her feet, straining to see through her streaming eyes, Zhanna saw a man walking toward her at a fast lope.

Before she could see him properly, she heard his voice and immediately knew who he was.

“Are you all right? Zhanna, Vadim, what happened here?”

It was the police detective that helped her out and investigated the problem at the café. The one that had provided salt for the protection ritual. The young Witch recognized his voice but still was unable to focus her eyes. For the life of her, she couldn’t remember his name. The pounding in her head was increasing in violence and force, and she found it difficult to focus.

A tired and quavering voice answered the detective. The old shopkeeper gave a terse explanation of what had happened. There was a flurry of questions and answers that Zhanna was too exhausted to even hear, let alone understand.

The young woman could feel other members of her team around her in a protective cordon. For that moment, Zhanna stood numbly, exhausted and drained. Hoping that no one needed her to do anything rapidly anytime soon, the young Witch sank to the ground. Dragging her body into a sitting position, she rested her head in a cradle of both shaking hands.

Zhanna could hear the policeman, talking on his cell phone. The man was calling for assistance, requesting medical care and additional policeman. Knowing that she should be interested and care about what was going on didn’t help. The young Witch was too drained and too exhausted to care.

The rasp of a rough tongue and a reverberating purr announced Dascha’s approach. The small black cat wormed her way into Zhanna’s lap, tucking her body and its comforting vibrations next to the core of the young Witch’s body. Part of the tension that Zhanna was feeling dissipated at that beloved presence.

Trying a shaking breath, the young Witch asked, “Is it over? I don’t think I can fight anymore right now.” Reassuring sounds from Stefan and Vadim relaxed the iron control she had over her body, and she knew that she was slipping into shock.

Someone kneeled down directly beside Zhanna, creating a windbreak from a chill wind that the young Witch hadn’t noticed until then.

“There’s no reason for you to have to fight right now. I have officers and medical assistance on the way. Just relax and rest. We’ll take care of everything else. Your efforts are done for now.”

Zhanna made no response, concentrating on trying to keep her head from exploding into myriad pieces. She didn’t know if the police detective knew what she was going through but he apparently empathized enough to continue to provide her with information. “Maxim has disappeared. Some of the other people that were with him are also gone. I’m sending policemen out to try to intercept them, but after this spectacular unmasking, I don’t dare send a team out without a Magic user.”

Dov’s voice could be heard at that point as he talked to Nikko. The mercenary commander ordered more of his troops into the area. Explicitly requesting Magical assistance, his instructions were concise and forceful. His orders were rapid, and you could tell by his tone that he expected each one of them to be carried out exactly as he had specified.

From a slightly different direction, Zhanna could hear Pavel ordering up some of the men that belonged to him. They were bringing field medics and other assistance. All of that meant that there were others to take care of things and Zhanna could rest.

The young Witch knew when the police detective moved away from her. Once again, she was chilled by the wind. The subtle warmth of his body had moved further away from her, leaving her vaguely bereft. Dascha continued to purr soothingly, and Zhanna could feel Mikhail and Stefan standing a few feet away from her. She was reassured and protected. The situation was under control, and she didn’t have to do anything right now. 

<< The new mercenaries on our team are doing well. They’re acting like they have worked with Stefan and Mikhail for an extended period. It bodes well for our next adventure and our mission. >>

<< That’s good. But I wish my head didn’t hurt like this. It hurt so badly, and I can’t see. What’s wrong with me?>>

<<Magical backlash and overload. We are going have to work on your levels, because if it were a more prolonged battle, you might be dead. >>

<< Instead of just wishing I were? >>
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Chapter 19 – Take Off

It seemed like only a short time before the area was teeming with police and medical personnel. Through a blinding headache, Zhanna tried to keep some level of awareness but knew that nothing that she could do would get past the intense, grating pain that speckled her vision with a confetti of overwhelming lights.

The young Witch concentrated on getting her headache under control. After ten minutes, she was able to climb shakily to her feet and look around. Holding both of her hands up to shade her eyes, Zhanna saw that much had been done while she had been recovering. The ambulances were busy loading and quickly departing. Uniformed and plainclothes policemen were scattered throughout the crowd, busily taking statements.

Surprisingly enough, the vehicle that had been delivered to Zhanna just a few minutes before the fight had broken out was unharmed. Sitting in pristine splendor at the curb in front of the store, the intimidating vehicle exuded power. Mikhail and some of the other mercenaries from Dov’s company stood guard around it.

“I think the SUV has some sort of protection against Magic,” remarked Stefan. He moved closer to Zhanna as he spoke and indicated the front of the vehicle with one hand. “There were several flashes of what I think was a combination of ammunition and Magical power that I know hit the vehicle. Look at the area around it.”

Zhanna looked in the direction that Stefan was pointing. She could see scorch marks all around the front hood and bumper of the vehicle,  but the shining black paint was unmarred. “What do you think happened? I’ve never seen damage like that.”

Another voice intruded, as Vadim said, “I have a Witch that works with machines. I asked him to put what protections he could on it. I don’t know exactly what he did, but obviously, it worked.”

“It did, and I thank you. I would also love to know what spell it was!”

“I can ask him, but you know how Witches are. They don’t like to give up their secrets.”

The young Witch and the old man shared a moment of friendly amusement before they were interrupted by the sound of another vehicle approaching. It was an even larger car painted a luxurious pearlescent gray. Vadim exclaimed, “Wonderful! There’s my vehicle. Now we can truly get the show on the road unless something else interrupts us.”

Despite the pounding in her head, Zhanna laughed, saying, “I thought everything was going with your plans on this, you wily old man. You wanted to make a spectacular show, and you certainly got it.”

“Pomp and circumstance, yes, but explosions and death, not so much.”

Reminded of the violence that they had just survived, Zhanna looked around the area noticing that there was a group of blanket-covered bodies off to one side. Her breath caught in her throat and she exclaimed, broken-heartedly, “Oh no! Was it me? Did I cause those deaths?”

The deep, baritone voice of the police detective intruded, “No. None of those deaths were due to you. You’re not responsible for the crimes that Maxim committed. And it will do no good to torture yourself with thinking of ways you might have done things to prevent the deaths. The draining and destruction would’ve continued without you exposing his machinations.”

An older man had approached the area where Zhanna and Vadim stood. He came directly up to them at the same time as the detective arrived, saying, “This town owes you a large thank you. When I saw the people lying on the ground that had been drained by Maxim, I was surprised to see members of my own team there. They were all sorts of people including an Assistant Commissioner, someone high up in the agency that approves buildings, key secretaries, and more. That evil one must have had his hands into many of our committees and management groups. It was a danger that we weren’t aware of but now, thanks to you, we are.”

Vadim greeted the man, “Nikolai, thank you for coming. This was quite distressing as you can imagine.” Turning to Zhanna with a small bow, the old man continued, “Lady Witch, this is the mayor of our town, Nikolai Tesorov.”

Zhanna responded instantly, saying, “I am pleased to meet you, although I wish it were not under these adverse circumstances. I am Zhanna Arturovna, and this is my senior team lead, Stefan Alexandrovich.”

Acknowledging Stefan’s presence but focused on Zhanna, the Mayor said, “I assure you that this is not a normal part of doing business in Brasilov. Hopefully, your next visit will be less trouble for you and yours.”

“We fully appreciate that this is not a lawless town. Other members of my team have long associations with people here. Vadim and I have come to a rapid and comfortable working relationship, so I am sure that we will be back, and fairly soon.”

The politician looked relieved and would have continued the discussion except that he was interrupted by both Vadim and the police detective. Politely waiting for the older man to speak, the detective stood next to Dascha, looking down occasionally with a small smile on his face.

Vadim began to limp toward the open door of the gray car, announcing in a clear voice, “Now that the unpleasantness is settled, we must leave for urgent business in the city. I will let you know the results, Lady Witch, as soon as possible.”

The young Witch responded, “We also need to leave, and I will look forward to our further conversations. Perhaps in a few days, we can discuss the next order of business.” Zhanna began to move toward her waiting vehicle, suddenly anxious to be away from this area that stank of death and twisted Magic. The young police detective kept pace with her. Moving silently and carrying a small package in his hands, he stayed beside her all the way to the car. The young woman could feel the weight of his gaze on her face.

Trailed by Stefan and actively protected by the alert troops of Dov’s group, Zhanna concentrated on walking unwaveringly and staying focused on the sanctuary promised by the open doorway of her vehicle. She saw her Familiar sitting on the back seat, the welcoming green-eyed stare a beacon for the increasingly weary Witch.

“I came by to bring you a gift.”

It took a moment for Zhanna to understand that the police detective had said something to her. Another few steps went by in silence as she tried to process what he had said. With understanding came an abrupt halt. Turning to him, headache forgotten, the young woman asked, “What did you say? I don’t think I understood it.”

Once again a surprisingly sweet smile drifted briefly across the serious face of the detective. “I said, I came by to bring you a gift. The gossip mill was running at full speed, and I knew that you were at Vadim’s shop. The old man’s son-in-law Misha was heard to say that his most expensive vehicle had been included in a deal and that the person receiving it was a Witch. It didn’t take a lot of intelligence to figure out who that was and that the chances were that you would be leaving in an automobile rather than on the bus.”

Zhanna just stared at him, mind spinning in circles, no words coming out of her mouth. Dascha’s amusement was obvious across their bond. Worried that the man might take her silence for distress, Zhanna tumbled into speech, “That was very thoughtful of you.”

Igor laughed softly and handed her the package. “I thought this might come in handy and I knew that you didn’t have any with you.”

Once again, Zhanna’s words emerged like a small landslide of sounds, scattering meaning as they fell. “Thank you! I think… I mean… I’m sure that the gift is perfect.”

Smiling more broadly, his eyes alight with gentle humor and a look of great satisfaction, the young police detective waved goodbye and walked away.

Guided by Stefan’s gentle push, Zhanna got into the back of the vehicle and sat down. The car door closed and Dascha climbed onto her Witch’s lap. Stefan and the other mercenaries jumped into the car and sat in the seats facing the young woman. Mikhail called out from the driver’s seat, “Here we go! I really think it’s time that we get out of town.”

The vibration of the engine increased, and the vehicle pulled away from the curb. Zhanna could feel Mikhail’s expert driving in the way that the car was smoothly steered and acceleration increased.

<< Just don’t sit there, open the blasted package. I am dying of curiosity, and you know what they say about cats and curiosity. >>

Obedient to the urgings of her Familiar, and under the weight of the curious eyes of the other people in the passenger compartment, Zhanna fumbled her way through untying the package. Losing patience with the slow speed, Dascha became involved, hooking her claws into the edge of the paper and pulling it apart with great relish and satisfying ripping sounds.

Soon there was a pile of shredded paper littered over the floor. Partially-concealed smiles peeked out periodically from the faces of the men watching her as Zhanna first stared at the decorative box that now sat on her lap and then at her Familiar.

<< Open it! It’s not supposed to be stared at! Let’s see what’s in the box! >>

Between a pounding headache and her confusion, it took Zhanna several tries before she could lift the box top and move it aside to see what lay nestled in the body of the container. A hot wash of tears shocked her nerves and set the headache pounding in her head on fire. Through the veil of sparkling pain and watery film, she saw his gift, his journey gift.

He had brought her salt.
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Chapter 20 – On the Road

The vibration of the car and the gentle swaying as it navigated the twisting roads between Brasilov and their destination had lulled Zhanna into a relaxed, exhausted stupor. Slowly emerging from the pit of semi-consciousness that she had slipped into as they had left the town, the young woman listened passively for a while.

Stefan and Kasha were discussing their new vehicle. A faint thread of amusement wiggled its way into a sharper presence when Zhanna realized that the men were so absorbed in their discussion that they had not noticed that Noma had come out of the young Witch’s pack. The small creature was perched on the back of the seat between them, lending his voice and opinions to the discussion.

Kasha was stating in a heated voice, “I tell you, the wheelbase is really important to the stability of the vehicle. You cannot have a dependable vehicle without a wide wheelbase!”

“Yes, you need a good spread of the wheels, but it’s the tires that are really the important part. The wrong tire means that you cannot get the traction you need for your terrain,” Stefan said in rejoinder.

Noma’s higher pitched contribution followed quickly on to that, registering his disagreement, “Both of you are missing the biggest issue. If you don’t have enough clearance underneath your vehicle, it doesn’t matter how wide apart the wheels are or what kind of tires there are. You’re going to end up perched on a rock and not be able to go anywhere. Plus which, if there’s water anyplace on your path and you don’t have a high enough clearance, you’re going to have your engine stall when the exhaust gets blocked.”

Both the mercenaries paused briefly in consideration before Stefan said, “Okay, you are right, Noma. But I still think that after the clearance, tires are more important.” When Kasha murmured his agreement and nodded in acknowledgment of the small male’s authority, Zhanna woke up enough to laugh. All three of the men discussing the vehicle turned to look at her in question.

“Are you feeling better, Zhanna?” Stefan asked.

“Yes, thank you. I have not gotten to the point where I realize how much the spellcasting takes out of me. I am sorry that I couldn’t do more.”

“Lady, you did what none of us could. I thought I was a decent Witch before I met you but now I know how little I can manage. It is a small thing for us to do to protect you while you recover,” answered Kasha. Sitting next to him, silent to this point, the subcommander, Pavel, grunted his agreement.

Zhanna had forgotten that the subcommander was sitting there, so quiet he had been. The senior mercenary had a talent for disappearing into his surroundings. Idly, Zhanna wondered if his background was more in the scouting area than a standard fighter.

<< He moves like a scout. No wasted action and he is always watching everywhere. Sometimes even I forget he’s there and I can smell him. >>

<< Pavel has a very strange expression on his face. Do you know why? What did I miss while I was sleeping? >>

Dascha’s sparkling humor felt like little bubbles coming over the Familiar bond. << It was pretty funny listening to two adult humans and a brown plush toy arguing about the different aspects of driving cars. Considering they forgot that they were disagreeing with one of the Hidden Folk about two sentences into the discussion, it has been a rare show to watch. >>

The mercenaries in the compartment with Zhanna straightened to alertness as the vehicle slowed to a halt. So wholly absorbed had the young woman been in the discussion about the SUV that she hadn’t realized where they were.

Looking out the window, Zhanna saw that they had come to a stop beside a gas pump in front of a garage. There were other cars and trucks stopped there with a comfortable swirl of activity around the hoses, vehicles, and building. The surreal nature of this day, which it started with a bus trip from their sleepy village, crashed in on the young woman.

“Wait here for a moment, please. Then you can get out and stretch your legs,” said Stefan.

He and Kasha climbed out of the left-hand passenger door and moved in opposing directions, smoothly interacting as if they had worked together for years. Stefan walked to where Mikhail was refilling the tank. Leaning over the pump hose and talking in a low undertone, the two men were continually looking past each other’s shoulders. Alert for threats, their darting eyes reminded Zhanna of the watchful eyes of the predatory wolves she had seen.

“He does well,” Pavel stated in a quiet voice. The mercenary subcommander had moved closer to Zhanna, sliding across the seat until he was positioned in what the young woman recognized as an action-poised position. The older man saw that she had noticed his movement and nodded in approval. He continued, saying, “Despite myself, I am impressed. Both of the mercenaries that came from your home village are more than competent, and you have a good foundation for not only effective combat Witchcraft but an excellent ability to observe and comprehend.”

Realizing what a tremendous compliment she had just been given, Zhanna merely nodded her head and issued a quiet “thank you.” After a few seconds of silent and companionable waiting, she continued, “I am afraid that I have so many areas to learn, I worry about not learning fast enough and not learning the right lessons.”

“Does it stop you from trying?”

“No. But I have to put my fear in a box, and afterward, it comes roaring out leaving me vulnerable. I desperately worry that that vulnerability will hurt those I care about.”

“Courage is not an absence of fear. Pushing past the barrier of fear, however you choose to do that, is the challenge for anyone who either fights on the battlefield or in the boardroom.”

Mikhail and Stefan were joined by Tolya for a brief moment before the two older mercenaries handed off the control of the pump hose to the third man and began to walk purposely toward the building. Pavel and Zhanna watched as they disappeared into the building.

In an even softer voice, the young Witch asked, “How do you cope if everything you have done is not enough? How do you live with yourself if you can’t protect them?”

“That is when the mettle of your courage is tested, young woman. When you have done all you can, and those that you are responsible for still have been damaged or die, when you continue to do your best even under crushing regret, that is courage.”

<< This man knows what he’s talking about, Zhanna. I can hear it in his voice, and I can taste it in the air around him. >>

<< I hear it too, Dascha. The strength of his belief and the pain I can hear under his tone is both reassuring and frightening. It’s as if I’m looking at a future picture of myself. How will I be able to stand up to that much pain? >>

<< You have me to help with both joy and pain. After all, isn’t that part of what a Familiar does? Share? >>

The feeling that came across the mental bond from the Witch to her Familiar was a braided thread of joy and thankfulness, wrapped tightly with uncertainty, hope, and fear. The answering pulse was full of faith and love. Existing together, the threads twined to build an ever-stronger connection. Both Witch and Familiar were comforted in the knowledge that, come what may, they were not alone.

<< <> >>

The stop for gasoline had been planned to provide them with a break in their journey, as well as a place to buy provisions that they needed without having to shop in Brasilov. The men had all been very impressed with their new vehicle, exclaiming about the large fuel tank which gave them long-range capability and ascending new peaks of ecstasy about the powerful engine. The young Witch really didn’t understand the enthusiasm that bounced like a ping-pong ball among the men in her party. It even extended to some of the male Hidden Folk, with Noma excitedly chiming in.

They had stopped in a fair-sized village. Deciding it was time to take a break, some of their party went off to do shopping while the rest organized a much-needed meal. Zhanna felt a little disoriented. Once again, she had been left at a place that served food and was sitting at a table with three backpacks clustered around her legs.

<< If the next thing we hear is a voice from the pack, and then some blonde approaches, I’m going to vote for leaving immediately. No more battles in restaurants. It just gets too messy. >>

Before Zhanna could respond to Dascha, Tisha’s voice piped up from inside the flap of the pack, “As tempting as it is, I don’t do spooky voices well.”

The young Witch was unable to prevent a giggle from erupting out of her throat just as the waitress stopped by the table. Taking the laugh as a welcome, the tired-looking woman smiled and said, “Now that is a great way to be greeted. Usually, people are annoyed I haven’t gotten here fast enough.”

“I realize how busy you are. That’s why the rest of my party stuck me here so that I could get things moving along and not drag too much of your timeout.”

“What a thoughtful thing you are. How about if you tell me what you want and while you’re waiting for your group and the order to be filled, I’ll get you a little something to tide you over.”

“That would be wonderful!”
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Chapter 21 – Warm Bites

Zhanna ordered food for her party, figuring that selecting a variety of things would provide the men with enough choice that everything would be eaten. Promising to return quickly with something for Zhanna, the waitress bustled off to get their order in before anyone else could interrupt her.

Pavel had been keeping watch by the door and chose that moment to join Zhanna at the table. The young woman noticed that Tolya had taken up the watcher position and realized that the rest of their team was starting to return. Smiling at the subcommander, Zhanna said, “The waitress will be back in just a little while. I’m sure she would be happy to bring whatever you want, but I went ahead and ordered food for everyone. That way, we won’t have to wait so long.”

“A good idea. Right now, we are ahead of the crush of evening activity, and we would all like to get out of town before that starts to happen.”

“Any special reason? Or just general procedure?”

Pavel frowned in consideration and thought for a moment before responding, “Partially intuition and the rest a response to the concerns of the old man and his bodyguards. I would think that if Maxim can, he will go after Vadim as the most lucrative target. However, he may decide to come after us as the easier one.”

<< Easier? Easier, my furry black tush! >>

<< Easier is relative, so don’t get all wound up, Dascha. >>

Ignorant of the communication between Witch and Familiar, Pavel continued to talk. “We will all be happier if we can find a more defendable place to stay this evening. The inns in this village are too small and would split our team up. Tolya knows of a village a bit farther on, and he says it has a bigger inn. We will plan on driving there before stopping for the night, even if it means another few hours of travel.”

Just then the waitress came bustling back to the table. She smiled at Pavel, but addressed her remarks to Zhanna, saying, “Here you go, honey. A nice glass of wine for you and a bowl of milk for your well-behaved cat. I also managed to grab you a basket of bread and a plate of cheese to keep you from starving to death while the rest of your guys get back.” Turning to the subcommander, the woman continued, “Would you like something also? We have good beer and whiskey.”

Pavel requested a glass of beer and watched as the woman hurried away. The young Witch saw that his eyes were unfocused, curtained with the fabric of memory. Lost for a moment in something of the past, the mercenary said in a low voice, “It is a hard life, one that demands much and offers little.”

Shaking off his thoughts, Pavel donned once more his mask of professionalism and addressed Zhanna, “The others will be here shortly. We have provisions packed in the vehicle, and it is parked inside the garage building to keep it from overheating. The owner was quite pleased to rent the space for a few hours.”

From up underneath the flap of Zhanna’s pack Noma’s voice rose, “Smart tactics. My claws are itching, and that tells me that we need to take care.”

Pavel agreed, saying, “Great care. We offer much for a bandit.”

A flurry of activity and noise from the doorway announced the arrival of the rest of the team. Tripping over to where Zhanna and Pavel sat, the mercenaries arranged themselves around the table quickly. Just as they all pulled their chairs up to the table, the waitress was back. Encumbered by two large trays of food, the woman had a focused look on her face and was headed towards one end of the table when Pavel stood up and smoothly took one of the trays from her.

It was evident from her startled look that she was not used to that courtesy. With a quick muttered “thank you” that contained elements of shock and pleased surprise, she set the other heavily-laden tray down with a sigh of relief. Everyone helped to distribute the food. Zhanna and Stefan made sure that small portions were unobtrusively passed down to the Hidden Folks in the pack.

A rapid round of drink orders and the hurried woman was off. The entire team concentrated on eating. Zhanna was intensely hungry also and set herself to thoroughly enjoy the meal. She knew that the Hidden Folk were also appreciative by the soft sound of happy commentary that whispered from their hiding place, their conversation buried under the background noise of a busy inn. Only after most of the food was gone did anyone speak.

“Oh, I needed that! I didn’t know how hungry I was until the food got here,” said Mikhail.

Stefan responded saying, “It might have had something to do with the fact that this morning we started out in the village, rode a bus, had a battle in a café, negotiated a mind-blowing deal with a total stranger, had a bloody street battle, and then drove for several hours. You think that might’ve made an impact?” Rueful agreement in the form of chuckles and smiles were his answer. 

Zhanna felt better, more relaxed and more positive about what faced them and their ability to cope. An encouraging hug came over her bond with Dascha, helping to bolster her spirits even more.

“One comes with a warning! Do not react or flinch, please. It is very dangerous for her, but she wants to help!” Noma’s voice sparked up from within Zhanna’s pack, pitched at a level that only those at the table heard.

It was apparent to Zhanna’s eyes that everyone at the table had heard. No one jerked or stared around, but an intensification of their posture and watchfulness was evident to her more knowing eye. Placing her hands over her mouth to conceal what she was saying, the young Witch asked, “What do you want us to do?”

“Iskar is one of the Flamechildren, the deti plameni. If she stays too long without something to burn, she will die. Her time here will be short. Do not hinder her, please!”

Noma’s voice was even softer, and Zhanna was afraid that no one else had heard him. A sharply-drawn breath from Stefan and a nod from Pavel told her that at least two more of their team knew what was coming. First one and then the other of the senior mercenaries leaned toward their subordinates to pass the information on. It was an elegant exercise in covert communication with no one that might be watching knowing precisely what had gone on.

Their attentive waitress chose that moment to come to the table. With a smile for Zhanna and Pavel, she asked, “Is there anything that I can get…” Her question ended prematurely into a gasp as a small streak of flame zipped past her face and into Zhanna’s hands. The woman froze for just a moment before her eyes flew from the curled flame to Zhanna’s face. Without another word, the woman turned and hurried back toward the bar.

Immobile in shock and rapidly running through options in her brain, Zhanna’s attention was drawn to the small spark in her hand. In the shifting colors of the flames, she could see a tiny female shape, clothed in blades of fire hanging from a small perfect form. 

A voice that flickered in and out of the young Witch’s hearing like fire in a fireplace said, “Bound ones are getting closer. They ask about you in all the villages and are trying to find you. The metal box that carries them, the one with the slaved flames, smells of explosions and blood. They are very close.”

Zhanna could see that the flames that clothed the form in her hands were getting smaller. The voice of the little Hidden one was becoming softer. Helplessly, the young Witch watched as the strength of the Flamechild began to wane.

Suddenly, a work-worn hand thrust itself in front of Zhanna’s face, startling her so much that she reared back. In an overly bright voice, the waitress said, “Here you go, dear. I totally understand the need for a candle and possibly some incense when it comes to getting rid of the stink of a room full of sweaty men and smoking pipes.”

Quickly picking up her cue, the young Witch responded, “Thank you! I am just not used to so many strong smells in the same place.” Zhanna accepted the candle with the two sticks of incense stuck into the base with her left hand while still holding Iskar in her right. Tipping her right hand into the glass containing the candle, the young woman gently slid the flickering form of the tiny Hidden Folk onto the wick of the candle.

<< Look! The wick is lighting, and you can see her gaining strength! >> Dascha’s mental voice reflected Zhanna’s profound relief.

Iskar’s form became more distinct, the brightness of her garments blending into an exquisite blend of movement and light. Zhanna’s tensed muscles relaxed only to snap into adrenaline-fused tension again as Stefan motioned the group to get moving. Tucking the candle against her body, the young Witch reached down toward her pack. Planning to pull some money out of it to pay the bill, she was surprised to feel the brush of currency against her fingers as the Hidden Folk in her pack handed off the funds that she needed.

<< Thank goodness for teamwork! Zhanna, I am not sure how we got so lucky, but it’s so nice having other people that help. >>

<< Yes, Dascha. Everyone contributes. I know I couldn’t do it by myself and I don’t think that even you and I could manage half as well. >>

<< You’re probably right, but never underestimate cat power! >>

Responding to a gesture from Pavel, the waitress came over to the table. Glancing questioningly at Zhanna, the woman’s eyes dropped down to the candle that the young woman continued to cradle against herself. The young Witch allowed a smile of gratitude to show across her face as she briefly glanced from the woman down to the candle and back, saying, “Thank you so much for the candle. It really helps me keep control of my stomach with all the strange smells colliding. I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve included some extra in the payment to cover the candle and to thank you for all of your help.”

The woman’s professional mask slipped, and a warm smile shone through as she said, “You are very welcome. I am just glad that I could help you out. As another woman, I know how it feels to be confronted with things that don’t sit right. There’s no need for the extra money, but thank you all the same.”

Pavel reached over and added some more bills to the payment on the table. A strange note in his voice, the subcommander added, “This is from the rest of the team. We all appreciate warmth and honest emotion when we encounter it. It is a rare thing in our world, and we wanted to find some tangible way of saying thank you.”

A blush rising in her face, the woman suddenly looked 20 years younger as she said, “Sometimes, kindness is the only thing that we have to offer.”

Face wiped clear of all expression, Pavel looked at the woman and nodded his head with a jerk.

“I hate to interrupt this, but we really need to get going. Zhanna, the vehicle is out front. Please go get inside of it. Pavel, make sure that we have all of our items since it is doubtful that we will come back this way again. Waitress, thank you very much for making our stop here very pleasant.”

Zhanna found herself obediently heading toward the door. Turning back to the helpful waitress, the young Witch asked, “But what is your name?”

Smiling, the older woman responded, “Helene, my name is Helene Abramovich.”
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Chapter 22 – On the Road Again

The mood in the vehicle was solemn, and there was little conversation. All of the mercenaries were tense, and their roving eyes never stopped. Zhanna felt like there was little for her to do. She and Dascha concentrated on watching the surrounding landscape and did not talk aloud for fear of distracting the other team members.

They had driven about an hour before Mikhail almost stood on the brakes to bring the car to a sliding halt. Standing directly in the center of the road was a Leshi, one of the larger Hidden Folk, looking like an animated tree.

Kasha gasped in stunned wonder at seeing one of the most elusive of the legendary Forest Lords in plain view. Before any of the mercenaries could react, Noma exploded out of the pack and headed for the door, slamming once into the handle hard enough to fling his body backward across Zhanna’s lap. Before the small brown-furred creature could attempt a second assault on the door, Stefan had opened it. The diminutive Hidden Folk male darted out of the SUV and raced over to the waiting creature.

After only a short discussion, Noma raced back to the vehicle and jumped onto the seat next to Zhanna. “Quickly! Drive forward a short distance and watch for one of the great horned deer. He will show us the way into the woods that is safe for the vehicle. Others of ours will conceal our passage. Once hidden, we can send scouts back to watch the road and see our pursuers. The hunters are close behind. Those who watch are reporting their progress, and we must hurry.”

Mikhail immediately put the vehicle into gear and drove slowly until he saw a massive dear on the right side of the road. Zhanna could feel the tension in the passenger compartment increase until the air almost hummed with tension. Stefan was methodically checking his weapons. His eyes never ceased roving. Pavel was uttering low-toned commands to Kasha and simultaneously touching where his guns were concealed on his body.

<< Blast it! I feel like I ought to be doing something important, but I’m filled with an overwhelming urge to groom my back leg! >>

Dascha’s irreverent comment broke the tension for Zhanna, and she relaxed enough to realize that she was already prepared for whatever came next. The young Witch concentrated on observing her surroundings and making note of the path that they drove into the woods.

Looking back, she saw a veritable army of small creatures smoothing out their passage. In just a few moments, it was as if nothing had come this way since the beginning of time. Beside her, Zhanna heard Pavel say in a quiet voice, “What I wouldn’t give to have them as part of my scouting group…”

The deer led them to a clearing that contained a lovely small pond and a protected campsite. There was even a place for their vehicle to be set, clear of overhanging branches and nestled amongst the mast and brush of the forest floor. Mikhail skillfully navigated their SUV into that area, methodically putting the vehicle into park and turning it off.

The next few moments were a blur in Zhanna’s mind when she looked back later. Team members exploded out of every door, quickly unpacking the SUV and stowing it, setting up defensive positioning and freeing the Hidden Folk from the packs to roam.

Even before the camp area was secured entirely, Pavel tagged Tolya to accompany him and asked Zhanna if she would go also. A quickly muttered conference with Stefan and the three took off back toward the road. Leading them at an angle from their original path, Pavel returned them to the roadway at a location short of their turnoff. Quickly showing Zhanna how to conceal herself, Pavel told her in a soft voice that they were going to watch but not do anything.

“Why? If we had a way of attacking them now why wouldn’t we do that?”

“What if they have a second vehicle, one that is following them at a distance? If we engage them and there is a trail car, we could be surprised in turn and defeated.”

The young Witch thought about it for a moment and asked for clarification, saying, “Then we will watch them drive past and passively gather as much information on the first round. Will the same restrictions apply if they turn around and come back this way again?”

Looking pleased, Pavel answered, “It depends on how many people are in the vehicle. We don’t want to take a chance at this point, and we don’t want to give them a reason for suspicion.”

“That makes sense to me. What do you want me to do?”

“Watch and observe to the best your ability. Although both Tolya and I are decent Witches, you’re in a whole different category. Any information you can gather as we observe will be helpful in forming a strategy.”

The low thrum of an approaching vehicle rumbled the ground and cut off any further conversation. Dropping even further into concealment, the three scouts were covered by brush, leaves, and the dimming light. It was not too long before a large car came past their location.

It was just as well that the vehicle noise would’ve prevented the four men in it from hearing Zhanna’s quick gasp. She recognized each of them. The last she had seen these mercenaries they had been dressed in casual clothing and clustered around Maxim.

Remembering the greasy-looking purple and gray threads that attached each man to the predatory Witch, Zhanna did a peculiar twist of her senses and began to see threads of Magic in the air.

The same animated fingers of bondage that had been present before were visible again to her altered sight. However, this time they did not run directly from the four men to the Witch. Instead, each of the many connection channels that came out of these men went into some concealed object in the engine compartment of the vehicle. A braided and massive conduit emerged from that object and sped off into the distance, back in the direction of Brasilov.

The car and its occupants were visible only for a short period of time. Zhanna had no more time to observe them than two quick breaths before they were gone, rapidly disappearing into the distance.

The scouting party waited in silence, lost in their own thoughts, and trying to organize their observations into something reportable. After a few minutes, Pavel said, “We will stay here for a while. Be sensitive to any sounds, so that we can become silent and more concealed if necessary. From the presence of all four of the men in the one vehicle, I don’t think that there will be a trail car, but this is too important to ignore that possibility.”

Tolya asked, “How long should we stay here?”

“At least until full dark. It is not much more than an hour until that, and the next village is only about ten minutes down the road. If they move out in a search pattern from that village, it will take them another 10 or 15 minutes to realize that there is no other pathway for us to have gone.”

“What happens if they can’t find us in any of the other villages?” asked Zhanna.

“Then they will either search along the roadway for us or decide that they have missed us and backtrack to a possible change in direction.”

Relaxing as much as she could, Zhanna slipped into a semi-conscious state. Worrying about their pursuers and the weapons they possibly might possess, the young Witch found her mind floating in a sea of imagination. She saw herself drifting in a cloud of liquid with images that swam into view and then dissolved into a spray of bubbles or faded away without a trace. Some beautiful enough to bring tears to her eyes, others horrific in their terror and pain.

For a while, Zhanna just rested and watched, a passive observer in a place that was strange and incomprehensible. She could feel her muscles relax, and her emotions slowly became clearer and more stable. The frantic tension of the day slowly slipped away, leaving her more refreshed, although no less weary.

How long the young woman rested, suspended in thought and recharging her energies in the light of the rising moon, only her Familiar knew. To the mercenaries, she exhibited an admirable ability to wait patiently. It was Dascha that could feel where her Witch traveled and watched carefully for signs of danger or distress. 

The moon was high in the nighttime sky when the rumble of an approaching vehicle snarled its way into the hearing of the waiting scouts. Dascha slid her head under Zhanna’s hand and head-butted her Witch into returning. Startled out of her reverie, the young Witch focused her eyes on the road once more.

<< Dascha, what is going on? >>

<< I think the car of hunters is coming back this way. Hunker down and check your camouflage. Look sharp because they seem to be moving pretty quickly. >>

The roadway gathered the light of the full moon like a focused lens. Hidden in the shadows of the brush along the road edge, the scouts could clearly see the occupants of the vehicle that drove past them. The four men were still in the car, although they had changed positions. The previous driver now rode in the passenger seat, a bandaged right wrist propped on the doorframe.

<< I bet that’s a story! Somebody got his pinky slapped, and it couldn’t happen to a better person. >>

<< Now, Dascha, be nice. >>

<< Why? I meant every word. >>

Zhanna had no answer for that and ignored the comment entirely. She noted that the tendrils of Magical connection were still as strong as they had been on the outgoing trip, but all the men appeared unhappy and angry. There was only time for a brief examination since the car, and its passengers continued without stopping.

Straining her ears, Zhanna could hear the vehicle continuing for quite a while. It was not until even the head and tail lights of the car went out of sight that any of the scouts moved. Carefully sliding backward, Pavel moved a hundred feet or so back into the concealing forest. Tolya and the young Witch imitated him, before the three humans and one small black cat proceeded wordlessly back to their campsite.

“Well? Did you see them? What happened?” asked Stefan.

Pavel immediately responded, “We saw them heading out looking intent, and a few minutes ago they returned looking slightly damaged and very unhappy.”

Tolya added, “They continued on, back toward Brasilov but we won’t know how far they’ve actually gone. I think we should just sleep here for the night and start again in the morning.”

Stefan nodded his agreement and waved his hand to draw attention to the arrangements that had been made while the scouts had been out. The senior mercenary gave Zhanna a gentle push toward a small tent set up in a protected area. “Zhanna, that one is yours, and your bedroll is all laid out. Go lie down and get some sleep. You will not stand watch tonight. Some of us took naps while you were gone and can cover for you.”

So weary was the young Witch that she obediently stumbled back to the tent and crawled into her blankets. She vaguely remembered pulling the cover over her shoulder and Dascha’s warm form cuddling next to her body before sleep reached out to pull her down into a dreamless abyss.
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Chapter 23 – Unexpected Consequences

It seemed like Zhanna had only been asleep for a few minutes when she felt the tug to open her eyes. The dim light within her tent was filtered through the fabric of her shelter and flickered with the visual echoes of the campfire flames. The young Witch could sense where the other members of her party were, like parts of her own body that were a little numb and distant. 

Pavel and Mikhail were on watch while Stefan, Tolya, and Kasha slept. Surprisingly, Zhanna could also tell where the Hidden Folk moved and rested. Noma was sound asleep, curled up under a bush that grew against the Witch’s tent. She could feel the warmth of his personality and body radiating from the location outside, level with the small of her back.

Tisha was sitting high in an old oak tree, crouched comfortably next to the smallest of the Hidden Folk. The tiny, adorable, and deadly Frasch stood confidently on the branch next to the brown-furred female. In the peculiar vision that she was experiencing, Zhanna could see the deadly claws that had emerged from Tisha’s small paws and the strange mushroom weapon that Frasch held as if it were an extension of her own body. 

<< Those claws must be doubly sharp considering how deeply they are sunk into the branch, Dascha! >>

<< Zhanna! I thought you were asleep! >>

<< I woke up for some reason. >>

There was a long pause and silence from her Familiar. When Dascha spoke once again, her mental voice was hesitant, << I am looking at you right now, Zhanna. You appear to be asleep, breathing deeply and slowly. I can see the exhaustion in your face and you are not moving your eyes or mouth like you do when you are talking. >>

<< But I am talking! How can I be speaking with you if I’m asleep? This just doesn’t make any sense. >>

<< I think you might be spirit walking, my Witch. Remember, you read about that and we talked of it a little bit. We agreed that the text wasn’t clear on how spirit walking was done, and you were planning on asking some of your mentors at Blagogarsk the next time we were there. >>

Zhanna’s confusion was disorienting. She could feel Dascha’s purr against the back of her neck. The young woman could hear her Familiar at the usual volume and sounding the same as the black cat normally did. Her senses fought with the thought that she wasn’t really awake, bouncing around inside of her head like a lively ball. Every time that mental sphere hit resistance another thought would erupt into her mind, be considered, and disappear before the next bounce. Was this all a dream? Had she finally snapped? Could she really be spirit walking? How was this all possible?

Buffeted from every side by the circular winds of a truth spiral, the young Witch felt overwhelmed. A crushing pressure clamped onto her chest, making it hard to breathe. In distress, Zhanna yanked her body upright into a sitting position, but her bones and muscles refuse to respond to her desires.

The pressure was gone immediately. The young woman felt the body alignment and sensory input that indicated she was sitting but her eyes told her that she wasn’t. Zhanna could see her shape lying there as if she were above it, watching from the outside of her physical body. The shock shook her to the core.

<< Zhanna!? What is happening? You disappeared for a moment, and now you’re back. This is something I can help with if you let me. Please be careful and talk to me! >>

<< I am sorry, Dascha. I just sat up. When I did, it felt like I popped out of my body. >>

The Familiar seem to settle down before saying, << Okay. I guess that we have stumbled into spirit walking. I am trying to remember what was said at the Familiar Trials about this. I think that your skills are growing more than either one of us realized. We are going to be careful, more than usual because I don’t want to have to hunt you down on the spirit plane like a spectral mouse. Since most Familiars cannot spirit walk, don’t put me in an embarrassing situation. After all, I’m the one that is supposed to embarrass you! >>

Zhanna laughed, the shared amusement releasing some of the tension that both she and her cat felt. << I will try not to do anything totally stupid, Dascha. At least on purpose. So, let me tell you what’s going on. I’m sitting, and when I looked down, I see my body sleeping. You are sitting upright behind my neck. I can see where everybody is around the campsite. There are both mercenaries and Hidden Folk sentries out, but nothing big is anywhere around us. There are no threats that I can detect, either. >>

<< That makes sense because vision and other senses are limited by desire on the spirit plane, not pesky natural laws. What else do you see? Any clouds or threads or other Magical imprints? >>

<< I see a funny green cord, not very thick, that goes from my chest down below me. Ow!>>

<< What happened?! >>

<< I just touched that green line with my hand. As soon as I did, I could feel my heart beat, but it also felt like somebody had punched me in the chest. >>

<< Right. So, the green cord is what ties you to your body. You have also learned that it would be smart not to mess around with it because it’s going to hurt. >>

<< There’s another cord that is much thicker. It’s actually really pretty, with sparkles of light that run up and down it, and different colors all mixed inside of it. Oooo… >>

<< Stop making caveman sounds and tell me what you see! >>

<< I think it is what connects you and me. When you are sending cranky sounds, the light inside of it looks sort of “orangish.” >>

<< Is that even a word? >>

<< I also can see that it’s thicker, but it splits off where it goes into my body. That is the reason I thought it might connect the two of us. One piece goes into my heart, with another part that I think goes into my brain. A tiny little thread seems to go into my eyes. Since we just learned how to see through each other’s eyes, all of a sudden that made sense to me. >>

Again, Zhanna waited patiently for her Familiar to finish her thoughts. Instead of answering the Witch, Zhanna felt the presence of Dascha slipping in close to her and the peculiar feeling of the cat sharing her sight.

<< Rosvodiz Zirnitra’s hairy whiskers! You ARE spirit walking! And I can still look through your eyes. >>

Both Witch and Familiar were silent for a few moments as the ramifications of this new skill were considered. Zhanna didn’t know what to think. This was an unexpected advancement in her Magic skill level and she had no idea what had caused the breakthrough.

The Familiar considered different implications than her Witch, like how the new ability might be applied and what the associated dangers might be. The black cat could feel her pride for Zhanna underneath her thoughts but refused to give that feeling sway over her rational side right now. She needed to keep her Witch safe, and if occupied with telling her beloved kitten how wonderful she was, might get all mushy and not watch for danger like the hunter and protector she was supposed to be.

Zhanna was the first to restart the conversation, << I’m sure that the skill is here for a reason. It might be the next step in my training or some other ability or strength that has developed after our encounters of the last day. I will make sure to discuss this with my mentors when we go back to Blagogarsk. However, in the meantime, there has to be a reason I woke up like this and we probably should figure that out. >>

<< You are right. Is there anything that you see around this area that bothers you? Don’t think about it, tell me what you feel. >>

<< Can’t you see through my eyes and determine that? >>

<< I am borrowing your eyes, just not all of you, silly girl. Now answer the question! >>

Abashed, Zhanna responded, << There is nothing that is causing me unease. However, I seem to be drawn to the small fire in the middle of our camp. >>

<< What do you see around or in it? >>

<< I see Saroc, sitting by the fire and feeding it small sticks. He seems to be having a conversation with… OH MY! The deti plemenii! I forgot the Flamechild! How could I have done that? I remember holding Iskar’s candle but then I don’t remember what happened to it. >>

<< Calm down now! Obviously, you can see her. Is she in the campfire? >>

<< Yes. She and Saroc are talking. >>

<< What are we going to do about her? Is that why you woke up? >>

<< I think we must send her someplace safe. She is too fragile to go into this battle with us. If my exhaustion had not been so deep, I would’ve told her to leave. Although, I’m not too sure where she should go to be safe. >>

<< Perhaps you can ask her what she wants to do. I know she looks fragile, but everyone has a right to make their own decisions, whether they’re strong or not. I don’t want to have a Witch that becomes twisted to the point that she makes decisions for people. Only those tainted with evil think that they know better than others and remove the freedom to choose. >>
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Chapter 24 – Learning Hurts

Zhanna sorted mentally through her options, picking the one that she thought was the least risky. Her Familiar could tell that she had come to a decision, but the young Witch hadn’t shared her thoughts. Dascha knew that stealing into her companion’s mind was a bridge that she should never cross, so she waited patiently. 

<< Dascha, I am going to see if I can get up and walk over to talk to Saroc and Iskar. >>

Mind and senses alert, Zhanna carefully sat up the rest of the way. With a jerk of movement, the young woman got to her feet. Pausing momentarily to make sure that everything was stable, she started to walk, only to stumble as her legs and feet didn’t obey her as they normally would. Putting her hand out to catch herself on the wall of the tent, Zhanna was amazed when her hands simply passed through what she saw as an impenetrable border.

The fight between body memory and the realities of the spirit plane sent the young Witch on a careening course that bounced off and into objects around her. Breathing deeply, Zhanna held herself still and took stock of her surroundings and the position of her misty-seeming body. The ache of developing bruises and the nausea that accompanies sharp pain felt real, and the young Witch suspected that her physical body would reflect that when she woke.

Nothing horrible happened, and Zhanna relished that feeling for a moment. Taking a deep breath, she straightened up and looked over to where the amphibian and Flamechild had been talking. To her surprise, they were both staring at her. Iskar had stepped half out of the campfire and was standing with her mouth open in astonishment.

In the back of her mind, Zhanna realized that Iskar looked larger in this plane. In fact, the fire woman was as tall as the Witch here. The young woman could see the immense beauty of the other and feel the leashed power. The two women stared at each other, both with a considering look on their faces, and minds behind those glances moving rapidly.

Neither one of them broke the silence. Instead, it was Saroc that interjected a question in amazement, “Zhanna? Since when can you spirit walk?”

“Since about ten minutes ago, apparently.”

Iskar’s voice was a soprano melody of sound in a background rustle of flames. She said, “That is amazing. I have never heard of such a young human being able to do that. You must be a very powerful Witch.”

“I hope to be someday, but I don’t think I am right now. Worrying about you made me try to wake up. Apparently, my body is so exhausted that it refused to come to consciousness, so I pulled out of my body to talk to you.”

A strange little humming sound emanated from Saroc. When Zhanna looked over at the amphibian, she saw that his middle limbs were holding the end of his tail as it wrapped in a spiral, tying one mid-hand to the other like a living set of handcuffs. Watching him for a few seconds, the young woman realized that he was thinking deeply about something and that both the sound and body mannerism were indicative of some special event going on.

<< I certainly hope he is going to share because I hate feeling this curious. >>

<< Dascha! You can hear everything now? >>

<< Apparently, I’m now hearing through your ears too. I was sitting here, dying of curiosity slowly, inch by inch. Ignored by my Witch, who had promised to give me a play-by-play. >>

<< Oops! >>

<< I really wanted to hear through your ears, and there was like a little pop, and suddenly, I am. >>

Quickly, Zhanna looked at the cord that tied Witch and Familiar together. Somehow, she was not surprised to see that a thin thread of that cord now went into her ears. Satisfied that she was starting to get oriented to the change in her abilities, the Witch turned her attention back to the discussion that was going on among the other three.

In just a few moments, the three of them had realized that although Saroc could not talk directly to Dascha, the Flamechild could act as a bridge, repeating commentary from one to the other. Mentally filtering out some of the repetition, Zhanna heard the tail end of a discussion that interested her a lot.

“Dascha, you are correct in that I require a source of flammables to remain on this plane. However, a being such as I exists on two planes at a time. I have a presence both on the physical plane where you are now and where your Witch’s body lies. I also am present on the astral plane where Zhanna’s spirit is sitting.”

“Fascinating. In the world that I come from, the existence of spirit planes is a hotly argued subject. Those of us that believe in their existence do so from fragmented experience. In my own life, I have learned that it is a place for communications but have never tried to travel in it.”

“Saroc, we definitely need to have a long talk at some point. Don’t you agree, Iskar?”

“Yes, Dascha, I totally agree. This is fascinating, but I believe Zhanna is back with us now, and we should find out what it is that she wants us to do.”

The young Witch stated bluntly, “I think you should go to my grandmother. I am not too sure why, but my intuition is pushing me that way. It is somehow important that you go there. Whether for your own good or that of my grandmother, I cannot be sure. However, I know that you would not be safe on the mission that we are involved in.”

The Flamechild paused in thought before asking “Will this mother-of-mothers understand what I am?”

Zhanna answered, “My Baba is a seer, one that peers into the future and the past. It would not surprise me if she had already seen you in some vision. However, I know that she will believe in you and will give you shelter as best she can.”

Saroc interrupted, asking, “How would she get to your Baba? I think it is a brilliant solution for the problem that we were just discussing. However, we don’t have the time to take a detour to deliver her back to your grandmother.”

The young Witch answered, “I read something in one of my books that says that the Elemental Children can travel through locations that contain a form of their element.” Turning to Iskar, Zhanna asked, “Can you travel from this fire to the one in my Baba’s kitchen?”

The Flamechild answered carefully, “If I know clearly where I am going, it is possible for me to travel between any two places of fire. However, I am not sure how I would gain an understanding of the placement of your mother-of-mother’s home.”

Stymied, Zhanna stared blankly at Iskar before coming to a sudden decision. Ignoring Dascha’s strangled, << Zhanna! What are you doing!? >>, the young Witch pictured a thin tendril of clear cord reaching from her to the Flamechild.

Bracing herself for impact, the young woman was overwhelmed as the thread touched Iskar’s form. Nothing that she had planned would have prepared her for the rush of images and feelings that flooded over that thin connection. Battered by the avalanche of confusing input, Zhanna crouched down into a little ball and let the pounding of strangeness bounce off the protective shell that she intuitively pictured in defense.

Opening her eyes, the Witch found herself in darkness. Panicking at the change, Zhanna stood up and slammed her head into the barrier that was only a short distance from where she had knelt. Bam! Her head rang with the sound and stars sparkled her vision. Extending her hand out, she felt a smooth shell. Faintly, she could feel the vibration of something or someone pounding on the outside of it.

What is this thing? I want to get out of here, I want this gone! Zhanna felt the internal “ping” that she had learned accompanied any of her spellcasting. The barrier around her disappeared, and light flooded her eyes once again. The strange thoughts and feelings once again started to hit her but not in such a confusing manner.

She was starting to make sense of them for the split second before a blow caught her across the side of the head, sending her tumbling over and over on the ground. Gasping in pain, she rolled onto her back only to be pinned down to the ground by her arms and legs.

An immense weight held her there, and the infuriated voice of her Familiar screeched into her brain, << Of all the scatterbrained kittens I have ever heard of, let alone experienced, you have to be the worst! How could you possibly not know what would happen when you opened yourself to somebody else’s thoughts and feelings without the safeguard of a filter. Not only is Iskar not the same species, but SHE’S ALSO NOT EVEN FROM THE SAME PLANE! Are you all hair and no brains? Somebody should have curled your whiskers when you were a kit! >>

Peering up into the furious face of the sabertoothed cat that was berating her, all Zhanna could do while tears of pain poured down her face was to say, << Sorry… >>
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Chapter 25 – Detours

It had taken a while to get everything sorted out but in less than an hour and a half Iskar had safely transition to Bolormaa’s kitchen fire. Zhanna had watched intently as the Flamechild disappeared. A tantalizing glimpse of a portal opening, and the familiar shapes of her grandmother’s kitchen created a combination of curiosity and longing that sent sharp pangs through the young woman’s chest.

<< Dascha, is it only a few days since we left Baba? It seems like much longer. >>

<< A lot has happened in that short time. For anyone else, it would be weeks, but for some reason, you collapse action into shorter times. Every time I think we are going to have a quiet time, something else happens. But I knew that was a risk when we chose each other. >>

<< Are you ever sorry? I mean that you picked me for your Witch? >>

<< Never! >>

Dascha had resumed her normal shape, switching from her massive warrior form to her usual small cat size. Comfortingly, she rubbed her body along Zhanna’s leg, and let the rumble of her purr fill the air. The young Witch sat down on a log next to the fire and just rested for a few moments. Dascha leaned against her, continuing the nonverbal feline comfort and Saroc soon joined them. 

The Hidden Folk amphibian was glancing between the Witch and Familiar, looking indecisive. When he didn’t start to speak, Zhanna asked, “Saroc? Do you have something you want to say or ask? I’m too tired to figure it out.”

“Yes, but I’m not sure exactly how to frame the question.”

<< How about if you just asked the question and we worry about the framework later. This has been a little bit of an exhausting day, and I would really like Zhanna to get some rest. So, spit it out, froggy face! >>

Saroc made the sound that indicated laughter for his species and asked, “The abilities that you two are showing together far exceed what you demonstrated when you swore your oath to help protect the Hidden Folk. Did you conceal your abilities then or has something happened to radically change what you can do separately and together?”

“I wasn’t hiding anything before. I’ve been practicing very hard and trying to work my way through some of the books that my mentors gave me, but I have no way of determining how capable I am.”

“It is noticeable even in the time that we have been around you that your learning is accelerated. Perhaps, you’ve gained the attention of one of the gods or some other powerful mentor.”

<< It is never a good idea to get involved with gods. They always have their own agenda, and they don’t play fair. >>

“IT DEPENDS ON THE GOD!”

The roaring voice crashed through the spirit plane, tossing the campfire into smaller piles of dying coals and broken logs. Zhanna was upended and slammed violently to the ground, landing on her back. Struggling to breathe, the young woman tried to get back to her feet and check on her companions but was prevented from that by a swirl of wind that rose up around her, covering her surroundings in a gritty, blowing wall.

“Dascha! Saroc! Where are you?”

There was no answer to Zhanna’s screamed questions except the unforgiving whirl of the wind and the scraping sound of flying grit that scoured against the Witch’s skin. The young woman struggled against the gale, trying to get out of the center of the spinner but was unable to make any progress. Buffeted and disoriented, Zhanna was at first frightened and then incensed.

“STOP!” The surge of Magical energy that came up through her feet and out through her hands slammed the wind to a stop. In the sudden silence, the patter of dirt and gravel, now released to fall to the ground, could be clearly heard. Rubbing her eyes to clear her vision, Zhanna glanced around. Ignoring the backlash of Magical exhaustion that accompanied the unplanned draw on her power, she unconsciously crouched in a defensive position, hands up and ready to throw spells.

There was no one there. No one at all. Entirely absent was any hint or sign of her Familiar or Saroc. The campsite was erased so thoroughly it might never have been, leaving no indication of a fire or any member of her party. Instead, she stood at a familiar six-way crossroads, located in a featureless plane.

This is strange. Last time I came here, it was because I brought myself here in the middle of my sleep. I wonder why I’m here this time and who belongs to the voice that we heard. 

“Which voice would that be?”

Zhanna spun in panic, again finding herself in a combat-ready posture. Even as she moved, she realized that she knew that voice. It belonged to one of her guides from her previous visits to this plane. With that knowledge, Zhanna exhibited no further indication of surprise when she had turned fully and saw Ilya, the large blonde Cossack who had helped her before. 

The man had never offered her anything less than assistance and respect in the past. Exhibiting a non-threatening manner now, he was just standing there, looking patiently at her with a look of intense curiosity on his face and waiting for her response.

“It was a thunderous voice, so loud that it hurt my mind and ears. It interrupted what I was doing, and then I think the owner of that voice wrapped me up in a wind tunnel. When I got rid of it, I was here.”

“It is apparent that you’ve made a lot of progress since I saw you last. For you to dispel that conveyance is impressive, although I’m not totally sure that getting rid of it was to your benefit.”

“Why is that? I certainly didn’t want to continue to allow someone to attack me! And staying inside a prison seemed to be not conducive to my continued health.”

Glancing sideways at Ilya with a dart of her eyes, Zhanna was surprised to see a look of pride on the man’s face. As she turned to face him more fully, his expression smoothed out into the bland receptive and attentive one she had come to expect. << I wonder what that was about? >>

<< I do not know, Zhanna, but I will watch him carefully. It is strange that he seems proud of you. After all, you two are not connected, are you? >> 

Zhanna was unsurprised to find her Familiar next to her, supporting her. The cat had followed her Witch as quickly as possible, knowing that Zhanna would feel Dascha coming and that only death would keep them apart.

<< No, until we met him on the previous spirit walk, I certainly had never seen him before. And I’ve never heard about anybody of his name that should’ve been important to me. >>

Zhanna could feel through their Familiar bond that Dascha was unsatisfied with her answer. Knowing the cat as she did, Zhanna was positive that Dascha would keep playing with the idea, just like she would attack a ribbon over and over again. Eventually, her stubborn Familiar would figure out what was going on.

Then Zhanna would know also.

Focusing her attention once more on her guide, Zhanna asked, “Do you know why I was brought here?”

Ilya answered with puzzlement and a certain degree of irritation in his voice, saying, “I certainly do not. Although it’s good that we have some time to review how your lessons are going, I know of no reason for you to have forcibly been brought here. In fact, I will be looking into that because it violates many of the agreements and arrangements that have been made.”

The young Witch started to ask about what “agreements and arrangements” had been set up and by whom, but she was interrupted by the abrupt appearance of Petra. The gnarled Guardian that Zhanna had last seen in a battle with an energy-sucking spell cast by the Blood Mage, Krava, was still frightening in appearance. However, the Guardian’s efforts to protect the young woman had been unstinting and had saved Zhanna’s life several times already.

It was impossible for the young Witch to look at Petra with anything but affection and gratitude. “Petra! It is nice to see you again.”

“Gold man, don’t be mad! Petra not strong like Lenc! Him fast and mean.”

It was Ilya that answered the pleading tone of Petra’s voice, saying, “I know, Petra. I’m not angry, and you followed Zhanna quickly which was good.”

Once again, Zhanna started to ask a question to clarify some piece of the new information when the area was rent with the sound of explosive entry. Dust swirled everywhere, and Zhanna felt Petra crouched against her leg, trembling.

As the dust settled, the young Witch could see that a fairly-ordinary looking man was standing there. If he had been smiling, he might have even been attractive, but the look of cold disdain and his pinched nostrils told her that this was not someone that cared if anyone liked him.

<< I certainly do not!>>

<<Dascha! Shush!>>
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Chapter 26 – Rush to Judgment

At the lower end of her hearing, Zhanna could hear the crackle of flames and the hissing of snakes. That aural background was somehow appropriate for the man that moved toward her with sinuous grace and cold, black, flat eyes. He walked within a few feet of her and stopped, staring down at her. At first somewhat frightened, Zhanna felt herself growing angry. The trembling and obvious fear that rolled off Petra fanned the flames of anger higher within the young woman. Determined not to lose her temper at this point, she held the emotion firmly under her control, picturing it as a weapon that she stuffed inside of a mental chest before closing the lid.

“THIS IS THE ONE THAT IS CAUSING ALL OF THE CHATTER? SHE IS NOTHING BUT A BABE AND A STUPID ONE AT THAT!”

Zhanna felt movement to her side and could sense that Ilya had moved forward to partially shield her. She could see his shoulder out of the corner of her left eye, but all of her attention was focused on this man in front of her. This rude, overbearing, bullying entity that apparently didn’t care who he hurt!

“My Lord Lenc, this behavior is not within the agreed-upon bounds. This young Witch is under…”

“DO NOT THINK TO ADMONISH ME! JUST BECAUSE YOU HAVE AN UNREASONABLE FONDNESS FOR THE WRINKLED AND ANCIENT SEER WILL NOT EXCUSE YOU FROM MY JUDGEMENT!”

Still shaking like a leaf, Petra stood up and placed her body between this man that she feared so badly and Zhanna. In a voice trembling but determined, the Guardian stated, “Petra protect girl. Lenc supposed to be judge but not following laws. Not right!”

With a snarl of disgusted rage, the man reached an impossibly fast hand out and grab the Guardian by her shirt and threw her to the side. Petra was thrown headfirst into a wall that appeared only long enough to harm her, disappearing as her unconscious form fell to the ground.

What followed next was a confusion of actions and sounds that, even years later, Zhanna could not split apart.

With an impossibly enormous roar, Dascha instantaneously went from a small black cat to her warrior form. The sabertooth cat that now stood between her Witch and the bullying man was huge. The cat crouched down and prepared for battle, but the posture was of a soldier willing to sell her life for that which she protected, not one that would tell the watcher that the struggle was between equals.

Zhanna heard Ilya yell in a resounding voice, “Mazza! We need you now!”

The motion and the sounds of yelling seemed distant to the young Witch. Part of her mind noticed that she was also frightened, but that part was tucked over into the mental corner next to the chest holding her anger. Zhanna saw Dascha’s defensive positioning, heard Ilya’s yell for assistance, but the loop that played and replayed in her brain was the sound of Petra hitting the wall, the limp body falling to the ground, and the supercilious look on the man’s face.

Bubbling under her feet, Zhanna could feel the ground tremble as her anger coalesced. Desperately holding that chest closed in her mind, the young Witch barely managed to keep her fury contained. She looked the dark-haired man in the eyes and asked, “Why? Why have you done this? You pulled me away from where I was. You’ve attacked people. You are trying to bully all of us. Why!?”

“I never agreed to allow the travesty of this plan to go forward. You are supposed to have died. It was a fit judgment on you, and you escaped it. You must have cheated.”

Zhanna’s voice got even quieter. The shaking in the ground grew, and she could feel the tension along her body reaching new heights of the struggle between control and desired action.

“Why should you care? And why would you try to kill me? Passing judgment on someone you don’t know anything about or the circumstances is just unreasonable. Have you lost your sense of honor? Are you trying to judge but instead of being fair and impartial, are you inflamed with a preconceived notion of what is right or laden with personal hubris?

Ilya’s sharp, indrawn breath and the feeling of fear that radiated off of him at Zhanna’s words was information to be thought about later. She felt calm. It was as if the young woman were standing on a cold, windswept plane, devoid of snow and ice. The air was clear, and all sounds ceased.

The man in front of her appeared to swell in size. His face flushed, and he opened his mouth to roar once more, “I AM THE JUDGE OF KINGS, THE ARBITRATOR FOR THE LIVING AND THE DEAD. YOU ARE NOTHING.”

“I am Zhanna. I am here doing my best to learn and grow. You are a being without honor, someone who has forgotten everything but the evil that you’re showing. You are the one that is nothing. You are less important to me than the creature that you so contemptuously threw away.”

“SHE IS A BLOT ON THIS PLANE, SOMETHING THAT IS NOT WORTHY OF EVEN BREATHING HERE!”

The fragile hold that Zhanna had on her temper broke. The ground shook with hard tremors, and the mental picture of the box where she had stuffed her anger exploded in an expanding fireball of fury and shrapnel. The rules of the spirit plane translated that image into reality. Expanding from a close circle around Zhanna, Dascha, and Ilya, a high wind ripped outward, carrying with it shards of shining rock and spikes of glistening metal.

Taken by surprise, the sneering man was unable to protect himself quickly enough to avoid being slammed around and pummeled. His garments in shreds, scratches and small wounds covering his exposed skin, he stood in shattered astonishment.

Before he could gather his scattered wits and respond, two more players entered the field. One was Mazza, the ancient Witch that had been acting as Zhanna’s primary teacher. She appeared without warning in a previously empty space directly in front of her student, facing toward Zhanna’s attacker. 

Standing next to her was the being called Roz. He also had acted as one of Zhanna’s instructors, although not as frequently as Mazza. His Magic was far different from that of the Witch drawing more on what the Blagogarsk books referenced as something called “sorcery.”

Dascha and Zhanna were fond of both mentors, although the power that each commanded was intimidating. Never had the breadth of their power been more apparent than at that moment, when they had come to the defense of their student.

Flames of blue and purple licked along the hems of Mazza’s robe and cloak. The staff that she carried in her left hand glowed with a sullen light and rattled with the sound of unuttered screams while the air crackled in a wave of frigid cold. 

The Sorcerer had skin lightly dusted with scales, now glistening with an eerie sheen. He stood with his feet a shoulder-width apart, a rod in his right hand. The faint smell of brimstone and heated metal accompanied him like a rare perfume that tickled the nostrils and caught in the throat. Although he looked calm, the young woman could tell that he was furious.

“Lenc, you go too far!” snarled Mazza.

“Not far enough, old crone! To allow one such as she to have the Kolovrat is insane, disgusting. She does not deserve it!”

“That is not your call. Perun has spoken, and we are to obey. You had your chance to make a case, and I would expect the God of Judgment to have made a better effort if you felt that strongly.”

“I didn’t put effort into it because there was no way she was going to survive. But somehow, she’s cheated because the little brat, this otrodya, is still alive. Multiple times there has been someone that should have destroyed her, but she keeps escaping. One of you has to be helping her and if you cheated, then so can I.”

Roz interrupted, saying in voice heated by the flames of his anger, “No one has cheated, other than you. You are totally ignoring Zhanna’s efforts at learning and the allies that she is making. We have had nothing to do with that. You are the only one that has broken the rules.”

“THAT IS NOT POSSIBLE! SOMEONE HELPED HER, AND SHE DESERVES TO DIE! ANYONE THAT IS IN LEAGUE WITH HER SHOULD BE OBLITERATED, TOO!”

“Stop.”

Zhanna’s voice was quiet, but the single word cut through the bluster and roar of arguments and threats. Stepping from behind the protective wall of her mentors, the young Witch advanced to stand directly in front of the infuriated Lenc. She looked into his swirling black eyes of unimaginable depth and continued, “This is unseemly. If you truly are the God of Judgment, then what power has made you act like a bad-tempered two-year-old? Where is your sense of fairness? Has someone cast a spell and removed your ability to think clearly? Or instead, have you been manipulated into a position where you have embarrassed yourself and now seek to eradicate it?”

The man opened his mouth to continue his tirade but was arrested by the calm curiosity on her face. The words collided in his throat and refused to emerge. The silence stretched out in an elastic moment of potential, undecided as to whether to ease or to explode. Finally, a faint flush ran up from the man’s collar onto his face, and he said reluctantly, “You may have a point.”

Zhanna heard a muttered “Might!” from Mazza, but the young Witch held Lenc’s eyes and waited for more.

“It is possible that I may have been maneuvered into this position. I found myself stating that your mission was impossible. It was compounded by my comment that the only way you could succeed was if you received assistance that was outside the rules that govern our interaction with humankind.”

“When I succeeded in my goals then you became more convinced that it was undeserved and dishonest. Right?”

Right in front of Zhanna’s eyes, the commanding male went from the epitome of power and overwhelming force to an embarrassed and vulnerable man. Now staring determinedly at his own feet, he agreed, “I didn’t want to accept the fact that I could be wrong, especially when I had made such a big point about the whole thing. So, I got angry at you.”

Once more Zhanna heard a mutter from behind her, but she was too focused on Lenc to spare any attention for others. Watching him for a few more seconds, the young woman finally ventured, “It hurts, doesn’t it? Being wrong, I mean. It can be embarrassing, too.”

Lenc nodded his head as if the movement was both painful and unaccustomed. Still refusing to lift his eyes, he admitted, “I was wrong.”

“Sometimes it seems that I’m only capable of being embarrassed if I have fooled myself into thinking that I will never make a mistake. That’s the first step in thinking that you’re better than everyone else. The truth is that everyone makes mistakes. It seems to me that the difference is whether you acknowledge them and learn from them, or if you ignore them and don’t learn.”

With an arrested look on his face, the man in front of her once more looked up and met her gaze. The swirling flat black of his eyes was now tempered with hints of warmer brown. Still stern looking, something indefinable had altered, leaving him more approachable. He said with a strange little quirk to the side of his mouth, “You DO know that I’m the God of Philosophy too, right?”

Zhanna laughed, her sparkling amusement bubbling through the air. Catching her breath, she said, “No, I didn’t know that. But somehow that makes sense. Judgment and Philosophy, having to ponder the meaning of life and still cast judgment. Not an easy thing to do. But while you are pondering, you might think about this. Who would want my efforts to restore honor to the Witches of Russia to fail? Who would benefit and who would win?”

Intrigued, Lenc smiled at the young Witch. Then he looked up at the two standing behind her and said in a conciliatory voice, “The two of you can stop staring daggers at me. I’ve gotten over my fit of being angry. The young one here has pulled me back to my senses with both delicately applied force, and the perfect tool for my mind. Who stands to benefit? That is definitely something I’m going to have to think about.”

Roz responded in a contemplative tone of his own, “Whoever it was that set this up would have had us fighting each other. We’ve been allies for too many centuries to allow that to happen. I too will have to think about who has just tried to manipulate us.”

Lenc nodded to Zhanna, saying, “Thank you. Thank you for pointing this out and thank you for stopping the path of warfare and damage. Be certain that I will be looking into what happened. After all, it would be “fair” if everyone knew what went on.”

With that last comment, Lenc disappeared, leaving behind the same faint smell of brimstone and the sounds of scales slipping over stone.

“Two-year-old? You just told the God of Judgment that he was having a toddler fit. Did I get that right?” Mazza sounded halfway between scandalized and amazed. Roz was leaning against Dascha’s side with a hand covering his eyes. At first, Zhanna thought that he was hurt because he was shaking. Only when the Sorcerer pulled his hand from his face did she realize that he was laughing so hard that he couldn’t talk.

“He was acting just like one of the children in the village does when he doesn’t get his way! Temper and yelling, trying to bully somebody else. What else would you call it?”

“Girl smart. Strong backbone too.”

“Petra! I was so worried when you crashed down and didn’t get up. Are you okay?”

The Guardian seemed stunned by Zhanna’s flood of warmth and concern. Nearly stammering in reply, Petra said, “Petra fine. Smart to keep head down in God fight.”

“By that definition, Zhanna is definitely not very smart!”

“Mazza!”
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Chapter 27 – Maze Game

Zhanna was still a little shaky after the confrontation with Lenc. Talking with her mentors and Ilya, the young Witch had settled down during the discussion of how her training was going. She needed some reinforcement of her feelings of accomplishment at this point. There were so many skills that Zhanna knew that she had to master, that it was easy for her to get depressed. Focusing on the skills that she had spent so many painful hours improving, the unqualified approval of her instructors helped her see how far she had come. With that approach, she could feel good about her progress without dwelling on possible consequences.

Mazza was especially pleased with Zhanna’s progress. “You have gotten even farther along than I thought you would. It did not occur to me when we planned this how the drills and the Blagogarsk books would combine. That mixture has produced a strangely-reinforcing form of intense education. I may have to think some more on this and see what else we can do. You’re going to need the skills, and you’re going to need the power quickly.”

Before Zhanna could respond or ask questions about the need for her accelerated learning, Mazza was gone. Smiling in rueful appreciation of how the ancient Witch could deliver those leading exit lines and then disappear, Zhanna turned toward the sorcerer, Roz. “Is there anything that you think that I should practice to further stabilize the lessons that you have been having me learn? If there is, please tell me and I will implement them if I can.”

“The only thing that I feel is really lacking is for you to build up your combat reactions. Right now, it sounds like the two mercenaries you have working with you have begun to train those instincts in response is necessary to survive battles, but Magic in warfare requires a different mindset.”

“Stefan is always springing new attacks on me to teach me to react and survive rather than freeze and think. Is that the sort of thing that you’re talking about?”

“Exactly. However, you’ve chosen a very difficult road by aspiring to be both a fighter and a combat mage. Most Witches do not command in the battle. They cast their spells usually from a safe vantage point, staying out of the immediate line of danger. By including yourself in the battle force, you will have to meld both instincts. And when, or if, your Magical energy is exhausted, you will be less vulnerable than those that operate from the rear. Just don’t forget that you will be more susceptible to damage on the front line.”

Roz chuckled, a dusty, unused sound. “I remember the first testing maze that I attempted. It was more centuries ago than I want to think of, but I still can see it in front of me as if it were yesterday. Before you return to the physical plane and your universe, work your way as far through the maze as you can. Petra and your Familiar may accompany you, but no one else.”

Turning to Ilya, the Sorcerer said with warmth in his voice, “You know it’s time to let her try her wings. She needs to learn how to fly, no matter how much it hurts.”

Bowing his head in acknowledgment, the blonde Cossack said, “I know. I will conform to the rules and provide no help unless the maze comes down or she wins free.”

Waving his hand in farewell, Roz disappeared into a faint sparkle of light.

<< At least he has the manners to say goodbye and not just poof out. >>

<< All of them are very strange. It is like they have been distilled down into unique flavors or shapes of personalities and skills. >>

<< That would make sense. They are reinforced by their followers’ beliefs and, as they told you before, they have fewer worshipers these days. Remember, they made you promise to do what you could to bring back their relationship with the Witches? >>

<< Of course, I remember! But that doesn’t stop me from wishing that they could be just a little easier to deal with. >>

<< Hah! Even Gods can be a pain in your tush! >>

Zhanna felt a butterfly touch on her elbow and turned to see Ilya looking at her with concern. His eyes roamed over her face looking for something that only he knew. Eyes deepening to a well of complex emotions, he asked, “Are you truly all right? That encounter was dangerous and uncomfortable. I know that Lenc seemed insane, but he truly is not usually that way.”

“It did not seem like he was mad, simply angry and frustrated. Perhaps, he is also afraid.”

“Is the idea of a God being afraid strange to you?”

“Not really. It seems to me that no matter how powerful the being, there is always something to be feared. Whether that is another being or the vagrancies of existence, you can always find something to focus your insecurities on.”

Zhanna was taken entirely by surprise when the man pulled her into a brief, tight hug, whispering into her hair, “Your mother would be so proud.”

Stunned, the young Witch almost didn’t realize that Ilya had gone. Instead, small fragments of memory flittered through the piecemeal recollection of a child’s comprehension. The touch of a hand and the smell of a hug. Why did these things pull on her heartstrings?

Looking at her Witch with worry, Dascha watched as emotions flashed onto the mobile canvas that was Zhanna’s face. The rapid changes in expression reinforced what the Familiar could feel through their bond. Zhanna was spinning, trying to reconcile what had just happened to something, anything, the made sense to her.

Dascha cast around in her own mind to find something that she could offer the young woman. Zhanna pulled on her Familiar’s heartstrings as she stood with eyes naked with longing and loss, leaving the cat aching to help. They both were relieved when Petra drew both of their attention by exclaiming, “Look! It is a place to practice like the scary Fire Old One said.”

Turning in the direction that Petra pointed, Zhanna could see a massive enclosed construct made of hedges that rose high in the sky. Without conscious decision, Petra, Dascha, and Zhanna found themselves gliding toward the intimidating garden, slipping over the ground without any pretext of walking.

<< It’s a maze! We had one of those at the Familiar Trials. It is a way of challenging skills and putting us in directed situations to test our wisdom and intelligence. The one at the Trials was horrible and many were injured running it. However, I have to say that what I learned in that challenge has saved us from more significant harm. >>

<< What is a maze? I’ve never seen one before. >>

Standing in front of the entrance, Dascha explained the set up of the labyrinth that she had been through. She told her Witch about the danger of being separated and the way that threats had appeared from every direction. She explained the different challenges that have been part of the Trials but cautioned that different and possibly nastier ones might be waiting for them here.

Zhanna listened to her Familiar’s explanation carefully knowing that this challenge might be set up to purposely separate Witch and Familiar. Unsure of whether their bond and communication could be blocked, Zhanna needed to hear all of the information that Dascha thought was critical before they entered.

Finally, Dascha had covered everything she could think of. Zhanna could feel the worry that her Familiar was experiencing, reassuring her wordlessly along their connection of the limitless respect and love she felt for her companion. Lost in mutual reaffirmation, the Witch and her Familiar leaned on each other for just a moment, reveling in the feeling of being loved.

“Time to go! Go into squiggly place and play! Must move quickly and think faster. Time for acting not pondering. Witch too slow now but must get faster. Fire Old One is right this time.”

“Petra, you are right. It certainly isn’t going to get easier if we stand outside.”

Zhanna headed determinedly toward the mouth of the labyrinth. Just before she stepped in, Petra slipped ahead of her, muttering in a low tone, “Guardian. Remember?”

Knowing that Petra was right and that she had been about to make a stupid error, Zhanna checked her stride long enough for her companion to get a few feet ahead of her. Holding a well of gathered Magical energy ready for a response, and with her long knife loosened in the sheath at her waist, Zhanna entered the testing maze.

Traveling at first with hesitant steps, the party of three moved carefully and slowly through the first few turns. It was hard to maintain a high degree of alertness with constant distractions of unusual plants and changes in direction. Zhanna knew that this was by design, but it still was difficult for her to maintain her concentration.

Dascha could feel Zhanna’s stress but knew that her Witch had to gain control on her own. From her previous experience, Dascha knew that their first challenge would emerge soon, but even she didn’t anticipate the scope of that danger.
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Chapter 28 – Serious Game Play

Their only warning was the soft rustle within the sides of the corridor as a trio of skeletal figures seemed to pop out right in their midst. The creature that appeared between Petra and Zhanna immediately swung its glimmering green staff at the back of Petra’s head. Ignoring any danger to herself, Zhanna yelled in warning and physically rammed the creature off balance as if she were body blocking an onrushing opponent. The young woman crashed to the ground only a few feet from the semi-stunned being, almost as disoriented as the surprised attacker.

Moving instinctively, the Witch ignored both her Magic and her blade, instead choosing something that would disrupt the blow immediately. In reflection, Zhanna realized later that if she had tried to delay enough to throw a spell or draw her knife, Petra would have been injured, possibly killed. Her immediate response saved Petra from that injury and had the advantage of moving the Witch out of the way of the swing that would have skewered her back on the blade of the second attacker.

Zhanna’s shout had warned Petra, and the Guardian spun in time for her enemy to come crashing down at her feet, disrupted by the unexpected blow from the Witch. Ignoring Zhanna’s nearby sprawled body, the Guardian grabbed their opponent by the head and swung his body to smash into the second attacker. This creature had recovered from his missed lunge at Zhanna and was charging forward. Thinking to take advantage of the vulnerable Witch, the second enemy never saw the blow that hammered him sideways and into the ground. Zhanna heard the audible crack of bones as Petra’s improvised weapon hit with great force.

For the skeletal being that had been used as a weapon, the result could only be death. The sickening snap of bones and the limpness of the body as it collapsed onto the ground when Petra released the neck, told Zhanna that one of their enemies had been defeated. However, this battle was not over. Her mind started to clear, and she could feel her body once again. Reminding herself to learn better ways of disabling an opponent as soon as possible, the young Witch reached out a hand and let Petra pull her to a standing position.

The screech of an enraged cat bellowed out, rattling the maze walls and sending Zhanna scrambling forward. Her Familiar was under attack, and she wasn’t going to rest while that was happening. The sight that met her concerned view drew a rush of Magic once more as fiery light licked out from her hands and forearms. 

Dascha was pinned between two of the creatures, one with another glowing staff and the second with a web covered in small crescents of metal. From the evidence that Zhanna could see, the mesh had been dropped from above. Parts of it were snagged in Dascha’s fur with a splattering of blood on the ground to show the presence of hooks. The rest of the net flopped free, creating a constant danger to Dascha’s mobility and giving her attackers a clear advantage.

The giant cat spun with tremendous speed, catching the enemy with the staff by the shoulder and dragging it toward her. Only a desperate lurch of his body kept the skeletal creature from destruction. He tore free of Dascha’s claws and bounced against the vegetation of the wall. Undeterred, he grasped his staff more securely and returned to the melee.

Snarling her fury and defiance, Zhanna reached for her Magic and fried the web of the net to ashes in a corruscation of fire-tinged light. The power flowed from her hands and enveloped the entire surface of the mesh. Sensing that Petra was guarding her back, Zhanna moved toward the remaining attackers in the sliding glide that Stefan had drilled into her subconscious. 

The two creatures were now caught between the Familiar and Witch. The skeletal creatures moved so that their backs were against the opposite walls of the maze. The one with the staff spun it in an intricate pattern of arcs and whirls, leaving a trail of glowing lines in the air. Zhanna could feel the draw of that pattern and shouted a warning to her companions, “Don’t look at the light! He’s trying to mesmerize you and make you vulnerable to his blows.”

Yanking her eyes away from the staff wielder for a split instant, the young Witch could see that the other enemy had pulled what looked like a shell horn out of his belt. He was just raising it to his mouth, and his lips were pursed to blow air. Operating on intuition, Zhanna’s free hand snapped to the blade at her belt, sending it flying with a sharp flick of her wrist. A split second later, the knife pierced the shell, sinking its tip into the mouth of the wielder releasing a spray of viscous fluid.

The attacker with the staff let out one short disbelieving scream, and the world seemed to come apart in a pair of explosions that ripped the very breath out of Zhanna’s lungs and launched her through the air. Desperate to protect her companions, Zhanna flung what shielding she could over her Familiar and the Guardian. Just before her own body smashed into an unyielding wall, Zhanna thought, This is going to hurt.

<< <> >>

Zhanna woke to a sense of déjà vu. Here she was again, body aching and exhausted. The places in her brain where her Magic normally lay were sore and stretched feeling. Intensifying the impression that she had been here before, Dascha’s purr surrounded her and the warmth of her Familiar’s fur was soft against her skin.

<< Time to wake up, dearling. You certainly need to open your eyes enough to see what your redecorating has done. >>

Fumbling her hand up against her face to wipe the grit from her eyes, the young Witch slowly and carefully sat up. It took a while for her eyes to focus, but when they did Zhanna gasped in astonishment at the devastation around her before exclaiming in protest at the sharp pain that resulted.

“Ribs bruised, not broken. Good fall! Next time, shield first.”

Zhanna responded shakily, “You are absolutely correct, Petra. That is what happens when you get the order wrong.”

<< We survived. That means that we didn’t fail. It also allows us to learn from what happened and do it differently next time. >>

<< You are right, but forgive me if right now the idea of doing it again is not terribly appealing. I suppose we have the rest of the maze to go through before we can be done. >>

<< What maze? >>

Reminded of her surroundings, Zhanna looked at the area in which she lay. As far as she could see there were pieces and parts of the hedge and ripped vegetation. Scattered in and out of the debris, Zhanna could see bits of bodies and carvings, rock and artifacts.

“What happened?!”

An amused voice answered her, saying, “It appears that I owe Mazza an apology. I thought she was exaggerating when she talked about how greatly your powers had grown. I didn’t believe that the blending of the teaching you are getting from the spectral mentors in Blagogarsk, Mazza’s Witchcraft, and my Sorcery would produce such interesting results.”

Strolling into view, the Sorcerer, Roz was smiling as he spoke. He seemed immensely amused at the situation, and strangely pleased. The man was accompanied by an older Mongolian woman of slight stature who took one look around and then focused on the exhausted Witch and her Familiar. 

The older woman’s expression was sad, and her eyes were gentle in a face that proclaimed her heritage. The traces of great beauty were still present, overlaid by the passage of time and the tracks of unfathomable loss. The young woman’s appearance appeared to startle the Sorcerer’s companion, stopping her abruptly in her tracks and halting her guide. He looked down at her and said, “I believe I mentioned her tendency toward enthusiasm.”

The woman remained silent but glanced searchingly at Zhanna and Dascha before releasing the Sorcerer’s arm and waving a brief goodbye. The young Witch’s strangled, half-formed question was cut off when the woman dissolved into a speckled splash of light. Roz smiled with great satisfaction and resumed his stroll toward the young woman still lying on the ground.

“This is certainly one way of passing a test. I think next time I’m going to have to create a stronger testbed.”

Zhanna was speechless, staring first at Roz and then at the area where the Mongolian woman had stood just a short time before. The young woman could smell the sharp, acrid odor of torn vegetation and the metallic taste of blood was thick in her throat. Overloaded and overwhelmed, the young Witch was incapable of speech momentarily, forced to just look at the Sorcerer numbed confusion.

Realizing her condition, the man briefly clasped her shoulder and said, “Well done. Crude, but effective. We definitely have to work on your finesse.” Turning to her companions, all friendly aspect was wiped away from his face as he ordered them in the voice of ultimate command, “Take her back to the campsite and allow her to rest. Do not move on until she’s recovered.”
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Chapter 29 – Rest and Quick Recovery

Most mornings Zhanna woke with a cheerful frame of mind and a rested body. This dawn was different. The first clue was the difficulty that she had in convincing herself that she needed to move, or even that she wanted to. It felt to the young woman that she had gotten no sleep at all, with muscles still aching from the previous day and eyes that felt like they had sand inside of the lids. Coming to a sitting position with a groan, the Witch was conscious of the battered state of her body.

<< I feel like I’ve been used as a punching bag, or perhaps somebody’s horse ran over me. >>

<< That’s a pretty good explanation of what happened yesterday. Or don’t you remember? >>

With that question, the events of the previous day came flooding back into Zhanna’s mind. She snapped to a bolt upright position, moaning at the sharp pain that started at her lower back and slipped around her ribs like the hand of a cruel god. << Oh no! Did I really tell off one of the gods? I can’t believe I called him a two-year-old having a tantrum! >>

<< It was undoubtedly a first in my experience, and I’m pretty sure it was also one for even Mazza. Although she looked proud of you at the end, for a while there her expression was more like watching someone slip into insanity. >>

<< I’m sure you felt the same way. It must have appeared that I was going off the cliff and you were watching me fall. >>

<< No, dearling, I was right there with you. Wherever you go, I go. >>

Feeling like an ancient woman, Zhanna climbed painfully to her feet and got dressed. She could hear people talking on the outside of the tent and knew that the day would bring big changes that could not be delayed. 

Every move hurt. Each time the young Witch lifted her arms, it felt like someone was stabbing her ribs with a ragged knife. Even her breathing sent shockwaves of molten fire down her sides and into her knees. Every time Zhanna’s feet hit the ground, the ache drove up through her core muscles and echoed a hollow throbbing against the back of her skull.

Dascha watched her Witch slowly get dressed and readied herself for the day. Zhanna could feel the concern that came across the bond, reassuring her and blanketing as much of the pain and weakness as the cat could manage.

<< What happened to your arm? >> Dascha’s mental voice was sharp and abrupt enough that Zhanna quit moving, other than to turn her head and looked at her Familiar.

<< My arm? My arm is fine. Why do you ask? >>

<< I can see lines on the lower part of your arms, right below your elbows. They are glowing a little bit, but only to my other sight. >>

Zhanna looked down at her right arm in surprise. At first, she didn’t see anything wrong or different about her forearm, but the longer that she looked at it, the more she could see a very faint tracing of a curving pattern under her skin. Poking the flesh with her left forefinger, the young Witch realized that the area was not especially painful, nor did it feel any different.

It seemed to Zhanna that the lines might be a type of writing. Trying to focus on those lines and images wasn’t working. Every time the young woman started to make sense out of them, the tracing would get misty as if it were actively resisting her observation. Shrugging, she resolved to watch and see if something further developed. Deciding that the urgency of the day would force her to delay further investigation, Zhanna once more focused on getting herself ready to start their travel and strategic positioning.

<< <> >>

Less than 30 minutes after Zhanna emerged from her tent, their team was on the road again. There had been very little talk around the campfire as they hurried through their breakfast. The Hidden Folk were visibly tense and anxious to find out how their friends and families had feared in the few days they had been gone. Zhanna and the mercenaries were considerate, not insulting them by needless conversation and meaningless platitudes.

As the armored vehicle carried them closer to the destination, Zhanna announced, with a firm tone and determined posture, “I do not know what today and tomorrow will bring. We will do all we can to rescue and protect those that you have left behind. I stand by my oath, both because I gave my word and because I know that this is right. Should this effort cause me to fall, Stefan and the rest of the team will do their best to carry out my vow.”

<< Very well done, my Witch. >>

The atmosphere inside of the vehicle felt different. Zhanna’s statement of intent and rededication to the rescue of their families had visibly affected the Hidden Folk. The young Witch was also conscious of repeated glances from the mercenaries in the car. She had seen Mikhail glancing up several times at her using the rearview mirror. Tolya, who was riding in the passenger seat beside him had turned completely around and was staring at her, mouth slightly agape.

Confused, the young Witch looked up to realize that Pavel, Kasha, and Stefan were also looking at her intensely. The range of expressions on their faces added to her confusion. Stefan had a small smile, and she got the sense that he was proud of her. Pavel and Kasha, however, were staring at her in encompassing shock. The younger mercenary’s face showed astonishment and disbelief in equal measure. Contrastingly, the subcommander’s expression combined amazement and a hint of challenge

<< Why are they staring at me, Dascha? >>

<< I think it’s because you didn’t say anything about staying within the terms of a contract. You talked about keeping your word and doing something because it was right. Can you remember anyone talking like that, anyone at all, other than your grandmother? >>

Zhanna thought for a while, but could not recall ever having heard said heard someone saying that they were going to act because it was correct or just right. Instead, small, predatory behaviors were explained by phrases like “it’s just business” or the assertation that it was up to the other person to protect themselves. Perhaps that was one of the reasons that she had never truly felt comfortable with many of the other villagers. Deep inside, she had always been uncomfortable with that stance. She had always known that there was a different way to act, a different way to guide behavior.

There have been many times as a young girl that Zhanna had cried herself to sleep because of her lack of friends. As a child, she realized that if she disagreed with her peers that she would be left out, pushed to the side as someone who was less important. However, an innate stubbornness and belief in the value of what she had been taught by her grandmother and reinforced by her brother, had kept her to her chosen path.

When the other young women in the village had been courted, and no one had even shown mild interest in her, Zhanna had both wept and raged, “Why does no one want me, Baba? Am I too ugly or not skilled enough in the things that men desire in a wife?” She still remembered both the hug that had comforted her and the words that helped her find a bright beacon for her own behavior.

“I have seen your path, child, and it is not an easy one. However, your spirit would wither and die in a pairing such as offered in this village. You will find your own place, your own fit. It just needs to come from a greater distance. Be patient, my little one. It takes time, distance, and effort to travel to find the one or ones that are right for you.”

“Is that what happened to you, Baba? Did it take time for you and Grandfather to find each other?”

“Your Ded and I had a long time to wait and a vast distance to travel before we could find each other. Without that, I’m not sure we could have even appreciated what an amazing bond we would have.”

“Was it worth it? It has been so many years since his death. Sometimes, I see you when your cheeks are wet, and your eyes are red. I know from your expression that you’re missing him. I can also tell when your heart aches for the loss of my mother and father. Were all of the journeys and struggles worth it?”

“They were and continue to be. The joy and brightness that Lya brought to my life are impossible to wipe out by his death.”

Zhanna still remembered her younger self wistfully hoping that sometime she too would have a person in her life or an avocation that would make all of the difficulties seem worthwhile. With a half-swallowed chortle, the young Witch realized that the cherished hope of her youth had come true. She had a relationship with someone that she could depend on, someone who was bonded to her at a profound level. And she had a cause. Something to believe in.

<< I think your grandmother was right, and you are just beginning to see exactly how clear her foresight was. Consider this, would you have bonded with a Familiar if you had been the usual village girl? >>

<< No… I know with every fiber of my being that it has been worth the wait, and worth the tears and agonies that I lived through. The feeling that I was part of the village while not being of it, the many weddings that I attended, and the pitying looks from the other women as they celebrated marriages and births. >>

<< After all, where would you be without me to watch out for you? >>

<< Probably nibbled to death in my sleep by mice. >>

<< Brat! >>
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Chapter 30 – Battle Nerves

Stefan had insisted on them stopping a kilometer and a half away from where he could best estimate the Hidden Folk had left their endangered group. They had agreed earlier that rather than starting out the rescue mission at the end of the day when the travelers were tired and low energy, that they would use the remainder of this day to scout the path of their mission and the conditions of the most likely battle scene.

Noma hoped that they would be able to make contact with at least some of the people they left behind. If they could, it would provide invaluable intelligence for what everyone knew would be a desperate battle.

Saroc had explained that isolated Hidden Folk had been left well concealed and camouflaged to provide help on the team’s return. Even though these people had not been able to travel at the frantic speed that was necessary to get to Zhanna, the fact that they were already outside the protected and fortified defensive location was a crucial advantage.

It made no sense to try to send people back in after the small party of Hidden Folk had managed to escape. Those that would have endangered the messenger group had all volunteered to wait, alone and without communications until they were contacted by the rescue mission force. They knew that each of them could better help by waiting for the rescue force and adding to the flanking efforts.

All Zhanna’s team could do was to hope that the concealed sentries were still alive and willing to help.

Arriving late in the afternoon at the planned waypoint, the mercenaries and a few of the Hidden Folk set about concealing the vehicle. While Zhanna didn’t entirely agree with the need for this, Stefan’s statement that they had no way of knowing if there were human malefactors involved in the attack on Noma and Tisha’s group made her bow to the older mercenary’s experience and advice.

Zhanna would have helped with the concealment, but Dascha insisted on additional practice between Witch and Familiar before they faced the next day. Realizing that she wasn’t critical to covering the SUV, Zhanna followed Dascha into the woods, traveling a short distance from the concealed campsite.

<< What is it that we need to practice, Dascha? Is it something that’s really important or are you just trying to take my mind off the seriousness of what we are going to do tomorrow? >>

<< Actually, both are good reasons. There is something that we really need to do, and I certainly want to keep you from fretting about tomorrow. All you’ll do by worrying for hours is make yourself tired and more fragile. Not a smart thing to do when you’re to be fighting the next day. >>

<< I hate to admit it, but you’re right. What is this important thing I’m supposed to be doing? >>

<< You need to ward the campsite. I don’t believe that we will be safe unless it is protected by something that prevents these nebulous Evil Ones from sniffing us out. The SUV also needs to be concealed from close inspection, so that none of our enemies will discover it. >>

Zhanna perched on the stump of an age-killed tree as she thought about what her Familiar had said.

<< That sounds like one of the spells that we had trouble with. Was that the one that I tried a dozen times and the only result we got was that I turned everything around me purple for a distance of ten yards? Is that the one that you’re talking about? >>

<< Yes. I could really do without being turned purple this time, however! It occurred to me that perhaps we did not understand this spell’s characteristics well when I was trying to come up with a solution for the campsite and the vehicle. >>

<< Okay… I think what you’re saying is that we broke things up incorrectly when I was trying to cast the spell. And that might make sense since we found a similar problem with my reading the book and trying to break it apart to remember it before casting. Always before we’ve been able to get past that hurdle, but this time nothing we tried worked. In fact, there is a group of spells where I just couldn’t figure them out. You know we tried. >>

<< Yes, we tried until both of us were exhausted. However, I think that all of the spells that so stubbornly resisted your efforts had similarities. I suspect that this problem didn’t reside on issues of speed or rhythm, or even the actual words. Remember that the description of the spell had those funny little arrows around it? >>

<< Yes! Those were the ones that we decided must have been somebody’s doodling because they didn’t make any sense. I also remember that you were quite sarcastic about someone being stupid enough to draw in a spellbook. >>

<< I may have been wrong. Something sparked an idea in my brain, I think after seeing some of the Magic cast at the Trials. It is possible that those little squiggle drawings are important, that they do make sense. >>

<< Oh? Then you would have to take back your nasty opinion of someone drawing on the page? >>

<< I would do that if it turns out that they’re not doodles. Until then, I refuse to consider the retrieval of any of my sarcasm. >>

Zhanna smiled, the interchange with her Familiar easing up tense muscles that she hadn’t even realized were draining her energy. The fact that Dascha was still teasing her meant that the situation was not as desperate as she kept thinking. They had a chance of winning, hopes of survival for both the endangered families and her own team.

Pulling her attention back to the conversation, the young Witch continued the discussion, << The drawings looked like they were directional, but the instructions were particular in what had to be done. All of the teaching books have been very precise, not only in the gesture descriptions but also the wording and focus. So how could they be directional? >>

<< What if the arrows meant how big the gesture should be? Not reiterating the components of the gesture but instead adding another dimension to it. >> 

<< Oh… That we have to try! >>

<< <> >>

It turned out the discovery that the cryptic annotation referred to the use of space in the spellcasting was beneficial to Zhanna. With only a few errors, the young Witch not only conquered the improved warding spell that Dascha wanted but eagerly revisited the other spells that were accompanied by a long-ago Witch’s “doodling.” Rapidly, the young woman successfully cast, tuned, and added to her inventory, more than 20 spells that were far more powerful than the previous versions. She would have continued to push even more, but Dascha stopped her.

<< I didn’t distract you from being obsessive and wearing yourself out with worrying to have you turn around and tire yourself with spellcasting. >>

<< Sorry! It is just that I was so frustrated when we couldn’t figure those other lessons out that now that something’s working I want to learn them all. I practiced the problem ones over and over again, and they just wouldn’t work the right way. Now they do, and it’s exhilarating! >>

Zhanna could feel the mingled pride and amusement that Dascha was feeling over their bond. Called back to her current situation by the interruption, the young Witch was surprised to see that it was so late. While she had been distracted and immersed into her spellcasting, the sun had set, and darkness had begun to settle around the forest like a soft gray blanket.

Reminding her Witch that they needed to ward the vehicle, Dascha led the way back to where the rest of the Witch’s party were clustered around the campfire. Smiling briefly at Pavel and Mikhail, who were busy carefully cleaning their weapons, Zhanna made a beeline toward the vehicle and rapidly cast the concealment ward.

“What did you do? One second the car was there, and I could see it under the small bit of camouflage we had done. The next instant and it was gone!” Pavel exclaimed.

“The SUV needs to be hidden from either casual or enemy observation starting now. We don’t want to be retreating to this location thinking that the car is here, only to find that someone else has found it and taken it away.”

“Yes, but how will we find it now? What happens if you are not conscious or not with us? We still need to find the vehicle?”

Dulam, the Hidden Folk that reminded the mercenaries of a cross between a rabbit and a squirrel piped up, “You might not be able to find it, but most of us can. I guess you’ll just have to rely on those with better noses than you have.”

Pavel was startled by the comment coming from someone he thought of as little more than an animal. Surprising Zhanna, the subcommander paused for a second invisibly adjusted his response, saying, “That is a good point. We do have to rely on each of the members of our team. I guess I’m so used to human vision that I hadn’t thought about others having better senses. Thank you for the clarification.”

Stefan had returned to the campsite, arriving in the middle of Pavel’s speech. He laughed and said, “We will just have to keep everybody alive so that we can find all of our necessary pieces and parts. After all, I’m too old to walk home!”

The laughter was general, and their sense of belonging and shared goals was reinforced with an almost audible click. Zhanna knew that with each one of those moments her team became stronger and more integrated. It was a good feeling. One that helped her face the upcoming challenges.
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Chapter 31 – Scouts and Spies

Zhanna moved on to other tasks that she knew would help to improve the security of their campsite. Making sure to use a lighter spell that would still provide protection, Zhanna warded the entire camp area against those of ill intent. She and Dascha had discussed the level of defense that would allow their team warning if they were attacked but would still permit any of Nomo’s sentries to find them.

The young Witch had just finished her spell work, collapsing onto a log arranged by the fire, when Stefan came and sat next to her. Looking thoughtful, the senior mercenary said, “I really hope that Noma and Sarawak can find the people that they left here. We really need the Intel.”

Before Zhanna could reply, Tisha appeared next to Zhanna so rapidly that she seemed to have sprung up out of the ground. Trembling visibility, the small female said, “Noma has found some of them! They come now.”

Not knowing what to expect, both Zhanna and Stefan looked around alertly, trying to see the direction in which the Hidden folk scouts were traveling or would arrive from. Stefan was unable to see them until the small group had almost reached the fire. Borrowing Dascha’s eyes, Zhanna had seen them as soon as they got into the clearing. Through the filters of her Familiar’s eyes, the young Witch noticed a diffuse glow around each of the figures. That glow was visible even when normal eyesight could not detect their presence.

Noma escorted his scouts to the fire, stopping a few feet away from the edge of the coals and encouraging them with voice and hand gestures to warm themselves. All three of the strange Hidden Folk were similar in appearance. Moving in a measured and stately manner, they resembled short and slender figures of twisted branches with surprisingly bright green eyes.

More of the mercenaries came in close to the fire to listen to Noma and his group. Quickly forgetting that they were talking to more of the legendary Hidden Folk, Pavel and Stefan promptly started to incorporate the information provided by the three scouts into a reasonably complete view of the terrain and situation.

Zhanna was aware that even as the new people talked with the mercenaries, they kept a wary eye on her. Every time that she made a comment, she could see that these Hidden Folk tensed up.

<< Why are they so frightened of me? >> She asked Dascha.

<< I heard one of them. I wouldn’t take it personally, Zhanna. It may be that they’ve had bad experiences with Magic workers. >>

<< I will stay quiet, and just listen. Hopefully, they’ll forget I’m here. If it gets so bad that you think I need to leave, I depend on you to let me know. >>

<< As if I would keep quiet? >>

Zhanna’s gurgle of laughter startled the scouts so severely that one of them jumped back nearly a foot. Eyes wide with white rims around their green centers, Nomos skittish scouts stared at Zhanna waiting for her next action.

Apologetically, the young Witch said, “So sorry, I was having an argument with my Familiar. Please don’t let me interrupt what you’re doing, even though I don’t think I can help much at this point.”

Dascha heard one of the scouts mutter in a low tone to the one next to him, “… Like the high mage before we escaped through the cold doors.” Although the black cat listened intently for a reply, she was unable to hear one over the noise of the general conversation and the crackling of the nearby campfire.

<< <> >>

It’d taken them another couple of hours to work out the plan of attack. During the strategy session, they were joined by a fourth scout. This one appeared to be similar in species to Noma and Tisha but was both older and injured. Tisha had dragged him over to the young Witch making little puffs of determination and indicating by the click of her feet the level of irritation she was feeling.

“Tisha, what is wrong? Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Yes, there is something that you can do to assist. This one has an injury and will not allow me to look at it. He says it is not for fragile females. You are much larger, and he cannot think you are fragile. Would you please look and see what you can do to lessen his pain and make him more rational?”

With that, the brown-furred female stomped away, leaving Zhanna and the dejected-looking male at the Witch’s feet staring at each other in trepidation.

“What on earth did you do to make her so angry?”

“She has never taken well to anyone that hides behind convention. Ever since she was a small one, her mind has walked on straight paths.”

Zhanna smiled and crouched down, putting her face near the Hidden Folk male. She said, “How about if we start this all over again? I will start. Hello, my name is Zhanna, and I’m a Witch. I am part of the group that has come to rescue the embattled group that’s pinned down.”

“It is an honor to meet you, Lady. I am aware that you are the Witch that has vowed to set things right in the forest in the fields. My name is Narama.”

With the ice broken, Zhanna was soon able to convince Narama to allow her to treat his wounds. There was no need to use Magic on the older male since his injuries were a matter of strains and cuts.

Once she had him more comfortable, she made some of the tea that she knew that Noma and Tisha loved. The smell of the beverage got through to Narama, dragging an involuntary cry of pleasure from him. Alerted by the sound, the other Hidden Folk came over to investigate.

Making sure that she did not startle any of them by too rapid movement, Zhanna was soon surrounded by the Hidden Folk, both those that had come with her and the four new ones.

<< Who knew that the key to interspecies cooperation was hot mint tea? >> Dascha said with a mental smirk.

<< It is what it is. I’m just as happy that easing their concerns was this simple. Apparently, mint tea and scary Witches don’t go together. Since it is obviously mint tea, that means I can’t be a frightening Witch. >>

Smiling broadly, Stefan moved over to Zhanna. He was trailed by Pavel and the rest of the human mercenaries, all of them with looks of great satisfaction on their faces. Looking inquiringly at the older mercenary, Zhanna waited for him to tell her what they were so happy about.

“It looks like we are all set for tomorrow. The scouts did an amazing job of bringing us information. We now have a good map of the field, and we understand exactly where the defenders are holed up.”

Picking up a stick, the senior mercenary began to scratch a rough map on the ground. As Stefan described the area, he drew lines in the dirt, adding rocks and other markers for illustration. “The survivors have taken refuge in a cave, unfortunately with no other discernible exits. However, it is well defended by a broken rock field in front that prevents clear line of sight for the attackers. There are partial, short walls that rise in a zigzag form when approaching the cave mouth to make attacking it more difficult.”

“That sounds a lot like the practice field near home. There used to be a river that came out of the cave, and it cut interesting channels into the surrounding terrain. It would make a frontal assault very difficult.”

“Yes, Zhanna, it seems exactly like our practice field, even as far as similar types of rock and challenges. The flipside of that is that it is possible to keep the defenders bottled up with a very small force. In fact, all of the scouts insist that there only three of the Bies, since one of them died from his injuries inflicted when Noma and the rest of the party escaped.”

The young Witch pause thoughtfully. Her mind bounced around a variety of possibilities, darting from the advantages of the positioning to the difficulty of extraction. Arriving at a short list of critical questions, she asked Stefan, “Do you have a general plan of attack? And how are the scouts going to incorporate into our force?”

“We are going for a split attack to draw the enemy away from the middle and allow you to join the defenders. The three Evil Ones have positioned themselves in an arc just on the other side of the broken rock field. While the stones prevent a straightforward charge, they also force anyone attempting to leave into a predictable path. The Demons have set up a perimeter to snatch up any Hidden Folk who risk an escape attempt.”

Noma’s voice slid up into the conversation, sounding sadder than the young Witch had ever heard it, “Many died trying to escape. Only the very fast had any chance. Every time we tried, Folk died, snagged with the Evil Ones’ claws and dragged into their jaws.”

His face a frozen mask, Pavel asked, low toned, “How did any of you get out?”

“Forty of us tried. Many were caught. Some managed to run when the Evil Ones were busy killing. Jamdar sacrificed himself to let others escape. Tapma jumped onto the face of one of the abominations, clawing its eyes so that her kit, Tisha, could live.”

The air was very still, and the crackling of the fire could be heard in the quiet moment. A burning in Zhanna’s eyes and the choked feeling in her throat made it impossible for her to speak. << Oh, Dascha. What can we do in the face of such loss? >>

<< We can make sure that their sacrifice wasn’t in vain. We can rescue the survivors. >>

The young Witch grimaced, thinking to herself, I wish that I didn’t have this responsibility. I know that it’s my vow, but sometimes I wish I were a child again. No sign of what she was thinking was visible on her face, and Zhanna tried to keep an attitude of confidence and interest gathered around her like a protective cloak. It must have succeeded because Stefan continued to explain, assisted by Pavel.

“The bone creatures, the Demon Bies, are the adversaries. They are vicious attackers with a long reach and expert tree-climbing skills but do not appear to have a strong sense of smell. Even better, their vision is only good within 20 feet. Farther than that, their perception is muted and mostly limited to the detection of movement. They also appear to be weaker right before dawn, so the general plan is for us to catch an early night, maintaining a sentry watch, until two hours before dawn.”

Pavel added, “We should have enough time to travel the kilometer and a half to what will become our battleground and attack while their energy is low. We have a plan that will start with coordinated attacks on the right and left opponent. The mercenary teams will be divided into two on one side, three in the other. I will take Mikhail and go after the enemy to the west. Both he and I have some degree of Magic and have the most experience with Demons.”

Taking up the explanation, Stefan added, “Tolya, Kasha, and I will try to take out the opponent to the east. Since I am the strongest Magic wielder after you, we hope that we can severely damage that opponent and take him out of the remainder of the fight. Tolya and Kasha are excellent fighters, and if they can keep the Demon off me, I might be able to disable him with Magic and allow them to finish him off.”

“We Hidden Folk fight better from concealed positions. Before the fight, all of us will get ready, armed with stocks of sticks, stones, and other small missiles. The Evil Ones will not bother to chase us from such useless attacks, but it will help to confuse them. Then the conflict can start.”

Pavel said, “When all are in position and ready, the battle will start with the barrage from the concealed force. Attacking from two different sides with the mercenaries, we hope to draw the bone creatures’ attention away from the center. There is no sure way of moving the middle creature to either side, although we believe it will move to reinforce the outnumbered entity to the east.”

Stefan took up the briefing at that point, adding, “We depend on you to go up the middle. You and Dascha will be assisted by Tisha’s father. He should be able to get you into the fortified area. Then you can position yourself as the anvil, and we will be the hammers to smash the enemy between us.”
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Chapter 32 – Battle Dawn

Zhanna had not expected to sleep, but her exhausted body had forced her into a dreamless four hours of profound slumber. Waking up abruptly, the young woman heard vague stirrings on the outside of her tent. Rolling over, she encountered a fierce, green-eyed stare from Dascha.

<< Why do you stare at me that way? Could you not sleep? >>

<< I am just thinking about today and how life has changed for both of us. It doesn’t seem that long ago when we first met. >>

<< No sad, depressing thoughts today. There is a battle, and we don’t know how it’s going to turn out. Treasure the time we’ve had and let’s rise to meet the challenges today. >>

Zhanna refused to wallow in fear and dismay. While she might be afraid, that emotion would be packed away until she had time to pull it out and examine it afterward. Right now, they had preparations to make and a bit of a hike. She didn’t want to be late, because after all, this is one party that she was obligated to attend.

By the time the Witch and Familiar had emerge from the tent, the Hidden Folk group had already departed to take their positions. Zhanna would’ve liked to say goodbye to them but knew that such a mournful attitude would not add to anybody’s overall well-being. She hoped that she would not have reason to regret the missed opportunity for final words at the end of the day.

Moving quietly through the woods, Zhanna and the mercenaries split up about half a kilometer away from where their battleground awaited. The young Witch and her Familiar proceeded straight ahead. Accompanied by Narama, they stopped in concealment about 100 feet back from where the forest ended, and the broken rock field started.

In the slowly growing light, Zhanna could see that the area in front of the rocky hill and its protected cave was very similar to that of her practice ground. The same sort of rock was present, cut with the tracks of long-ago rivers in deep rivulets. Disappearing through a maze of partial rock walls and large boulders, the young woman appreciated the concealed nature of the cave while still ruing her inability to see precisely where she would be going.

Pavel and Mikhail had split off from Zhanna’s group more than a kilometer back. The two of them had a more difficult pathway to their strategic position, especially if they were going to draw attention away from Zhanna’s emergence and foray to join the defenders. Just before they had moved apart, Mikhail had reached over and grabbed Zhanna’s shoulders for a brief moment. His look of concern and the pressure of his fingers in that short clasp had told her of his worry and his hope.

Stefan and the two youngest mercenaries had departed from the camp on an entirely separate route. Their trajectory was longer and needed to avoid a marshy area while still getting to a position that would allow them to draw the enemy to the east. Zhanna regretted not being able to see Stefan before he left but was not sure if it was better this way. The young Witch could feel the adrenaline running up and down her nerves and trembling her muscles. She felt like a horse at the beginning of a race, unable to run yet, but all keyed up and ready to go.

Waiting for the signal of the battle to start, Zhanna practiced taking deep slow breaths. Concentrating on that process so intently, the young Witch missed the first few seconds of their attack. The dawn had just broken, and a cheerful, slightly rosy glow lit the edges of the forest and illuminated the rocks across the field. As the light touched each of the boulders, sliding closer to the gap between the broken walls of the natural labyrinth, Zhanna was startled when three of what she thought had been rocks begin to move.

<< Slava Bogu, dear God, they are huge and horrible! >> murmured Dascha.

<< Evil, they radiate evil. >>

The three creatures that rose from a featureless huddle on the ground had an appearance that would haunt Zhanna’s nightmares for years to come. Looking like animated skeletons with wrappings of tendons and muscles, the ones referred to by the Hidden Folk as Evil Ones lived up to their name. Elongated, bony jaws had teeth worthy of a shark or crocodile. Three long hooked claws on each forelimb matched the scouts’ description of their favorite method of attack. 

Draped in tattered clothing and trailing the bandages of a shrouded corpse, Demons Bies were a frightening sight. Zhanna shuddered thinking of the story of how they would snag their victims and drag them into their maws.

If their natural weapons were not enough, the danger they presented was greater because of their reach and height. Standing more than seven feet tall, each of them had arms that reached almost to the ground. They moved in a shuffling but rapid manner, covering ground in very few strides.

It was evident that they were uncomfortable in the early morning. The creatures moved jerkily and did not interact with each other visibly. They had spent the evening posted as far apart as they could and still cover the field in front of the labyrinth entrance to the cave. Zhanna thought that they had some form of speech since they made clacking sounds at each other in a pattern that reminded her of conversation.

Looking around irritably, the three creatures tried to determine where the sporadic flights of rocks and small missiles were coming from. The young Witch was impressed by how well the Hidden Folk had concealed themselves because she could not see any of them. Even Dascha was unable to find them.

The attack did not seem to be strong enough to do anything, and Zhanna worried that it wasn’t going to work. Reminding her Witch that the purpose of that first blow was to raise irritability, Dascha added, << This is to make them mad so that they react more emotionally to the next phase, remember? >>

<< Now I do. I must’ve been drained, but I had forgotten that. Thank you! >>

<< Just remember, our part is not yet. >>

There was a shouting of men’s voices and the crackling light from a Magical attack. Zhanna and Dascha’s eyes were both drawn to the east side of the rock field where Stefan had entered the stony area and slammed a beam into the chest of the Evil One that turned slowly to meet him. Before the Demon could charge, Kasha and Tolya seemed to spring from the ground and attack their opponent from either side. Kasha was firing a modern-looking weapon, taking a two-handed stance and putting bullet after bullet into the center of the creature’s chest. It appeared to have no impact, and he gave way slowly as it struggled to move toward him.

Tolya had chosen a sword rather than a gun. To Dascha’s enhanced sight, the sword had a soft lavender glow to it, obviously spelled for either damage or defense. Raining blow after blow on the creature’s one side, Kasha narrowly avoided a sweeping attempt to snag him. Only his agility and the fact that his shirtsleeve ripped easily prevented him from being drawn off balance.

On the other side of the field, Pavel and Mikhail had emerged from the surrounding forest. Entering the rock field about 50 feet apart, both minor Witches slammed the Demon there with low-level flashes of light and the crashing of small explosions.

Although pummeled around and thrown off its balance, the Demon on that side did not appear to be taking significant damage. It took the two mercenaries working in concert to make any impact on the huge creature. For the moment, neither Pavel or Mikhail wanted to get anywhere in reach of the vicious capture technique of which the creature was capable.

The battle cries of the men and the strange clacking sound of the bone creatures were disorienting and distracting. Somehow Zhanna had thought of battles as quieter. She felt off balance, frantically asking her Familiar, << Is it time for us to move? Should we be trying to run up the middle? >>

Dascha replied, << We have to wait until the center creature goes one way or the other. I don’t think we would survive a one-on-one encounter with this Demon, at least not right now. >>

The young woman’s eyes snapped to the middle enemy. She had forgotten all about him in the confusion of the two fights going on either side of the field. She could see that it was just as confused as she was. Its head swayed from side to side watching the progress of the fights, indecision embroidering each of its movements.

“Wait for it, young Witch,” said the shaky voice of Narama. His old eyes watched the battle in front of them, calmly waiting for the right signal to advance. “The large one, the one in the middle, will make a decision soon. You can tell from how much faster his movements are becoming looking side to side. He is closer to making a decision, but we have to wait till he commits. Then we can move.”
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Chapter 33 – Desperate Fight

Forcing herself to not watch the hand-to-hand fighting on either side, Zhanna kept her eyes on the center creature. She saw what the old Hidden Folk male meant about the indecision. The rapid examination of first the left and then the right situation, the half movements to one side or the other, these were all signs of someone who could not make up their mind. She saw the actions becoming faster and faster. The air pushed on her lungs as if she were a runner at the end of a race. That feeling of pent-up emotion was present, the bottled up explosive feeling that would very soon find an outlet.

Finally, the center Demon moved. Contrary to what Stefan and Pavel had expected, the creature decided to enforce the fight to the west. Rather than trying to rescue its compatriot to the east in its battle with Stefan, Tolya, and Kasha, the leader of the Demons decided to help with the fight against Pavel and Mikhail.

<< Zhanna, perhaps Magic is more of a danger than the number of people. Both Pavel and Mikhail have shown Magical attacks, and that apparently is a greater threat than more people. >>

<< It looks like the Magical attacks are doing more damage than the physical ones, Dascha. Also, there only two people to overcome on that side. >>

At that moment, another element entered the battle on the side of Pavel and Mikhail. Seeming to erupt from the very dirt below the bone creature’s feet, two of the twig-like Hidden Folk rose up from the earth and wrapped their slender, branch-like arms around the feet of the embattled Demon.

Uttering the first high-pitched screech that had been sounded by the creatures, the embattled Bies dropped to its knees and began to move his arms and snapping jaws in an increased speed that’s subtly told Zhanna of its fear and mounting desperation.

That additional attack was all that was needed to draw the center, larger Demon into a charge in support of its endangered ally.

“Now! Now, Lady Witch is the time for you to make good on your vow. The center is open, and it is time to defend. Come, I will lead the way!”

“Tisha! This is not part of the plan.”

The small brown-furred female paid no attention to Zhanna’s protest. Instead, she took off at a scuttling run straight down the middle of the field heading directly toward the entry to the labyrinth. An anguished cry of “Daughter!” from Narama was the only sound before the silver-streaked brown-furred elder took off after Tisha.

To Zhanna senses, everything became slow motion. Her time was telescoped, and everything was very clear. The intensity of the light, where everyone was moving, even the sounds of footsteps on the soft ground.

Her mind worked with utmost clarity. Every thought had plenty of time to form and express itself, every fact was interpreted and processed. Tisha was running, her father close behind. Zhanna found her feet following them and knew that her Familiar was by her side.

Isolated thoughts pinged into her consciousness with the speed of bullets. Fact - the demon saw movement. Fact - she knew a better camouflage spell. Fact - they would get further if the demons didn’t see activity.

Moving at a steady run, almost a sprint, the young Witch pulled energy up from her contact with the ground without conscious thought and let it flow out over her and the sprinting Hidden Folk. Settling over them like a protective shell, the young Witch’s concealment made them invisible to those without Magical sight.

The yells and screams of battle rose like walls on either side of them. Zhanna knew that she could not move her attention away from her goal and that it would be fatal for her to stop and think about this battle. The training that Stefan and Mikhail had drilled into her reinforced the idea that fighting needed action, while battle required strategy and thought. She was in a fight, and now was the time for doing, not thinking.

Zhanna was in a focused tunnel, alert to her immediate vicinity and focused on her objective. The young woman could feel breath moving harshly in and out of her throat. The burn of muscles performing at a high level and the sweat of effort trickling down her back and across her face kept her in the moment. Her Familiar’s presence through the companion bond sang a song of, “Dascha is fine, Dascha is fine.”

The terrain was getting more difficult. Zhanna stumbled over a rock, losing her focus and concentration just for a moment. Inexperienced at holding the spell, her cloaking illusion shattered into motes of light. The sudden appearance of movement at the center of the field drew the attention of the largest of the Evil Ones. Realizing it had been duped, the creature charged across the ground heading for Zhanna and abandoning the kneeling, smaller Demon with a screech of rage. The sharp harmonics of its discordant cry dropped Dascha and Tisha to the ground, semi-stunned.

Skidding to a halt, Zhanna turned and ran back to her Familiar. Ignoring Dascha’s mental command of, << No! Save yourself. I will catch up! >>, Zhanna reached down and clasped her beloved companion to her chest and turned once more to rush toward the entrance to the labyrinth.

Just as Zhanna had stopped for Dascha, so had Narama stopped and tried to help Tisha. The elderly Hidden Folk male managed to get his daughter to her feet but was unable to move her forward. Ignoring her attempts at commanding him, the silver-tinged man set off on an intersection path with the onrushing Demon. Calling back over his shoulder in a determined voice, he shrieked, “Carry my daughter, too! I will not let him get to you. But hurry!”

The young Witch realized that he meant to sacrifice himself to allow them to escape. A brief moment of clarity found one crystal thought, No more sacrifices. Skidding to a halt next to the stunned Tisha, Zhanna took a deep breath, trying to center before beginning her Magical attack. She had no clear vision of what spell she was going to cast, but she knew that something was going to come out.

A triumphant cry from the east and the ear-piercing shriek and death rattle of the Demon Bies announced that Stefan and his two mercenaries had defeated their opponent. A quick glance over in their direction told Zhanna that there had been injuries and she quickly turned her attention back to the creature rushing at her.

Time telescoped further, and everyone’s movements became slower. Zhanna felt like she was moving at regular speed through a world inhabited by others that acted at half her speed. She saw the most massive Demon charging at her. She saw the moment when Narama leaped an impossible 6 ½ feet in the air to sink his shining claws into the face of the vicious Evil One.

A narrow tunnel opened in Zhanna’s mind, and the Witch fired off a series of spells, faster than she had ever managed before. Hitting the demon with a blast of pure force at his hip line, Zhanna succeeded in dropping him to the ground. As the semi-stunned creature fought back, she clamped bands of energy clumsily over his body. The few she managed to anchor well, confined his legs and one of his arms but she was unable to fully immobilize him.

The hooked claws of his free arm caught Narama across the back. This frantic movement of his limb slung the elderly Hidden Folk across the broken field and into the face of a rock. The old man slid without a sound to lie motionless on the ground. Keening, Tisha stumbled her way in a broken, drunken-looking path, desperate to get to her father.

Looking over at Pavel’s battle, Zhanna saw the moment where the merged weapons of Mikhail and Pavel ended the existence of their opponent. Pavel wielded a massive, two-handed dagger in a sharp stabbing motion that started out over his head and came down squarely on the chest of the disabled creature. Mikhail stood next to him concentrating on providing a fiery glow to the edge of the weapon as it smoothly slid through the Demons chest and the creature exploded.

Bits of blood and ichor, bone and shredded bandage spewed everywhere. Pavel and Mikhail were thrown back and down by the force of the explosion. The semi-trapped creature on the ground close to Zhanna sent a dirge of rage and grief resonating through the air. Once again, Dascha and Tisha dropped to the ground from the effects of the sound, this time unconscious. Zhanna could see that all their Hidden Folk allies had collapsed. 

Mikhail was scrabbling at the ground frantically trying to unearth their twig-like team members, while Pavel had run toward a spot in the underbrush about 20 feet away. Emerging a few seconds later, more heavily burdened, it was apparent that the mercenary had retrieved more of their allies. Noma and Dulam’s limp bodies were in his arms, and it appeared he had the tiny female tucked inside of his shirt. Zhanna could see her head fur peeking out close to his collar.

The assault of sound that marked the grief of the Demon drew Zhanna’s attention back to her semi-disabled opponent. Drawing a deep breath, the young Witch prepared herself to destroy the creature only to see it turn its head and bite through a medallion that hung around its neck. Splashing up into a dome of protection, a Magical field appeared around the remaining Bies.

Knowing that she was too late, Zhanna attempted another bolt to force, but her attack was shrugged off by the protective dome. Knowing that she was close to the end of her own endurance, the young Witch held her unconscious Familiar and the equally stunned Tisha in her arms and cast frantically for an idea on what to do with their enemy.

A ward! A ward turned inward, like a protective fence. I can make it do a containment rather than a protection.

Gathering her energy for one last effort, Zhanna cast an instinctive, intuitive variation of the spell that she had learned just the day before. The greater ward spell created a fiery wall of control and containment, rising up over the dome to an unscalable height. The young Witch knew that it would last long enough for her to create a more permanent solution. For right now, she needed to gather the survivors and get them and her wounded back to their campsite. There, protected by the warding she had set up, they could rest and recover.

Stumbling in her tiredness, pushing her battered body and bruised mind for just one more effort, Zhanna turned to limp her way into the labyrinth to collect the surviving Hidden Folk. Hearing running footsteps behind her, the young Witch tensed defensively, only to relax when she heard Kasha’s gasping breath, “Zhanna, what do you need me to do?”

Over her shoulder, determination sounding in her voice, the young woman said, “Check on Narama. He was thrown against the rock wall! Then come help me with any of the survivors that need assistance.”

So focused was she on her objective that Zhanna missed registering his immediate response. “Yes, Lady. I will obey and be by your side shortly.” If the young woman would have been aware enough to hear him, she would have marveled at the naked worship in his voice. Dascha, conscious and hearing, would have recognized it as the sound of a soldier pledging fealty.

[image: ]

 


Chapter 34 – Wards and Borders

It had taken a while to get everyone back to their campsite. Zhanna had kept conscious and moving long enough to double check the warding and then collapsed. Dascha, coping with a splitting headache but alert and furious with her inability to protect her Witch during the battle watched over the young woman. Refusing to let anyone close to Zhanna until she had slept, Dascha hissed like a demented tea kettle any time someone attempted to approach the sleeping woman.

Elsewhere in the camp, injuries were treated, and families reunited. Pavel and Mikhail had only minor wounds, and the subcommander took overall responsibility for making sure everyone was taken care of. His retrieval of the stunned Hidden Folk had done a lot for his reception by their allies. Mikhail, as usual, seemed to attract the small ones. At any time he could be found by the fire, with a large group of the almost mythical beings by his side. He certainly didn’t lack errand runners, as the Hidden Folk vied with each other for the honor of fetching him water or food. Stefan’s injuries were worse. Tolya had acted as an unofficial medic, stitching wounds and splinting breaks and sprains.

The demands of battle recovery focused all of the mercenaries on their tasks, leaving them little or no energy to notice the strangeness of the situation.

Relying on the Hidden Folk to supplement the sentries, only Kasha and Tolya were up to standing watch. They consider themselves lucky to have duties on a quiet night.

<< <> >>

The mission team and the rescued Hidden Folk spent the next two days in recovery. All of them needed to heal, and those with the more serious injuries needed treatment. Zhanna had wakened the following day still exhausted, but uninjured. She had been tearfully thankful that all of her team had come through alive.

The young Witch knew that she was not recovered after the first day. Tears threatened at the edge of her sight, and she felt fragile, thin of power and shaky. Sitting in front of the campfire, she held a cup of tea in her hands, enjoying the warmth and trying to regain the center of her serenity.

Moving on trembling legs, Stefan was guided to a seat next to Zhanna by Mikhail. His ever-present group of Hidden Folk scurried around removing small things from the path and making sure that the place was available and cleaned off for the two mercenaries.

“I’m glad to see you up and moving, Stefan. I think you are probably the most injured of any of us. How do you feel?” asked Zhanna.

“I am doing better, although embarrassed to some degree. As the overall battle commander, I should’ve arranged it so that I wasn’t the one who took most of the injuries. Somehow that’s breaking a rule in the Mercenary Guild.”

“We had no way of knowing that the Evil Ones needed Magical attacks to soften them up. With you the only Mage on the one side, it all fell to you.”

“It still seems to me that I should’ve managed it better.”

Zhanna nodded her agreement, thinking to herself, And I feel like it is my fault. Despite what others had said and what she could feel over the Familiar bond, the young Witch kept thinking that if she had not been as inexperienced, she would have managed the whole situation better.

<< Stop whimpering in your nest and do something useful! No mewling little kitten is going to make much progress. Groom your fur, put on your big kitty expression, and move forward! >>

<< Dascha, you DO remember that I’m not truly a cat? >>

<< Of course, I do. However, you knew exactly what I meant. >>

Once again, Zhanna was left without a rejoinder. It was getting to be a habit when trying to argue with her Familiar. Concluding that it was a small price to pay for Dascha’s presence in her life, the young Witch smiled and drank more of her tea.

<< <> >>

The Hidden Folk clustered in groups, discussing topics accompanied by serious expressions and sad faces. When Zhanna or the mercenaries got close enough, the conversation lapsed into silence, and Zhanna knew that crucial and critical things were being decided.

When Stefan and Pavel came to her, uneasy with the lack of knowledge of the topics at hand, the young Witch had moved from follower to leader. No longer was she an inexperienced mercenary going into battle. Now her role was different, and her responsibility to the Hidden Folk made her the expert in the lead.

Telling the older mercenaries that when the Hidden Folk came to a decision, she was sure that they would be informed, Zhanna concentrated on recovery, both hers and everyone in the camp.

The young woman was enchanted by the emergence of tiny children of the Hidden Folk. Some of them, no larger than a mouse, slowly got braver, eventually to be found cuddled up next to Dascha as she slept. Zhanna kept her amusement private as she contemplated the way that her Familiar treated the tiny ones almost like kittens. 

That restraint was tested when the Witch looked over and realized that one of the smallest had gotten dirty and that the black cat had the child pinned down and was determinedly giving it a tongue bath. The child’s soft whimpers of protest made no impression on Dascha. The Familiar muttered that the little one shouldn’t get dirty if it didn’t want to be washed. Zhanna was even more pleased to see past the cat into the face of the child’s mother who looked both approving and thankful.

As Zhanna recovered, her perception of the warded Demon increased. The feeling of wrongness grew like the very earth was rejecting the Demon’s presence.

<< Dascha, the Evil Ones don’t belong in this world. I think they may have come here through something like the Cold Doors that the others talk about. I want to send them back when we encounter them, but I don’t know how. Maybe my Blagogarsk mentors will understand but what do we do in the meantime? >>

<< My Witch, dearling, first get the Hidden Folk to a safe place, as you vowed. Find a temporary solution for the Demon and then let’s go back to the city and ask your mentors for help. >>

<< With the protection field that he has, I don’t think we can kill him. He will need to be confined until we can deal with him, possibly for a long time. >>

<< What about Sympathetic Magic? Remember in Blagogarsk they have that map of the city and they use it to cast a protection spell around the whole perimeter? Could you do something like that? >>

<< Yes! That is brilliant! I can do that, and it will last a few months at least. That will give us enough time for me to get some help from my mentors and still get back here and create a permanent solution. >>

Pleased that they had come to a decision, Zhanna explained what she wanted to do to her team. Stefan and Pavel had no alternate solutions to offer and immediately agreed with her. Noma looked a little uncomfortable, and Zhanna asked him to contribute his opinion.

The small Hidden Folk male hesitated for a moment and finally began to speak. “We have all been talking and are decided that we do not want to stay here. It is too exposed and carries too many sad memories now. We lost more than eight of every ten people in our group, and we are left with widows and orphans, isolated elders and broken families.” 

After a moment, Noma continued, saying, “You and your Baba told us that we were welcome to live by you, in the shadow of your protection. Is that offer still open?”

“Of course, it is.”

“Then that is what we wish to do. We are now too few to survive on our own, and we hope that your protection will allow our children to live.”
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Chapter 35 –  Danger Delayed

The next day Zhanna and her team were moving early in the morning. Breaking down the campsite and getting packed up in the vehicle was accomplished quickly with so many hands to help. All of the extra passengers and their items were small and did not make a big difference to the needed space. Most of their new team members were frightened and skittish. Zhanna and the mercenaries made sure to be as non-threatening as possible as they loaded the SUV.

It lacked an hour to full dawn when the door to the large vehicle was closed, and the task force headed for home. The SUV was carrying many more passengers than it had on their initial rescue journey. On that leg of the trip, they had six humans and five Hidden Folk. The return leg still had the same number of humans, although all of them sported some form of injury. However, the thing that changed the atmosphere of the entire interior of the vehicle was the more significant numbers of the small bodies that created a soft background of gentle movement and twittered speech.

The refugees were very quiet for the most part. Shocked and grieving, they watched everything that went on with big eyes and fears lurking in the back of their gaze. Noma and Tisha, aided by Saroc, Dulam, and Frasch, did what they could to reassure their friends and keep things as calm as possible. They were only partially successful.

Zhanna knew that it was going to be quite a while until the grieving and sense of disorientation went away. She remembered the pain of grief and anger when she heard about her brother. The young Witch wondered how much worse it would have been if she had been present when he died.

Children of any species are more resilient. Even with the tension and the trauma of the last few weeks still present in their skinny little bodies and various injuries, the children were soon swarming around the interior of the big vehicle and laughing and playing. Their chaotic mix of happiness and childhood contention made it impossible for anyone to be too lost in depression or grief.

Even Dascha was unable to maintain her aloof persona. The Familiar was festooned with the tiny Hidden Folk constantly. They climbed on top of her head, they tried to comb her tail, some even nestled against her side and clutched her fur as they took naps. Displaying more patience than Zhanna had suspected that her Familiar was capable of, the black cat reacted to surprising little shrieks in the depths of her ears and determined games that used her body as a prop.

The young Witch was tremendously entertained by watching some of these games. Leaning over against the uninjured side of Mikhail, Zhanna said in an undertone, “I can’t decide what my favorite play-with-the-cat game is. Right now I’m torn between Hiding in Kitty’s Ears and Sliding down the Cat Tail. What do you think?”

“Personally, I like the treasure hunt of what can you find in Cat Fur. I don’t think there could possibly be a flea or another bug that is anywhere on Dascha’s body at this point.”

<< He had better watch out, or I’m going to suggest to them that men’s beards are more fun to explore and the hair on their head is longer and has more possibilities than fur. If I do that, he will soon be the favorite object of games! >>

Zhanna gurgled in laughter, knowing that both Dascha and Mikhail would think that her amusement was in response to what they said. The young Witch knew that they would both be equally incensed if they understood the true reason for her mirth. Her laughter stemmed from the relieved realization that she was going home with everyone that she had set out with. 

Her brother had used to say that any battle was a win if you and your team survived. This was the first time that Zhanna felt that sense of joy, that appreciation of being alive. The bruises, the aches, regrets on actions that she could have done better, all of those paled against the sheer overwhelming relief and celebration of life.

<< <> >>

The trip seemed much shorter on the way back than it had on the way there. Zhanna thought perhaps it was because the fear of the unknown was less and that they were celebrating success rather than planning a risky venture. It was not even midafternoon when they drove through the village, heading straight for Zhanna’s home.

As they pulled up the bumpy pathway to her grandmother’s house, Zhanna thought, it looks like we will have to improve the road if we are going to keep the vehicle.

Realizing that she had already made a decision, the young Witch said, “We need to make this road better. I also think we need to get another vehicle.”

Stefan immediately responded, “Mikhail and I were going to talk to you about that. Taking the bus is too much of a security risk. We would be vulnerable on the bus and be endangering other passengers if Maxim decided to attack.”

“Strategically, our group is going to need a flexible ability to transport. Maxim is just the first of many that will probably test our defensive capabilities. It would be a mistake not to have the ability to respond to threats more quickly,” added Pavel.

<< Our? That sounds like an interesting development. >>

<< Shush, Dascha. Let me concentrate on what’s going on. You are right in that it is interesting, although I would’ve called it important. Let’s just listen right now, and we can talk later. >>

The side conversation with her Familiar had been very short, so Zhanna had not missed any of the rest of the discussion. All of the mercenaries in the passenger compartment were discussing the need for additional vehicles. It became a total free-for-all when Noma chimed in and started explaining strange concepts about engines and suspensions.

Zhanna felt entirely out of her depth. Cars were not something that she had ever really cared to know much about, but apparently, she was going to need to understand at least a little more than she did now. Vowing to herself to be open to the others’ enthusiasm, the young Witch stayed silent and just listened.

It was difficult. Zhanna knew that they were excited, but the terms and the fabric of the language were so foreign that she had a terrible time following it. Feeling buffeted around by so many strange ideas, Zhanna found herself watching the interplay of the people more than participating in the discussion.

Noma was bouncing up and down in his energized presentation of his view on engine capabilities, while Mikhail’s sometimes shouted contributions from the driver’s seat centered on steering and control. After watching Noma’s actions in awe, two of the other Hidden Folk had jumped into the arguments, one of them in support of Noma’s position and the other agreeing with Mikhail. It was amazing and heartwarming to the young Witch.

She smiled in pleasure, and then her expression widened as Dascha’s tart, mental voice was heard, << Want to make a bet that both of those are male? >>

<< I might take you up on that bet, but not in this particular instance. There may be female Hidden Folk that love cars, but private ownership of motorized vehicles is very rare in the villages. You wouldn’t find very many women in the village that could even understand half of the terms these men are throwing around. >>

<< You are right, I'm just snarky. The same thing happens when you get mothers with small babies talking. Anyone else feels like they wandered into a different land. >>

<< So, what you’re really trying to tell me is that being an outsider to a discussion of enthusiasts can be very uncomfortable. >>

<< Yes! It is reason number 32 in the Snarky Handbook. >>

<< Reason number 32? >>

<< It is 32nd on the list of reasons to be snarky! >>

Zhanna smiled and looked out the window. Her heart leaped into her throat, and she could feel her pulse slamming in her veins. Her grandmother’s small form was lit by the light of the morning sun as she waited on the porch. The young Witch erupted out of the car door scrambling across Mikhail without consideration for injury or anything else. Making a beeline for her grandmother, Zhanna threw both arms around the small frame, and the two women clung together in celebration and relief.

They were both safe. Tears ran down Zhanna’s face when she looked at her Baba. She could see that the delicately-wrinkled, beloved face of Bolormaa was equally wet. The old woman’s hands fluttered over her granddaughter. The tactile feedback reinforced the seer’s vision of her grandchild’s survival. Face, hair, body. Her daughter’s daughter was alive and had come through safely.

For the young Witch, the emotions were just as turbulent and strong. Until she had seen her grandmother, until she had held her in her arms, there had been the fear that she would never again look into the eyes that had been her safe haven for her entire life. Only now, safely reunited with the woman that had raised her, could Zhanna relax.

[image: ]

 


Chapter 36 – Settling In

Her Baba had everything prepared for them. That manifestation of foreknowledge had been part of Zhanna’s childhood, and she took it for granted. The mercenaries and the Hidden Folk, on the other hand, were startled and extremely impressed.

There were breakfast rolls, hot and waiting, just out of the oven. Seven places set for humans at the table and a sheltered setup for food outside in the garden for the Hidden Folk. Making sure that the Hidden Folk knew that they were welcome in the house, Baba insisted that everyone eat and relax.

The smell of the sweet bread and intriguing aromas of stew drew the mercenaries into the kitchen like a thundering horde. Consciously on their best behavior, the men all washed up in the warm water before sitting down and waited for their hostess to start.

“Please, eat! I know that you probably did not have much of a morning meal and you all have to be hungry. There is plenty of food, and I’ve made coffee and tea. Eat while you tell me everything that is happened. Please, please don’t leave anything out. I’ve been dying of curiosity and worried about you all.”

“Baba, sit down, please. We can serve ourselves.”

“Absolutely, not. You have been the ones fighting battles, while I’ve been sitting at home worrying. Let me wear some of that worry off now by making sure you are fed. If you still feel like you have to contribute, you all can clean up and do the dishes.”

A spiral of laughter ran around the room and Zhanna, and her team sat down to eat with good appetite. A chaotic recounting and many helpings of food later, everyone’s stomach was full, and Bolormaa had heard the entire tale.

The old woman smiled and addressed her question to her granddaughter, “It sounds like we will have new neighbors. Did you have anything specific in mind?”

“No, Baba. We promised them that they were welcome here and I think they need to recover and explore before they can decide exactly where they want to build new homes. In the meantime, I’m not exactly sure what needs to be done to give them shelter immediately. I will have to ask Noma and Tisha.”

Nodding approvingly, Stefan said, “We will help where we can. You realize that the people of the village cannot be told about the new neighbors. Most of them won’t believe that they are real and the others will try to hunt them.”

Noma piped up from where he had come to sit by Dascha, “Yes, we know. However, we spent many years being hidden. That part of our life will not be any different than it has been. However, we now have a team that has humans that believe us and believe in us. This is special and part of the reason that we moved here.”

Kasha had been silent through most of the conversation, attentive but not saying anything. He chose that moment to speak, “I would like to help. Nothing is keeping me in Barsilov. I could move here and find a room. Then it would be possible for me to assist with what is needed for our small allies and perhaps provide some help to Stefan and Mikhail. I can do many things and would like to be part of what you are building.”

Tolya and Pavel stumbled over each other’s words in a rush to agree.

Zhanna was shocked into speech, “I thought you were part of Dov’s group. Pavel, you are one of his subcommanders?, Right?” Looking helplessly at Stefan, the young Witch pleaded with her eyes for him to say something, anything, to help her understand.

The older mercenary said, “You knew this was going to happen. We need this to happen to re-establish the honor that our Russian Witches and mercenaries need. Or are you stepping away from the path you have chosen already?”

Zhanna’s back straightened, and her eyes flashed in anger. No longer looking like a frightened girl, the Witch pulled the cloak of her convictions around her and responded, “No, I am not stepping away from my path. I just do not want to be dishonorable in my dealings with Dov.”

Pavel interjected, “Dov and I spoke about this before we left. We had already decided that if the mission was even halfway successful and if you showed the honor and commitment that you talked about, that we would join you.”

The Zhanna’s eyes widened, and she stared from one of the senior mercenaries to the other. Her mouth opened in astonishment and she was speechless for a split second before continuing, “I somehow didn’t expect it to happen this quickly. I had a feel for what was necessary and a vision of the end. However, I’m not totally clear on all the places in between.”

Stefan laughed, and after a moment the other mercenaries joined him. The two women waited while the men’s laughter ran its course, only to hear Noma say, “The Hidden Folk are here as part of your group also. You have the vision that has been missing. Let others help with the in-between spots.”

Stefan took over, adding, “After all, isn’t that why God made officers?”

The room rang with laughter and shared humor. Inside of Zhanna’s brain, there was an audible click. Immediately turning serious, the young Witch cast her eyes around the room looking for the source of the sound.

Noticing her sudden alertness, all the mercenaries searched also. Kasha got up and went to the doorway looking out to check the yard, Zhanna happened to look over at her grandmother and saw that the old seer had gone glassy eyed. “Baba! What do you see?”

In a strangely hollow voice, the old seer said, “Your destiny. One piece at a time.”

In the sudden silence that followed the words of prophecy, a clear ringing tone of dropped metal resonated through the room. Warned by the vibration and the noise, Zhanna looked down onto the table in front of her. Still vibrating from the impact of the table, she saw what looked like a braided, bent piece formed from different types and colors of metal. It was as long as her hand, and the hook turned 90° and extended as wide as her wrist. Reaching out for it with a hand that noticeably trembled, Zhanna picked up the strange item just as Dascha shouted in her mind, << Wait! Look at it first! It will…>>

It was too late. The Magic that the Familiar had seen wrapped all around the piece of metal exploded over Zhanna’s body and twisted around each of her limbs in a display of multicolored lights, visible to all. The young Witch felt moving streams of heat and ice awake her body to an intense awareness just before the Magic finished tasting her skin and dove into her flesh via the glyphs in her arms.

Pain! Agony so intense it stole her breath and made it impossible for any sound to emerge from her racked throat. In the depths of that cataclysmic event, Zhanna knew that the shredding of her body and soul took only a split second, but the intensity made it seem like it took forever. Her awareness snapped back into here and now in time to hear the end of her Familiar’s frantic warning.

<<… change you. It looks like that nasty-tempered god that you said acted like a two-year-old! >>

Nobody moved for a moment. It was as if time had stopped in the room until Bolormaa darted around the table and cradled Zhanna’s head against her chest.

“My poor little one. Was it terrible? Is the pain gone?”

In a stifled voice, Stefan stammered, “You knew this would happen? You saw this in her future?”

At the old woman’s nod, the mercenary heatedly continued, “How could you not let her know?”

Bolormaa answered in a voice steely with the agony of long experience, “What must be, must be. Any attempt to change it makes things even worse.”

While the seer and the mercenary had been talking, Dascha had jumped up onto the table and gone over to comfort her Witch. Purring against the young woman’s chest, Dascha proceeded to thoroughly sniff and investigate Zhanna’s forearm.

<< You smell all right, although the lines on part of your arm are now darker. They would be readable if I could understand the language. However, there is something different in your Magic and in our bond. >>

<< I don’t feel any different, Dascha. Other than my nerves are still jingling from that huge bolt of pain. Can you tell what’s different? Has something damaged our connection? >>

As Dascha answered, Zhanna tested their bond, looking for damage or defect. She was unable to find anything. She could tell what her Familiar meant, because there was a different, subtle feel to the connection between Witch and Familiar. 

<< There isn’t any damage. In fact, if anything it is stronger. When I look at it, I see a protected cable instead of just a connection. Like something has made our bonding stronger. >>

<< Okay. Since we probably couldn’t do anything about it right now anyway, I’m glad to know that it won’t be an immediate danger. I still think we are going to have to talk to my mentors at Blagogarsk about this whole thing. >>

<< Agreed, but you’re forgetting something. >>

<< What? What have I forgotten? >>

<< Are you going to pick up your new toy? After all, you’ve paid for it in pain. >>

Reminded, Zhanna looked down at the table and saw that the bent piece of metal was lying exactly in front of her. This time, looking at it with the Sight, Zhanna saw that it glowed a deep blue, luminescent and unwavering. She could see the same color echoed in the glyphs on her arm. Hoping that her intuition was right, the young woman reached out her right hand and picked up the piece of metal again. The indrawn breaths of the others at the table told her of their fear, but she was strangely calm.

There was no secondary explosion, no echo of pain. It merely was a warm and strangely comforting piece of metal in her hand. Speaking aloud, Zhanna asked, “And what am I supposed to do with you?”

Noma was the one that answered, “Keep it close.”
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Chapter 37 – Traveling Near and Far

Moving swiftly, some of the people cleaned up the kitchen for Bolormaa while others went out to check on the rest of the Hidden Folk. Zhanna and Dascha remained at the table. The young Witch was thinking deeply, wondering what all of this meant. The Familiar watched her, worrying about the dangers and the responsibility that was heaping itself upon the slender shoulders of the young woman.

Pavel came hurrying back into the room. He broke into excited speech, “I just got off my phone with Dov. Vadim left word with him that we should come back and pick up your share of the money. He says he doesn’t feel comfortable keeping that much money with him. The old man also has a lot more news for you.”

Stefan was following closely on the heels of the subcommander and added, “He also warned about the group that Maxim hired. They haven’t found that nasty Magic user, but the four mercenaries that he controls have been looking around, waiting for you, Dov thinks.”

The kitchen was quickly filled again as the conversation continued. Zhanna asked, “When should we leave? We don’t want to keep Vadim in danger, and he wouldn’t have mentioned the news if it was unimportant.”

Stefan answered, “There is no we. Mikhail and Kasha will stay to protect you here along with the Hidden Folk. Pavel, Tolya, and I will take the vehicle and collect the money and the Intel from Vadim.”

Zhanna was confused, asking, “Why this strange task split? Shouldn’t I be the one to go there?”

“That may be exactly what they are hoping for. Right now, our enemies don’t know where you live, and we would like to keep them confused about that for as long as possible. Remember they tried to follow us before, and only the Hidden Folk assistance allowed us to cover our tracks.”

Pavel added, “Between Stefan and I, we should be able to cast enough of an illusion to shake any pursuit. You should stay here and be ready to protect us if we come in with enemies close behind.”

Mikhail chose that moment to contribute, saying, “Of course, they will eventually track us down and probably attack. But for now, this gives us some extra time that we need.”

Zhanna felt overwhelmed like things were moving too rapidly for her to absorb. She felt trapped in a situation that was beyond her ability to plan and see a pathway through. Her feelings must’ve shown on her face because Tisha added her voice into the conversation, saying, “We will help to confuse those that would harm. We are good allies as you know, adding strength and abilities that you do not have. It is only fair considering all that you have given us.”

Bolormaa laid her hands on Zhanna’s shoulders and pulled her granddaughter’s head back against her soft chest. Gently, she said, “Dearling, you do not have to do everything yourself.”

Reluctantly, Zhanna agreed and a short time later saw the three mercenaries head off on their errand. She knew it would take time for them to return and that she should expect to see them the next day. She hoped with all of her heart that the trip would go well and that they would come back to her unharmed.

<< <> >>

The young Witch tried to keep herself busy. She didn’t want to stand there and worry about the three men in the big SUV driving into possible danger. To take her mind off everything, Zhanna exploded into a flurry of activity. Straightening things, thoroughly cleaning her body and clothes, she worked until she felt much better. Going out to check that the Hidden Folk were settling in left her cheered and more than a little relieved.

Zhanna came inside to help her grandmother prepare the next meal, only to find that two of the Hidden Folk females and one of the mercenaries, Kasha, were happily chattering in the kitchen and cooking food. It was apparent that she didn’t need to help them, especially since the busy kitchen filled with a press of bodies.

Feeling at loose ends, the young Witch wandered back out into the garden. The lure of a concealed bench drew her, and she headed for the cozy nook that had provided her many a moment of serenity. Rounding the last bend in the trail, she was surprised to see Dascha sitting on that same bench and staring blindly into the small pond in front of it.

The young woman sat down next to her Familiar and they shared a companionable moment together. When her normally talkative companion was still silent, Zhanna asked, << What is wrong, Dascha? Have I done something that you are upset with? Or are you hurt? >>

<< It is not that. There’s something that is a problem and I don’t know what to do. >>

<< What problem? I tell you all of mine, why would you not tell me yours? >>

<< I don’t want to add to all of the burdens you already have. >>

<< Tell me. >>

The small cat turned her head and stared at her Witch with an inscrutable look that somehow carried a fog of worry with it. After a moment, she continued.

<< You have heard me talk about the other Familiars that I met at the Familiar Trials. >>

<< Yes, your friends Stinky, Jack, TT, and others. Are any of them a problem? >>

<< You know that TT was hurt in the battle with the wolf? What I didn’t tell you was that she was worried that her Witch would not want her because she was no longer perfect. >>

<< What?! Why would that make a difference? >>

<< I don’t know, but TT was very worried that her Witch would repudiate her. >>

<< That would be horrible! I can’t believe anybody who’s truly bonded with a Familiar with ever do that. >>

Zhanna was incensed, eyes bright and anger resonating across the companion bond. Dascha was strangely comforted by that reaction and continued her tale.

<< I didn’t think that she was worried about anything real, but I have been increasingly concerned about her. The next Familiar Trials is coming up, and I had thought about skipping it because we have so much going on here. I didn’t want to leave you for the days of the Trials when you need me. However, the feeling that TT is in trouble has been growing on me, and I’ve been having strange dreams. >>

<< I have many others to protect me right now. I know that if something horrible came up that I could call you and you would come. Just like I have to do my training, you need to grow in your own powers. How are you going to do that if you don’t go to the Trials? >>

<< I just thought I could wait. I haven’t even been doing the training that I really should do before I go to the next session. So now here I am, worried about TT and leaving you, plus I haven’t done any preparation. >>

The young Witch laughed, suddenly focused and feeling oriented. This part she understood. Smiling widely at her Familiar, she said, << That tells me what we’re going to start doing tomorrow. You need to prepare. It’s going to be a crash course in whatever skills you need to practice. >>

<< Zhanna, there are so many things that I would’ve had to practice that I didn’t. I’m not sure there’s any chance of me catching up that quickly. >>

<< Is this coming from the Familiar that laughed at me when I complained about sore muscles? That teased me unmercifully when I flubbed spells and basically clawed me in the backside to make me try again and again until I got it right? I am not putting up with this. If the discipline is good for me, then it goes double for you! >>

<< But… >>

<< I mean it! We start tomorrow. You will go to the Trials and if your friend TT is in trouble, you bring her here! >>

Suddenly cheerful, Dascha started to purr, sending a flood of thankfulness and love over the companion bond. << Yes, my Witch. Tomorrow, we will begin. >>
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Chapter 38 – Donations and Volunteers

The next day was the main market day for the village. With all of the extra mouths that needed to be fed, Zhanna decided to do some serious provision buying. Setting off as soon as the sun was fully up, the young woman was quickly walking at a rapid but comfortable pace, accompanied by Dascha.

<< Zhanna! Stop for a moment. >>

<< Why? >>

Zhanna had no more uttered the words when the tiny form of Tisha popped out of the brush. The small brown-furred female said, “I would like to go to the market too. If I see something we need, I can tell you quietly, okay?”

Zhanna replied, “Of course. I am sorry that I didn’t think of that earlier. I know that there are many things that will be useful for the Hidden Folk and we have enough money to get whatever is needed. We just have to be careful not to display too much wealth or people will be curious.”

“That should not be a problem. Most of what we need is small, little bits of things.”

With no more fuss, Tisha hopped up and nestled just underneath Zhanna’s thick sweater, arranging her body against the young woman’s so that it didn’t show from the outside. The three females, human, feline, and Folk, were immediately back on their way.

<< <> >>

The shopping trip was an overwhelming success. Reassured by the knowledge that she had plenty of money, Zhanna ranged through the market looking for bargains and trying to give Tisha the opportunity to identify what it was that the rest of their group needed. Despite the wealth that was concealed under her grandmother’s hearth, the young woman bargained as if her available funds were as scant as they had been before.

Deciding to rest briefly before the walk back home, Zhanna went to sit by the fountain in the village square. Most of the people that hurried past her ignored her and her cat, uncomfortable with the woman they saw as overly assertive and an old spinster. Years ago, that ostracization bothered Zhanna. Now it was just part of the landscape. She had ceased to be upset about it. After all, she had her Baba and her Familiar. What more did she need?

There were a few people that greeted her either with a nod and a wave or short comments of greeting. Those she returned pleasantly and with a smile. It wasn’t that she disliked any of the people there, she just lived in a slightly different world, and it was hard to talk across those barriers.

Used to the separation that had become the norm, Zhanna was surprised when one of the hurrying women stopped in front of her and addressed her directly, “Hello Zhanna. Might I sit next to you and talk for a little bit?”

Zhanna looked up in shock and saw that it was Marina. The woman was an old schoolmate who had been leaving school as Zhanna had been entering it many years ago. Only eight years older than the young Witch, Marina looked worn and old. Zhanna remembered her smiling face and laughing eyes and wondered when that had changed. She knew that part of the alteration was the loss of her husband and sons on mercenary missions. Having lost her brother, Zhanna better understood the pain of that and her eyes filled briefly in sympathy.

Plastering a smile back on her face, the young Witch patted the wall next to her and said, “That would be lovely. Come have a seat next to me, and we can talk.”

The older woman sat down and shifted slightly uncomfortably before breaking into speech, “I understand that you might have a use for a vehicle. And I thought that if you would come to get it out of my shed that you could have the one that my father left me so many years ago.”

Zhanna was stunned speechless. Her surprise was visible on her face, and Marina lost some of her tension at the reaction. Offering a faint smile, the older woman continued, “The car had been kept for when my boys were ready to fix it.” Her eyes closed in brief pain and then her jaw firmed, and she looked straight at Zhanna once more, “Now there’s no reason to keep it, and I would like it to go to someone who might benefit.”

Zhanna’s stammered, “Why me? You could probably get money for it.”

“You are trying to be more than just a village woman. I was not brave enough to do that, thinking that I had to be the proper wife and mother. I cannot turn back time, but I can do my own part to make your dream come true. You are stronger than I ever was, but no one is strong by themselves. Let me do this part to help you.”

Marina didn’t wait for Zhanna to reply, instead, standing up and starting to move away. Zhanna called after her when she had regained her wits, saying, “thank you and I accept. When would you like me to come to get it?”

The older woman called over her shoulder and answered, “Tomorrow. Tomorrow would be good.”

<< <> >>

By the time that Zhanna had made her weary way home, the group that had gone to Brasilov had returned. Forgetting her exhaustion in the excitement of seeing the three men, apparently unharmed, Zhanna quickly greeted them and surprised them each with an unplanned hug.

“I am so glad you are back! Tell me how Vadim is. Tell me what else happened? What was the news? How much did we get?”

Stefan laughed and tried to slow her down, saying, “Enough! Stop asking questions so I can answer the ones you’ve already asked.”

Quickly, all of the mercenaries and many of the Hidden Folk crowded into the kitchen. Bolormaa and two helpers made tea and distributed cookies and slices of bread with butter and pickled onions to all. Once everyone was settled, the three travelers looked at each other and wordlessly agreed that Stefan should start.

He said, “We got to town without a problem. We had called Vadim and let him know when we were coming and he had his bodyguards ready.”

Pavel added, “Of course, I had talked with Dov, and a full squad of our unit was also waiting. Part of them guarded the SUV while the others acted as additional perimeter guards. Dov joined us in the meeting with Vadim.”

Stefan once more took the conversational reins, continuing “Vadim had Kirill with him, the big guy that is his main bodyguard. They told us how on their trip to Moscow that they were attacked three times. The first time the fight was executed by people that they recognized from Brasilov. The other two times the attackers were unknown. The surprises that were built into their vehicle help them break free, but each engagement got more difficult.”

Tolya added his contribution, saying, “I was talking to the people that were left outside. One of them was on the trip also and said that the first two were just regular troops, but there was a definite Witch in the third attack. He said that if they wouldn’t have had the special protections on their vehicle, similar to the ones that Vadim had insisted for ours, that they might’ve been in more trouble.”

Zhanna asked, “How could Maxim organize such a complicated series of attacks? That doesn’t make any sense to me.”

Stefan responded, “Apparently, Maxim is more connected than anyone knew. After Vadim completed his business in Moscow, he stopped by and talk to a few friends of his. He found out that Maxim is associated with a group of mercenaries headquartered about 150 miles from here. That group has a very unsavory reputation.”

Pavel added, somewhat shamefacedly, “Even for Russian Witches.”

Zhanna nodded in acknowledgment and motioned with her hand for them to continue their tale.

After a moment, Stefan took up the narrative, saying, “With the help of his friends, Vadim added more offensive and defensive abilities to his vehicle. He also convinced a stronger Witch that one of his friends knew to accompany him back to his home with the idea that that Witch would be modifying the protections on all of Vadim’s properties.”

Noma muttered, “Smart! The old man is very smart.”

Tisha corrected him, murmuring, “Wise. There’s a difference between smart and wise.”

Heads nodded around the table in agreement, and Zhanna asked, “Then what happened? Do you know anything about the Witch that they roped into attacking? If we know his abilities, we can prepare for them.”

Shaking his head negatively, Pavel said, “They didn’t know much of anything about that Witch, other than the fact that he was powerful and he seemed to work with both force and fire.”

Stefan added, “Vadim wanted to tell you that his business in Moscow went almost too well. He’s afraid that the item that he had to sell will draw very high levels of attention. It turns out that that particular piece was extremely well known and given to a particular person in exchange for saving the Czar’s life. Its provenance up to a point is highly documented, and he expects that there will be a lot of interest in where it was recovered from. He wanted you to know.”

Zhanna sighed, “I suppose it was inevitable. It was probably too much to hope that we would have more time, but at some point, they’re going to figure out that I can get into Blagogarsk.”

“WHAT?? No one can get into that city. It’s cursed and warded. It’s impossible!”

Zhanna just looked at Stefan briefly and then turned her glance to the stunned face of Pavel. The exclamation had been ripped out of the man against his normally-controlled speech patterns. He stared in total amazement at the young woman’s face and said reverently, “Dear God, no wonder you’re so secretive. And no wonder that Vadim got extra spells.”

Turning his gaze back to Stefan, the subcommander asked him sharply, “Does Dov know?”

When Stefan shook his head, Pavel turned to look at Zhanna and asked, “Is it all right to tell him? I think this is very important.”

Zhanna agreed reluctantly. Pavel said that he would arrange for Dov and the other subcommander to join them sometime in the next few days for negotiations. He added, “I was supposed to tell you that Dov and most of the retired group in Brasilov would like to join you and be part of your mission. I hope that you will accept us.”

Surprisingly, Tolya piped up and said, “If you do not accept the entire group, I will leave them so that I can stay with you. Please don’t turn us away, Lady.”

Zhanna was once again reminded that things were moving quickly. Taking a deep breath, she answered Tolya, saying, “I don’t believe it will come to that. However, know this, Tolya Mishin, you are always welcome.”

Shaking off the tension of the moment, Stefan said, “Oh, by the way, Vadim sent more than just money. He thought that we might want to celebrate, and he sent several cases of good wine and beer. I think it would be a reasonable idea for us to open a bottle of wine and some of the beer. What do you think, Zhanna?”

Bolormaa started to laugh, and when everyone in the room turned to look at her, she explained, “I have cold beer and wine waiting for you. I agree it’s time for relaxation.”

The room relaxed into a shared laugh and mugs and glasses appeared so that all could enjoy the drink of their choice.

Raising his glass in salute, Stefan said, “To our Lady Witch, Zhanna!”

A muted cheer brought a flush of embarrassment to the young woman’s face as everyone raised their glasses and drank. To counter that surge of emotion, it was her turn, and she raised her glass and said in a clear voice, “To all that have made it possible this far, both those that are here and those that are absent.”

That salute and drink were executed more somberly, but the rising tide of excitement carried them further.

The conversation became general, and more food appeared on the table as if by Magic. People were eating and talking with clusters of mixed mercenaries and Hidden Folk everywhere. After a while, Zhanna looked over at Stefan and asked, “Oh, by the way, how much money did we get from Vadim?”

Stefan’s answer left her speechless once more. The amount made what she had already received seem paltry by comparison. Smiling grimly at his liege Witch, Stefan said, “And this is just the beginning.”

Trying to distract the stunned woman from her bemusement, Pavel asked her, “What has been happening while we have been gone? Hopefully, nothing as exciting.”

Zhanna answered after a wicked side glance at Tisha and Dascha, “Oh… Nothing much. We went to the market and did some shopping, then acquired a car that we have to pick up tomorrow and fix. That’s about it.”

Issuing a short laugh, the subcommander said, “That will teach me to try to tease you. Do we really have another car?”

 “We do if we can get it running. Marina has volunteered a vehicle that has been covered in her garage and was left to her by her father.”

Stefan said, “There are not a lot of us that know about cars. Mikhail does but will probably need another one or two.”

“Surprisingly, Mikhail answered, saying “I know of someone else who knows a bit about cars. He came in from Kalisov before we left.”

She asked, “How do you know that he knows about cars?”

“We were talking about them, and he seems to know even more than I do! I originally noticed him a few days ago. I saw him looking at Zhanna, and he seemed to want to talk to you. But he's in that gangly and shy stage and cannot figure out what to say.”

The men in the room laughed, both human and Hidden Folk, and Zhanna flushed slightly. Mikhail said, "No, I don't think it's anything like that. He seems to want to talk to you about something specific, Zhanna. Something really important to him.”

The young Witch thought for a minute and then said, “If he is willing to help with the car then let him. We could use the help, and it will give all of you an opportunity to evaluate him. If he has something to ask me or talk to me about, that will be his opportunity to do so.”

Bolormaa said, “Enough problems, people. You have survived a horrific event and have been triumphant. It is now time to celebrate.”

A chorus of “Yes, Baba!” was her answer.
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Chapter 39 – Unintended Consequences

To uncover the car, Zhanna had to first deal with a myriad of things that somehow always find themselves piled up on top of an empty surface. Marina had insisted that there was a car underneath the pile of miscellaneous items, but it was impossible to tell. The entire shed was packed with the flotsam and jetsam of life. Old tools, parts that could be used, raw materials, building components, and hay bales. The items that a frugal household would save against time of need.

All of that was camouflaging the shape and size of the vehicle that Marina had offered to Zhanna. The quiet widow had said that it was her contribution to the changes that Zhanna would make. Her generosity was overwhelming to the young Witch, but she had gratefully accepted.

<< At least somebody thinks that you’re going to be making changes. Even though you have no clue what those changes are going to be. >>

<< Thanks, Dascha. Just what I need is a little more snark! >>

<< You’re welcome. It’s the least I could do considering that I can feel your mind running around in circles like a mouse that somehow got stuck in a ball. >>

Zhanna knew that Dascha was right. There were so many thoughts crammed into her head that they were fighting for space. It felt like she was trapped in the middle of a dust spinner, bombarded by ideas that refused to go together into any coherent whole.

This was uncharted territory. The young Witch had no option but to take each step as she could figure it out. Hopefully, she would be able to start to plan and to think strategically in the near future. This feeling of uncertainty, of feeling like she was spinning in place was not comfortable. All she could think of doing to improve the situation was to find small things that she could do and get them done. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about those later on.

Hence the vehicle. One of the problems that they had was the slowness of transport. After all, it had taken several days for Zhanna to travel to Blagogarsk. That slowness of travel in the 21st century was a big problem and was something that Marina had thought she could address.

So today Zhanna found herself in a cobweb-decorated, dusty and cluttered old outbuilding, excavating a buried vehicle. One with an unknown condition or value. However, every contribution would help her. No one in the village really was very wealthy. Families lived hand to mouth, sometimes forced to rely on the charity of neighbors. In such a poor environment, the fact that anyone would donate something was amazing. Something to be cherished.

The large vehicle was buried under the accumulation of odds and ends from over a half-century. Uncovering it was a tremendous effort. If only Zhanna and Marina had been working on it, unburying it would’ve taken them days. Showing an organizational skill that Zhanna had never suspected, Marina had asked for help from the village in general.

Two of the mercenaries that were in town between assignments had volunteered to help. Willie and Mark were middle-aged and serious, veterans of many contracts. They had both worked with Zhanna’s brother and came in to help, silently and without looking her directly in the face. She wasn’t sure if it was guilt or something else but was pleased with their assistance.

The two mercs were joined by Mikhail and a young man that was not from the village. In fact, no one locally had ever seen him before. He had arrived earlier that week, walking in from the main road. His body showed the gangliness of teenage years. Looking a bit like a mobile scarecrow, he had jerky movements and hunched shoulders. His dark hair and eyes reminded Zhanna of others in the village, and he looked faintly familiar. The young Witch just couldn’t remember where she had seen him but was positive that she had.

His mumbled introduction had been only his name, Ivan. The youth stayed close to Mikhail, who had invited him. He asked no questions. Instead, he got to work immediately and continued with a focused ferocity that surprised all of them. The two women were glad he was there because his efforts added to that of the mercs made sure that the job was done quickly. 

Every once in a while, Zhanna would look up to see that he had been watching her. His quickly shuttered expression of desperate hope made her uncomfortable, and she had hoped that he would say something to her about why he had come.

It had been several hours, and he had not said anything to her. However, he certainly knew how to work. With all of them doing what they could, it only took a couple of hours to dig out the vehicle so that the tarp could be pulled away. 

Zhanna feared that after all this work that the vehicle was not going to be any good. Marina had insisted that the car was something that her great-grandfather had gotten as a reward for his mercenary work and that it should be in working order. Zhanna hoped she was right.

Finally, they were at the point where the vehicle was no longer buried, and the surrounding floor space had been cleared. It was time to see what they had.

<< If I had a horn, I would blow it. But since I don’t, I won’t. >>

<< Dascha! This is serious so stop trying to make me laugh. >>

Willie and Mark each grabbed a corner of the tarp and peeled it away from the car, like a banana skin being pulled off the fruit. In the dim light of the shed, they could all see the vehicle. 

At first, Zhanna did not know what she was looking at. The car was massive, with dusty dark blue paint and chrome trim. The Russian-made Buick looked more like a tank than it did a modern vehicle. But the glass windows were without defect, and even the paint seemed to be in good condition. Considering its age, it was better than she had any right to expect. Breathing a sigh of relief, Zhanna looked over at the other woman happily. Smiling tiredly, the young Witch said, “It looks amazing! Thank you so much, Marina.”

Marina just nodded, offering up her own exhausted smile. The two women watched quietly as the men dusted off the vehicle, closed opened valves, checked a variety of fluids, and added gasoline to the empty tank.

Dascha was watching these preparations with an unblinking stare and motionless pose. Turning her eyes to follow the cat’s intent gaze, Zhanna watched for a while before addressing her Familiar, << It looks like some form of arcane ritual, complete with chanting. >>

<< A new spell of transportation? Not one I’m familiar with. >>

<< Oh dear, first snark, now bad puns. >>

<< It’s a new skill. >>

<<<>>>

The car had seen better days. It was filled with dust, and anonymous debris gathered through decades of hidden existence. The men had been extremely enthusiastic throughout the process. Zhanna had heard but never experienced before, the affinity men seemed to have for vehicles. It was on full display as the men exclaimed in the discovery of features and functions, happily analyzing the size and capability of the car.

The younger man, Ivan, was especially taken with the vehicle. His rather solemn face lit with enthusiasm and he became far more animated than when Zhanna had first met him. She was conscious of the fact that he kept glancing sideways at her when he thought that she wasn’t looking at him. Briefly, she wondered what it was that he saw or wanted.

<< It’s a bit curious. I don’t think he is particularly attracted to you, but he really wants to ask you something. I just can’t tell what. >>

<< I know, Dascha. I can almost feel a desperate need for an answer, but I don’t know what to do about that. It certainly isn’t because he’s attracted to me. >>

<< Da, I know. I’m sure he would want you to have his kittens, but that’s not what he’s thinking about. A cat can tell these things. >>

<< Really!? Sometimes you are just disgusting! >>

<< It’s a feature. >>

Before Zhanna could continue their discussion, the tone of the men’s conversation changed. There was a note of worry that crept into their voices. The young Witch straightened up from where she had been leaning against the wall and walked over to them.

“Is there some sort of problem?” she asked.

Mikhail answered her quickly, “Almost everything looks good, Zhanna, but this car has been sitting for so long that it is possible that it may not start. We are going to try helping it to start with assistance from one of our cars to see if it is capable of running. Whoever wrapped it up was smart enough to drain the gasoline and most of the other fluids out of it, so we don’t have to deal with a big mess. We replaced most of them and we think it should start but the battery obviously is worn down by age and lack of use.”

Zhanna’s look of incomprehension encouraged him to continue talking. He smiled briefly and said, “I think it will run, and if it does then everything but one problem will have been solved.” The young Witch tilted her head in inquiry, so he finally got to the point she wanted to know. “Its tires are too old. They are almost powdered. We cannot patch tires that are this flat or are this full of holes.”

Willie chimed in, “Let’s first see how the engine is. That would be the biggest problem, and if that works, we can then deal with the tires.”

Just then, there was a sputtering and a ragged response from the engine. Spinning in surprise, Zhanna and the two mercs saw that Ivan had climbed into the front seat and started the car. It ran raggedly at first but soon evened out and began to produce a powerful but muted roar. The men excitedly hurried over to talk with Ivan and look inside the hood of the idling car. Ivan had a broad smile on his face and was cheerfully responding to the older men.

<< Zhanna? That boy is a Witch. He helped the car to start, Magically. >>

<< That’s an interesting twist. Now I really need to know what he wants from me. >>

<< I will watch him. >>

Willie called out to Zhanna, “It’s running really well. Now if we had good tires, it would be all set.”

Zhanna thought for a moment. All of the practice that she been doing with the spell books from Blagogarsk had been pure practice and drill. She hadn’t done much that was practical with the spells yet other than the battle that they had just survived, and it worried her that she didn’t know how to apply the theory of the base spell to the reality of need. Perhaps this was the place where she could try something.

Taking a deep breath, she said, “I think I may know something to do. It may not work, but I think it’s worth a try.”

All of the men stared at her, some in question, some in challenge.

Dascha asked, << Are you sure you want to try this? >>

<< I am not sure that I want to, but I think I need to. >>

“Mikhail, tell me what a sturdy tire would look like and its characteristics. I know nothing about cars, and I need to have an understanding of the tires before I can try a spell.”

Willie interrupted, saying, “I have never heard a spell that would do something with a tire. Are you sure this is something that you can and should be doing?”

Although she had expressed her doubts to Dascha, Zhanna was tired of putting up with disparaging remarks. She responded evenly and forcefully, “I think it’s a reasonable way of testing a spell. It’s one that I’ve learned recently, and this seems like a good place to try it out, providing that you can tell me what a tire is supposed to be like. If you can’t tell me, I will find somebody else who can.”

Mark said placatingly, “I can certainly tell you what a tire is supposed to be. Just because we’ve never heard of a spell like the one you’re talking about, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. And I, for one, would be interested in learning useful spells if you find and test them out.”

It was obvious from the expression on Willie’s face that he didn’t necessarily agree but he wasn’t willing to confront Zhanna again right now. He merely stepped back with a skeptical look plastered all over his face, folded his arms across his chest, and waited.

Mark and Mikhail began to explain the use and shape of a car tire. He talked about the tire shape and that it was attached to the vehicle with bolts. They covered the desire to make the tires impermeable so that they did not easily go flat. Mark also explained that the tire outside was made of rubber. Mikhail stressed the need for sturdy tires that would not wear out quickly on rough roads. It was a very short introduction to a topic that they obviously loved, distilled down into only a few sentences for the young Witch’s understanding.

Once they were done, Zhanna motioned the men away from the vehicle. She could feel the weight of Marina’s gaze on her back and the comforting presence of Dascha along their Familiar bond. Mentally centering herself, Zhanna waited until she felt stable and subvocalized the words of the spell just like she had done in practice. Holding the shape and characteristics that had been described to her, she gathered her will and intent, channeling them along her arms and through her open hands toward the car.

There was an explosion of light and a muffled sound. The car jerked and raised as the old tires were replaced with unflattened versions. The air resonated with a curiously muffled clanging sound that shivered through the spectator’s bones and rattled the walls of the shed.

All of the men wore identical looks of disbelief on their faces. Willie slowly approached the vehicle as if he were afraid that it would either disappear or somehow attack him. He touched the fender of the car with a hand that shook slightly and bent over to examine the tire. Straightening quickly, face paled in surprise, he took one step back and spun in place to stare at Zhanna. “It looks like a new tire!”

Looking slightly calmer, Mikhail walked over to the vehicle. He didn’t bend down, but he looked at each of the tires in turn. After going around the car once, the mercenary marched over to Zhanna, planting himself directly in front of her. He looked her in the face, half in entreaty and half in challenge. “They look perfect. Totally perfect.”

“I just tried to create the things that you had told me about,” responded Zhanna.

Mark came up next to Mikhail and stared at her wordlessly for an instant more before walking back to the car. Ivan had approached it while Zhanna was talking, carefully examining each of the tires in turn. As the other men rejoined him, Ivan addressed the group in general, “There are no tire valves. How will we refill the tires?”

“Zhanna, how much air pressure did you put in the tires?” asked Mikhail.

“Air? You didn’t say anything about air!” answered Zhanna.
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